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This study investigates whether military conflict intensities in refugees’ home regions continue to shape their lives after arrival in a 
safe haven. While war and local conflict are well-established drivers of initial displacement, it remains unclear whether ongoing 
conflict influences settlement decision once refugees have escaped the immediate threat. We address this question using 
longitudinal data from the IAB-BiB/FReDA-BAMF-SOEP Survey of Ukrainian refugees in Germany, linked to high-frequency 
conflict data from Ukraine following the 2022 Russian invasion. Our findings show that both short- and long-term conflict 
intensities significantly affect refugees’ intentions to settle permanently abroad, with short-term shocks exerting a markedly 
stronger influence. Emotional responses to acute violence appear to disrupt more deliberative planning, consistent with 
ecological models of refugee distress. In contrast, long-term conflict intensity effects are weaker and diminish with time spent 
in the host country, suggesting processes of adaptation or habituation. We also find important heterogeneity: male refugees and 
those migrating for economic or family reasons are particularly sensitive to conflict dynamics, whereas those with family left 
behind are generally less inclined to settle permanently. Contrary to expectations, prior war exposure does not moderate current 
settlement intentions, pointing to possible acclimatization or avoidance strategies among highly exposed individuals. Overall, our 
results highlight the importance of integrating both emotional and evaluative processes into sociological models of refugee 
decision-making. They also highlight how even after arrival in safety, evolving home-country violence continues to shape 
refugees’ settlement trajectories.

Introduction
The global number of forcibly displaced people has 
surged in recent years, with Russia’s invasion of 
Ukraine significantly contributing to this trend. By late 
2024, an estimated 3.7 million people were internally 
displaced within Ukraine and over 5 million had fled 
abroad (UNHCR, 2025a). In response, EU member 
states activated the ‘Temporary Protection Directive’ 
(2001/55/EC), granting Ukrainians legal stay, access 
to welfare, and work rights. Germany emerged as the 
main destination, hosting 1.3 million displaced persons 
by 2025, followed by Poland with about 1 million 
(UNHCR, 2025b).

Taking this unprecedented displacement as a case, 
this study contributes to broader debates on the long- 
term effects of war on refugees and the processes 
shaping integration. We ask whether military conflict 
intensity in refugees’ regions of origin continues to influ
ence their preferences to settle permanently abroad— 

even after reaching safety. Initial survey data show 
that many Ukrainians intended to return (e.g., 
IOM-UN Migration, 2023; Van Tubergen et al., 
2024b), yet these intentions appear to weaken over 
time (Brücker et al., 2023). This pattern reflects findings 
from integration research: as displaced persons settle, 
they build social ties, acquire language skills, and be
come familiar with institutions—factors that typically 
reorient them toward long-term residence (de Haas 
and Fokkema, 2011; de Vroome and van Tubergen, 
2014; Gherghina, Plopeanu, and Necula, 2020; 
Toruńczyk-Ruiz and Brunarska, 2020). While such in
tegration processes suggest a gradual shift in preferences 
driven by host-country conditions, a growing literature 
shows that refugees also maintain strong emotional, in
formational, and familial ties to their home countries 
(e.g., Ghosn et al., 2021; Löbel and Jacobsen, 2021) 
and periods of heightened conflict in the home country 
have been linked to psychological distress among refu
gees abroad, including anxiety, helplessness, and 
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depression (e.g., Keita and Schewe, 2021; Sønderskov 
et al., 2021). These psychological strains can hinder so
cial and economic integration (e.g., Ager and Strang, 
2008; Bassetto and Freitas Monteiro, 2025), and pro
longed uncertainty may further obstruct integration proc
esses (Phillimore and Cheung, 2021; Lapshyna, 2025).

Against this backdrop, this study examines whether, 
and to what extent, ongoing military conflict in refu
gees’ home regions—the very cause of their displace
ment—continues to shape their settlement preferences 
abroad. While it is expected that intense conflict may 
delay return, it is far less obvious that it would also shift 
preferences toward permanent settlement in the destin
ation country. Some scholars argue that such reorienta
tions occur over time, as the feasibility of return 
diminishes with infrastructure destruction and institu
tional collapse, inducing shifts in location preferences 
and increased relative attractiveness of the host country 
(Bassetto and Freitas Monteiro, 2025). Yet, an immedi
ate shift in settlement preferences in response to recent 
conflict escalation would point to emotional or psycho
logical mechanisms—responses that remain under- 
theorized and empirically underexplored.

Short-term shifts in settlement intentions may never
theless carry long-term consequences: they can influence 
migrants’ motivation to invest in country-specific hu
man and social capital, thereby affecting integration tra
jectories (Cortes, 2004; de Vroome and van Tubergen, 
2014; Bassetto and Freitas Monteiro, 2025). Despite 
its relevance, little is known about how real-time mili
tary dynamics shape refugees’ settlement preferences. 
Most existing work focuses on host-country drivers 
(e.g., de Vroome and van Tubergen, 2014), while chan
ging conditions in countries of origin are often over
looked. Only few studies have linked conflict exposure 
to return intentions (e.g., Ghosn et al., 2021; Beaman, 
Onder, and Onder, 2022; Alrababah et al., 2023), and 
even fewer assess how escalating violence may shift pref
erences while refugees are already in safety.

To address this gap, we draw on data from the IAB- 
BiB/FReDA-BAMF-SOEP Survey of Ukrainian Refugees 
in Germany—a register-based, probability-sampled panel 
capturing the early post-arrival experiences of refugees 
who fled Ukraine in the initial months after the Russian 
invasion (Brücker et al., 2023). Unlike prior studies that 
examine settlement intentions after prolonged periods 
abroad (Al Husein and Wagner, 2023; Alrababah et al., 
2023), our data allow us to analyze intentions formed 
within the first year after arrival. While intentions do 
not always translate into behaviour, they provide mean
ingful insights into how refugees envision their future 
and offer early indicators of integration potential (de 
Haas and Fokkema, 2011; Özer et al., 2025).

We link individual-level data on settlement inten
tions to time-varying, exogenous measures of military 

conflict intensity in refugees’ prewar regions of resi
dence (county, oblast in Ukrainian), based on geocoded 
fatality data from the Armed Conflict Location & Event 
Data Project (ACLED; Raleigh et al., 2010). 
Specifically, we distinguish between ‘short-term conflict 
intensity’, defined as the cumulative number of 
conflict-related fatalities in the respondent’s home 
county over the three days preceding the interview, 
and ‘long-term conflict intensity’, defined as the cumu
lative number of fatalities from the respondent’s arrival 
in Germany up to the interview date. Although the en
tire country has been subject to military attacks since 
the onset of the full-scale invasion, the intensity of con
flict has varied substantially across time and space 
(Kosyakova, Kogan, and van Tubergen, 2025). This 
combination of exogenous variation in conflict expos
ure and quasi-random timing of interviews enables a 
natural experiment–inspired design, allowing us to esti
mate the effect of conflict on settlement preferences 
under plausible identification assumptions. While this 
does not constitute a randomized treatment in the strict 
sense, it approximates causal inference by comparing 
otherwise similar individuals interviewed at different 
times, under varying levels of conflict exposure in their 
home regions. We further explore the persistence of 
conflict effects, variation across refugee subgroups, 
and potential mechanisms underlying the relationship 
between conflict and settlement intentions.

Theoretical framework
Home country military conflicts and the 
intention to stay abroad
Many refugees flee their home countries due to military 
conflicts, seeking protection from existential threats 
abroad. As discussed above, refugees often remain emo
tionally and informationally connected to their country 
of origin, and ongoing conflict can continue to shape 
their sense of safety and belonging—even after reach
ing physical safety. However, while the psychological 
impacts of renewed violence are well documented, its 
influence on settlement preferences abroad remains 
poorly understood.

