
UC Merced
UC Merced Previously Published Works

Title
Reexamining the Effect of Refugees on Civil Conflict: A Global Subnational Analysis

Permalink
https://escholarship.org/uc/item/8h09c2sb

Journal
American Political Science Review, 115(4)

ISSN
0003-0554

Authors
ZHOU, YANG-YANG
SHAVER, ANDREW

Publication Date
2021-11-01

DOI
10.1017/s0003055421000502

Copyright Information
This work is made available under the terms of a Creative Commons Attribution-
NonCommercial-ShareAlike License, availalbe at 
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
 
Peer reviewed

eScholarship.org Powered by the California Digital Library
University of California

https://escholarship.org/uc/item/8h09c2sb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
https://escholarship.org
http://www.cdlib.org/


American Political Science Review (2021) 115, 4, 1175–1196

doi:10.1017/S0003055421000502 © The Author(s), 2021. Published by Cambridge University Press on behalf of the American Political
Science Association. This is an Open Access article, distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-
ShareAlike licence (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/), which permits non-commercial re-use, distribution, and reproduction in
any medium, provided the same Creative Commons licence is included and the original work is properly cited. The written permission of
Cambridge University Press must be obtained for commercial re-use.

Reexamining the Effect of Refugees on Civil Conflict: A Global
Subnational Analysis
YANG-YANG ZHOU University of British Columbia, Canada

ANDREW SHAVER University of California, Merced, United States

A large literature suggests that the presence of refugees is associated with greater risk of conflict. We
argue that the positive effects of hosting refugees on local conditions have been overlooked. Using
global data from 1990 to 2018 on locations of refugee communities and civil conflict at the

subnational level, we find no evidence that hosting refugees increases the likelihood of new conflict,
prolongs existing conflict, or raises the number of violent events or casualties. Furthermore, we explore
conditions where provinces are likely to experience substantively large decreases in conflict risk due to
increased development. Analysis examining nighttime lights as a measure of development, coupled with
expert interviews, support our claim. To address the possibility of selection bias, we use placebo tests and
matching.Our research challenges assertions that refugees are security risks. Instead, we show that inmany
cases, hosting refugees can encourage local development and even conflict reduction.

D oes the presence of refugees affect the likeli-
hood of domestic conflict in hosting areas?
Understanding the potential security threat

of refugees is a major concern to conflict and migration
scholars. Given the growing scale of the contemporary
refugee crisis and increasing public backlash toward
refugee communities around the world, this research
question is also of political and policy relevance
(UNHCR 2020; Whitaker 2017). Existing research
largely contends that hosting refugees is associatedwith
increased risk of conflict. As Fisk (2020, 1) notes in a
review piece on this subject: “much of the discussion in
the security studies context continues to center on
forced migration flows as a conduit for civil war, inter-
national terrorism, and refugees…as perpetrators.”
These studies point to possible tensions with local
citizens that are exacerbated through resource compe-
tition or ethnic rivalry, or how refugeesmay themselves
be combatants and perpetrators of violence (e.g.,
Lischer 2006; Rüegger 2017; Salehyan and Gleditsch
2006; Zolberg, Suhrke, and Aguayo 1989). Others
argue that in these conflicts, refugees are typically
victims (e.g., Böhmelt, Bove, and Gleditsch 2019; Fisk
2018; Onoma 2013; Savun and Gineste 2019). Regard-
less, perceptions of refugees as destabilizing forces are
pervasive in the literature and political rhetoric. In this
paper, we theorize that the positive effects of hosting
refugee communities on local economic activity and
development can offset and even outweigh the

potentially destabilizing effects. We argue and empir-
ically substantiate that hosting refugees generally has
no effect on civil conflict at the local level. Furthermore,
we find that under certain conditions where invest-
ments in local development are more likely, refugee
settlement has negative effects on conflict likelihood.
Thus, while there are certainly cases of refugee-related
conflict, we contend that these are exceptional, not
the norm.

As a prominent example of regional civil conflict
diffusion coinciding with large refugee populations,
scholars and policymakers alike have pointed toCentral
Africa and theGreat LakesRegion from the early 1990s.
This period saw instances of refugees actively involved
in new conflicts as “refugee-warrior communities,” such
as the 1994Rwandan refugeeswhowent into the eastern
regions of the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC),
which led to the outbreak of civil conflict there in 1996
and 1998 (Braithwaite 2010; Whitaker 2003; Zolberg,
Suhrke, and Aguayo 1989). On the other hand, refugees
from Burundi, the DRC, and Rwanda fled to western
Tanzania at the same time, drastically increasing the
overall population of this region by over 50%. Yet
Tanzania did not experience conflict onset, and in some
cases local host communities even benefited through
increased development and economic activity (Alix-
Garcia and Saah 2009; Maystadt and Duranton 2018;
Whitaker 2002; 2003). Similarly, refugee-hosting com-
munities in Uganda and northwest Kenya have experi-
enced not only peaceful coexistence with refugees but
also improvements in transport infrastructure, access to
health care, and state security presence (Jacobsen2002b;
Sanghi, Onder, and Vemuru, 2016).

Consider the Syrian refugee crisis, which remains the
largest displacement crisis. As of 2020, Turkey and
Jordan are hosting the vast majority of Syrian refugees
at over 4.2 million. Even after receiving massive num-
bers of refugees, subsequent levels of conflict in these
countries have been surprisingly low. These refugees
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are not recruited into fighting, and humanitarian aid to
refugees, rather than fueling violent mobilization as
some have theorized, has instead bolstered local econ-
omies and decreased tensions from local hosts toward
refugees (Akgündüz, van den Berg, and Hassink 2018;
Altindag, Bakis, and Rozo 2020; Lehmann and Mas-
terson 2020; Masterson and Lehmann 2019). These
examples question whether cases of refugee presence
contributing to conflict are the norm or exceptional.
They also highlight certain factors associated with host-
ing refugees, particularly opportunities for develop-
ment, which could contribute to reducing the risk of
conflict.
We argue that hosting refugees does not increase the

risk of domestic conflict, measured in a variety of ways.
Drawing on previous studies that find positive or mixed
economic and development effects of refugee commu-
nities on host areas, we theorize that gains in local
development can offset, and even outweigh, factors
that would negatively affect security. These gains come
from increased economic activity, state presence, and
humanitarian aid efforts, which can have a notable
impact on the often peripheral, poor areas that host
refugees. In cases where these resources and efforts can
bemost efficiently allocated, for example when refugee
communities are geographically concentrated in rela-
tively large numbers within a country, these areas may
even experience decreased risk of conflict.
Empirically, this paper provides quantitative evidence

at a global, subnational scale of the effect of refugee
communities on conflict likelihoodwhere they settle.We
provide new data, gathered by and verified in collabor-
ation with the United Nations High Commissioner for
Refugees (UNHCR) Field Information and Coordin-
ation Support Section (FICSS), on all geocoded sites of
refugee communities around the world (formal camps
and informal settlements), which we pair with geocoded
conflict outcomes and other development-related data
at the subnational level spanning 1990 to 2018. We
complement our quantitative analysis and inform our
theory building through expert interviews conducted
with a dozen current or former UNHCR senior staff to
help further contextualize refugee-hosting dynamics.
We find no evidence that the presence of refugees

leads to new conflict, prolongs ongoing conflict, or
increases the intensity of conflict. This null effect is
persistent across a variety of specifications and robust-
ness checks. In a secondary analysis, we find that when
refugee communities are geographically concentrated
—meaning they are only present within one province in
a given country-year—in comparison to similar prov-
inces in nonhosting countries, these hosting provinces
see their likelihood of conflict onset halved and other
outcomes substantially decreased. We call this the
conditional risk reduction effect. To further unpack
these effects, we conduct additional heterogeneous
and subgroup effects analyses by comparing provinces
that host new versus older refugee sites, formal refugee
camps versus settlements, large versus small refugee
populations, those located near the border versus in the
country’s interior, and by region.We find that if refugee
sites are geographically concentrated within a country,

have had more time to be established, and contain
relatively large numbers of refugees, then hosting prov-
inces experience substantively large decreases in con-
flict risk and intensity. Under these conditions, there is
generally a greater presence of UNHCR and other aid
organizations; thus, local development spurred by refu-
gee settlement should be more likely. Indeed, using
nighttime lights data to proxy for development, we find
supportive evidence of increased development under
these conditions. To preclude the possibility that refu-
gees select into more developed and secure areas,
which may bias our results, we use placebo tests to
show that there are no effects of future refugee-hosting
on present outcomes as well as matching methods for
causal inference with panel data.

Our research makes several important contributions
to scholarship, policy, and current political debates
about refugees. We respond to the security studies
literature, which links refugees to increased conflict,
directly challenging conventional views on the subject.
Additionally, by engaging with a growing literature in
political science, migration studies, and development
economics on the potential positive effects of refugee
hosting on local development, we not only bridge
academic literatures but also contribute to the latter
through our global analysis of the localized effects of
refugee presence on development. For policy makers,
our results showing that refugee hosting generally has
no effect on conflict risk, and in some cases, a substan-
tial negative effect, strongly refutes political arguments
for putting up physical and legal barriers to restrict the
acceptance of refugees due to security concerns.
Instead, our findings suggest that policy makers and
humanitarian actors involved in refugee settlement
should focus on opportunities to increase state capacity
and develop infrastructure in hosting areas.

