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Foreword

Today 65 million people are reportedly displaced, including 21 million refugees, many of whom 
have been driven from their homes by a historic rise in conflict and violence. The burden of 
responding to this mass movement has largely been shouldered by a handful of countries and 
humanitarian groups confronting an emergency that could last a generation or more. 

This global crisis requires new solutions to help refugees and people in countries torn apart 
by conflict. Humanitarian and development partners must work more closely together in 
complementary ways. Development organizations such as the World Bank Group can pro-
vide longer term support as well as innovative financing solutions to help both refugees and 
host communities.

This ground-breaking study, Forcibly Displaced: Toward a Development Approach Support-
ing Refugees, the Internally Displaced, and Their Hosts, recommends ways to help the 
forcibly displaced access jobs and opportunities. Produced in partnership with the United 
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), the study outlines how we can build 
resilience while supporting inclusive and sustainable growth in host countries. 

The report provides insight into the scope and scale of forced displacement. While the crisis 
affects countries of all income levels, the fact that 95 percent of the displaced live in the 
developing world underscores the need to align humanitarian actions with development 
efforts. While refugees often endure displacement for many years, half of today’s refugees 
have been displaced for four years or less. If we focus our efforts early, development inter-
ventions could deliver even greater impacts for refugees and their communities.

The World Bank Group is already approaching our work in new ways to strengthen our 
response to fragility, conflict, and violence. We are developing methods to monitor risk and 
anticipate forced displacement to help countries prepare. We are helping host countries 
improve their business climate so that the private sector can drive more rapid economic 
growth. We are establishing longer-term development solutions, such as providing conces-
sional finance to middle-income countries hosting refugees. 

We hope this report will improve our collective understanding of the forced displacement 
crisis and inspire new thinking to address this critical challenge. The World Bank Group will 
continue to strengthen our engagement with the United Nations, other multilateral develop-
ment banks, the private sector, and civil society to address the needs of the many millions 
of displaced people and their host communities.

Jim Yong Kim
President

World Bank Group
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Foreword

More people are living longer, healthier lives than at any time in human history. Yet, hun-
dreds of millions remain deeply impoverished and vulnerable. Furthermore, bad gover-
nance, violence, and conflict have driven an increasing number from their homes and even 
to flee their country to stay alive. And, far too often, once their plight fades from the world’s 
media, they are left to lead a precarious existence, hosted predominantly by states and 
communities with limited resources. Their ensuing poverty condemns generations—mostly 
women and children—to a life on the margins, largely denied the benefits of global progress 
enjoyed by so many others. 

Recent crises demonstrate dramatically how the spillover effects of civil war and conflict 
can impact dramatically on the peace, prosperity, and security of the immediate region and 
even far beyond. They also underline how rapidly global solidarity for the victims can erode. 
This timely study presents a comprehensive analysis of forced displacement that situates 
this pressing issue squarely on the development agenda. It makes a compelling case for 
combining humanitarian and development know-how and resources to achieve lasting so-
cial and economic progress for the displaced persons of the world and the local host com-
munities who are invariably the front line responders in every humanitarian disaster.

For the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), the search for durable 
solutions for refugees, internally displaced, and stateless persons remains as central to our 
mandate as emergency response. Enabling dignified and productive lives through develop-
ment investment is key to this challenge. With the publication of this study by the World 
Bank Group, I am confident that its combination of analytical rigor and field-based knowl-
edge of forced displacement can exercise significant influence on future policy and practice. 
Most importantly, working in a cooperative and complementary partnership as envisaged 
in the Secretary General’s “Agenda for Humanity” report, humanitarian and development 
agencies can make a real difference in the lives of the world’s poorest and most marginal-
ized populations. 

Filippo Grandi
United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 
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Overview

Forced displacement is emerging as an 
important development challenge. The rea-
son: extreme poverty is now increasingly 
concentrated among vulnerable groups in-
cluding people who had to flee in the face 
of conflict and violence, and their pres-
ence affects development prospects in the 
communities that are hosting them. Large 
movements of people are also fueling xe-
nophobic reactions, even in high-income 
countries, and this could threaten the con-
sensus that is underpinning global eco-
nomic growth. 

Development actors’ overall objective is to 
help reduce poverty among both the forc-
ibly displaced and their host communities, 
as part of a broader effort to achieve the 
United Nations’ Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs). The focus is on tackling the 
medium-term socioeconomic dimensions 
of forced displacement. This is comple-
mentary to, but distinct from, the rights-
based protection agenda and the urgent 
focus on short-term crisis responses. 

To support the forcibly displaced, devel-
opment actors should help reduce—even 
eliminate—vulnerabilities. The forcibly dis-
placed have often acquired vulnerabilities 
that are specific to them, such as cata-
strophic losses of assets or trauma. This 
affects their ability to seize economic op-
portunities, and it can trap them in poverty. 
Because such vulnerabilities set them apart 
from other poor people in the communi-
ties where they live, broad-based poverty 

reduction efforts may not suffice to relieve 
their plight and special interventions are 
needed. 