Much of the existing literature focuses on how con
flict shapes initial displacement decisions (e.g., 
Bohra-Mishra and Massey, 2011; South, Trent, and 
Han, 2024; Kosyakova et al., 2025), or explores hypo
thetical return scenarios, asking whether refugees 
would consider returning if safety conditions improved. 
For example, observational studies (Kaya and Orchard, 
2020) and survey experiments on Syrian refugees in 
Lebanon (Ghosn et al., 2021; Alrababah et al., 2023), 
Germany and Turkey (Al Husein and Wagner, 2023) 
suggest that improved safety conditions could motivate 
a return. Other studies link return intentions to 
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refugees’ prior experiences of violence (Kaya and 
Orchard, 2020; Ghosn et al., 2021) or their perceptions 
of current conditions in the origin country (Alrababah 
et al., 2023). This work underscores the centrality of 
origin-country dynamics in shaping return considera
tions—but leaves open the question of whether and 
how such dynamics shape intentions to remain abroad.

A notable exception is the recent study by Bassetto 
and Freitas Monteiro (2025), which finds that higher 
rates of terror attacks in origin countries increase refu
gees’ intentions to settle permanently abroad. 
However, their focus lies on refugees from contexts 
like Afghanistan and Syria, where persecution and state 
collapse create strong ex-ante incentives for permanent 
resettlement (Brell, Dustmann, and Preston, 2020). 
Ukrainian refugees differ in critical ways: they are flee
ing Russian military aggression—not their own govern
ment—and many either hope to return or remain 
undecided (Brücker et al., 2023). Moreover, at the 
time of our data collection (summer 2022 and winter 
2023), their long-term legal status in Germany re
mained uncertain. Temporary protection was initially 
limited to March 2024 and only gradually extended 
(Brücker et al., 2023), while transition to regular labour 
migration required fulfilling income and employment 
criteria (The Expert Council on Integration and 
Migration, 2024). In this context of legal ambiguity 
and temporary protection, individual settlement inten
tions are crucial: those planning long-term residence 
are more likely to invest in host-country-specific capital 
such as language skills, employment, and social ties 
(e.g., de Vroome and van Tubergen, 2014; Wachter 
and Fleischmann, 2018; Damelang and Kosyakova, 
2021)—factors that, in turn, facilitates more secure sta
tus acquisition.

Long-term and short-term conflict intensities 
and refugees’ settlement intentions
Violent events in refugees’ home regions can act as 
shocks to their location preferences by altering per
ceived security and increasing the relative attractiveness 
of the destination country (Bassetto and Freitas 
Monteiro, 2025). By heightening uncertainty about 
the feasibility of return, such shocks may consequently 
reinforce intentions to settle permanently abroad.

Existing work on migration decision-making often 
builds on the notion of bounded rationality (Simon, 
1990). This literature emphasizes a stepwise and se
quential process from intentions to actual behaviour 
under conditions of incomplete information, time pres
sure, and limited cognitive resources, often relying on 
heuristics to reach satisfactory—rather than optimal— 
solutions. Although first approaches exist theorizing 
the development of migration intentions (e.g., 
Coulter, Van Ham, and Feijten, 2011; Kley, 2011; 

Carling and Schewel, 2018), they may fall short in cap
turing the dynamic and uncertain realities of refugee 
decision-making, which often involves immediate emo
tional reactions and reflective in the face of legal uncer
tainty, constrained options, and rapidly changing 
conditions in both origin and destination.

Building on these initial approaches, we argue that the 
temporal dimension of conflict exposure matters for 
how refugees process information and form settlement 
intentions. To capture this, we draw on dual-process 
theories of cognition (Kahneman, 2003; Kahneman 
and Tversky, 2023), which distinguish between two 
modes of thinking: System 1, which is fast, intuitive, 
automatic, and often emotionally charged, and System 
2, which is slower, controlled, reflective, and delibera
tive. This framework enables us to theorize how short- 
term spikes in conflict (henceforth, short-term conflict 
intensities) and prolonged exposure to high-intensity 
violence (henceforth, long-term conflict intensities) 
may differently shape refugees’ settlement intentions.

We propose that short-term conflict intensities are 
more likely to activate System 1 processing. Refugees 
may respond emotionally or instinctively to recent vio
lent events in their home regions, particularly when 
such events are salient in the media or among diaspora 
networks. This interpretation aligns with the ecological 
model of refugee distress, which views intensified vio
lence as a persistent psychological stressor (Miller and 
Rasmussen, 2017; Hou et al., 2020). In this context, 
acute conflict may heighten emotional distress by re
inforcing perceptions of threat as overwhelming and 
uncontrollable, increasing psychological detachment 
from the home country and strengthening the appeal 
of long-term settlement abroad.

In contrast, long-term conflict intensities may elicit 
more deliberative System 2 evaluations. Over time, ref
ugees may reflect on structural and material destruc
tion, the erosion of public services and institutions, 
and broader deterioration of living conditions in their 
country of origin. These assessments can gradually 
erode hopes for a stable future there and foster long- 
term pessimism about return prospects (Van Hear, 
1998; Black and Gent, 2006), fostering an increased 
orientation toward permanent settlement in the host 
country. While System 1 responses may dominate early 
reactions, they can be gradually tempered or reinforced 
by more reflective System 2 judgments as conflict per
sists (Kahneman, 2003; Evans and Stanovich, 2013).

We thus conceptualize settlement intentions as 
forward-looking orientations shaped by both emotion
al impulses and reasoned evaluations, depending on the 
temporal dimension of conflict exposure. Specifically, if 
short-term conflict intensities influence intentions, this 
would suggest the salience of emotional, intuitive reac
tions and transient reflections of mood. In contrast, an 
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effect of long-term conflict intensities would suggest more 
reflective, deliberative assessments of return feasibility— 
indicative of imagined futures and longer-term planning 
horizons. Although intentions do not always translate 
into behaviour, they remain meaningful indicators of psy
chological anchoring and are predictive of integration- 
relevant investments, even when actual behaviours remain 
uncertain (de Haas and Fokkema, 2011; de Vroome and 
van Tubergen, 2014; Wachter and Fleischmann, 2018).

Temporal attenuation of conflict effects on 
refugees’ settlement intentions
Refugees’ responsiveness to conflict in their country of 
origin may diminish as displacement becomes prolonged. 
This adds a second temporal dimension: psychological 
adaptation and natural recovery processes can reduce 
the emotional impact of violence over time (Miller and 
Rasmussen, 2017). As time passes in safety, war-related 
events may become increasingly psychologically distant, 
lowering their emotional salience and perceived relevance. 
Meanwhile, proximate daily stressors—such as legal inse
curity or precarious living conditions in the host country 
—come to dominate cognitive and emotional bandwidth. 
Hence, over time, refugees may pay less attention to devel
opments in the country of origin or require more intense 
or exceptional conflict episodes to trigger a reassessment 
of return or settlement intentions.

This pattern aligns with broader psychological theor
ies of adaptation, which suggest that repeated exposure 
to stressors leads to desensitization and higher activa
tion thresholds (Frederick and Loewenstein, 1999; 
Rubin et al., 2005). In the context of armed conflict, 
only escalating or extreme violence may generate re
newed emotional responses and motivate a reconsider
ation of long-term plans, especially among those who 
have already adapted to extended displacement. This 
idea echoes set-point theory in psychology, which pos
its that individuals tend to return to a baseline level of 
emotional stability after external shocks (Nowok 
et al., 2013; Luhmann and Intelisano, 2018). Applied 
to refugee decision-making, it implies that emotional 
responses to conflict fade unless renewed or intensified, 
contributing to a temporal decay in the effect of conflict 
on settlement intentions.