THEORIZING REFUGEES AS SECURITY
RISKS OR DEVELOPMENT OPPORTUNITIES

First, we define recurring concepts for clarity.Our study
focuses on the effects of the presence of refugee com-
munities, which are visible groups of refugees, as
opposed to individuals or households who settle dis-
persed within host communities or urban contexts.1,2
The term refugee sites in this article refers to the precise
geographic locations where refugee communities settle;
it encompasses both formal camps as well as informal
settlements (even those in which the UNHCR is not
activelyworking or has nomandate); and unless there is

1 A refugee is someone who “owing to a well-founded fear of being
persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a
particular social group or political opinion, is outside the country of
her or his nationality and is unable, or due to such fear, unwilling to
avail him- or herself of the protection of that country” (Article 1, The
1951 Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees).
2 We do not have a size threshold in our primary analysis, as we will
describe further later in this paper; however, we carry out additional
analyses using direct measures of population size in robustness
checks.
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a visible community within a city, it does not include
major cities where scattered individual refugees may
have settled. According to our discussions with
UNHCR officials, whether a refugee site is recognized
as a “camp” or “settlement” is usually designated by the
host state rather than the UNHCR.3 Camps are gener-
ally associatedwithmore state control and international
recognition while settlements are typically informal
areas of refugee communities. Between the two, there
is no clear delineation based on demographic informa-
tion such as population sizes or levels of aid.4 By
conflict, we examine several outcomes related to armed
civil conflicts—onset (new conflict), incidence (con-
tinued conflict), number of violent events, and number
of battle deaths.5 Finally, our geographic units of inter-
est are provinces, the first-order administrative units
within each country (also referred to as states, gover-
norates, regions, etc.).Weuse “province” for simplicity.
Next, we briefly review research and proposedmech-

anisms that link refugees to increased risk of conflict.
We consider how refugee communities may affect
conflict either directly or indirectly. Recognizing that
instances in which refugees contributed to conflict exist
and are therefore notable, we contend that these cases
are rare. Instead, we theorize that themodal outcome is
when refugee communities and their hosts simply coex-
ist in a manner that leaves the status quo on conflict
unchanged. Under such circumstances, tensions may
emerge, for instance, over resources. Yet, rather than
devolving into civil conflict, as our expert interviews
highlight, other means of dispute resolution often pre-
vail. Additionally, refugees can revitalize local econ-
omies as both producers and consumers as well as
attract development aid from humanitarian and state
actors. These gains can lead to reductions in conflict
risk. Drawing from a broad body of evidence, we claim
that the potential stabilizing effects of refugee commu-
nities are both underappreciated and potentially more
important than the destabilizing ones. In some cases,
they serve to offset potentially destabilizing ones. In
others, they may serve to decrease conflict risk overall.
Throughout this section, we incorporate expert inter-
views, which we conducted with a dozen senior officials
who have held or currently hold leadership positions at
the UNHCR to give additional context.6

Literature Linking Refugees to Conflict

Scholars of international security have identified how
countries whose neighbors experience civil conflict are
themselves significantly more likely to experience civil
conflict. Such regional conflict diffusion suggests that
incidents of substate conflict are not independent
events with purely domestic causes (Braithwaite 2006;
Gleditsch 2002; 2007; Hegre and Sambanis 2006). Fors-
berg (2014; 2016) lays out transnational dimensions of
civil conflict, one of which is “contagion,” characterized
by direct spillovers of arms, polarized ethnic groups
with kinship ties, and refugee populations. Many
related studies find that the likelihood of civil conflict
or other forms of violence, such as terrorism or non-
state actor violence, increases in countries that host
more migrants, and specifically refugees, from nearby
countries at war (Böhmelt, Bove, and Gleditsch 2019;
Bove and Böhmelt 2016; Choi and Salehyan 2013;
Milton, Spencer, and Findley 2013; Salehyan and Gle-
ditsch 2006; Salehyan 2007; 2009). Notably, Salehyan
and Gleditsch (2006) show that larger populations of
refugees from neighboring counties are positively asso-
ciated with greater likelihood of civil war onset in the
host country.

At first glance, our subnational province-year panel
data, which we describe in detail in the following
section, exhibit a similar association. Figure 1 overlays
refugees sites (points) and the yearly average number
of violent events (shading) by province across the time
span of our study, 1990–2018. Refugee sites are clearly
geographically concentrated in regions in which con-
flict is endemic. This is unsurprising insofar as refugees
are most frequently displaced due to conflict and tend
to settle in neighboring countries that may also be
affected by regional instability. Thus, causal inferences
about the effects of refugees on conflict must address
issues of potential simultaneity.7

Although much of this literature focuses on the
outbreak of conflict, it builds upon a rich body of case
studies, which associate refugees with patterns of con-
flict such as increased likelihood of new conflict onset
or greater intensity of existing conflict. This qualitative
body of work also helps to identify possible mechan-
isms driving relationships between refugees and con-
flict.8 In some instances, refugee sites have served as

3 UNHCR operational protocols refer to camps and settlements
together without explicitly differentiating the two: www.unhcr.org/
uk/448d6c122.pdf.
4 Interview conducted with the Field Information and Coordination
Support Section (FICSS) of UNHCR on December 30, 2013.
5 These are defined further in our description of the variables. The
body of research connecting refugees to civil conflict is rather large.
In some cases, refugees are associated with the outbreak of conflict.
In others, they are associated with the continuation of conflict or
changes in its intensity. Rather than limit our focus to a particular
outcome (e.g., onset), we consider the relationship between refugee
communities and various conflict outcomes. When referring to con-
flict in this research, exceptwhere explicitly stated, we are referring to
civil conflict generally.
6 These officials have extensive experience working with refugee
communities across 15 different countries, mostly in sub-Saharan

Africa and the Middle East. More than half of these officials worked
on refugee issues inmultiple countries. Specifically, we asked them to
describe how the UNHCR and other actors typically operate in
refugee-hosting areas, the formal or informal policies pertaining to
refugee-host relations, and what they have observed in the field in
terms of effects on local development and conflict. Please find
additional discussion, including adherence with the Principles and
Guidance for Human Subjects Research, and interview quotes in
Section S7 in the Supplementary Information (SI). For privacy, we
refer to them not by their names but by their position titles at the time
of the interview.
7 Relatedly, we note that there is a substantial body of work that
considers the effects of conflict on displacement. See, for instance,
Schmeidl (1997), Balcells and Steele (2016), and Steele (2017).
8 Several cases feature prominently: militarized refugees such as the
Banyarwanda refugees in Eastern Congo in the 1960s; refugee
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potential recruitment areas and bases of operation for
active rebel groups. For instance, Haer and Hecker
(2019) find that recruiters for combatant groups often
target refugees who feel economically deprived. Refu-
gees who are not themselves combatants can still be
members of auxiliary forces, assisting with the transfer
of munitions and other mobilization resources to
domestic opposition groups with whom they share an
ethnic or ideological affinity (Lischer 2006; Zolberg,
Suhrke, and Aguayo 1989).
Nevertheless, others have argued that refugee

populations consist overwhelmingly of civilian non-
combatants who, because they are fleeing conflict,

actively try to avoid conflict-related activities (Fabbe,
Hazlett, and Smmazdemir 2019; Matthews 1972;
Onoma 2013; Whitaker 2002). Yet even when refugees
are not perpetrators of violence, their presence alone
may incite conflict if the local population or state-
sanctioned forces attack refugees. Refugee populations
may also alter demographic and social balances within
host countries. In societies with preexisting rivalries
and social tensions, these changes in demographic
makeup can provoke conflict (Loescher 1992; Rüegger
2017). Refugees may impose (or appear to impose) an
economic burden by straining local social services and
infrastructure (Weiner 1992). Host citizens may view
them as competition for land, jobs, housing, marriage
partners, etc., leading to violence against refugees
(Dancygier et al. 2021; Jacobsen 2005). In some cases,
the provision of humanitarian assistance to refugees by
international organizations can provoke resentment
and increase the likelihood of conflict (Jacobsen
2005). Comparing cases from Guinea, Uganda, and
the DRC, Onoma (2013) finds that even in rare cases
where refugees are associated with new conflicts,

FIGURE 1. Refugees Sites and the Annual Average Number of Violent Events by Province
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Note: Data sources: UNHCR data on displacement locations and the UCDP Georeferenced Event Dataset (GED). The top global map
shows the yearly average number of violent events (shading) during our panel 1990—2018 alongwith the 1,460 refugee sites (points) in our
data that were open at any point during this time. Themap below zooms in on the area outlined by the black box in the global map. This area
covers West, Central, and the Horn of Africa, where many refugee and conflict sites are concentrated.

movements from Liberia’s two civil wars from 1989 through 2003
contributing to the insecurity of neighboring countries of Sierra
Leone, Guinea, and the Ivory Coast; the 1994 Rwandan refugees in
the DRC as mentioned in the introduction; and members of
Al-Shabaab operating within the Somali refugee camps in Kenya
(Lischer 2006; Loescher 1992; Matthews 1972; Muggah 2006; Whi-
taker 2002; Zolberg, Suhrke, and Aguayo 1989).
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refugees are the ones attacked by hosting communities
at the instigation of host governments for politically
motivated reasons. Similarly, Savun andGineste (2019)
argue that host governments use refugees as scapegoats
in the wake of terrorist attacks or other security crises.
Using global panel data at the country level, they show
that during these times, refugees are likely to be
attacked. Böhmelt, Bove, and Gleditsch (2019) find
an association between refugees and nonstate actor
violence, again pointing to tensions with local commu-
nities.
Across various contexts, there is growing public

backlash against refugees by host citizens, as detailed
in the recent literature on antirefugee attitudes by host
citizens (e.g., Adida, Lo, and Platas 2018; Alrababa’h
et al. 2021; Dancygier and Laitin 2014; Ferwerda,
Flynn, and Horiuchi 2017; Whitaker and Giersch
2015; Zhou 2019). However, as we describe below,
humanitarian organizations are often cognizant of
these dynamics and intentionally adjust their policies
to generate positive externalities for local host commu-
nities, thereby minimizing or preempting tensions
between arriving refugee communities and local citi-
zens. Finally, the presence of refugees can pose chal-
lenges to state capacity and political legitimacy,
especially given that areas where refugees tend to settle
are border, peripheral areas (Onoma 2013; Whitaker
2002).
While many of the officials we interviewed recalled

individual cases of refugee-related conflict, such as in
1980s Pakistan and in 1990s DRC, they consistently
pointed out that these cases are “the exception, [which]
becomes the focus of all the studies, rather than the
norm.”9 They recognized that tensions can still flare
between refugees and host communities: “Certainly
there are instances where the presence of refugees
creates [nonviolent] conflict with the local community
like competition for resources, access to fire wood
collection, environmental impact.”10 However, by
anticipating these tensions, “UNHCR and aid agencies
try to put in place prevention mechanisms … creating
informal structures, committees, where the local people
like elders and chiefs would meet regularly… . Every
community has structures. Even the refugee commu-
nity is not just some amorphous group of people but
they have spokespeople, traditional leaders… . We will
find these people pretty fast and easily because they are
our interlopers. On the side of the host communities,
we also have existing institutional structures.”11 Several
officials expressed frustration that rising fears of refu-
gees as security threats are overblown: “Despite all the
hysteria of refugees and conflict, refugees account for a
small part of the population. This is an eminently
manageable problem… . [Large refugee populations
in places like] Uganda and in Bangladesh, they have

been managed without disastrous consequences by
governments with much fewer resources.”12,13

Accounting for the Positive Effects of Hosting
Refugees

Prompted by these cases of well-managed refugee
hosting situations, we draw on recent research that
examines the local economic and infrastructural effects
of refugees to highlight several ways in which the
presence of refugees can positively contribute to host
areas. We think of such “positive externalities” of
refugee presence as acting on conflict likelihood in
two general ways. First, some externalities do not
reduce the likelihood of conflict that existed prior to
refugees’ arrival but serve to mitigate potential
increases in that likelihood following their arrival.
These effectively help preserve the status quo. An
example of such an externality is the provision of health
services, as we describe in more detail below, to both
refugees and local nationals (particularly in cases where
preexisting health services were limited). In such cases,
potential tensions among refugees and locals may be
reduced (or, in the case of tensions over existing
resources, prevented) by the provision of such services.