To support host communities, develop-
ment actors should help manage the shock 
caused by an inflow of forcibly displaced 
persons. The arrival of large numbers of 
people in specific locales creates both risks 
and opportunities. In most situations, it 
transforms the environment for designing 
and implementing poverty reduction pro-
grams. In some exceptional cases, it cre-
ates new dynamics for the entire country 
and national development strategies have 
to be adjusted accordingly. Development 
actors should help host communities man-
age these new circumstances so that they 
can continue to reduce poverty, while pro-
viding an accepting environment for the 
forcibly displaced. 

A crisis that can be 
managed
About 65 million people live in forced dis-
placement: almost 1 percent of the world’s 
population.1 The conflict in the Syrian Arab 
Republic and the ensuing flow of refugees 
toward the European Union have captured 
headlines across the world, but they are 
only part of a much broader story. For de-
cades, large numbers of people have been 
forced to flee from their homes by conflict 
and violence, and most have been hosted in 
developing countries for prolonged periods. 
So the crisis of forced displacement is not 
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new. What is new is the increasing scale and 
complexity of the crisis in a globalized world 
and the growing recognition that it is both a 
humanitarian and a development challenge. 

The crisis entails a tremendous amount of 
suffering, yet it may still be within the range 
of what the international community can 
manage with adequate effort and effective 
collective action. It has two distinct compo-
nents: refugees and asylum-seekers (about 
24 million people)2 who have crossed an in-
ternational border; and internally displaced 
persons (IDPs, about 41 million people)3 

who have been displaced by conflict and 
violence in their own country (figure O.1 and 
map O.1). The differences between the two 
groups, especially their legal status, are sig-
nificant. Yet, they often have endured similar 
hardships and they all need protection. Their 
experiences makes them distinct from eco-
nomic migrants, who move in search of bet-
ter opportunities, and from those displaced 
by natural disasters.

Adequate information is lacking to inform 
policy responses and programming deci-
sions. Gaining an accurate picture of the 
forced displacement crisis is challenging 
due to political and technical issues that af-
fect the availability and quality of data. Some 
of the numbers commonly used are no bet-
ter than educated guesses, and there are 
major discrepancies across sources. For 
example, Eurostat estimated the number of 
refugees living in Norway in 2013 at 18,000 
but the Norwegian Statistical Office had it at 
132,000 due to differences in definitions.4 
And IDP numbers are far more often based 
on estimates than on vital registrations (and 
where births are recorded, deaths in many 
cases are not).

A very substantial effort can enhance the cov-
erage, accuracy, reliability, and comparability 
of data across situations. But this requires 
strengthening data collection and dissemina-
tion mechanisms at all levels. It requires mov-
ing to an “open data” system with due regard 
to privacy and protection. It requires carrying 
out detailed assessments in each specific 
situation. And it requires developing a shared 

platform to build evidence on what may be 
the most effective responses to the crisis. 

Working together with 
humanitarian actors
Governments from both origin and host 
countries are at the center of the crisis. Their 
decisions affect the scale and destination of 
population movements—as well as the im-
pacts and solutions in the short, medium, 
and long terms. External actors can support 
the adoption and implementation of sound 
responses, but the primary role rests with 
national and local authorities, private firms, 
and civil society. 

Against this backdrop, humanitarian agen-
cies have been calling for development insti-
tutions to support new approaches that can 
produce sustainable solutions. Development 
activities are part of a broader international 
effort that has many dimensions: political, 
security, humanitarian, and diplomatic. Each 
must be adequately resourced to deliver a 
comprehensive and effective response. In-
deed, the engagement of development ac-
tors should be seen not as a substitute for 
other efforts but as an additional and com-
plementary set of interventions. 

The best results are likely to be achieved 
when humanitarian and development ac-
tors work together. The humanitarian-
development nexus has long been seen 
as sequential, with an initial humanitarian 
response followed by a development effort 
when the situation becomes protracted. In 
fact, rather than replace or succeed each 
other, both sets of actors can engage in 
complementary efforts for greater impact 
throughout the entire period of forced dis-
placement. Humanitarian and development 
agencies have different objectives, counter-
parts, and instruments: this can be a source 
of strength. They can both contribute to a 
comprehensive effort from the onset, learn 
from each other, and build synergies based 
on their respective comparative advantages. 

The development approach is centered on 
such concepts as economic opportunity, 
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FIGURE O.1 An overview of the forced displacement crisis

a. The second largest refugee crisis since World War II… b. …is paralleled by a rapid surge of internal displacement.

c. The crisis primarily affects the developing world… d. …and has been mainly caused by the same 10 long-lasting conflicts.

e. 94 percent of forcibly displaced live out of camps… f. …and half of the refugees have been in exile for less than 4 years.
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MAP O.1 An uneven impact across the world

a. Refugee origin countries

Syrian Arab Republic
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South Sudan

Sudan

b. Refugee host countries
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c. IDP countries
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5,000,000

1,000,000
100,000

Source: UNHCR 2016b.
Note: Includes refugee-like situations. Includes only internally displaced persons (IDPs) under United Nations High Commissioner for 
Refugees mandate.
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medium-term sustainability, and cost-effec-
tiveness. It sees the forcibly displaced and 
their hosts as economic agents who make 
choices and respond to incentives. It pays 
particular attention to institutions and poli-
cies. And it relies on partnerships with and 
between governments, the private sector, 
and civil society.

