
This article summarises the key find-
ings of a cooperative study between 
the IZI and the Media Authority of 
North Rhine-Westphalia (LfM) in 
which 40 young refugees in Ger-
many between 6 and 16 years of age 
were interviewed regarding their 
perceptions of their situation, their 
impressions of Germany, and their 
media usage.

“I can go to school here, there’s no 
war here, and the people here are 
good”: With this sentence, 12-year-old 
Maryam explained why she “really” 
likes it here in Germany. She came to 
Germany with her parents a year ago 
from Afghanistan, where she had to 
witness how her house was attacked, 
robbed, and completely destroyed by 
the Taliban.
So far, only very few studies exist that 
focus on the experiences, daily lives, 
and emotions of adolescent refugees 
in Germany. From a psychological 
perspective, World Vision (2016) 
analysed 7 case studies of preteens 
(10 to 13  years old) with a refugee 
background to trace their situations: 
According to this study, family and 
friends are the most important part of 
their daily lives and offer support and 
security. The children are faced with 
language confusion because their na-
tive language can no longer be used as 
a matter of course for communication. 
In all, they feel safe in Germany but are 
also threatened by the insecurity of 
possibly being expelled. In combination 
with post-traumatic stress syndromes, 
this negatively affects the children’s 
mental health, and they urgently need 

more support in this area (World Vi-
sion, 2016).
Often, however, this cannot be offered 
due to the adults’ psychological stress, 
as UNICEF Germany showed with a 
study of 30 caregivers of refugees 
(Berthold, 2014). Instead, refugee 
children see their parents as being in 
need of help, and the idea of the strong, 
protecting parents who can handle 
family concerns on their own is shaken 
to its core. They experience a break 
with the values they have previously 
lived and the existing generational 
structure. This is all made worse by the 
fact that because of attending school 
and social contacts, children often have 
an easier time “settling” into the new 
situation than their parents, which can 
lead to highly unequal developments 
in the family (Berthold, 2014). Because 
the children often learn the language 
faster, they are used as interpreters 
when going to agencies and doctors. 
These are forms of “parentification”: 
The children take on functions that 
are typical for parental roles, and this 
can overwhelm them (Oelrich, 2007). 
At the same time, in the asylum proce-
dures, accommodation, or in advising 
on residency or social law, the chil-
dren’s interests and well-being usually 
play a secondary role, and adolescent 
refugees are only rarely perceived as 
independent personalities and bearers 
of rights (cf. Berthold, 2014, p. 16).
The findings in the studies mentioned 
give important indications but leave 
many questions open, e.g. what role 
quality media could play in this con-
text. This is where the study by the In-
ternational Central Institute for Youth 

and Educational Television (IZI) and 
the Media Authority of North Rhine-
Westphalia (LfM) picks up.

THE STUDY

In this study, 40 children and adoles-
cents between 6 and 16 years of age 
were interviewed, usually with commu-
nicative assistance from an interpreter. 
The youth primarily came from Syria 
(n = 18) and Afghanistan (n = 18) as 
well as Iraq (n = 3) or Albania (n = 1). 
18 of those interviewed had lived in 
Germany for less than 6 months, 15 
for between 6 and 12 months, and 7 
for over 1.5 years. As expected for the 
short period of time, most of them 
lived in refugee homes and were wait-
ing for their asylum application to 
be processed.1 Most of the children 
interviewed came to Germany with 
their parents and siblings – some of 
them with relatives – or they came 
completely alone. Before arriving in 
Germany, several had already been 
refugees for a longer period of time in 
other countries such as Iran, Jordan, 
or Turkey. Most of those interviewed 
went to special schools for refugees 
or to “welcome classes”, and some 
had already switched to the “normal” 
regular school system.
The research questions were oriented 
on the study “How children and adoles-
cents understand the topic of refugees” 
(see also Götz in this issue), but asked 
about the refugee children’s percep-
tions and emotions, their general 
knowledge about Germany and the ex-
tent to which it is different from other 
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places they have lived. In addition, they 
were asked about their media usage, 
what kinds of content they would like 
to see in (children’s) television, and 
their future plans. Besides oral, open 
questions, assessment scales and crea-
tive methods like drawing were used 
in parts.
The qualitative sample cannot claim 
to be representive of children and ado-
lescents with refugee backgrounds in 
Germany and is only able to highlight 
individual perspectives on certain 
topics.