We therefore expect that the influence of both short- 
term and long-term conflict intensities on refugees’ 
settlement intentions weakens over time, as individuals 
adapt psychologically and shift their focus to more im
mediate challenges in the host context.

Heterogenous response to the military conflict 
intensities by sub-groups
Building on dual-process theory, we expect heterogen
eity in how refugees’ settlement intentions respond to 
military conflict intensities. This stems from group- 

based differences in the reliance on System 1 (intuitive, 
emotional) versus System 2 (deliberative, evaluative) 
processing when forming intentions. Sub-groups ex
periencing greater emotional strain, acute personal 
threat, or legal/institutional uncertainty are more likely 
to rely on fast, affective reasoning and may respond 
more strongly to short-term conflict spikes. By contrast, 
groups whose decisions are shaped more by long-term 
constraints or accumulated risk assessments are likely 
to engage in slower, reflective evaluations and respond 
more to sustained patterns of conflict. The following 
moderating factors influence the degree to which settle
ment intentions are guided by System 1 versus System 2 
and thus help explain subgroup-specific responsiveness 
to conflict dynamics.

Gender
While women often face heightened vulnerability in 
refugee contexts globally (e.g., Kofman, 2019), gen
dered dynamics in the Ukrainian case are shaped less 
by general discrimination risks and more by legal and 
institutional constraints on male mobility (Van 
Tubergen et al., 2024a; Kosyakova et al., 2025). Due 
to Ukraine’s general mobilization and the conscription 
ban on men aged 18 to 60 (The Washington Post, July 
17, 2024), Ukrainian women have faced fewer barriers 
to migration, while men remaining in the country are 
subject to heightened personal risk. This policy frame
work creates a gendered exposure to war-related threat 
and restricts men’s ability to flee, leading to an asym
metric distribution of risk and displacement options.

Moreover, the perceived likelihood of conscription 
increases with the proximity and intensity of conflict 
in refugees’ home regions. Reports suggest that mobil
ization intensity varies considerably across counties 
and is influenced by the number of military units sta
tioned and their staffing needs. For example, Sumy 
and Zaporizhzhia have seen more intensive recruitment 
compared with western regions due to a higher concen
tration of conscription-eligible individuals and military 
infrastructure (GSMinfo, 2024). These patterns indi
cate that regional variation in conflict and conscription 
pressure—not national-level violence per se—likely 
shapes male refugees’ perceived exposure and thus their 
settlement intentions.

Dual-process theory helps interpret these gendered 
asymmetries. Because men face a more acute and per
sonalized threat, short-term spikes in conflict in home 
counties are more likely to activate System 1 processing 
intuitive, emotional responses—which heighten sensi
tivity to recent violence. Women, by contrast, are less 
directly affected by mobilization threats and may rely 
more on slower, deliberative System 2 reasoning. As a 
result, men’s settlement intentions may be more respon
sive to both short-term and long-term conflict 
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intensities, whereas women may be less responsive to 
direct conflict signals.

Family members left behind
The presence of close family members in conflict zones 
can significantly shape how refugees process ongoing 
violence. From a dual-process perspective, emotional 
ties to relatives in high-risk areas increase the salience 
of short-term conflict and are likely to activate intuitive, 
affect-driven System 1 responses. Refugees with family 
still in Ukraine may experience heightened distress 
when violence escalates near their loved ones, making 
them more reactive to episodic developments than 
those without such ties. By contrast, refugees who 
have no immediate family left behind may be more de
tached from day-to-day conflict events and more likely 
to rely on slower, evaluative System 2 reasoning— 
assessing long-term structural feasibility rather than 
reacting emotionally to transient violence.

These mechanisms are particularly relevant given the 
demographic profile of Ukrainian displacement. A large 
share of women and children have fled (Van Tubergen 
et al., 2024a), while many male partners and older rel
atives remain in Ukraine due to the conscription ban 
(Kogan and Kosyakova, 2025). For refugees separated 
from nuclear family members, short-term conflict inten
sities may reinforce the urgency of reunion, potentially 
weakening the deterrent effect of violence on return in
tentions. However, the opposite mechanism is also 
plausible. Rather than encouraging return, escalating 
violence may push refugees to pursue long-term settle
ment abroad as a safer and more feasible strategy to 
achieve family reunification. In this case, conflict does 
not reduce—but rather reinforces—the desire to re
main, particularly if legal pathways for reunification 
exist or are anticipated.

These competing mechanisms imply that family sep
aration moderates the relationship between conflict in
tensity and settlement intentions. The direction of this 
moderation depends on which path is perceived as 
more viable: return to reunite with loved ones, or re
main abroad and eventually bring them to safety.

Migration motives
Additional heterogeneous effects are expected along 
refugees’ initial migration motives, particularly 
whether they left Ukraine for reasons beyond immedi
ate humanitarian concerns. While the majority cite 
war and persecution as primary drivers, a substantial 
minority also report family- or economically motivated 
migration. According to Brücker et al. (2023), 18 per 
cent mentioned family-related reasons and 11 per cent 
referred to economic conditions or poor living stand
ards as part of their decision to flee.

These differences matter. From a dual-process per
spective, humanitarian motives—such as the need for 
immediate protection from violence—are more likely 
to activate System 1 processing. Refugees who fled pri
marily for safety reasons may respond more strongly 
to short-term conflict intensities, as renewed violence 
resonates with prior trauma and reinforces emotional 
aversion to return. In contrast, those who left for eco
nomic, familial, or other non-humanitarian reasons 
may base settlement decisions more on long-term struc
tural considerations—such as job prospects or the feasi
bility of family reunification—rather than on immediate 
safety concerns. As a result, short-term conflict spikes 
may exert a weaker influence on their intention to settle.

At the same time, refugees with non-humanitarian 
motives may interpret long-term conflict-induced de
terioration as reinforcing their decision to stay. For ex
ample, those who left due to economic hardship may 
interpret war-related economic deterioration—such as 
inflation, job loss, or institutional collapse—as further 
justification for staying. Similarly, refugees with family- 
related motives may see ongoing violence as a reason to 
remain abroad and work toward family reunification, 
rather than returning.

In this context, migration motives beyond humani
tarian concerns may moderate the relationship between 
conflict exposure and settlement intentions— 
dampening the effect of short-term violence while amp
lifying responsiveness to long-term structural decline.

Exposure to warfare
Another important moderating factor is the extent of 
pre-flight exposure to violence, which likely shapes 
how refugees respond to renewed conflict in their 
home regions. Individuals who experienced intense or 
prolonged warfare before leaving Ukraine may have de
veloped greater psychological resilience and more cali
brated threat assessments (Ghosn et al., 2021). For 
them, new conflict episodes may not significantly alter 
settlement intentions, as their decision to flee was al
ready informed by extensive experience with insecurity. 
In contrast, refugees with limited direct exposure to vio
lence prior to flight may remain more uncertain about 
the risks of return and thus more emotionally reactive 
to conflict fluctuations after arrival.

From a dual-process perspective, these differences in 
past exposure moderate the balance between intuitive 
(System 1) and reflective (System 2) processing. High 
exposure may reduce emotional volatility and increase 
reliance on deliberative reasoning, making intentions 
more responsive to long-term structural deterioration 
rather than short-term conflict spikes. By contrast, 
low exposure increases the salience of new violent 
events, triggering stronger affective responses and mak
ing intentions more susceptible to short-term dynamics.
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However, some individuals who endured prolonged 
conflict prior to flight—particularly those who left 
only once survival became untenable (Rubin et al., 
2005)—may still view their displacement as temporary. 
Their delayed departure may reflect deep place attach
ment or strong intentions to return, even in the face 
of continued violence. For these refugees, neither short- 
nor long-term conflict exposure may translate into a 
firm decision to remain abroad.