Development actors can provide financial re-
sources with a medium-term perspective as 
well as a range of analytical and advisory ser-
vices. They have access to economic policy 
makers, who are not traditional counterparts 
for humanitarian agencies. They can inform 
public debates and policy formulation, and 
help strengthen institutions. They can also 
develop innovative financing solutions to le-
verage a strong private sector response. But 
development actors may not be mandated or 
equipped to engage in some issues that are 
critical to the displacement agenda, especially 
in the political or legal arena. They also have 
limited capacity to deliver urgent assistance in 
environments with significant security risks. 

To move forward, humanitarian and devel-
opment actors should adopt a pragmatic 
approach and identify potential synergies in 
each situation—as part of a broader effort 
that also involves a wide range of govern-
ment counterparts, the private sector, and 
civil society, as well as security and diplo-
matic actors.

The focus of engagement will necessarily 
change over time. At the onset of a crisis, 
before forced displacement has started in 
earnest, the question is whether there is 
scope for prevention and preparedness. Dur-
ing the crisis, support must be provided to 
those forcibly displaced as well as to their 
host communities. Over time external actors 
should help create conditions that enable the 
forcibly displaced to truly rebuild their lives. 

At the onset—Taking a 
new look at prevention 
and preparedness
To mitigate the negative impact of forced 
displacement before it happens, efforts so 

far have largely focused on conflict preven-
tion. This is based on a simple truism: pre-
vention is better than cure; since conflict 
causes forced displacement, preventing 
forced displacement calls for preventing or 
ending conflict. This is an important goal, but 
the track record of international interventions 
is mixed. In reality, many countries are at 
war—or at a high risk of war—with no clear 
political solution in sight. Can development 
actors do something to prevent some of the 
worst impacts of forced displacement even if 
there is no diplomatic or military settlement? 

Forcibly displaced persons are not only vic-
tims, they are purposeful actors. They flee in 
response to threats, sometimes at gunpoint, 
often not. In the midst of conflict, they must 
choose whether to stay or to flee. These de-
cisions are incredibly difficult, often made 
under duress and with imperfect information. 
With violence and poverty widespread, both 
staying and fleeing carry very high risks: peo-
ple have to assess and compare the odds of 
survival under each scenario. 

Understanding what makes some people 
stay and others go is critical to mitigating 
forced displacement. Security threats are 
the main reason to flee, outweighing all 
other factors: for example, 78 percent of 
Colombia’s IDPs have been direct victims 
of violence.5 Some people or groups of 
people are particularly at risk as violence is 
often targeted. Yet economic concerns and 
social networks can also determine who 
stays, who leaves, and where people go. 
Those who have opportunities away from 
home, because of their skills or their social 
networks, are more likely to flee than those 
who have strong ties to their land or can-
not sell their assets. Government policies 
are not neutral in the process: punitive mili-
tary tactics, discrimination against certain 
groups, or the withdrawal of resources and 
services from parts of the country can all ac-
celerate forced displacement.

In many situations, forced displacement does 
not happen unexpectedly. In fact, refugees 
and IDP flows can often be forecast: this is 
because people try to stay home and to man-
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age risks for as long as they can and embark 
on a perilous journey into exile only once 
other means of coping have been exhausted. 
On average, outflows of forcibly displaced 
persons peak 4.1 years after they start.6 
Today several countries are at war or on 
the brink but people have not yet fled their 
homes in large numbers: they are the likely 
hotspots for the coming years.

In any situation of forced displacement most 
people stay behind. At the end of 2015, more 
than 90 percent of the population was still in 
place in 80 percent of countries of origin. Only 
in Syria did the share of forcibly displaced ex-
ceed 25 percent of the population.7 Although 
international attention is focused on those 
who flee—refugees and IDPs—those who 
stay behind, in an environment of violence and 
economic depression, also face formidable 
odds. They suffer greatly, often with limited 
external assistance. Eventually they may lose 
the ability to withstand even minor shocks and 
may be pushed into exile because their resil-
ience has been dramatically eroded.

With violence being the main driver of forced 
displacement, development actors necessar-
ily have a limited role. But they can contrib-
ute to making a difference:

• Discourage government policies 
that induce forced displacement. 
This is especially relevant when forced 
displacement is the result of deci-
sions taken by the government of the 
country of origin. Development actors 
can engage in a dialogue with the au-
thorities to highlight the high costs of 
forced displacement and to support 
better policy choices. They can also 
support regional initiatives to better 
manage cross-border movements.

• Help host countries and host commu-
nities prepare. When displacement can 
be forecast, there is time to prepare—
for example with block grants that can 
be rapidly deployed to affected munici-
palities when the crisis hits. Authorities 
can be ready with a response that can 
be swiftly implemented when refugees 
or IDPs flow in. Development actors 

should help develop advance warning 
systems—for example, by using big 
data technologies in partnership with 
the private sector—and support host 
governments in preparing contingency 
plans.