The second set of positive externalities potentially
serves to reduce the likelihood of conflict (or reduce the
intensity of ongoing conflict). Perhaps the clearest
example of this is the development of critical infrastruc-
ture (e.g., electrification, roads) in areas of countries
where state capacity had previously been significantly
limited. In their study of the determinants of civil war,
Fearon and Laitin (2003) find that state capacity bears
significantly on a country’s likelihood of experiencing
conflict, and we accordingly theorize that those exter-
nalities that promote state capacity are likely to
increase the state’s ability to prevent conflict from
breaking out or to suppress ongoing violence. We
theorize that taken together, these positive external-
ities of refugee presence largely counterbalance their
negative effects, resulting in a general status quo out-
come for risk of conflict. Below, we describe these
dynamics in greater detail.

First, refugee sites often “become repositories of
such resources as relief supplies and food aid, vehicles,
communication equipment, employment and transport
contracts with relief agencies, and other locally valued
and scarce materials” (Jacobsen 2002a, 577). Humani-
tarian assistance and infrastructural development,
although primarily intended for refugees, can lead to
positive externalities for local host communities.
Empirically, these have included greater electrification;
expanded access to health care facilities; new water
wells and improvements to sanitation infrastructure;
and expansions in roads and bridges, which decreases
transport costs for local communities (Bariagaber 2006;

9 Senior Official 1 at FICSS, interview conducted on June 25, 2018.
10 Senior Policy Officer, interview conducted on July 23, 2018.
11 Senior Official at Division of Programme Support and Manage-
ment, interview conducted on September 12, 2018.

12 Senior Official at Policy Development and Evaluation, interview
conducted on July 6, 2018.
13 For context, Uganda and Bangladesh are each hosting about 1.2
million refugees as of early 2019.
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Jacobsen 2002a; Maystadt and Duranton 2018; Tatah
et al. 2016; Van Damme et al. 1998). To preempt ten-
sions, someagenciesmake assistance directly available to
local citizens given that refugee sites are often located in
already marginalized locations where local host commu-
nities are themselves impoverished (Sanghi, Onder, and
Vemuru 2016). In fact, this approach is explicitly outlined
inUNHCR’sHandbook forEmergencies (1999) andwas
described to us in interviews. As one official noted,
“Increasingly over the years, there was a real push to
set things up in such a way that the local community was
also benefiting from them like health clinics for example,
the nearby villages [also benefits] from that facility.More
recently, the shift has been to how you boost services
more generally to areas where refugees are located,
enhancing existing services.”14
Second, refugees themselves often contribute phys-

ical, social, and human capital to local host economies
(Alix-Garcia and Saah 2009; Alix-Garcia et al. 2018;
Maystadt and Duranton 2018; Taylor et al. 2016). For
example, the region of Turkana, northern Kenya which
hosts the Kakuma refugee camp, saw such substantial
increased economic activity that Alix-Garcia et al.
(2018) were able to detect increases in nighttime lights
from satellite data. Sanghi, Onder, and Vemuru (2016)
describe how these positive effects on the economy,
attributable to refugee-owned businesses, motivated
local host citizens to not just tolerate the refugees but
welcome their presence, as the following case exempli-
fies: “According to UNHCR, when there was talk about
closing Kakuma in the early 2000s, there was an uproar
among the host community, who saw the camp as their
main source of employment, business opportunities, and
commercial goods” (3). Refugees can also bring foreign
remittances and cash transfers, which inject foreign
capital into local markets (Jacobsen 2002a). Similarly,
Akgündüz, van den Berg, and Hassink (2018) and
Altindag, Bakis, and Rozo (2020) document meaningful
positive changes in both the productivity and number of
businesses operating in Turkey in those areas that
received largenumbers of Syrian refugees.And contrary
to some of the literature cited above linking humanitar-
ian aid to refugees with joining armed groups (e.g.,
Lischer 2006; Salehyan 2009), Lehmann and Masterson
(2020) examined the effects of cash transfers to Syrian
refugees in Lebanon, finding that aid reduced violence
involving refugees by concurrently benefiting host citi-
zens through refugee expenditure on local goods and
services supplied by local businesses.15

Third, the presence of refugees can present oppor-
tunities for the state to develop capacity in more mar-
ginalized areas (Herbst 2000). Since refugee
movements are often highly visible phenomena with
international attention, “they therefore represent pol-
itical leverage for savvy actors, including the state
itself” to channel resources for state building
(Jacobsen 2002a, 578). International donor agencies
can contribute training and equipment to state security
forces and local police. For example, when western
Tanzania hosted large refugee populations in the
mid-1990s, the state increased its bureaucratic presence
in this border region (Landau 2008). In some cases, the
UNHCRwill also directly assist state governments with
the costs associated with enhancing security in areas
that receive refugees.16

The officials we interviewed described numerous
instances in which the presence of refugee communities
improved local state capacity, access to electricity,
roads, health care, and education. “Very often these
populations have accumulated in border areas which
are often the least developed parts of the country. So
while the arrival of refugees evokes a security reflex,
those in charge of refugees in the government … tend
to attract financing even through humanitarian chan-
nels into areas that generally did not have that interest
in that part of the country. You have external financing
that leverages government fiscal expenditures.”17
Others cited cases in Sri Lanka, Colombia, and Eastern
Chadwhere they observed increased roads networks as
a response to the settlement of refugees. They also
discussed how refugees themselves help revitalize local
economies. Referencing again our motivating example
of Kakuma camp in Kenya, “There is a vibrant econ-
omy here, not only with humanitarian agencies. The
refugees contribute to 3% economic growth every year
in Kakuma… . They have driving schools, hardware
stores, cinemas, restaurants, hotels… . [The refugees]
are an economic engine.”18

Taken together, we recognize that there is often a
mix of negative and positive effects of refugee presence
on host communities, which themselves are not homo-
geneous. For example, scholars find that host citizens in
urban areas, informal laborers, consumers, and the
poorest are at a greater disadvantage, due to higher
market prices, higher rents, and wage competition
(Alix-Garcia and Saah 2009; Chambers 1986; Cortes
2004; Maystadt and Verwimp 2014; Tumen 2016).
Refugee-hosting policies, such as whether they have
the right to move and work, could also attenuate posi-
tive economic effects. Ultimately, we argue that on
average, these positive and negative effects balance
out, and refugees and host communities simply coexist.
Even when relations are strained and refugees are
viewed as a threat, da Costa (2018) and Getmansky,

14 Senior Policy Officer, interview conducted on July 23, 2018.
15 Nevertheless, we do not mean to suggest that the effects of refugee
presence on local economic activity are uniformly positive. As with
many factors that influence economic activity, there are winners and
losers. For instance, Braun and Mahmoud (2014) and Calderón-
Mejía and Ibáñez (2016) highlight negative effects of refugee pres-
ence on employment opportunities and wage levels of native citizens.
Other scholars including Alix-Garcia, Barrlett, and Saah (2012) find
heterogeneous effects of refugee presence on local economies, effect-
ing positive changes (for instance, for property owners and certain
suppliers) and negative changes for others (consumers). For more
detailed reviews of such effects, see Maystadt et al. (2019) and Ruiz
and Vargas-Silva (2013).

16 Senior Official 1 at FICSS, interview conducted on June 25, 2018.
17 Senior Official at Policy Development and Evaluation, interview
conducted on July 6, 2018.
18 Senior Official at KakumaRefugee Camp, interview conducted on
July 23, 2018.
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Sinmazdemir, andZeitzoff (2018) find that host citizens
are still wary of violence and do not change their
attitudes for peace.

Hypotheses

We first test the following main hypothesis that is
prevalent in the literature:

Hypothesis 1 (H1): Areas hosting refugee communities
experience more conflict compared to areas without refu-
gees.

We do not find empirical support for this hypothesis.
Next, we unpack this null effect by examining when
beneficial effects of hosting can not only offset but
outweigh the potentially destabilizing effects. We argue
that when state actors and humanitarian aid agencies
efficiently allocate resources and services, such as when
refugee communities are geographically concentrated
to one region, these cases have the greatest chance to
experience the positive effects on local development,
and consequently, conflict risk reduction. One senior
official reflected, “On the distribution of humanitarian
resources, I suppose the main observation that in terms
of when people are concentrated, the tendency is to
invest in services and facilities that directly serve that
population. The way that things were traditionally
done, … the aid would be much more focused on the
refugee population.”19 In line with this expectation, we
predict that,

Hypothesis 2 (H2): Areas hosting refugee sites, condi-
tional on there being no other refugee hosting provinces
in the same country-year (i.e., geographically concen-
trated), experience reductions in conflict.

To directly test themechanism of increased local devel-
opment that we detailed in the previous section,

Hypothesis 3 (H3): Provinces hosting refugee sites, con-
ditional on there being no other refugee hosting provinces
in the same country-year (i.e., geographically concen-
trated), experience greater development.

Following our expectation that returns to development
and stability will be greatest in cases where refugee
communities are concentrated, we consider a set of
more specific hypotheses whose results should offer
specific evidence as to the set of conditions under which
refugee communities are more or less likely to be
associated with increased conflict risk.