Overall, we expect that prior exposure to warfare 
moderates the effect of ongoing conflict on settlement 
intentions: it may dampen the emotional influence of 
short-term violence among those with high exposure, 
while amplifying it among those with limited pre-flight 
experience.

Data and method
IAB-BiB/FReDA-BAMF-SOEP survey on 
Ukrainian refugees in Germany
To examine how conflict intensities in refugees’ home 
regions influence their settlement intentions, we use 
data from the longitudinal IAB-BiB/FReDA-BAMF- 
SOEP Survey on Ukrainian Refugees in Germany 
(Brücker et al., 2023). The first wave began on 24 
August 2022—exactly 6 months after the full-scale 
Russian invasion—and continued through early 
October. It targeted Ukrainian nationals aged 18–70 
who arrived in Germany between 24 February and 8 
June 2022 and were registered at local population 
offices.

Sampling followed a two-stage design. First, 100 
municipalities were selected proportional to the size 
of the Ukrainian refugee population based on the 
Central Register of Foreigners (AZR). Second, 
48,000 individuals were randomly drawn from muni
cipal registration records (Steinhauer et al., 2024). The 
study used a push-to-web mixed-mode approach, with 
initial invitations via post directing respondents to a 
web survey (CAWI). A follow-up letter included a pa
per questionnaire as an alternative. Around 80 per 
cent responded online, with an average completion 
time of 20 min.

The first-wave response rate was 24.5 per cent 
(AAPOR Response Rate 1), comparable to other stud
ies targeting hard-to-reach populations (Cornesse 
et al., 2022; Brücker et al., 2025). The achieved sample 
closely matches the known population of Ukrainian ref
ugees in Germany (AZR data), suggesting minimal se
lection bias (Brücker et al., 2023). The second wave, 
conducted from January to March 2023, achieved a 
panel response rate of 65.0 per cent and again showed 
only minor demographic deviations.

Our analysis is limited to individuals who arrived in 
Germany on or after 24 February 2022 and who resided 

in Ukraine prior to displacement. Respondents with 
missing data on their region of last residence are ex
cluded, as conflict intensity cannot be reliably assigned 
to these cases. Given the need for precise interview tim
ing to distinguish between short- and long-term con
flicts exposures, we also exclude paper-based (PAPI) 
interviews, which lack exact completion dates. 
Finally, we drop cases with missing information on 
settlement intentions or gender. The final analytical 
sample comprises 14,409 observations from 9,031 
individuals (see Table 1).

Dependent variable
We examine refugees’ intention to settle in Germany by 
analyzing responses to the survey question about the 
expected duration of their stay in Germany. Response 
options included: (i) until the end of the war, (ii) up 
to another year at most, (iii) for a few more years, 
(iv) forever, and (v) don’t know. We operationalize 
permanent settlement intentions as a binary variable, 
coded as one if respondents indicate a plan to stay for
ever, and zero otherwise.

Conflict intensity
The roots of the Russian-Ukrainian conflict date back 
to 2014, with Russia’s annexation of Crimea and the 
outbreak of armed violence in the Donetsk and 
Luhansk regions. Despite intermittent ceasefires, the 
conflict escalated into a full-scale invasion on 24 
February 2022, with widespread attacks on military 
and civilian infrastructure—including residential areas, 
hospitals, schools, and critical transport and communi
cation systems (e.g., Sasse, 2023; Walker, 2024). By 

Table 1 Construction of analysis sample.

Persons Person-wave

Original sample 11,754 18,589

Cases excluded

PAPI respondents 2014 3015

Left Ukraine or arrived in 
Germany before 24 February 
2022 or information is missing

696 978

Emigrated in wave 2 0 163

Settlement intentions are missing 1 4

Country of last residence is not 
Ukraine or information about 
last county in Ukraine is missing

3 5

Information on gender is missing 9 15

= Analysis sample 9,031 14,409

Source: IAB-BiB/FReDA-BAMF-SOEP Survey of Refugees from 
Ukraine 2022–2023.
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mid-2022, the war had shifted focus to Ukraine’s east
ern and southern regions, with intensified strikes on 
ports such as Odesa and Mykolaiv. Fighting around 
the Zaporizhzhia nuclear power plant raised inter
national alarm, while Ukrainian counteroffensives in 
late 2022 pushed combat zones eastward. Russia re
sponded with mass mobilization. These evolving com
bat dynamics—many of which coincided with our 
survey fieldwork—generate critical temporal and re
gional variation in conflict exposure that we exploit 
in our analysis.

To assess the effects of military conflict on refugees’ 
settlement intentions, we integrate the IAB-BiB/ 
FReDA-BAMF-SOEP Survey with time-varying con
textual data on conflict intensity at the county level in 
Ukraine, based on respondents’ last region of residence. 
Ukraine consists of 24 counties, the Autonomous 
Republic of Crimea and two special-status cities (Kyiv 
and Sevastopol; see Supplementary Figure A1). 
Conflict intensity is measured using data from 
ACLED (Raleigh et al., 2010), which provides geo
coded information on the timing, location and human 
toll of political violence and protest events. These in
clude battles, bombings, remote violence, riots, 

strategic developments and violence against civilians. 
For each county and day, we compute conflict intensity 
as the number of conflict-related fatalities.

Between 24 February 2022 and 6 March 2023—the 
end of the second-wave fieldwork—ACLED recorded 
38,558 conflict-related fatalities across Ukraine. 
Figure 1 illustrates the temporal variation in daily fatal
ities alongside the distribution of survey completions. 
The timing of completions indicates considerable tem
poral variation in exposure to conflict. Supplementary 
Figure A1 presents the spatial distribution of cumula
tive conflict intensity across counties.

In our empirical analyses, we distinguish between 
short-term and long-term conflict intensity. Short-term 
conflict intensity captures the cumulative number of fa
talities in a respondent’s home county during the three 
days preceding the interview (t–3d). Long-term conflict 
intensity is measured as the cumulative number of fatal
ities from the respondent’s arrival in Germany up to the 
day before their interview. To reduce measurement error 
and ensure respondents were likely aware of the events 
referenced, fatalities on the interview day are excluded 
from both measures. Descriptive statistics indicate an 
average of 23 fatalities (SD = 49) for the short-term 

Figure 1 Conflict intensity by fatalities in Ukraine during the field period of the first and second wave and distribution of number of 
interviews, by interview date. Source: IAB-BiB/FReDA-BAMF-SOEP Survey of Refugees from Ukraine 2022–2023, linked to ACLED data
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Table 2 Summary statistics on independent variables

Variable N Mean SD Min/Max

Dependent variable

Permanent settlement intentions 14,409 26.01 — 0/1

Cumulated fatalities

Short-term conflict intensity 14,409 22.73 48.90 0–763

Long-term conflict intensity 14,409 1,663.31 2,310.71 0–11,777

Moderator variables

Female 14,409 0.83 — 0/1

Core family members in Ukraine 14,373 0.35 — 0/1

Child in Ukraine 14,379 0.12 — 0/1

Partner in Ukraine 14,396 0.27 — 0/1

Migration motives beyond purely humanitarian concerns 14,256 0.28 — 0/1

Cumulated fatalities in the last residence county since the war 
outbreak before arrival in Germany