• Strengthen the resilience of those 
who stay behind. Development actors 
can finance projects to maintain liveli-
hoods and to strengthen community-
based institutions. They should focus 
on “stable parts of unstable countries” 
where they can complement humanitar-
ian actions. They should also carefully 
manage the risks in such an approach, 
since those who are helped to stay 
could eventually become victims of vio-
lence. Interventions should not be seen 
as a substitute to providing asylum to 
those who flee. 

During the crisis—
Managing changes for 
host communities
Hosting large numbers of forcibly displaced 
persons creates new opportunities and new 
challenges, which affect the host commu-
nities’ poverty reduction efforts, both posi-
tively and negatively. Support to host com-
munities is often seen as an indirect way to 
assist refugees and IDPs, by helping to cre-
ate an accepting or even a welcoming envi-
ronment for forcibly displaced persons. But 
the development response should also aim 
to help reduce poverty among the hosts, as 
they adjust to a transformed context. This is 
an objective in its own right: host communi-
ties have development needs, and reducing 
their own poverty often remains among their 
foremost priorities. 

For host communities, the influx of large 
numbers of forcibly displaced persons is es-
sentially a demographic shock, which dis-
rupts preexisting equilibria and creates mis-
matches in supply and demand in markets. 
With the passing of time, a new set of equi-
libria emerges. The question is whether this 
new environment is more or less conducive 
to poverty reduction among the hosts. The 
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the ten largest refugee-hosting countries in 
2015, all but one are in the bottom half of 
the World Bank Group’s Ease of Doing Busi-
ness index.9 And among the ten countries 
with the largest number of IDPs, the average 
ranking stood at 148 out of 189.10

Local impacts are unevenly distributed: some 
people gain, others lose out, particularly on 
jobs and prices. There can be a perception 
that forcibly displaced persons compete with 
the poorest hosts and push them deeper 
into poverty. Yet the reality is more nuanced. 
Overall, and assuming that the investment 
climate is sound, the presence of refugees 
and IDPs typically increases demand and 
creates jobs, but it also adds newcomers 
to the labor force. Employers and people 
whose skills complement those of the forc-
ibly displaced tend to gain; but people who 
have skills similar to those of the forcibly 
displaced may lose their jobs. Who is af-
fected and how is a function of government 
policies—and of whether refugees have the 
right to work (in which case they can com-
pete for skilled positions in the formal sector) 
or not (in which case they are relegated to 
low-skill, informal jobs). 

Similarly, the impact of prices is unevenly 
distributed: prices of land and housing typi-
cally go up, and owners benefit to the det-
riment of renters. Prices of food and other 
basic commodities may decline if aid is 

answer depends on the initial conditions, 
the size and nature of the shock, and the 
policy and investment response. Develop-
ment actors should assist national and local 
authorities in articulating the most effective 
responses for a given set of initial conditions 
and shock (figure O.2).

In a number of areas, the challenges for host 
communities already existed before the in-
flux of forcibly displaced persons. Refugees 
and IDPs may provide convenient scape-
goats for deep-rooted issues, but they are 
often not the main cause of all the difficul-
ties facing host countries. For example, over 
the last 25 years, hosting refugees may have 
contributed to causing conflict in only 8 out 
of 991 country-year episodes—and in each 
case, the country was already on the brink 
prior to their arrival.8

The same is true for economic growth. The 
impact of refugees, who typically represent 
less than 1 percent of the population, is lim-
ited compared to structural constraints or oil 
price fluctuations. It can be more substantial 
where the refugees account for a larger share 
of the population as in Jordan and Lebanon, 
although government policies still largely 
determine the eventual outcome. While pri-
vate investment is needed to make up for 
the increase in labor supply (and to avoid a 
decline in wages), most affected countries 
have a very poor business environment. Of 

FIGURE O.2 Shock and response for the host communities
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provided in-kind, and consumers gain while 
local producers lose. Understanding how 
the costs and benefits are distributed within 
these communities is crucial to mitigating 
the impacts of forced displacement. 

The local impact on social, urban, and envi-
ronmental services can also be significant. 
The inflow of forcibly displaced persons in-
creases demand, while supply may take time 
to adjust. This is especially the case when 
refugees and IDPs are accommodated in lag-
ging regions or in poorer parts of urban cen-
ters, where service availability was already 
spotty before their arrival. The impacts are 
closely associated with settlement patterns: 
the more concentrated the displaced, the 
greater the strain on a limited capacity. Both 
investments and policy reforms are needed 
to mitigate such effects. 

The impact of forced displacement on host 
communities also depends on policies. The 
concentration of forcibly displaced persons 
in camps or in specific hosting areas may 
heighten challenges for host communities 
(for example in terms of jobs, prices, ser-
vices, or social cohesion). When refugees 
have the right to work, they can fully use 
their skills and contribute more to the econ-
omy (including fiscal resources). Policies that 
are traditionally seen as more humane and 
beneficial for forcibly displaced persons also 
serve the host communities’ own interests: 
they are not only right, they are also smart.

Mitigating the impact of forced displacement 
on host communities is not a strictly tech-
nical agenda. Political considerations often 
drive the host authorities’ response, and 
“second-best” options may well be the best 
approaches in some situations. To help host 
communities make further progress in their 
own development and poverty reduction ef-
forts in a transformed environment, support 
should aim to:

• Address long-standing development 
issues, which the presence of forcibly 
displaced persons may exacerbate. 
This largely consists of “traditional” de-
velopment support to host countries and 

communities, for example to improve 
the business environment or to reduce 
inequalities. It is particularly important 
for fragility, economic management, 
employment, and social cohesion. 