BASIC ATTITUDES ABOUT LIFE

The refugees evaluated Germany ex-
tremely positively. The only thing that 
bothered some children was that they 
had to leave so much behind – espe-
cially family members. Most of them 
felt like they were able to adjust easily 
to their new environment even though 
so much was different or handled dif-
ferently in Germany than in their home 
countries. The aspects that they listed 
as being very different were without 
exception positive, for example bet-
ter educational opportunities and 
leisure time activities, more freedom, 
Germany as a country of law and order, 
and especially safety.

The safety aspect was particularly im-
portant for the adolescents: What they 
valued greatly was that they are not 
exposed to war anymore but are safe 
– “not like in Damascus”, stated Bassam 
(15 years old), where he was constantly 
afraid and was not allowed to leave 
the house anymore because the streets 
were too dangerous. As almost all of 
those interviewed, he now felt safe in 
Germany. The younger children named 
this safety aspect more clearly than the 
older children, and the girls stated it 
more than the boys.

SCHOOL AS A HIGHLY  
VALUED PLACE OF LEARNING

What all children and adolescents 
evaluated very positively was that in 
Germany they can go to school and 
learn. For all of those interviewed, this 
was an important and key character-
istic of everyday life here, especially 
for the girls who fled Afghanistan. For 
example, the Taliban forbade Nesrin 
(13  years old) from going to school 
and threatened her with death if she 
went. Maryam (13 years old) and Nuria 
(11 years old) also did not attend school 
regularly because they were afraid of 
Taliban attacks. Now that they were in 
Germany, all the children and adoles-

cents enjoyed the 
reliable regular-
ity of school, and 
they also felt like 
they were being 
intensively sup-
ported here.
In this context, 
the friendliness 
and helpfulness of 
their teachers was 
often emphasised. 
They enjoyed the 
lessons here much 
more than in their 
countries of origin. 
One key topic that 
was mentioned in 
many interviews is 

corporal punishment, which is typical 
in Afghanistan and Syria. The children 
reported being hit with a ruler or 
hose by their teachers there. The ado-
lescents found it important to stress 
that they have gotten to know school 
in Germany as a non-violent place in 
which teachers do not hit the pupils 
nor do the children get into physical 
fights with one another.

DEEPER ISSUES

The interviews were intentionally de-
signed not to be in-depth interviews 
or quasi therapy sessions. Instead, the 
interviewers always remained distant 
and allowed the children to say what 
they wanted to say at all times without 
putting too much pressure on them. 
Any other approach would not have 
been appropriate to the interview 
situation, the research interest, or the 
interviewers’ training. Still, at several 
points in the interviews the refugee 
children mentioned experiences from 
their home countries and what they 
were dealing with mentally became 
apparent.

Experiences of violence

In many interviews, children mention 
violent experiences they had had in 
their countries of origin. In part these 
are experiences in a war zone in which 
people are shot on the street and 
bombs destroy houses and kill people. 
Especially for the refugees from Syria 
this was part of their reality, but also 
for example for Nesrin (13 years old) 
from Afghanistan who went to collect 
water and saw how an explosion, prob-
ably from a bomb, killed many people. 
The theme of dangerous streets and 
exploding bombs could therefore be 
heard at various times in the inter-
views, and it continued to influence 
her view of the world. 
Structurally different and yet similar in 
terms of the topic were the childreń s 
and adolescentś  experiences of vio-