14,409 230.42 398.22 0/5,858

Controls

Months since arrival 14,409 6.60 2.78 0–13

Number of children (<aged 17) 14,382 1.20 1.08 0–10

In partnership 14,406 0.62 — 0/1

Age 14,396 40.13 13.21 18–71

Educational attainment: 14,405

Low secondary or less 0.02 — 0/1

Upper secondary 0.17 — 0/1

Post-secondary non-tertiary 0.09 — 0/1

Tertiary bachelor level or less 0.16 — 0/1

Tertiary master level or more 0.56 — 0/1

Relative economic position in Ukraine before flight 14,388

Below average 0.18 — 0/1

Average 0.55 — 0/1

Above average 0.27 — 0/1

Worked before arrival 14,400 0.83 — 0/1

Resided in Germany before 14,409 0.02 — 0/1

Federal state in Germany 14,409 — 0/1

Schleswig-Holstein 0.02 — 0/1

Hamburg 0.06 — 0/1

Lower Saxony 0.05 — 0/1

Bremen 0.01 — 0/1

North Rhine-Westphalia 0.22 — 0/1

Hesse 0.07 — 0/1

Rhineland-Palatinate 0.05 — 0/1

Baden-Wuerttemberg 0.08 — 0/1

Bavaria 0.19 — 0/1

Saarland 0.01 — 0/1

Berlin 0.13 — 0/1

Brandenburg 0.01 — 0/1

(continued) 
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measure, and 1,663 fatalities (SD = 2,310) for the long- 
term measure (see Table 2).

Method
To estimate the effects of conflict intensity in refugees’ 
last residence county on their intentions to settle per
manently abroad, we estimate two Linear Probability 
Models (LPM).1 These models relate the likelihood of 
reporting a permanent settlement intention to short- 
or long-term conflict fatalities in the respondent’s 
home region:

Yict = α0 + α1Cum.Fatalitiesc(t−3d) + α2Xit + λf

+ λm + εict, (1) 

Yict = α0 + α1Cum.Fatalitiesc(t−t0) + α2Xit + λf

+ λm + εict, (2) 

where Yict denotes an indicator for permanent settle
ment intentions of respondent i from the last residence 
county c on a specific survey completion date t. 
Cum.Fatalitiesc(t−3d) approximates the short-term con
flict intensity and captures cumulated fatalities in last 
residence county three days (d) before the survey com
pletion date. Cum.Fatalitiesc(t−t0) represents cumulative 
fatalities from the individual’s arrival in Germany up to 
interview date, indicating long-term exposure.

The vector Xit denotes individual-level controls includ
ing age, age squared, partnership status, number of chil
dren, months since arrival, level of education, financial 
status before migration, and indicators for previous em
ployment in Ukraine, and any prior residence in 
Germany, as well as the moderator variables used in the 

interaction analyses (see below). Fixed effects for the fed
eral state in Germany (λf ) and survey completion month 
and year (λm) control for local and temporal variations 
that could affect settlement intentions. εict is the error 
term. Robust standard errors are clustered at the individ
ual level.

To examine how the effect of conflict intensity varies 
across subgroups, we conduct a series of moderation 
analyses. First, we test gender differences, reflecting dif
ferent levels of perceived threat and risk sensitivity. 
Second, we assess whether having close relatives— 
especially children or partners—remaining in Ukraine 
moderates responsiveness to conflict. Third, we 
construct an indicator for whether respondents cited 
non-humanitarian reasons to leave Ukraine (in addition 
to security threats), allowing us to test whether initial 
motivations shape how conflict information is proc
essed. Finally, we measure pre-flight exposure to vio
lence using cumulative fatalities in the respondent’s 
last residence county between 24 February 2022 and 
their arrival in Germany, approximating the intensity 
of conflict experienced prior to displacement.

Table 2 presents the descriptive statistics of all varia
bles used in the analyses. Missingness ranges between 0 
and 1 per cent. To preserve the full analytical sample, 
we applied single imputation, replacing missing values 
with the lowest observed value of the respective vari
able and introducing dummy indicators to flag imputed 
cases. Robustness checks confirm that the main conclu
sions remain unchanged when we use list wise deletion 
(see Supplementary H).

Model diagnostics indicate low multicollinearity 
(VIF), except for some federal state and education dum
mies. The high VIF for age and age-squared is expected 

Table 2 Continued  

Variable N Mean SD Min/Max

Mecklenburg-Western Pomerania 0.02 — 0/1

Saxony 0.03 — 0/1

Saxony-Anhalt 0.03 — 0/1

Thuringia 0.03 — 0/1

Interview month and year 14,409 — 0/1

August 2022 0.42 — 0/1

September 2022 0.20 — 0/1

October 2022 0.00 — 0/1

January 2023 0.29 — 0/1

February 2023 0.07 — 0/1

March 2023 0.01 — 0/1

Note: Variation in the sample size (column 2) is due to the differences in missing data across variables. In the multivariate model, we control for 
missing values in the variables of interest. 
Source: IAB-BiB/FReDA-BAMF-SOEP Survey of Refugees from Ukraine 2022–2023, linked to ACLED data.
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and acceptable, as both terms are needed to capture the 
non-linear age effect on settlement intentions.

For a discussion of the identification strategy and the 
distinction between across- and within-person estima
tion, see Supplementary Appendix D.

Results
Settlement intentions of Ukrainian refugees in 
Germany
Table 3 presents descriptive statistics on the permanent 
settlement intentions of Ukrainian refugees in Germany 
across the two survey waves. In the initial months 
following Russia’s full-scale invasion (Wave 1), ap
proximately 25 per cent of respondents expressed an in
tention to remain in Germany permanently. One year 
into the conflict (Wave 2), this proportion increased 
slightly to 28 per cent. While this average change ap
pears minor, it does not fully capture individual-level 
dynamics. We observe some switching: 27 per cent of 
respondents who initially reported permanent settle
ment intentions revised them by Wave 2, while 12 per 
cent of those with initially temporary intentions 
switched to expressing permanent settlement intentions 
(see Supplementary Figure A2).2

Table 3 also provides preliminary indications that 
conflict intensity in the home region is related to settle
ment intentions. Individuals who intend to settle per
manently in Germany are, on average, exposed to 
higher short- and long-term conflict intensities in their 
regions of origin prior to the interview than those with
out permanent intentions. This correlation is consistent 
with the idea that greater conflict intensity at home may 

encourage refugees to seek long-term safety and stabil
ity abroad.

Effect of short- and long-term conflict 
intensities on refugees’ settlement intentions
Table 4 reports the results from multivariate analyses 
estimating the effects of short- and long-term conflict 
intensities in refugees’ home regions on their intention 
to settle permanently in Germany (for full models, see 
Supplementary B).

We begin with short-term conflict intensity. The ana
lysis reveals a positive and statistically significant effect 
of the number of fatalities in the respondent’s last resi
dence county within the three days prior to the inter
view and the probability of expressing a permanent 
settlement intention—providing support for our ex
pectations. Specifically, an increase of 100 fatalities 
raises the probability of intending to stay permanently 
by 4.89 per cent-point. To contextualize this, a 
one-standard-deviation increase in short-term fatalities 
(48.90 fatalities, Table 2) corresponds to a 2.39 per 
cent-point increase. Even at the average short-term fa
tality level (22.72 fatalities), the effect amounts to 
roughly 1.11 per cent points—comparable in magni
tude to the estimated effect of having one additional 
child (1.28 per cent points; Supplementary Table B1). 
Given that, on average, 26 per cent of respondents ex
press permanent settlement intentions, these are sub
stantively meaningful shifts.