• Support those who have been hurt 
within host communities. Some 
groups in host communities are dis-
proportionately affected, especially 
through jobs and prices. Development 
actors should help these people stay 
in the labor market and maintain their 
livelihoods, or upgrade their skills. They 
should also help strengthen social pro-
tection systems to provide assistance to 
those who may not be able to do so. 

• Strengthen and expand service de-
livery in the education and health 
sectors as well as for urban and envi-
ronmental services. Accommodating 
forcibly displaced persons requires 
scaling up supply. Development actors 
should help build capacity and finance 
infrastructure and operations and main-
tenance expenditure in the short term. 
They should also help develop an ad-
equate system that can be sustained in 
the medium term.

• Encourage granting the forcibly dis-
placed the freedom of movement and 
the right to work. While often contro-
versial, such policies are in the interest 
of host communities, regardless of their 
benefits for refugees and IDPs. Develop-
ment actors should raise awareness of 
the positive impacts of these reforms 
and support their implementation. They 
should also help modernize the delivery 
of external assistance, so that it can bet-
ter stimulate economic activity within 
host communities (for example, through 
cash rather than food aid) and increas-
ingly rely on country systems.

During the crisis—
Reducing vulnerabilities of 
the forcibly displaced
Development approaches are geared to-
ward helping people escape poverty. The 
goal is no different for forcibly displaced 
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experienced traumatic events, which can 
leave scars that are difficult to heal: in the 
Central African Republic, nearly half the dis-
placed have had a direct experience of vio-
lence and more than a fourth have witnessed 
killings.11 When the forcibly displaced do not 
have access to economic opportunities, they 
may have to adopt short-term coping strat-
egies to survive—putting children to work, 
having daughters marry early, disposing of 
any remaining assets at fire-sale prices. The 
experience of loss and trauma distinguishes 
them from other poor people and from eco-
nomic migrants in their host communities. 

Women and girls face particular chal-
lenges—and opportunities. In some situa-
tions, displacement can provide space for 
“positive” change and empowerment, as 
when gender norms are more progressive 
than in the place of origin, or when traditional 
divisions of labor are disrupted. But women 
and girls also risk rape, sexual abuse, and 
other gender-based violence—before and 
during flight as well as in exile. Recent re-
ports about the sexual exploitation of Syrian 
refugee women during their passage to Eu-
rope provide a powerful reminder of what is 
common across many situations.12

The initial setbacks can be compounded in 
the host environment. Forcibly displaced 
persons need economic opportunities to 
avoid falling into poverty or dependency. But 

persons. Whether they are fleeing con-
flict or are the targets of political violence, 
their lives are being turned upside down, 
and their hopes dashed. They are at risk 
of falling into a “poverty trap” with last-
ing impacts that can extend across several 
generations. Self-reliance is key to restor-
ing their dignity, as well as their ability to 
earn a living. 

Dedicated development interventions may 
be needed as forcibly displaced persons are 
often unable to take full advantage of exist-
ing opportunities for poverty reduction: the 
specific vulnerabilities they have acquired 
through their forced displacement experi-
ence make them less prone to socioeco-
nomic inclusion and more exposed to risks 
(figure O.3). They need assistance to regain 
the capacity to improve their lives. The chal-
lenge is particularly acute when people are 
“in limbo,” with uncertain prospects long 
into the future. In such cases, the develop-
ment approach should aim to strengthen 
their capacity to seize opportunities not only 
in their current environment, but also under 
the likely scenarios for an eventual resolu-
tion of their situation. 

Forcibly displaced persons—both refugees 
and IDPs—have typically suffered a major 
setback. They have lost many of their assets, 
sometimes everything. Their human and so-
cial capital depletes rapidly. They have often 

FIGURE O.3 The multiple dimensions of vulnerability
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they can face severe legal restrictions on 
their right to work or to move freely. Both 
refugees and IDPs may also end up in areas 
where there simply are no jobs or opportu-
nities for them, as in a lagging region or a 
place where there is no demand for their 
skills. Eighty-eight percent of refugees and 
94 percent of IDPs live in economies per-
forming below the global average, and in 
these countries, 72 percent live in regions 
where incomes are below the national av-
erage.13 In addition, because of the uncer-
tainty surrounding them, forcibly displaced 
persons have short planning horizons that 
can lead to less than optimal decisions. All 
these factors severely constrain their pros-
pects: they find themselves with limited 
options, even more limited than other poor 
people and economic migrants in the same 
communities. 

To help forcibly displaced persons overcome 
their distinct vulnerabilities, development ac-
tors should help them access jobs and eco-
nomic opportunities:

• Support policies that enhance free-
dom of movement and the right 
to work. This is especially important 
where refugees and IDPs are in unsus-
tainable and undesirable situations. De-
velopment partners can document the 
potential benefits of such measures—
for both forcibly displaced persons and 
for their host communities—and sup-
port their adoption. 