Ill. 1: Roya (16 years old) would like to become an art teacher. In the 
future, she does not want to wear a head scarf and would also like to 
wear shorts in the summer
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lence in the areas con-
trolled by the Taliban. 
Experiences like those of 
Maryam (12 years old), 
who together with her 
family had to watch as 
the Taliban attacked her 
home, robbed her fam-
ily, and then destroyed 
the house; or Dunya 
(14 years old), whose 
father was kidnapped 
and tortured, and one 
of his fingers was cut 
off. These are forms of 
personalised violence in 
which individual people 
are picked out by name, 
attacked in a targeted 
manner, and hurt. It is therefore not 
surprising that 7 out of 10 children and 
adolescents with an Afghan refugee 
background agreed that they were 
afraid the bad people from home 
might also come to Germany. For 
the refugees from Syria, this fear was 
almost secondary.

Wearing a head scarf

The topic of head scarves came up in 
several variations in the interviews. 
As a sign of freedom, several of the 
boys mentioned that it was possible 
for women to decide in Germany 
whether they wanted to wear a hijab 
or not. Many girls reported that they 
used to wear a head scarf as a matter 
of course and are now happy that they 
no longer have to. However, there 
were also variations as with Jalila (12 
years old) for whom the mother’s first 
comment to the interviewer was: “But 
my daughter wears a head scarf” – she 
was just not wearing it during the in-
terview because it was a private room 
and only women were present. In the 
course of the interview it became clear 
that the mother had stopped wearing 
the hijab in Germany and together 
with the father were encouraging their 
daughter to do the same. But Jalila 
said: “I don’t want to!”

Gender equality

The main topic for many of the girls 
interviewed was the desire for more 
rights and hope for more equality. 
They came from a culture in which 
girls traditionally do not have much 
access to education and must come 
to terms with early marriage. With the 
war or Taliban rule in some areas, this 
was exacerbated. 13-year-old Nesrin 
stated: “Because people are afraid of 
the Taliban and don’t want girls to go 
to school. If the girl is 9 or 10 years old, 
then they [the Taliban] tell the father, 
‘Go and marry your daughter off to an 
old man.’”
Now that they were in Germany, the 
girls took advantage of more freedoms 
and hope for education and the op-
portunity to work and live the life 
they choose. In particular Afghan girls 
describe how much they enjoyed the 
freedom of being allowed to swim, 
have their own bicycle, and move freely 
about with it. As a girl or woman in 
their home country, this was not al-
lowed. For some adolescents, though, 
the new opportunities open for girls 
also lead to serious disagreements 
with their environment. 16-year-old 
Roya frequently fought tears during 
her interview because her daily life 
also included rebukes, reprimands, and 

restrictions from her 
mother and Syrian 
men in the asylum 
accommodation: 
Because she ques-
tions wearing a hijab, 
meets up with other 
adolescents, adapts 
her clothing to that 
of her classmates, or 
would like to take a 
closer look at other 
religions. To a certain 
extent, the striving 
for detachment is 
a general topic of 
adolescence, which 
is especially promi-
nent here: Roya 

would like so much to adapt to her 
new environment and take advantage 
of the new opportunities open to her 
in Germany (Ill. 1), but her motheŕ s 
specific prohibitions and rules and the 
pressure from the Syrian community in 
the asylum accommodation did not 
permit this.

IMAGE OF GERMANY

Most of the refugee children and 
adolescents knew almost nothing 
about Germany before they arrived. 
They knew no facts, but before they 
fled many had heard that there were 
“good living conditions” in Germany. 
They were told by relatives or acquaint-
ances that in contrast to other receiving 
countries, they would not be discrimi-
nated and they had good opportunities 
for education and work. Some of the 
adolescents had already known about 
Germany before and mostly connected 
it to football, as Munir (14 years old) 
who expressed his knowledge about 
Germany: “Football from watching. 
And Hitler from history.” A few par-
ents had called the country “pretty” or 
relatives had said that here there were 
“good streets”, “apples”, and “snow”. 
Others knew that it was in Europe and 
that the people here were “nice” and 