Importantly, even moderate increases in short-term 
fatalities reflect the scale of localized escalations during 
our survey period, such as the September 2022 Kharkiv 
counteroffensive or the intensified shelling of Bakhmut 
in early 2023. These events routinely produced dozens 

Table 3 Settlement intentions in Germany and short- and long-term conflict intensity in the last residence county in Ukraine, by survey 
wave

Variable Share, in 
percent

Mean of short-term conflict 
intensity

Mean of long-term conflict 
intensity

Permanent settlement intentions in 
wave 1

No 75.24 21.98 1,260.79

Yes 24.76 28.05 1,535.58

t-test of mean differences t-test = 5.87, P = 0.000 t-test = 6.66, P = 0.000

Permanent settlement intentions in 
wave 2

No 71.89 19.51 2,095.43

Yes 28.11 26.77 2,556.27

t-test of mean differences t-test = 4.17, P = 0.000 t-test = 5.08, P = 0.000

Note: Percentages in column 1 refer to the share of respondents within each wave, summing to 100 per cent. Values in columns 2 and 3 are 
averages of conflict fatality counts (not percentages) among respondents in each group. 
Source: IAB-BiB/FReDA-BAMF-SOEP Survey of Refugees from Ukraine 2022–2023, linked to ACLED data.
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of fatalities within a few days. Such fluctuations offer 
a concrete illustration of how sudden conflict spikes 
can trigger immediate emotional reactions and 
heightened perceptions of personal risk, aligning 
with the short-term (System-1) mechanism outlined 
in Section ‘Theoretical Framework’ and increasing 
the likelihood of intending permanent settlement 
abroad.

Turning to long-term conflict intensity—cumulative 
fatalities in the home county since arrival in Germany— 
we again observe a positive effect, though consider
ably smaller in size. An increase of 100 cumulative 
fatalities raises the probability of intending permanent 
settlement by 0.14 per cent points. Because long-term 
fatality counts are high in several regions (mean = 
1,663 fatalities), even modest marginal effects accu
mulate: an average-level increase in long-term 
fatalities corresponds to a 2.33 per cent-point increase 
in settlement intentions. This pattern aligns with the 
more deliberative (System-2) pathway theorized in 
Section ‘Theoretical Framework’, whereby evalua
tions of prolonged destruction and institutional col
lapse gradually shift preferences toward staying.

We next examine whether these effects attenuate 
with time spent in Germany by interacting conflict in
tensities with months since arrival. For each interaction 
effect, we calculated average marginal effects (AME) of 
conflict intensities at different levels of months since ar
rival (see lower panel of Table 4). Short-term effects re
main stable; the Wald test for the interaction term is not 
statistically significant, indicating that immediate re
sponses to recent violence persist regardless of residence 
duration. By contrast, the interaction for long-term 
conflict intensity is significant: refugees become less re
sponsive to cumulative conflict the longer they reside in 
Germany. This attenuation is consistent with psycho
logical adaptation, whereby attention gradually shifts 
from origin-country conditions to the immediate chal
lenges and opportunities in the host country.

Taken together, these findings show that conflict 
intensity affects settlement intentions primarily through 
transient, immediate reactions, while the influence of 
prolonged conflict exposure is more modest and condi
tional on time abroad. This aligns with research on short- 
term psychological responses to violence (Metcalfe, 
Powdthavee, and Dolan, 2011; Clark, Doyle, and 

Table 4 AME of long-term and short-term conflict intensity on settlement intentions, in percentage points: in total and over months since 
arrival in Germany

Effect of short-term conflict 
intensity

Effect of long-term conflict 
intensity

AME (SE) AME (SE) AME (SE) AME (SE)

Main effect

Cumulated fatalities (in 100) 4.89*** 0.14***
(0.89) (0.02)

Interaction

AME of cumulated fatalities (in 100)

< 1 month since arrival 6.62** 0.28***
(2.16) (0.06)

4 months since arrival 5.65*** 0.21***
(1.21) (0.04)

8 months since arrival 4.69*** 0.14***
(0.94) (0.02)

12 months since arrival 3.72* 0.07*
(1.69) (0.03)

Wald Test of the interaction effects 0.72 7.48**

Observations 14,409 14,409 14,409 14,409

Note: *P < 0.05, **P < 0.01, ***P < 0.001. Results from linear probability model regressions. Standard errors (SE) are clustered at 
individual level. Beyond indicated variables all models control for months since arrival in Germany, indicator for female, number of children, 
indicator for having a partner, indicator for having core family member in Ukraine, age (and age squared), education level, financial status 
before migration, indicator for having worked before migration, indicator for having Germany experience before migration, indicator 
for migration motives beyond purely humanitarian concerns, number fatalities since the war outbreak before arrival in Germany, indicator 
for residing on rural area in Germany, fixed effects for federal state in Germany and interview month and year, as well as indicators for 
missing values. 
Source: IAB-BiB/FReDA-BAMF-SOEP Survey of Refugees from Ukraine 2022–2023, linked to ACLED data.
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Table 5 AME of long-term and short-term conflict intensity on settlement intentions, in percentage points: Testing moderation effects

Interaction Effect of short-term  
conflict intensity

Effect of long-term  
conflict intensity

AME of cumulated fatalities (in 100) AME (SE) AME (SE)

By gender

Male 8.66*** 0.19***
(1.98) (0.05)

Female 4.15*** 0.13***
(0.97) (0.02)

Wald Test of the interaction effects 4.30* 1.46

By family members left behind

No core family member in Ukraine 6.12*** 0.16***
(1.14) (0.03)

Core family member in Ukraine 2.81* 0.09**
(1.37) (0.03)

Wald Test of the interaction effects 3.65 2.59

No children in Ukraine 5.21*** 0.13***
(0.94) (0.02)

Child in Ukraine 2.11 0.09
(2.14) (0.06)

Wald Test of the interaction effects 1.79 0.64

No partner in Ukraine 5.54*** 0.15***
(1.03) (0.02)

Partner in Ukraine 2.90 0.07
(1.55) (0.04)

Wald Test of the interaction effects 2.07 3.17

By migration motives

Migration motives: purely humanitarian concerns 3.79*** 0.10***
(0.98) (0.03)

Migration motives: beyond purely humanitarian concerns 8.50*** 0.24***
(2.06) (0.04)

Wald Test of the interaction effects 4.39* 8.57**

By exposure to different levels of warfare

Cumulative fatalities since the war outbreak before arrival in Germany = 0 3.70** 0.12***
(1.14) (0.03)

Cumulative fatalities since the war outbreak before arrival in Germany = 5 3.71** 0.12***
(1.13) (0.03)

Cumulative fatalities since the war outbreak before arrival in Germany = 20 3.75*** 0.12***
(1.12) (0.03)

Cumulative fatalities since the war outbreak before arrival in Germany = 82 3.92*** 0.13***
(1.06) (0.03)

Cumulative fatalities since the war outbreak before arrival in Germany = 239 4.35*** 0.13***
(0.94) (0.02)

Cumulative fatalities since the war outbreak before arrival in Germany = 794 5.88*** 0.16***
(1.06) (0.03)

Wald Test of the interaction effects 2.77 1.11

Observations 14,409 14,409

Note: *P < 0.05, **P < 0.01, ***P < 0.001. Results from linear probability model regressions. Standard errors (SE) are clustered at individual 
level. Beyond indicated variables all models control for months since arrival in Germany, indicator for female, number of children, indicator for 
having a partner, indicator for having core family member in Ukraine, age (and age squared), education level, financial status before migration, 
indicator for having worked before migration, indicator for having Germany experience before migration, indicator for migration motives 
beyond purely humanitarian concerns, number fatalities since the war outbreak before arrival in Germany, indicator for residing on rural area 
in Germany, fixed effects for federal state in Germany and interview month and year, as well as indicators for missing values. 
Source: IAB-BiB/FReDA-BAMF-SOEP Survey of Refugees from Ukraine 2022–2023, linked to ACLED data.
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Stancanelli, 2020; Keita and Schewe, 2021) and with 
dual-process models of decision-making (Kahneman, 
2003; Evans and Stanovich, 2013).