• Help create economic opportuni-
ties where there are large numbers 
of forcibly displaced persons. This 
requires a strong engagement by the 
private sector, possibly supported by 
external actors. It should also ben-
efit host communities, with a focus on 
places where activities are likely to be 
sustainable once support programs are 
completed.

• Invest in skills and education that are 
in demand in the labor market. This 
can help adults adjust to their new en-
vironment and prevent children from 
becoming part of a “lost generation.” 
Increasing access, relevance, and qual-

ity may require substantial external 
support.

• Provide continuing support to those 
who may not be able to seize op-
portunities in the short term, both 
in camps and in urban settings. This 
could build on lessons learned from de-
velopment experience in reforming and 
modernizing social protection systems 
and on innovative schemes such as the 
“graduation approach.”

Toward a longer-term 
solution—Helping to 
rebuild lives
Return is often regarded as the most obvi-
ous solution to forced displacement, but is 
it? In every situation some people return, 
others do not, and the proportions vary. Yet 
over the last six years, return accounted for 
only 27 percent of those who exited refugee 
status globally.14 Large majorities of forcibly 
displaced persons are reluctant to return 
to a place associated with war and trauma 
and where economic opportunities are lack-
ing. In many situations, they develop more 
complex strategies, with family members 
moving to different places through an itera-
tive process of staggered or even cyclical 
movements. 

For development actors, the “end point” 
of engagement is not about where people 
live—it is about whether they still need dedi-
cated development support. The rationale for 
providing such assistance dissipates when 
the forcibly displaced have overcome their 
vulnerabilities and can take full advantage of 
broader poverty reduction programs. This so-
cioeconomic approach complements the tra-
ditional framework of rights and legal protec-
tion. It also acknowledges the importance of 
both economic rights and effective access to 
opportunities. And it recognizes that in some 
cases there may be tension between the 
two: people can have rights in a place where 
there is no opportunity for them, or they may 
have opportunities in a place where they 
have no rights. The challenge is to find a so-
lution where they can enjoy both.
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Against this backdrop, return is a complex 
process of reestablishing bonds in a trans-
formed environment, rather than going 
back to a status quo ante. Large numbers 
of returnees do not go back to their place 
of origin but settle instead in other areas 
in their home country, especially in urban 
areas, due to a mix of security and eco-
nomic concerns: this caused significant 
growth in cities such as Kabul in Afghani-
stan, Juba in South Sudan, Luanda in An-
gola, and Monrovia in Liberia.15 And not 
all returns have a happy ending: some re-
turnees have to flee again, while others be-
come IDPs in their own country. Of the 15 
largest episodes of return, about one-third 
were followed by a new round of fighting 
within a couple of years: either the returns 
were premature, or the inflow of returnees 
derailed a fragile recovery.16

The challenge is thus to ensure that return 
is successful. Security, social acceptance, 
and access to economic opportunities are 
key. Refugees who can recover their land 
and property are often among the first to 
return, especially for rural households. The 
difficult process of socioeconomic reinte-
gration is much easier for those who come 
back with resources, skills, and networks: 
for instance, among Liberian refugees in 
Ghana, those who were better off were 
keener to return—and more successful 
when doing so.17 Policies that enable ref-
ugees and IDPs to earn an income and to 
maintain or further develop their skills while 
in displacement contribute to an eventual 
successful and sustainable return. 

Integration in the place of displacement is 
another option, but it is also complex. For 
IDPs, it is about settling into their new en-
vironment sustainably. For refugees, it re-
quires securing a legal status that can pro-
vide predictable and reliable terms of stay, 
such as renewable residence and work 
permits. But this can be difficult: most host 
countries and communities are unwilling 
to accept, at least explicitly, the continu-
ing presence of large numbers of refugees 
other than as “temporary” (even when in 
long-lasting situations). 

As a result, social and economic integration 
often proceeds “de facto,” without a formal 
status. People may have access to economic 
opportunities, but they remain shrouded in 
uncertainty, with no legal protection and a 
risk of institutionalized discrimination. The 
extent to which this actually hampers socio-
economic progress varies across countries, 
but in the long term it is critical. Some inno-
vative legal solutions have been developed, 
as in West Africa, which provide adequate 
economic rights short of naturalization.18 

An equitable sharing of responsibilities is 
essential to resolve the current crisis, and 
high-income countries should do more in 
providing solutions. Their economies have 
greater capacity to absorb newcomers than 
those of developing host countries, and 
the potential benefits for economic growth 
are much larger. A few Organisation for 
Economic Co-operation and Development 
(OECD) countries have opened their doors, 
but most remain reluctant to assume their 
international responsibilities on a relevant 
scale. New approaches are also needed 
to help refugees integrate into society, as 
the effectiveness of existing programs is 
mixed. For example, it takes less than 10 
years in the United States and more than 
15 years in the European Union for refu-
gees to reach the labor force participation 
of economic migrants.19 Successful eco-
nomic integration hinges on human capital 
(including skills and language), security of 
legal status, and availability of opportuni-
ties, and the first few years in country have 
an outsized effect on later employment 
prospects.