Ill. 2: 15-year-old Saife wants more information about the German Chancellor 
Angela Merkel, e.g. where she lives
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Germany “accepts refugees”. After they 
had been here a few months, they were 
able to supplement their knowledge 
with their own experiences.2 Many first 
stated “no violence” and the many lei-
sure time activities like playing outside, 
swimming, or learning how to play a 
music instrument. For many, this was 
unimaginable in their home country; 
girls from Afghanistan were completely 
prohibited from leaving their houses. 
Some pieces of information that many 
immediately thought of when asked 
about Germany were the name of the 
Federal Chancellor Angela Merkel, 
some city names, the colours of the 
German flag, and football.
The children and adolescents perceived 
people in Germany as nice and help-
ful. Only a few adolescents of the 40 
interviewed had heard xenophobic 
statements in Germany such as Haias 
(16  years old), who was spit on and 
berated by a man on the street in 
Berlin. As a country, the children and 
adolescents experienced Germany as 
“just more advanced like with cars, 
technology, computer, internet” and 
“the environment is cleaner, the air” as 
Munir (14 years old) expressed. Many 
of them used words like “very clean” 
and “orderly”.
Almost all of them felt that anyone 
can believe in the religion they want 
to without experiencing discrimina-
tion because of it. Their assessments 
of other standardised statements were 
much more nuanced, however, such as 
“In Germany everyone is rich”, which 
many of them contradicted. There is a 
clear gender difference in response to 
the statement: “In Germany women 
can do everything men can do.” Almost 
all of the girls confirmed this statement 
and knew about the right to equality 
for men and women in Germany. For 
some boys with refugee backgrounds, 
equality of men and women was simply 
a fact here, for others it was hard to 
understand. They see that women in 
Germany also go to work and drive 
cars, or they are surprised at women 
with “men’s haircuts”. Naddim (14 years 

old) heard that in Germany women can 
file for divorce, but at the same time 
he is sure: Women still do not have 
equal rights. His simplified reasoning 
is: “Women are just different.” The 
11-year-old Amar from Afghanistan 
accepts equality in Germany, but his 
conclusion is: “German women can 
do the same things, Afghan women 
can’t.” Here there is an urgent need for 
information. 

MEDIA USAGE BY YOUNG 
REFUGEES

Before they fled, almost all children and 
adolescents watched television, and 
especially those who could no longer 
go to school watched television every 
day. Around half of those interviewed 
listened to the radio in their home 
country and 4 out of 10 had surfed 
online regularly at least before the war; 
the same number had regularly read 
the newspaper. In Germany, most of 
the young refugees watched television, 
the children usually said they watched 
cartoons on toggo/Super RTL and the 
Disney Channel (commercial broad-
casters). Frequently mentioned names 
of series included Tom and Jerry and 
SpongeBob, which some of them 
were already familiar with from their 
home countries. The adolescents also 

watched films and several watched 
football and the news. Only in a few 
cases did children mention public ser-
vice programmes. When they watch 
television with their parents, it was 
often said that they watch the news 
with their father.
Several of the children and almost all 
of the adolescents interviewed used 
the internet on their mobile phones 
or a computer at their asylum accom-
modations, and most of them did so 
daily. The internet served as a form 
of communication, especially using 
WhatsApp, and they used it for games, 
films and series – often in their native 
language but also in German – or to 
surf on YouTube. Several, especially 
girls, named Facebook and Snapchat as 
platforms that they used to get in touch 
with acquaintances and relatives. Only 
very few of those interviewed read the 
newspaper here.