First, the benefits of local development and stability
should require time to manifest. As one UNHCR
official described, with the arrival of refugees, “you
have a sudden surge in demand for services. It could

be a real challenge for local government. But [over
time]… you do have people with capital and skills that
can contribute positively to the economy. And
employers can find a ready supply of laborers at lower
wages. The first 6 months a new equilibrium imposes
itself… . So it’s not altogether surprising that you go
through the trajectory of at first shock, but then a
period of stabilization, and even a changed
environment.”20 Thus, we expect positive benefits of
refugee concentration to emerge only after such initial
transitional period. In contrast, conflict likelihood
during the initial months of refugee arrival may be
elevated.

Second, when refugee communities are not only
concentrated but also very large (relative to local com-
munities), there may bemore opportunity for increases
in local economic activity and greater incentives for
infrastructural development and other focused invest-
ments by the UNHCR and state governments. Yet, in
large numbers, refugee communities may be more
likely to alter ethnic balances and more drastically
affect local economies (again, with potential winners
and losers within the host communities) (e.g., Johnson
2011; Tumen 2016). Examining refugee populations at
the subnational level in Africa, Fisk (2014) finds no
relationship between large camp-based refugee popu-
lations and conflict. Thus, our expectations are mixed.
If we find that large numbers of refugees are associated
with reduced conflict risk, this would support our claim
that the stabilizing effects under such conditions can
outweigh possible negative externalities.

Third, we predict that refugee communities that are
concentrated and located in remote, underdeveloped
areas of countries will experience decreased conflict
risk by attracting investments in infrastructure in the
areas where the marginal benefits are likely to be the
greatest. Finally, we expect humanitarian aid agencies
and state actors to be more likely to operate in formal
camps as opposed to informal settlements, given that
they generally have more control over movement and
programming in camps. We conduct a series of add-
itional heterogeneous effects analyses to further
explore under which conditions refugee-hosting areas
would be more likely to see additional gains in devel-
opment and reductions in conflict:

Hypothesis 4 (H4): For these geographically concentrated
cases, the negative effects on conflict and positive effects
on development are greater for areas hosting (a) older and
(b) larger refugee sites, (c) formal refugee camps, (d) and
areas near the border.

DATA AND METHODS

Our unit of analysis is the province-year from 1990 to
2018. We construct a global panel dataset of 2,536
provinces, formally, first-order administrative units,

19 Senior Official at Policy Development and Evaluation, interview
conducted on July 6, 2018.

20 Senior Official at Policy Development and Evaluation, interview
conducted on July 6, 2018.

Reexamining the Effect of Refugees on Civil Conflict: A Global Subnational Analysis

1181

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

00
03

05
54

21
00

05
02

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0003055421000502


using the ESRI map of global provinces in 1998.21,22,23
To do this, for each year of the study period, we match
the centroid of every province to a time-varying coun-
try boundary dataset constructed by Weidmann, Kuse,
and Gleditsch (2010).24 While this comprehensive
province-panel (Full Data) spans every country, we
recognize that not all non-refugee-hosting provinces
may be appropriate counterfactuals. Because we intend
to compare provinces that host refugee sites (treatment
group) with provinces that could plausibly host refugee
sites (control group), it may not be appropriate to
include provinces in countries like Japan or Luxem-
bourg that are unlikely to ever host refugee sites, given
that they have never done so.25 Thus, the data we use
for the main analysis in this paper we call the Main
Data, which only includes provinces in the 70 countries
that have at some point in our panel hosted a refugee
site, subsetting out the provinces in 120 never-hosting
countries.26 We are left with 999 provinces and 28,971

province-year observations. Section S1 in the SI pro-
vides summary and descriptive statistics of our data,
and Section S2 describes the data sources (Zhou and
Shaver 2021).

Explanatory Variables: Presence of Refugee
Sites (Camps and Settlements)

We use new displacement locations data from the
UNHCR Field Information and Coordination
Section (FICSS). These data encompass the universe
of 2,511 refugee and IDP sites open during our study
period. To construct these data, UNHCR country
teams and field staff report the location of any known
displaced communities to FICSS. Thus, we are able to
indicate within any province in a given year whether a
community of refugees or IDPs had settled there.
These data include latitude/longitude coordinates,
creation date, closing date (if closed), displacement
type—refugee or internally displaced—and whether
the site is a formal camp or informal settlement.27
According to FICSS, the distinction in these data
between camp and settlement is largely determined
by the host country. In general, camps receive humani-
tarian assistance, UNHCR presence, and host-country
oversight, whereas settlements are typically informal
communities.

We construct a binary indicator Refugee Presence
for whether a province-year was hosting at least one
refugee site. Again, we operationalize refugee sites as
encompassing all formal refugee camps as well as infor-
mal refugee settlements.28 Table S3 in the SI shows, by
region, the number of refugee sites broken down by
camps and settlements.Most refugee-hosting provinces
only have one site in any given year (1,421 province-
year observations), while 1,313 province-years host
more than one. However, because we do not have
information on the population sizes of these sites, we
do not believe using number of sites is preferable to an
indicator of presence of at least one site. Table S2 in the
SI shows the number of refugee sites by number of
province-year observations. There are several outlier

21 Neither ESRI nor any other source we are familiar with has
constructed first-level administrative boundary maps on a yearly
basis that we might otherwise use for this study.
22 We use provinces instead of grid squares, such as PRIO-GRID, as
our unit of analyses for two reasons. The first issue concerns the
distribution of grids across countries. In many cases, grid squares are
intersected by country borders. For our purposes, this is particularly
problematic given the spatial distribution of refugee sites; roughly
27% of refugee sites are within 100 km of the border. Grid squares
are, therefore, susceptible to capturing refugee communities on one
side of an international boundary and conflict events on the other
side. In such cases, the presence of refugee communities and inci-
dence of conflict would be incorrectly positively associated. Second,
some of our refugee site location data lack exact latitude/longitude
coordinates. In these cases, our team of research assistants was able
to identify their location in provinces based onUNHCR reports. This
would not be possible for grid squares.
23 We also exclude nonrelevant provinces (e.g., Antarctica, Green-
land, United States Minor Outlying Islands) and small island states
not included in cShapes country boundaries, described in more detail
later, or attached to larger relevant countries (e.g., theUnited States).
24 This process matches most provinces to countries; however, in
some cases, centroids fall outside country boundaries. In these cases,
we correct the mismatches by using a nearest distance function that
maps the unmatched provinces to the country to which they belong.
We also note that countries typically experience boundary changes
on days other than the first day of the year (January 1).Given that our
analysis is at the year level, we, therefore, assign provinces in the year
of a change to one country or the other for that year (e.g., a province
in Sudan that later becomes part of South Sudan). We note that such
cases are rare. This process does not create a perfect time-varying
province-level map of the world as, in some cases, the size and/or
boundaries of individual provinces themselves may have changed.
However, we are unfamiliar with any time varying global subnational
dataset that is as detailed as the one we have constructed for this
project.
25 Here, we also make the distinction between refugee sites, asylum
areas where refugees are staying, and third-country refugee resettle-
ment, where another state, such as Canada or the US, has agreed to
grant permanent settlement to former refugees after a selection
process based on government quotas and other criteria. To give a
sense of scale, in 2017, less than 1% of all refugees were resettled.
Please see theUNHCRpage on resettlement formore details: https://
www.unhcr.org/resettlement.html. Where these former refugees are
resettled is also not included in our data of displacement locations.
26 As a robustness check, we rerun the analyses using the full data of
all countries, see SI Section S6.3. Results do not substantively change.

27 In approximately 4% of locations, geographic coordinates were
missing. Most of these cases are IDP settlements in Central African
Republic and Nigeria. For the 11 cases of refugee camps with missing
coordinates, working with research assistants, we manually added
these coordinates to the dataset.
28 In 18 cases, the geographic coordinates provided to the refugee
sites werematched to the wrong country, because such locations were
in very close proximity to international borders.Wemanually correct
these cases by using the country names included in the UNHCR
dataset to determine the actual country of settlement. In a relatively
small but substantial number of cases, observations were missing
open and close dates. In most cases, with the help of research
assistants, we manually corrected these dates for refugee camps
and settlements. When we could not identify the exact open and
close years, we instead identified the earliest date (going as far back
as the first year of the study 1990) during which at least one site was
open in the entire province. We also determined the last year on
which at least one site was open (going as far forward as the last year
of the study 2018). This way, for each affected province-year obser-
vation, we could construct the relevant variables without knowing the
open and close dates of all relevant camps and settlements.
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province-years with over 100 sites listed. Because
UNHCR country offices classify sites differently for
their own logistical purposes, the number of listed sites
is not readily comparable across countries. Although
the UNHCR displacement location dataset includes
scattered cases of individual refugees, we do not
include them in our analyses precisely because these
are small numbers of individuals or households, often
living in urban areas. To be clear, if there are refugee
camps or settlements within a city, we count these
locations.29 But we exclude cities where dispersed indi-
vidual refugees are reported.30
It is important to note that the majority of our

analyses can only speak to the presence versus absence
of refugee communities and not the sizes of these
locations. Unfortunately, for our study period at the
global level, theUNHCRdid not collect information on
population, demographic or ethnic composition, reason
for displacement, nationality of displaced persons,
levels of aid, or involvement by UNHCR or other
humanitarian organizations. Nevertheless, for a subset
of our data covering African countries from 2010 to
2015, we have information on the total number of
refugees in each site, which we aggregate to the
province-year level. We discuss this population subset
data and associated analyses below in greater detail.
To account for the influence of refugee sites outside a

given province but still within the same country, we also
construct Refugee Presence in Other Provinces, which
indicates whether there exists at least another province
in the same country-year hosting refugee sites. For our
main analysis with respect toH1 on the effect of refugee
sites on its province, we include this variable as a
control variable because having refugee sites in other
areas of the country may affect both the likelihood of
conflict and refugee settlement in our province of
concern. For our secondary analysis with respect to
H2 on how concentrated or dispersed geographic dis-
tribution of refugee sites within a country might affect
conflict in a given province, our treatment variable is
the interaction between Refugee Presence and Refu-
gee Presence in Other Provinces. Here, we are inter-
ested in the conditional effect of refugee sites on its host
province depending onwhether there are other refugee
site hosting provinces in the same country-year (i.e.,
dispersed refugee presence) or not (i.e., concentrated
refugee presence). Finally, for the heterogeneous
effects analysis in which we differentiate between type
of refugee site and formal camp versus informal settle-
ment, we use the binary variables Refugee Camp and
Refugee Settlement.