To help the forcibly displaced rebuild their 
lives in a durable manner, development ac-
tors should:

• Support returnees and the commu-
nities that receive them. The impact 
of return on receiving communities is 
in many respects similar to the impact 
of forced displacement on host com-
munities: it is a shock that has to be 
managed. Receiving communities are 
likely to face considerable economic 
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and social difficulties, which typically af-
fect both the returnees and those who 
stayed throughout the conflict. Develop-
ment actors should support the coun-
tries of return in their recovery efforts. 
They should also help create socioeco-
nomic opportunities for the returnees 
and their communities, to the extent 
that these are economically viable and 
can be sustained. 

• Help people who are “de facto” in-
tegrated acquire a satisfactory legal 
status. For example, providing formal 
legal migrant status to de facto inte-
grated refugees may be a way to rec-
ognize the reality of their situation and 
the normality of human mobility. Such 
an approach distinguishes between 
citizenship (formal political membership 
and associated rights) and residency 
(economic and social integration). And it 
makes economic security a priority over 
political membership. Development ac-
tors should support countries willing to 
explore such solutions, including with 
financing.

• Work to end situations of “continu-
ing limbo” where people remain 
dependent in camps for extended 
periods. Development actors should 
support efforts to transform camps into 
settlements. They should also work 
with other partners to enhance the way 
assistance is provided so as to gradu-
ally reduce dependency—for example, 
by strengthening targeting, supporting 
people in rejoining the labor force, and 
building capacity to allow for a gradual 
shift to country systems. 

• Remain engaged over the medium 
term to help overcome lasting vul-
nerabilities. Forced displacement can 
leave scars that take decades, some-
times generations, to heal. Develop-
ment support may be needed for very 
long periods. This would typically in-
clude assistance to overcome trauma 
or destitution, building on programs that 
have been developed for marginalized 
or excluded groups. 

Making the most of 
development finance

Significant financing is necessary to respond 
to forced displacement crises. The interna-
tional community provides generous sup-
port mainly through humanitarian programs: 
about US$22 billion in 2015, or several hun-
dreds of US$ per displaced person per year. 
But there is a critical flaw in this model: forc-
ibly displaced persons have to be sustained 
by the international community at such a high 
cost in large part because they are prevented 
from working. In a global context of slow 
economic growth and fiscal pressure, grants 
and highly concessional resources are limited 
in relation to increasing needs. Development 
actors should help work toward solutions that 
can be more cost-effective and sustainable.

There is scope for development actors to 
broaden the range of financing approaches to 
engage in forced displacement. This requires 
greater resource mobilization, better resource 
allocation (both volume and terms), and more 
innovative financing instruments. For middle-
income host countries, access to conces-
sional financing is critical, and loans need to 
be blended with grants to lower interest rates 
or extend repayment periods. Low-income 
countries need to have access to additional 
financing, over and above what they would be 
eligible to receive for their own population, to 
fund refugee-focused activities.

The challenge is not only mobilizing re-
sources, but also deploying them most ef-
fectively. For example, financing should 
focus not only on investment but also on 
supporting the adoption of sound policies, as 
a complement to humanitarian aid, through 
policy or results-based financing. Public re-
sources could also stimulate stronger private 
sector engagement—for example by reduc-
ing investment risks. This is critical to create 
economic opportunities for both the forcibly 
displaced and host communities.

The global costs of the forced displacement 
crisis are significant. Left without adequate 
socioeconomic support, the forcibly displaced 
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face a future of hardship and marginalization, 
as do those who are negatively affected in 
host communities. This can fuel political 
and social instability in entire regions and 
affect the underpinnings of globalization. 
The engagement of development actors 
can help reduce the costs of the crisis, by 
advancing an agenda of prevention and 
preparedness; by helping host communities 
address long-standing development issues, 
scale up service delivery, and strengthen 
social protection; by supporting the forcibly 
displaced in their efforts to access jobs; and 
by contributing to durable solutions, where 
refugees and IDPs can enjoy both legal 
rights and economic opportunities.

The forced displacement crisis calls for a 
global response. Events in origin and host 
countries are intrinsically linked, and they 
may affect all parts of the world. A partial 
response limited to some issues or some 

countries will remain less than optimal. 
Nor is a series of individual initiatives 
or bilateral agreements likely to provide 
anything more than temporary relief or 
address the underlying issue of collective 
action. What is needed is a comprehensive 
response, driven by affected governments 
and stakeholders, and supported by the 
international community in line with the spirit 
and principles of international cooperation. 
Development actors have a significant role 
to play in this most humane of endeavors.

The World Bank Group is committed to such 
global response. It can contribute a range 
of services, from analytics to convening to 
financing. It is determined to work with gov-
ernments, the private sector, and civil soci-
ety, at local, national, and regional levels. It 
is an integral part of a broader partnership, 
which includes political, diplomatic, security, 
and humanitarian actors.
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How many people are affected by forced 
displacement and what do we know about 
their situation? In the absence of adequate 
data, this seemingly simple question has no 
straightforward answer. 