Finally, we conducted a series of sensitivity analyses 
using alternative specifications of the conflict intensity 
variable (Supplementary C). First, extending the short- 
term window up to eight weeks shows that effects di
minish rapidly beyond one week (Supplementary 
Table C1), reinforcing the conclusion that conflict in
tensity exerts a short-lived influence that is strongest 
for very recent events. Second, excluding extreme con
flict values (top 1 per cent) slightly increases short-term 
effect sizes (Supplementary Table C2). Third, squared 
and cubic terms for conflict intensity yield no evidence 
of non-linearity. We also tested logarithmic transfor
mations of the conflict intensity variables (adding 1 or 
0.1 to handle zeros, particularly in short-term meas
ures). Although these specifications yield statistically sig
nificant results, we do not adopt them because such 
artificial adjustments can compromise interpretability. 
Fourth, categorizing conflict intensity using wave-specific 
percentiles and theory-driven cutoffs (Supplementary 
Table C3) does not reveal statistically distinct categories. 
Across all specifications, the estimated effects remain 
stable, supporting the conclusion that the relationship 
between conflict intensity and settlement intentions is ef
fectively linear.

Heterogenous response to the military conflict 
intensities by sub-groups
Table 5 summarizes results from moderation analyses 
exploring whether the effects of conflict intensity on 
settlement intentions vary across key subgroups. We 
interact both short- and long-term conflict intensity 
measures with gender, nuclear family separation, mi
gration motives, and pre-migration conflict exposure. 
For each interaction, we report AME of fatalities at dif
ferent levels of the moderator variables. The Wald Test 
is used to assess whether the interaction terms are stat
istically significant.

First, we examine gender differences. Given 
Ukraine’s general mobilization and the prohibition on 
conscript-age men leaving the country, we expected 
men to be more responsive to conflict escalation. 
Results support this: the short-term conflict effect is sig
nificantly stronger for men than women (8.66 vs. 4.15 
per cent points; Wald Test: P < 0.05, two-sided test), 
while long-term effects show no significant gender dif
ferences. This suggests that acute spikes in violence 
heighten men’s perceived risks and urgency to settle 
permanently.

Second, we assess the moderating role of family sep
aration, although the expected direction of this effect 
depends on whether refugees perceive return or reunifi
cation abroad as the more feasible option. Refugees 

with nuclear family members (partner or children) still 
in Ukraine are generally less likely to express permanent 
settlement intentions (−10 per cent points, see 
Supplementary Table B1). However, they do not re
spond differently to either short- or long-term conflict 
intensities. That is, conflict exposure affects settlement 
intentions similarly regardless of whether core family 
members remain in Ukraine. These null results persist 
across genders (as confirmed by three-way interaction 
tests; Wald test for short-term conflict intensities: 
1.89, P = 0.169; Wald test for long-term conflict inten
sities: 0.92, P = 0.336) and remain unchanged when 
disaggregating by type of family member left behind 
(child vs. partner).

Third, we consider migrants who left Ukraine for rea
sons beyond purely humanitarian concerns (e.g., eco
nomic or family-related motives in addition to safety). 
We initially expected that these mixed-motive migrants 
would be less responsive to short-term conflict fluctua
tions, as their decisions would rely more on long-term 
structural evaluations—such as job prospects or the 
feasibility of family reunification—rather than immedi
ate emotional reactions. Conversely, we expected that 
sustained long-term conflict might amplify their desire 
to remain, as deteriorating home-country conditions re
inforce the rationale for staying. However, the results 
show that these refugees are highly responsive to both 
short- and long-term conflict intensities. While they al
ready express stronger baseline intentions to stay 
(Supplementary Table A2), their settlement intentions 
further intensify with rising conflict levels. This suggests 
that both immediate threats and prolonged instability 
serve to reinforce the decision to settle, even among 
those with broader migration rationales.

Finally, we test whether prior conflict exposure mod
erates the effects of ongoing violence. We expected ref
ugees with high pre-flight exposure to be less responsive 
to additional conflict, due to desensitization or better- 
developed coping strategies (Ghosn et al., 2021). Yet, 
interactions with conflict intensity measures (both 
short- and long-term) turned out to be statistically non- 
significant. Thus, conflict sensitivity appears consistent 
across refugees, regardless of their initial exposure 
levels.

Robustness check
We conducted series of robustness checks, with detailed 
results reported in the Supplementary E–G.

First, we examined whether the observed effects of 
conflict intensity are robust when accounting for uncer
tainty in settlement intentions. Respondents were 
grouped by certainty levels (permanent vs. temporary 
vs. uncertain intentions). Results from pairwise LPM 
confirm that the effects of both short- and long-term 
conflict intensities persist across subgroups and are 
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even stronger among those with more definite inten
tions (Supplementary E).

Second, we addressed potential selective participa
tion. We find no significant correlation between the tim
ing of survey responses and conflict events in the 
respondents’ counties of origin. Subgroup analyses 
show that effects are consistent across one-time and 
panel respondents, and wave-specific estimates confirm 
the direction and significance of the main effects, and 
additional analyses suggest that short-term conflict ex
posure does not bias sample retention. For long-term 
conflict intensity, minor attrition-related bias cannot 
be fully ruled out, which may lead to conservative esti
mates (Supplementary F).

Third, we examined possible confounding from pre
war regional characteristics and broader geographical 
spillovers. Results remain robust when controlling for 
regional population size, urbanization, migration pro
pensities, and political attitudes, and when excluding 
each region one at a time in a leave-one-region-out sen
sitivity analysis (Supplementary G).

Together, these checks confirm the robustness of our 
main findings and support the conclusion that both 
short- and long-term conflict intensities systematically 
shape the settlement intentions of Ukrainian refugees.

Additional analyses: potential psychological 
channels
In this section, we explore potential psychological path
ways through which heightened conflict intensity may 
influence refugees’ settlement intentions. Two mecha
nisms are considered. First, increased conflict may 
trigger negative emotions such as fear, anxiety, and per
ceived personal risk, reinforcing the desire to remain 
abroad for safety reasons (cf. egotropic threats). 
Second, conflict may amplify concerns for the safety 
and future of significant others who remain in Ukraine, 
particularly during life-threatening escalations (cf. socio
tropic threats). Our data include several indicators of 
emotional distress and family-related concerns (see 
Supplementary Table I1), which we link to short- and 
long-term conflict intensities (Supplementary Table I2).

We begin with proxies for emotional and psycho
logical well-being. In line with previous literature 
(e.g., Schiele, 2021), better psychological well-being is 
associated with stronger intentions to stay. However, 
most indicators of well-being are not directly affected 
by conflict intensity in the region of origin. Two excep
tions emerge: long-term conflict intensity significantly 
reduces overall life satisfaction and increases reported 
feelings of unhappiness. These findings suggest that sus
tained conflict exposure may contribute to psychologic
al distress and cognitive strain (see also Keita and 
Schewe, 2021; Sønderskov et al., 2021). From this per
spective, the negative impact of long-term conflict on 

well-being may paradoxically weaken the desire to 
remain—despite the expectation that deteriorating con
ditions at home would encourage settlement abroad. 
This tension points to a complex interplay between per
ceived threat and psychological resilience: while height
ened conflict may increase the desire to stay for safety 
reasons (egotropic threat), its toll on mental well-being 
may simultaneously erode the motivation or capacity to 
pursue long-term integration.