Main Outcome Variables of Conflict

We generate four separate measures of conflict—
onset, incidence (that is, the continuation of civil war
across years), violent events (attacks), and battle
deaths. We adopt these separate measures because
scholarship linking refugees to political violence has
not focused exclusively on any one of these outcomes.
Collectively, they describe ways in which refugees can
destabilize the countries within which they settle with
implications for the onset, continuation, and intensity
of conflict.

First, Conflict Onset and Conflict Incidence are
binary indicators of whether a province-year experi-
ences new conflict or the continuation of conflict. To
construct these measures, we use PRIO’s conflict site
dataset which covers the period 1990–2008. That
dataset provides the estimated center points
(in latitude and longitude coordinates) of the “area
directly affected by conflict” (Dittrich Hallberg 2012,
2) for each year the conflicts are running as well as the
radius for each conflict-year.31,32 The radius for each
conflict-year represents the estimated distance to the
boundary of fighting further from the center. We use
these measures to construct individual conflict-year
circle shapefiles.33

For each year of the study period, we then intersect
these conflict circles with all provinces of the conflict
affected country, identifying those that experienced
conflict on their soil and those that did not to generate
a province-year binary civil war indicator. Under this
approach, provinces that only partially intersect with a
conflict circle are considered as having experienced
civil conflict. We are careful to ensure that conflict
circles are matched only with affected countries so that
neighboring country provinces are not erroneously
assigned positive conflict values.34 This variable cap-
tures the Conflict Incidence of civil war. To construct a
measure of Conflict Onset, we assign a value of 1 to
province-year observations in which civil war occurs
when it had not in the previous year. For observations
where civil war continued from a previous year, we
assign a value of NA (rather than 0) so that years in
which civil war is ongoing is not treated as the compari-
son for civil war onset. Figure S1 in the SI plots the
proportion of these two variables by year, showing that
neither measures of conflict are rare events requiring
models that correct for small-sample bias. As an alter-
native method of constructing these two outcome
measures, we also use wzoneData Conflict Polygons,

29 For example, in the mid-2000s approximately 102,000 refugees
fromAngola and the Great Lakes region resided in five camps in the
capital of Zambia, Lusaka. Please see this UNHCR report for more
details: https://www.unhcr.org/4371d1ae0.pdf.
30 For example, a few hundred refugees from Iraq, Liberia, Nigeria,
and Somalia tracked by the UNHCR live dispersed across seven
major Chinese cities, including Beijing and Shanghai. Please see this
UNHCR report for more details: http://www.unhcr.org/5000187d9.
pdf.

31 The dataset consists almost exclusively of substate conflicts but
includes a very small number of cases of interstate war, which we
include when assigning conflict values.
32 Two percent of cases in the conflict circles dataset do not contain
center points, and these are dropped from our analysis.
33 In some cases, the dataset identifies multiple ongoing conflicts in a
given country in a given year. In such cases, we construct conflict
circles for each conflict and use those to identify affected provinces.
34 Finally, we note that Dittrich Hallberg (2012) includes a very small
number of cases (four) of interstate war in their dataset. We include
these conflicts when assigning conflict values.

Reexamining the Effect of Refugees on Civil Conflict: A Global Subnational Analysis

1183

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

00
03

05
54

21
00

05
02

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://www.unhcr.org/4371d1ae0.pdf
http://www.unhcr.org/5000187d9.pdf
http://www.unhcr.org/5000187d9.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0003055421000502


which cover the full study period from 1990 through
2018 (Kikuta 2020).35
Next, to construct measures of conflict intensity, we

use the UCDP Georeferenced Event Dataset (GED)
19.1 with supplemental data for the Syrian Civil War
(Sundberg and Melander 2013; Pettersson and Öberg
2020), which provides geographic points for each vio-
lent event and associated count of battle deaths. Using
the longitude and latitude coordinates associated with
each event in this dataset, we match these events to the
province within which they take place.36 We then
create twomeasures of intensity: a count of the number
of Violent Events and the number of logged Battle
Deaths37 that occurred in a given province-year.
Figure S1 in the SI also plots these two outcomes over
time. Lastly, as a robustness check, we analyze violent
events and battle deaths broken down by event type as
defined by Sundberg andMelander (2013): state based,
nonstate, and one-sided (see SI Section S3 for more
details).

Auxiliary Outcome Variable: Nighttime Lights

We use global satellite data of nighttime lights to test
our proposed mechanism of increased development in
cases of geographically concentrated refugee presence.
We believe this is the best measure to capture local
economic activity and development globally, but still at
a subnational level. Various research efforts have val-
idated nighttime lights as a “good proxy for human
development at the local level” in precisely the type of
less developed areas of the world that we are most
focused on in our project (Bruederle and Hodler 2018,
1). Three separate research projects focused on light
emissions, comparing them with the results of local
survey data, independently arrive at this same finding
(Bruederle and Hodler 2018; Michalopoulos and
Papaioannou 2013b; Weidmann and Schutte 2017).38
Thus, nighttime lights, unlike other public goods like
number or quality of health centers and public schools
for example, can measure highly localized changes in
human activity, for all regions of the world (in an
immediately comparable way), and for every year of

our study period. Our analysis is also similar to Alix-
Garcia et al. (2018), who use nighttime lights to study
changes in economic activity around refugee camps in
northern Kenya.

Our measure of Average Nighttime Lights comes
from PRIO-GRID (Tollefsen, Strand, and Buhaug
2012), and it covers the years 1992–2012.39 It is cali-
brated to account for intersatellite differences and
interannual sensor decay using calibration values from
Elvidge et al. (2014). Values are standardized to be
between 0 and 100, where 100 is the highest observed
value in the global time series, and 0 is the lowest.

Confounders

We control for the following confounders.We include a
one-year lagged dependent variable to account for past
outcomes. Next, following the conflict diffusion litera-
ture, we construct Neighboring Violent Events, a count
of all violent events in neighboring provinces regardless
of whether these provinces are domestic or foreign.We
also take into account demographic and economic data.
Specifically, we include logged Population40 that is
lagged by one year. We also include GDP in US dollars
at purchasing power parity (Nordhaus 2006).41 We
construct this by summing over the cells inside each
province, also lagged by one year. Both variables are
extracted from PRIO-GRID (Tollefsen, Strand, and
Buhaug 2012). Not all years have data for these two
indicators; for missing observations, we linearly impute
values between the years in a given province for which
we do have data.42

Scholars have also linked conflict to Terrain Rug-
gedness (e.g., Fearon and Laitin 2003), and consider-
ations of terrain also affect refugee settlement
(Bariagaber 2006; Jacobsen 1996; Jacobson 1996). This
variable denotes the standard deviation in the absolute
elevation change of every one-kilometer grid relative to
all contiguous one-kilometer grids within each province
(Shaver, Carter, and Shawa 2016). We also include
Province Size (square km) to control for the size of
the province. When constructing these data, Shaver,
Carter, and Shawa (2016) use province shapefiles from

35 The conflict polygons from wzoneData were created by Kikuta
(2020) from UCDP Georeferenced Event Dataset (GED) 19.1 con-
flict events data (Sundberg andMelander 2013; Pettersson andÖberg
2020), using a machine learning method. Note that this version of
wzoneData excludes conflict events from the Syrian Civil War,
activity by the Islamic State, and theUSWar inAfghanistan and Iraq.
36 As with the process of matching province centroids to individual
country boundaries, a small number of latitude-longitude pairs do not
match with a unique province. This almost invariably occurs where
violent events took place in coastal regions so close to a given
country’s border that this matching process places them outside of
the country’s national boundaries. In these cases, we again use a
nearest distance function to assign the unmatched conflict events to
the relevant province.
37 Because of the spike in battle deaths in 1994 due to the Rwandan
genocide, we log this outcome in our analyses.
38 There are, of course, inferential limitations with nighttime light
emissions, which are reviewed in detail by Michalopoulos and
Papaioannou (2018).

39 Specifically, PRIO-GRID measures average nighttime light emis-
sion from the DMSP-OLS Nighttime Lights Time Series Version
4 (Average Visible, Stable Lights, and Cloud Free Coverages)
(Lights 2011). They use the data gathered from the newest satellites
(F10 in 1992–93, F12 in 1994–1996, and so on).
40 Data on province-level population were similarly extracted from
PRIO-GRID, which, derived grid-level population measures from
CIESIN (2004), produced by U.S. National Aeronautics and Space
Administration (NASA) SocioeconomicData andApplications Cen-
ter. These data cover the years 1990, 1995, 2000, and 2005. The
CIESEN effort consists of combining these data with particular
models to estimate population levels at a subnational grid level.
41 These data also include the years 1990, 1995, 2000, and 2005.
42 We begin with the grid-level measures produced by PRIO-GRID
(Tollefsen, Strand, and Buhaug 2012). We then match each grid to
the provinces used in our study and then sum the population and
GDP measures for all grids associated with each province. In rare
cases where only a single year of data is included for a given province,
we use that value alone.
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1998; therefore, terrain ruggedness and province size
vary by province but do not change over time in our
data. Next, we include Border Distance, the logged
distance (km) between the province’s centroid to the
international border. We do so because refugees tend
to settle near international borders and such areas are
often lacking in state capacity and could be more
susceptible to conflict diffusion from neighboring coun-
tries. We also include Capital Distance, the logged
distance (km) between the province’s centroid to the
country’s capital, because capitals are typically centers
of state capacity, which also can affect refugee settle-
ment and conflict propensity (Braithwaite 2010). These
variables are also time invariant.
TheUNHCR data of displacement sites also indicate

where internally displaced persons (IDPs) settle. Boh-
net, Cottier, and Hug (2018) find that internal displace-
ment is associated with domestic conflict diffusion, and
the locations of refugee and IDP sites might also cor-
relate.We thus include as an additional control a binary
indicator of whether a province-year hosts one or more
IDP Presence, which includes both formal IDP camps
and IDPs living outside of camps in informal settle-
ments. Finally, we include Country and Year fixed
effects. Unfortunately, we are not able to include con-
trol variables for relations between sending and host
countries because the UNHCR data does not include
demographic information on the refugees such as their
origin countries.43

Subset with Refugee Population Data: African
Countries 2010–2015

Finally, for a subset of the data, we have information
from the UNHCR on refugee populations, specifically
the total number of refugees per site, which we aggre-
gate to the province-year level. We have these data for
African countries from 2010 to 2015. Thus, for the
heterogeneous effects analysis based on population
size, we only examine the violent events and logged
battle death outcomes as they span this period. We
conduct two analyses using this subset refugee popula-
tion data. First, for H1, we regress conflict outcomes,
violent events, and logged battle deaths on logged
refugee population and separately, the ratio of refugee

population to local province population to examine the
effect of (relative) population on conflict. Second, we
create a binary variable for heterogeneous effects ana-
lysis based on the size of refugee presence in a
province-year in order to test H4. We designate
refugee-hosting provinces that have a 5% ratio or
greater of refugee population compared with local
population as “large” and hosting provinces under
5% as “small.”