WHAT REFUGEES WOULD 
LIKE TO SEE ON GERMAN 
(CHILDREN’S) TELEVISION

As in the interviews with children and 
adolescents without a refugee back-
ground, we also offered the inform-
ants in this study the opportunity to 
imagine a programme about Germany. 
Most found this very difficult at first, 

Ill. 3: 15-year-old Sabrija wants to be a nursery school teacher so she can have fun with the 
children and show them the right path
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which is probably due to the barriers 
to understanding and language as 
well as the limited variety of children’s 
programmes. Both in their country of 
origin and in Germany they watched 
mostly cartoons and hardly any non-
fiction programmes or children’s news 
shows. Still, their ideas give important 
clues on their interests and information 
needs.
Some of the informants such as Omid 
(16 years old) would like to know more 
about Germany itself, how Germans 
talk and act with each other, or what 
they think about other people. Navid 
(15 years old) would really like to see 
something on television about general 
rules of behaviour. He liked to watch 
scripted reality formats in which (sup-
posed) officers are accompanied by a 
camera team and uncover rule viola-
tions like illegal parking and speeding. 
Navid thought he can adjust his be-
haviour accordingly. Arif (13 years old) 
and Abdul (12 years old) would like to 
know more about everyday life in Ger-
many, about how people live, how their 
homes look, or how they shop. Ayasha 
(14 years old) would like to see more 
about “how parents treat their children, 
especially the girls”. All these pieces of 
information could have been found in 
documentaries on the public German 
childreń s channel KiKA (e.g. Schau in 
meine Welt [Look into my world]); but 
due to the refugees’ limited knowledge 
of the public broadcasting programmes 
in Germany they are probably not fa-
miliar with them. 
15-year-old Saife wanted more infor-
mation about the German Chancellor 
Angela Merkel. Even when she was still 
in Syria, Saife watched very closely on 
television what she wore and how her 
hair looked. Now Saife would also like 
to know where she lives, for example 
(Ill. 2).
Abdul (12 years old) would also like 
tips on how he could do his homework 
better. To a certain extent, these kinds 
of offers are available online (like the 
German children’s search engine frag-
FINN) or for adolescents on the Ger-

man educational channel ARD-alpha 
(e.g. Grips). Without information about 
these offers, however, the refugees will 
never know about them. Abdul would 
also very much like to see a programme 
that shows how other children and 
adolescents are helped with their 
homework. In this way he could get 
some didactic ideas for himself because 
he would also like to help others once 
he can speak the language better. This 
was a theme that was repeated several 
times. The refugees wanted to help 
others and thereby give back what they 
have experienced themselves: Help.

DESIRES FOR THE FUTURE

We asked the informants to draw and 
describe what they want their future 
to look like in 10 years. This was a task 
most of them found easy. For many, a 
key concern was to live together with 
their family again, especially for the un-
accompanied refugees or children who 
only fled with their father or mother.
Most of them imagined a safe place 
to live, a flat or a house with a garden, 
sometimes with a car. For all of them, 
Germany was where they would prefer 
to live, some of them could also imag-
ine living in countries like Norway or 
the Netherlands. As careers, besides 
the typical children’s fantasies (pro-
fessional football player or racing-car 
driver) there were many social profes-
sions. The young refugees wanted to 
become teachers or doctors, and Safiye 
(14 years old) would like to help people 
living on the street and give them food. 
Sabrija (15 years old) would like to be 
a nursery school teacher to “have fun 
with the children and make sure they 
follow the right path, that they don’t 
hit people” (Ill. 3).
9-year-old Zalih’s dream job would be 
to be a fireman and help extinguish 
fires. Besides that, law enforcement ca-
reers were named by adolescents; Jalila 
(12 years old) wants to be a police-
woman, and 13-year-old Arif wants to 
be a policeman. He thinks that would 

be “cool and nice”, and he could then 
“help people and that’s good”. Many 
young refugees wanted to become 
a valuable member of society. Their 
role models were likely the heroes and 
heroines of their own past and present 
who helped them during their time of 
need and who they felt had supported 
them.

1 The interviews took place between June and Sep-
tember 2016 around Munich and in Berlin and were 
conducted in the refugees’ familiar environments, 
that is, usually in refugee homes or schools.

2 Here standardised statements were used (e.g. “In 
Germany I feel safe.”) with the possibility to agree to-
gether with open questions and distinction questions 
(“Name five things that are different in Germany 
compared to the country you’re from”).
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