Next, we explore sociotropic pathways by analyzing 
how conflict intensities shape concerns about family 
members left behind and plans for family reunification. 
Both short- and long-term conflict intensities are posi
tively associated with concerns for relatives still in 
Ukraine, and these concerns are, in turn, negatively 
linked to permanent settlement intentions. While sec
tion ‘Heterogenous response to the military conflict in
tensities by sub-groups’ showed that individuals with 
nuclear family members still in Ukraine do not exhibit 
systematically different responses to conflict, the pre
sent findings suggest that broader emotional ties may 
be at play. The concerns likely extend beyond the nu
clear family, encompassing other close relatives such 
as parents, siblings, or extended.

At the same time, we find that long-term conflict in
tensity significantly increases plans for family reunifica
tion, which in turn are positively linked to permanent 
settlement intentions. This indicates that protracted 
conflict not only heightens concern for loved ones, 
but also motivates efforts to bring them to a safe haven 
abroad—thereby reinforcing intentions to stay. This 
finding underscores the importance of family dynamics 
in shaping migration decisions under conditions of inse
curity. Prior research has shown that family separation 
can reduce life satisfaction and mental health (Löbel 
and Jacobsen, 2021), potentially weakening integration 
and long-term settlement. Our findings suggest a 
complementary mechanism: under prolonged conflict, 
family separation may also intensify the desire to 
reunite—and thus the commitment to remain.

Discussion
This study examines whether military conflict inten
sities in refugees’ home regions continue to shape their 
lives after they have reached safety abroad. While it is 
well-established that war and local violence are primary 
drivers of displacement (e.g., Bohra-Mishra and 
Massey, 2011; Kosyakova et al., 2025), far less is 
known about whether ongoing conflict continues to in
fluence refugees’ intentions to settle permanently abroad 
once they have escaped the immediate threat of violence. 
This puzzle—why individuals already in safety would 
adjust their long-term settlement preferences in response 
to new waves of violence at home—carries substantial 
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societal relevance. For Ukraine, the potential perman
ent emigration of over a million displaced individuals, 
many of them working-age women and children (Van 
Tubergen et al., 2024a), poses major demographic 
and reconstruction challenges (Kulu et al., 2023). For 
host countries like Germany, understanding whether 
these refugees plan to stay long-term has significant im
plications for integration policies, labour market needs, 
and social cohesion.

Leveraging panel data from the IAB-BiB/ 
FReDA-BAMF-SOEP Survey and time-varying 
county-level conflict data, we find that both short- 
and long-term conflict intensities in Ukraine signifi
cantly shape refugees’ settlement intentions. In line 
with ecological models of refugee distress (Miller 
and Rasmussen, 2017; Hou et al., 2020), short-term 
conflict appears particularly influential. Acute, emo
tionally salient events in the home country affect 
settlement preferences more strongly than longer- 
term conflict trajectories, likely due to the heightened 
immediacy and perceived threat they evoke. 
Although long-term conflict intensity also matters, 
its effect size is smaller and diminishes over time— 
suggesting processes of adaptation, recalibration, or 
desensitization (Frederick and Loewenstein, 1999; 
Rubin et al., 2005).

Our results also reveal important heterogeneity. Male 
refugees are significantly more responsive to conflict in
tensities than women, likely reflecting the specific risks 
men face under Ukraine’s conscription regime. 
Refugees with broader migration motives—beyond im
mediate humanitarian concerns—also respond strongly 
to conflict dynamics, even though they report higher 
baseline intentions to stay. For these groups, continued 
conflict at home reinforces concerns not just about 
safety, but about long-term economic, social, and famil
ial stability.

By contrast, refugees with nuclear family members 
still in Ukraine report lower settlement intentions re
gardless of conflict exposure—highlighting the strong 
emotional pull of family ties. However, conflict expos
ure increases concern for loved ones, which in turn low
ers cognitive well-being and reduces intentions to stay. 
Simultaneously, long-term conflict also increases plans 
for family reunification, which strengthens intentions 
to remain. These countervailing effects illustrate the 
complex, sometimes competing, ways in which socio
tropic threats could interact with emotional strain and 
family structures.

Surprisingly, we do not find evidence that pre- 
migration exposure to violence moderates the effect of 
current conflict intensities on settlement intentions. 
This contrasts with findings from other contexts (e.g., 
Ghosn et al., 2021) and suggests that prior trauma 
does not necessarily inoculate individuals against the 

psychological impact of ongoing violence. It may in
stead reflect avoidance or coping mechanisms among 
trauma-exposed groups (e.g., Miethe et al., 2023). 
Together with the dominance of short-term conflict ef
fects, this finding lends further support to ecological 
over war-exposure models of refugee (Miller and 
Rasmussen, 2017).

In sum, this study advances sociological understand
ing of refugee settlement decision-making by showing 
that both immediate emotional responses and, to a 
lesser extent, longer-term evaluative judgments shape 
intentions—with acute, short-term shocks often carry
ing disproportionate weight. Theoretically, our findings 
call for models that integrate both intuitive (short-term, 
emotional) and deliberative (long-term, evaluative) 
processes. While classic migration theories emphasize 
structural and economic drivers, our results highlight 
that acute conflict-related shocks can exert lasting 
psychological influence, even after displacement. 
Empirically, combining high-frequency conflict 
data with longitudinal panel surveys provides a 
powerful approach to tracing how external events 
shape refugee preferences in real-time—and for re
vealing just how volatile and contingent these inten
tions can be.

Several limitations merit caution. First, our data cap
ture intentions within the first year after arrival, a phase 
likely dominated by immediate security concerns. 
Future data will be needed to track how intentions 
evolve and translate into behaviour. Second, although 
we use granular county-level conflict data, finer spatial 
variation (e.g., town or neighbourhood level) remains 
unobserved. Third, our null findings on prior war ex
posure may reflect measurement limitations, as we 
lack detailed individual-level trauma histories. Lastly, 
our analyses are limited to refugees who have already 
arrived in Germany, meaning our findings reflect vari
ation within a selected group—those who successfully 
crossed international borders. While individuals from 
more heavily conflict-affected areas may be overre
presented among those planning to settle abroad, 
this does not imply that such residents are generally 
more likely to migrate internationally. Recent evi
dence suggests that many Ukrainians facing intense 
violence opt for internal displacement rather than 
cross-border flight (Kosyakova et al., 2025). To fully 
capture the layered nature of forced mobility, future 
research should examine how evolving conflict 
shapes not only intentions but also actual mobility, 
return dynamics, and involuntary immobility 
(Carling and Schewel, 2018; de Haas, 2021). 
Ideally, such research would use multi-country, lon
gitudinal data spanning borders and capturing both 
intentions and realized migration among different co
horts of conflict-affected populations.
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Notes
1. We use Stata command reghdfe to absorb many levels of 

fixed effects, by implementing the estimator. The results us
ing binary logit model are in line with our conclusions (see 
Supplementary B).

2. We conducted additional analyses on outmigration and 
panel attrition in Wave 2. Of the Wave 1 respondents, 
59.6 per cent remained in Germany and continued partici
pating, 1.8 per cent had emigrated, and 38.6 per cent 
dropped out. Emigration appears closely linked to settle
ment intentions: 96 per cent of those who left had previous
ly reported temporary intentions. Among dropouts, 23 per 
cent had expressed permanent intentions, suggesting a 
slight link between initial preferences and attrition. We as
sess potential bias related to conflict intensity in the robust
ness checks.

Supplementary Data
Supplementary data are available at ESR online.
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