Estimation

Formally, we estimate the following model using logis-
tic regression for the binary Conflict Onset andConflict
Incidence outcomes, and OLS for Violent Events,
logged Battle Deaths and Average Nighttime Lights:

Yi,t ∣ Xi,t ¼ f ðβ0 þ β1RefugeePresencei,t
þβ2RefugeePresenceinOtherProvincesi,t
þβ3Yi,t−1 þ β4NeighboringViolentEventsi,t
þβ5Populationi,t−1 þ β6GDPi,t−1

þβ7TerrainRuggednessi þ β8ProvinceSizei
þβ9BorderDistancei þ β10CapitalDistancei
þβ11IDPPresencei,t þ γc þ λt þ εi,tÞ

in which i denotes provinces, t denotes year, and c
denotes countries.Yi,t is the binary outcome for conflict
onset or incidence or continuous outcome for violent
events or logged battle deaths;Refugee Presencei,t is the
binary treatment indicator for whether the province-
year is hosting refugee sites, controlling for all con-
founder variables described above; γc denotes country
fixed effects; λt denotes year fixed effects; and εi,t the
province-year error term.

For our secondary analysis of concentrated or dis-
persed refugee settlement patterns in which we examine
the conditional effect of having refugee sites in other
provinces in the same country-year, we run the same
models as above except that we use the interaction term
RefugeePresencei,t ∗ RefugeePresenceinOtherProvincesi,t as
our treatment variable. For additional heterogeneous
effects, we further interact this term with our heteroge-
neous binary variable of interest.

Refugee Location Selection, Placebo Tests,
and Matching

Amajor obstacle inherent to research on migrant–host
relations is possible selection bias introduced by where
migrants are located vis–à–vis host citizens. Voluntary
migrants can choose to live in neighborhoods that are
more accepting of them and/or whose residents share
cultural and ethnic ties (Massey and Denton 1987;
1988). Unlike voluntary migrants, however, refugees
often have considerably less agency and time to choose
where they settle since they are “forcibly displaced.”
Nevertheless, we use a placebo test strategy to directly
address selection bias concerns with the location of
refugee sites.

43 The ethnic makeup in an area may also affect both refugee
settlement as well as conflict. Particularly within sub-Saharan Africa,
where international borders were drawn up by colonial authorities
with little consideration for existing groups (e.g., Asiwaju 1985;
Davidson 1992; Englebert 2002; Young 2001), it is likely that refugees
settle in areas where they share ethnic ties with some citizen groups
(Michalopoulos and Papaioannou 2013a). Refugees could shift the
ethnic composition and balance of these host communities, possibly
increasing the likelihood of conflict (Forsberg 2014; Loescher 1992;
Rüegger 2017). To account for ethnic diversity, we incorporate the
number of Excluded ethnic groups from the GeoEthnic Power
Relations (GeoEPR) data, which covers 1990 to 2013 (Vogt et al.
2015; Wucherpfennig et al. 2011). However, given the years of
coverage and missingness, including this variable cuts our data from
28,971 to 24,636 observations. Thus, ourmain analyses do not include
this variable, but when we do, results do not substantively change.
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How are locations for refugee sites chosen? First, no
standard international procedure exists to regulate how
refugees are distributed within a host country or where
refugee sites should be located. Migration research and
qualitative interviews with refugee officials identify the
key factors that determine where refugee sites are
located, all of which we control for in our analyses.
Patterns of refugee movements and settlements are
foremost determined by the exogenous shocks of con-
flict and other exigent crises in neighboring countries.
Within the host country, refugee sites are generally
situated in areas where a quorum of refugees congre-
gate based on terrain and proximity to the border
(Bariagaber 2006; Jacobsen 1996; Jacobson 1996).
Once settled, host governments are bound by inter-
national humanitarian law to the principle of nonre-
foulement—the obligation to not send refugees away
(Article 33, The 1951ConventionRelating to the Status
of Refugees).
Interviews with UNHCR officials confirm that while

there are certainly some refugee camps, such as those in
Turkey, that are planned and controlled by the state,
generally “refugee sites are almost always established
ad hoc or unplanned.”44 “Refugee locations are more
by default than by design. When you have large num-
bers of people arriving in border areas where the
government has limited resources, they settle where
they can find a piece or land or water.”45 Thus, we
consider it highly unlikely that refugees are typically
aware of local social and political dynamics or have the
resources to carefully determine optimal settlement
locations. Instead, refugees tend to settle on an ad
hoc basis. Humanitarian organizations like the
UNHCR and state security forces then often respond
by deploying resources to these sites as they are being
established or sometime thereafter.
We control for the variables that researchers and

experts believe affect refugee settlement and conflict
likelihood. Nevertheless, there may still be unobserved
factors inherent to the location of the refugee sites that
also affect conflict. To preclude the possibility of unob-
served confounders, we use placebo tests to show that
there is no relationship between past conflict and
whether a province-year will host refugee sites in the
future. In short, the objective behind placebo tests is to
confirm that an effect does not exist when it should not
exist, because if it does then factors other than the
proposed independent variable are driving the effect,
revealing selection bias. Similar to how, among many
others, Lee (2001) shows that future electoral outcomes
do not affect past elections and Rothstein (2010) shows
that future teachers cannot affect students’ past per-
formance, this same logic applies with our placebo
strategy; our tests seek to show that the presence of
future refugee sites has no effect on past conflict out-
comes. And since these areas eventually do host

refugee sites in the future, they are good candidates
for counterfactual refugee-hosting areas in the present;
they embody the selection characteristics (e.g., geo-
graphic, sociological, legal, etc.) that would determine
where a potential site could be located.

To run our placebo tests, we construct indicators for
Placebo Refugee Presence, which is coded as a 1 for
province-years for which the province will eventually
host at least one refugee site, 0 for province-years of
provinces that will never host a refugee site (even
though they may belong to countries that host refugee
sites), and NA for the year before a province begins to
host refugee sites (to be conservative in case the exact
date of the refugee site creation is an estimate, espe-
cially for informal refugee settlements) and then all the
subsequent province-years once a province starts to
host a refugee site, thus dropping true treated obser-
vations.46 Since these placebo observations do not yet
host refugees, there should be no effect of these sites on
the outcomes, which is what we find. This suggests that
our analysis controls for the correct confounders.

As an alternative causal identification strategy, we
use a matching method for causal identification with
time-series cross-section data by Imai, Kim, and Wang
(2018a). In this method, each treated observation is
matched with a set of control observations that share
identical treatment history up to three years (default).
Then this set of matched controls is further refined by
adjusting for covariates. Finally, we simply calculate the
difference-in-differences estimator in order to account
for an underlying time trend. To do this, we use the R
package PanelMatch (Imai, Kim, and Wang, 2018b).

RESULTS

H1: Effect of Refugee Presence on Conflict

How does the presence of refugee sites affect conflict?
Table 1 shows that across the model specifications,
there are no effects of refugee presence on any conflict
outcomes—onset and incidence (1990–2008), violent
events and battle deaths (1990–2018), confirming our
expectations for H1. There even seems to be a negative
effect for conflict onset, a finding we explore in greater
detail in H2. The effects of placebo refugee presence
are also null, as expected, which allows us to rule out
the possibility that a negative correlation is driven by
refugee selection into areas that ex ante were less
conflict prone. We briefly discuss the effects associated
with the control variables, holding all other variables
constant. First, the relationship between conflict out-
comes and the presence of refugee sites in another
province is consistently negative and statistically sig-
nificant. This binary variable takes on the same value
for all or almost all the provinces in a country-year. For
a country-year with no refugee sites, all provinces have
a value of 0; for a country-year with multiple provinces

44 Senior Official 1 at FICSS, interview conducted on December
30, 2013.
45 Senior Official at Policy Development and Evaluation, interview
conducted on July 6, 2018.

46 We do the same for Placebo Refugee Camps and Placebo Refugee
Settlements for heterogeneous effects analysis.
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hosting refugee sites, all provinces have a value of 1;
and for a country-year with only one province hosting
refugee sites, every other province has a value of
1 except for that province, which has a value of 0.
The effects for the lagged dependent variables con-

firm that new conflict (onset) is less likely if there was
an onset of conflict the previous year, while the likeli-
hood of continued conflict (incidence), number of vio-
lent events, and battle deaths are greater if the province
experienced greater conflict in the previous year. All
conflict outcomes are positively affected by greater
neighboring violent events (spatial conflict diffusion).
Higher population is also associated with greater con-
flict risk. Moving farther away from the international
border and from the capital are weakly associated with
less risk of conflict. These findings are partially consist-
ent with previous work in the area. In particular,

Buhaug and Rød (2006) find that conflict is more likely
near international borders and further away from cap-
itals. The presence of IDPs does not seem to alter
conflict outcomes, but additional research examining
the direct effects of IDPs is necessary. Lastly, GDP
from the previous year is negatively associated with
conflict onset and incidence, which speaks to how
increased development might mitigate the risk of con-
flict. We are cautious of interpreting the coefficients on
our control variables, however, for methodological
reasons outlined in Hünermund and Louw (2020) and
Keele, Stevenson, and Elwert (2020).47

TABLE 1. Regression Table for H1: Effects of Refugee Presence on Conflict Outcomes and Their
Respective Placebo Models (p)

Onset Onset (p) Incidence Incidence (p) Events Events (p) Deaths Deaths (p)

Refugee presence −0.33* −0.17 −0.19 −0.00
(0.16) (0.11) (0.49) (0.03)

Placebo refugee
presence

−0.16 −0.03 0.17 0.06
(0.15) (0.10) (0.28) (0.04)

Refugee presence in
other provs

−0.27 −0.69*** −0.02 −0.19 0.13 −0.25 −0.02 −0.06
(0.17) (0.20) (0.11) (0.13) (0.28) (0.34) (0.03) (0.03)

Lagged onset −6.17*** −6.08***
(1.82) (1.81)

Lagged incidence 2.46*** 2.44***
(0.07) (0.07)

Lagged events 0.64*** 0.50***
(0.11) (0.13)

Lagged deaths 0.59*** 0.58***
(0.01) (0.01)

Sum events in
neighbor provs

0.02*** 0.02*** 0.02*** 0.02*** 0.05* 0.08* 0.00*** 0.00***
(0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.02) (0.04) (0.00) (0.00)

Lagged population
(logged)

0.12 0.07 0.11* 0.10* 0.51*** 0.58*** 0.05*** 0.05***
(0.06) (0.07) (0.04) (0.05) (0.15) (0.15) (0.01) (0.01)

Lagged GDPpc −0.01* −0.01 −0.00 −0.01* −0.02** −0.01* −0.00 0.00
(0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.01) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00)

Terrain ruggedness 0.00** 0.00* 0.00* 0.00** −0.00 −0.00 0.00*** 0.00***
(0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00)

Province size (sq km) −0.00 −0.00 −0.00*** −0.00*** 0.00 0.00 0.00*** 0.00***
(0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00)

Distance from border
(km logged)

0.00 −0.00 −0.03 −0.03 −0.22 −0.25 −0.03** −0.03**
(0.07) (0.08) (0.05) (0.05) (0.15) (0.18) (0.01) (0.01)

Distance from capital
(km logged)

−0.16* −0.14 0.08 0.12* −0.01 0.08 0.00 0.00
(0.07) (0.08) (0.05) (0.06) (0.19) (0.22) (0.01) (0.01)

IDP presence 1.07 0.00 0.02 −0.35 2.41 7.26 0.21 0.30
(0.88) (2.50) (0.42) (0.66) (4.91) (9.09) (0.12) (0.16)

Intercept −1.49 −0.99 −1.96* −2.11* 3.58 1.05 0.55** 0.53**
(1.22) (1.31) (0.89) (0.96) (3.09) (4.13) (0.19) (0.20)

AIC 3,912.30 3,342.89 7,786.28 6,599.89
Log likelihood −1,858.15 −1,575.45 −3,795.14 −3,203.95
Num. obs. 12,801 11,351 17,244 15,280 26,512 22,600 26,512 22,600
R2 0.64 0.62 0.57 0.56
Adj. R2 0.64 0.62 0.57 0.56

Note: For outcomesOnset and Incidence, the data is from 1990 to 2008; Violent Events andBattle Deaths (logged) is from 1990 to 2018. All
models include control variables and Country and Year fixed effects. ***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05.

47 Thus, our argument and findings that areas hosting refugees are no
more at risk of conflict, and in some cases, are less likely to experience
conflict than nonhosting areas, appear to be more or less at odds with
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To further confirm this null result, we turn to our
subset data for which we have information on popula-
tion numbers which covers Africa from 2010 to 2015 as
described in the Data andMethods section.We replace
our main independent variable of refugee presence
(binary) with population, and we also observe no effect
of greater numbers of refugees on conflict. The regres-
sion table in SI Section S8.3 shows no effects of logged
refugee population on violent events or battle deaths.
Nonetheless, the absolute number of refugees may
matter less than the relative number of refugees com-
pared with the local population; a larger ratio may tip
the scales demographically and incite conflict. When
we replace logged population with the ratio of refugee
population to local population, the effects on conflict
are negative but not statistically significant. In a subse-
quent section, we explore the heterogeneous effects of
refugee population size.
Turning back to the results for refugee presence,

Figure 2 plots the effect sizes for Table 1. We calculate
the change in predicted values of the conflict outcomes
given refugee presence (black) and placebo future
presence (gray), keeping the control variables at their
observed values with 95% confidence intervals.48 The
baseline probability of conflict onset (i.e., no refugee
presence) is 7.22% (95% CI ¼ 6:62%, 7:82%½ � ). The
effect of hosting refugees is −1.36 percentage points
(95% CI ¼ −2:66,−0:06½ �), a statistically and substan-
tively significant effect. The other three conflict

outcomes are null, and our placebo tests perform well,
confirming that there is no effect of future refugee
presence which would point to possible selection bias.
When we implement the panel matching analysis in SI
Section S4, we confirm the overall null effect of refugee
presence on conflict outcomes.

H2: Effect of Concentrated or Dispersed
Refugee Presence on Conflict

Do the effects on conflict outcomes change depending
on how widely dispersed refugee sites are within a
country? This section explores the interaction between
the main independent variable, Refugee Presence in a
given province-year, and Refugee Presence in Other
Provinces, whether there are refugee sites in any other
province in the same country-year. Substantively, this
secondary analysis examines the difference between
having refugee sites geographically concentrated or
dispersed within a country. We argue that this differ-
ence has implications for resource distribution and
development, which we explore further in the following
section.

Table S4 in the SI confirms our expectations for H2.
First, themarginal effect of refugee presence (i.e., cases
in which a province hosting refugees is the only one in
that country-year) is negative and statistically signifi-
cant across all four conflict outcomes. This suggests that
for geographically concentrated cases of refugee pres-
ence—that is, conditional on being the only refugee-
hosting province in a given country-year—there is a
conditional risk reduction effect.49 The interaction term

FIGURE 2. Effect of Refugee Presence on Conflict Outcomes
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Note: This figure shows the effect of refugee presence on conflict outcomes (black)—onset and incidence (1990–2008), violent events, and
battle deaths (1990–2018)—compared with their respective placebo estimates—that is, the effect of future refugee presence (gray). All
point estimates include 95% CIs.

the findings represented by Salehyan andGleditsch (2006). However,
as we detail in SI Section S9, when we extend Salehyan and Gle-
ditsch’s (2006) study to include more recent decades, their results no
longer hold. It is likely, as we describe, that some factor or set of
factors have changed such that refugees settlement in recent decades
are no longer positively associated with increased civil conflict.
48 We use quasi-Bayesian Monte Carlo simulation to generate quan-
tities of interest and uncertainty estimates for the models estimated
with logistic regression, and we analytically calculate the quantities of
interest and uncertainty estimates for themodels estimated with OLS
regression.

49 The marginal effect of the presence of refugee sites in another
province is still negative and statistically significant. This could
capture potential positive spillover effects of refugee sites on sur-
rounding provinces. Another possible, nonexclusive explanation is
that these coefficients reflect selection at the country level, as refu-
gees go to less conflict-affected countries if given the option. We do
not examine possible diffusion effects or country-level selection in
this paper.
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is positive and statistically significant, meaning when
other refugee sites are dispersed in other provinces, this
risk reduction is effectively canceled out. There are no
effects for the placebo tests, and the other control
variables retain the same substantive interpretations
as from H1, holding all else equal.
Canwe quantify this conditional risk reduction effect?

The baseline (no refugee sites) predicted probabilities
of conflict onset and incidence are 8.86% and 28.6%,
respectively. From Figure 3, the effect of refugee pres-
ence conditional on no presence elsewhere in country is
−4.96 percentage points (95% CI = [−7.13, −2.79]) for
onset and -6.31 percentage points (95% CI = [−9.56,
−3.07]) for incidence. These are substantively large
negative effects; given the baseline probabilities, the
likelihood of conflict onset is more than halved in cases
of geographically concentrated refugee presence. Fur-
thermore, violent attacks are reduced by -1.41 (95%CI
= [−2.47, −0.35]) and logged battle deaths by −0.14
(95% CI = [−0.25, −0.03]).
If refugee sites are dispersed throughout the country,

Figure 3 shows there is still no effect on conflict. Finally,
the null effects from the placebo tests (gray) suggest
that the conditional risk reduction effect is not attribut-
able to unobservable confounders because we do not
observe any effects on provinces with future refugee
presence, which we assume embody similar character-
istics to where refugees tend to settle.

H3: Conditional Risk Reduction through
Development

What explains this conditional risk reduction effect?We
theorize that if refugee sites are geographically concen-
trated, the state and/or other humanitarian actors can
focus their resources and attention to that particular
area, as opposed to meting out their efforts to multiple
refugee-hosting areas. From our expert interviews,
“When there is a reasonable number of refugees, it
attracts resources of international community. There is
a net economic gain in that area… . The physical
pretense of a large number of internationals might have
some sort of calming effect, thatmight change the social
and political dynamics.”50 To test this proposed mech-
anism, we examine the effect of concentrated versus
dispersed refugee presence on nighttime lights (1992–
2012) as an indicator of development.

Table S5 in the SI shows a small but positive effect of
refugee presence in the geographically concentrated
case, confirming our expectations. From Figure 4, the
effect size is 0.1 (95%CI = [0.01, 0.18]). To give a sense
of scale, for Kenya in 2012, the average nighttime lights
measure in Nairobi (pop. 44.3 million) was 22.7, while

FIGURE 3. Effect of Concentrated and Dispersed Refugee Presence
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Note: This figure shows the effect of refugee presence on conflict outcomes (black)—onset and incidence (1990–2008), violent events and
battle deaths (1990–2018)—compared with their respective placebo estimates—that is, the effect of future refugee presence (gray),
conditional on refugee presence in other provinces of the same country-year. All point estimates include 95% CIs.

50 Senior Official of Shelter & Settlements Section, interview
conducted on July 3, 2018.
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for the least populated Northeastern province (pop. 3.2
million), this measure was 6.1. As predicted, if refugee
sites are dispersed throughout the country, there are no
effects on development. Again, the placebo tests (gray)
show no effects of future presence.

Heterogeneous Effects by Duration, Relative
Size, Formality, Border Proximity, and Region

In H4, we posit additional conditions under which we
would expect greater gains in local development and
stability for geographically concentrated refugee-
hosting areas.We conduct the following heterogeneous
effects analysis: we compare provinces with new versus
older refugee sites (duration), large versus small num-
ber of refugees relative to the local population (relative
size), refugee camps versus settlements (formality), and
provinces near versus far from the border. Last, we
examine subgroup effects by region. Due to space
constraints, we only show the results for duration here
with the remaining results presented in SI Section S5.
First, among hosting provinces, we compare whether

there is a new refugee site created within the past year
versus not (established refugee presence).51 The plots
in Figure 5 confirm that there is no effect of new refugee
presence on any of the outcomes. However, when
refugee communities have time to become established
and they are geographically concentrated, we observe
in the second set of plots negative effects on conflict
outcomes and a positive, but not statistically significant,
effect on development.52 After experiencing substan-
tial demographic shifts of incoming refugees, it takes

time for an area to reach a new equilibrium and to see
gains in local development. This finding is in line with
our expectations, based on what UNHCR officials
reported in our interviews.

Second, although we do not have refugee population
data for our entire panel, for African countries from
2010 to 2015, we have total population numbers across
provinces. Here, we designate between large and small
refugee presence by coding refugee-hosting provinces
that have a 5% ratio or greater of refugee population
compared with the local population as “large” and
hosting provinces under 5% as “small.” In SI
Section S5.1, we find that there is no effect of large
relative populations on conflict. However, there is a
positive effect of small populations on conflict. This
may be due to small populations not bringing develop-
mental benefits and being easier targets for victimiza-
tion. Future research should further interrogate this
finding.

Third, we predict that the negative effects on conflict
onset and incidence and the positive effects on infra-
structure in geographically concentrated cases of refu-
gee site presence should be stronger when those sites
are camps. In SI Section S5.2, we descriptively show of
the 2,734 province-years that host refugee sites, the
number of province-years with only formal refugee
camps (57.94%), only informal refugee settlements
(33.5%), or both (8.56%) across time. Confirming our
expectations in H4, SI Figures S12 and S13 show that
the conditional risk reduction effect on conflict out-
comes are moderately driven by camps.

With respect to the policy implications of these
findings—that formal camps (as opposed to settle-
ments) are more secure—the UNHCR does not advo-
cate for the camp-based model of hosting. In camps,
refugees are effectively institutionalized. Multiple offi-
cials acknowledged that host governments generally
prefer camps for security and development reasons:
“We would like no big concentrations of refugee

FIGURE 4. Effect of Refugee Presence on Nighttime Lights
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Note: This figure shows the effect of refugee presence (black) on average nighttime lights (1992–2012), compared with their respective
placebo estimates—that is, effect of future refugee presence (gray), conditional on refugee presence in other provinces of the same
country-year. All point estimates include 95% CIs.

51 The placebo test for this analysis is future refugee presence, plotted
from the previous analyses because there is no placebo version for
new site or established site.
52 We also repeat this analysis defining new presence with a two-year
cutoff, and results do not substantively change.
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populations in a place and yet, still the countries prefer
a camp style arrangement for various reasons. Some of
them might say that ‘I want more efficiency of pro-
grams, I want to make sure that there is no burden on
my budgets, I want for security reasons to control the
movements.”’53 And “In camps, more money is spent
per capita on refugees, and there is increased ability to
deliver assistance. Camps are more cost effective and

provide physical security and services, but they are not
meant for people to stay there forever.”54

Next, SI Section S5.3 examines heterogeneous
effects by whether provinces are near (within 100 km)
or far (outside 100 km) from the nearest international
border. We find negative effects for provinces in the
interior of countries (far from border) on onset and
incidence. Likewise, in the cases of concentrated

FIGURE 5. Effect of New versus Established Refugee Presence
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Note: This figure shows the effect of new (within 1 year) versus established refugee presence (heterogeneous effects analysis) on conflict
outcomes and nighttime lights (black), compared with their respective placebo estimates (gray). All point estimates include 95% CIs.

53 Senior Official at KakumaRefugee Camp, interview conducted on
July 23, 2018.

54 Senior Regional Protection Officer, interview conducted on June
25, 2018.
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refugee presence for provinces in the interior, the
negative effects on conflict and positive effects on
nighttime lights are prominent. Although refugees in
traditionally peripheral, border areas may present
more opportunities for development, it may be the case
that the state and organizations like UNHCR are able
to more effectively respond to communities in the
country’s interior, where there are likely more estab-
lished urban centers.
Last, SI Section S5.4 shows subgroup effects of refu-

gee presence on conflict by region of the world. For
most regions, we observe a null effect. However, we
observe a statistically significant positive effect of refu-
gee presence on battle deaths in Southern Asia—
Afghanistan, Bangladesh, India, Iran, Nepal, and
Pakistan. In contrast, we observe a statistically signifi-
cant negative effect of refugee presence on battle
deaths in Western Asia, which includes countries that
host Syrian refugees—Turkey, Jordan, and Iraq. These
findings prompt additional micro-level research that is
outside the scope of this paper. Nevertheless, they are
useful for us to further probe the overall null effect;
most regions observe a null effect, while in other areas,
namely Southern Asia and Western Asia, the global
null results mask positive and negative effects.

Robustness Checks

We perform the following robustness checks, in add-
ition to those previously mentioned. First, in SI
Section S3, we examine subtypes of conflict intensity
measures: state-based, nonstate, and one-sided violent
events and logged battle deaths. We show that there is
no effect of refugee presence on the various subtypes of
conflict (H1), and that there are negative effects of
concentrated refugee presence on several of the con-
flict types—state-based and one-sided violent events,
and state-based battle deaths, and null effects for dis-
persed refugee presence (H2). These are all consistent
with our theoretical expectations.
Second, we rerun our analyses dropping one country

at a time and dropping one region at a time.We confirm
that our results are not driven by any outlier countries
or regions (SI Sections S6.1 and S6.2). Third, we repeat
the analyses using the full dataset that encompasses all
countries, as opposed to subsetting down to only coun-
tries who have ever hosted refugees during the study
period, and results do not substantively change
(SI Section S6.3).
Fourth, we use a modified Dynamic Subset Data to

address concerns over possible collider bias, which can
occur in analyses that condition on variables causally
determined by both the treatment and the outcome
(Morgan and Winship 2014). With this modified data-
set, at time t, we only include the subset of countries
that have already hosted refugees in the past; again,
results do not substantively change (SI Section S6.4).
Fifth, we lead the outcome variables by five years to
show that there are no delayed positive effects of the
presence of refugee sites on conflict (SI Section S6.5).
Finally, when we use wzoneData (Kikuta 2020) to
generate conflict onset and incidence variables, SI

Section S6.6 show that the main results do not mean-
ingfully change.

CONCLUSION

This study challenges and extends existing research on
conflict and conflict-affected migration. We provide
quantitative global analysis at a subnational level using
georeferenced data on displacement sites covering the
past three decades. This period has been marked by
unprecedented levels of displacement. Our findings
strongly and consistently point to the lack of any con-
flict risk attributable to the presence of refugee com-
munities. By bringing into this debate recent studies on
the positive effects of refugees on host communities, an
additional analysis examining nighttime lights, and
knowledge from experts who have worked in this field
around the world for decades, this research contends
that the mix of positive and negative effects of refugee
settlement will generally leave security conditions
unaffected and in some cases improve them. We show
that under certain conditions—when refugee sites are
geographically concentrated in a country, when their
presence has had time to generate a new equilibrium, or
when refugees are relatively large in number—the risk
of conflict decreases substantially. Moreover, we find
suggestive evidence that this conditional risk reduction
effect is due to increased development resulting from
economic activity, aid, and infrastructure within these
areas. We discuss possible selection bias and address it
using placebo tests and matching. Our findings stand in
stark opposition to much of the existing literature.
Crucially, we provide an empirical bulwark against
growing, often politically driven, efforts to turn refu-
gees away, discriminate against them, or oppress them
for fear of jeopardizing domestic security.

We propose several avenues for future research.
First, a notable limitation to this study is the lack of
data on displacement site characteristics, particularly
with respect to population numbers that span all
refugee-hosting countries, nationalities of origin, ethnic
breakdown, and levels of aid and state involvement.
Such data would help specify how the size of refugee
communities affects conflict risk and other develop-
ment outcomes. Furthermore, this would allow
researchers to test the micro-level mechanisms dis-
cussed in the literature. Second, while this paper exam-
ines civil conflict outcomes, future research can expand
to lower level contentious events, such as protests and
smaller-scale communal violence. Third, other iter-
ations of this research can explicitly model diffusion
effects; how far do infrastructural improvements and
risk reduction extend?We encouragemore exploration
of this potential risk reduction effect through case
studies and, for aid organizations that are implementing
programs directed at improving refugee–host relations,
through experimental work.

Our study has critical implications for current migra-
tion debates. As the global refugee crisis grows each
year, it is imperative for scholars, policy makers, and
the public to resist alarmist calls that associate hosting
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refugees with conflict, especially in order to justify
restrictions on refugee settlement and other antimi-
grant policies. Our findings also provide insights to
humanitarian agencies working with refugee popula-
tions. Although we empirically show that geographic-
ally concentrated sites experience lower conflict risk
and greater infrastructure, this does not imply that host
governments relocate refugees in their country into
geographically clustered camps. As we discussed, there
may be little ability to do so given how quickly exigent
crises lead people to quickly migrate. More import-
antly, the UNHCR and other humanitarian organiza-
tions do not recommend hosting refugees in camps;
camps are adequate as temporary solutions, but they
become dehumanizing when individuals remain in
them for years or even decades. Instead, the policy-
relevant lessons that we can draw from our findings are
for humanitarian agencies and donors to prioritize local
development of infrastructure and state capacity and to
ensure that host communities can also benefit from aid.
We recognize that host states face many challenges,
especially since refugees often settle in themost remote
and underdeveloped regions of the country. By show-
ing how local host communities can benefit from host-
ing, our research ultimately hopes to encourage greater
accommodation and integration of refugees.
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