Over the last few years, alarmist mes-
sages have often prevailed in public de-
bates and media reports. This has con-
veyed a sense of a crisis spinning out of 
control. Forced displacement is causing 
much misery across large parts of Sub-Sa-
haran Africa and of the Middle East, and 
all regions are affected to some degree. Yet 
the world has been through crises of simi-
lar magnitude in the past and a number of 
forced displacement situations have been 
successfully resolved. While the current 
crisis is severe, it may still be within the 
range of what the international commu-
nity can manage with enough effort and 
concerted action.

The forced displacement crisis is largely 
rooted in a relatively small number of con-
flicts, which have been going on for years 
or even decades. It primarily affects de-
veloping countries: about ten countries in 
protracted conflict and about 15 of their 
neighbors. The “global” forced displace-
ment crisis is in fact a juxtaposition of local 
and regional crises, each with its distinct 
features, and each calling for a distinct 
response. 

The understanding of each forced dis-
placement crisis is often incomplete. For 
example, the average duration of exile 
is shorter than that is commonly re-
ported; there is no evidence that internally 

displaced persons (IDPs)1 eventually be-
come refugees; and the overwhelming ma-
jority of forcibly displaced persons live out-
side camps, often in urban settings.

The information on which policy mak-
ers can draw to make the decisions affect-
ing both the forcibly displaced and their 
hosts remains insufficient, due to a range 
of political and technical issues. A large 
effort is needed to enhance the coverage, 
accuracy, reliability, and comparability of 
data across forced displacement situations. 
This includes strengthening data col-
lection and dissemination mechanisms; 
moving toward an “open data” system 
(with due regard to protection concerns); 
carrying out detailed situation-specific as-
sessments of the challenges faced by the 
forcibly displaced and their hosts; and 
developing a shared platform for building 
evidence on what may constitute the best 
responses to crisis.

The crisis in perspective

One percent of humankind

About 65 million people were living in 
forced displacement at the end of 2015, or 
almost 1 percent of the world’s population.2 
If all forcibly displaced persons formed a 
single country, it would be the 21st largest 
in the world, on a par with Thailand or the 
United Kingdom. 

Three distinct groups of people are in-
cluded in this total (legal definitions are in 

How Severe Is the Crisis?
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A small part of the broader 
trend of human mobility

Forced displacement is part of a wider trend. 
Mobility has been a characteristic of human 
societies since the dawn of history. It has 
yielded countless benefits across the globe 
and has shaped the world in which we live. 
Today is no different: mobility is a critical 
feature of our globalized world and it con-
tributes significantly to global welfare. 

The overwhelming majority of migrants 
leave their places of origin voluntarily in 
search of economic opportunities, and they 
move to places where they expect to find de-
mand for their skills (figure 1.2 and box 1.1). 
Such movements dwarf the numbers of forc-
ibly displaced persons:6 as of end-2015, there 
were an estimated 250 million international 
migrants, about 3.5 percent of the global pop-
ulation, against about 24 million refugees and 
asylum-seekers;7 there were also an estimated 
740 million internal migrants (when people 
move within their own country), about 11 
percent of the global population, against 
some 41 million IDPs. 

Conflating conflict-induced forced dis-
placement with economic migration and 
other forms of human mobility is generating 
some confusion, which can make it difficult 
to design adequate development responses. 
That people move for different reasons and 

annex 1A and detailed numbers in annex 
1B): about 16 million refugees (and an ad-
ditional 3 million asylum-seekers); about 5 
million Palestinian refugees;3 and about 41 
million IDPs.4 The number of refugees is 
currently at its second-highest level since 
1951: it peaked at the end of the Cold War, 
at about 10 percent above current levels. The 
number of Palestinian refugees is steadily 
increasing, as a result of demographic 
growth. The number of IDPs has increased 
very rapidly over the last few years, in part 
due to the war in the Syrian Arab Republic 
(figure 1.1).

Historical comparisons should be drawn 
very carefully, since reliable long-term time 
series do not exist. Refugee numbers were 
focused on people of European descent and 
Palestinians until the late 1970s. IDP sta-
tistics have only been available since 1979, 
and significant methodological changes 
were introduced in 1993. In absolute terms, 
today’s total of forcibly displaced exceeds 
population movements in the aftermath 
of World War II (30 million people) or of 
the 1947 Partition in South Asia (14 mil-
lion people). It may be comparable to that 
in 1971, when the war of independence for 
Bangladesh generated an estimated 10 mil-
lion refugees and 30 million IDPs,5 while 
the Vietnam War and other conflicts were 
also raging on. 

FIGURE 1.1 A threefold crisis: The global forcibly displaced population
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FIGURE 1.2 Refugees are only a small share of people on the move
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Source: Ratha et al. 2016.

BOX 1.1 Lessons from economic migration

The benefits of economic migration 
may not materialize after forced 
displacement, at least in the short 
term. Economic migrants choose 
to move to areas where their skills 
can be used more productively 
than at home. This typically yields 
significant benefits for migrants, 
host communities, and origin 
countries.a By contrast, those who 
are forcibly displaced seek safety 
first, and may end up in areas with 
no accessible job opportunity.b If 
they are not allowed to work or if 
they are unable to move on, which 
is the case for many refugees, 
their living standards and their 
potential contribution to society 
are hurt, leaving them little option 
but continued dependency on 
humanitarian aid.c

The passage of time may partly 
blur the distinction between forcibly 
displaced persons and economic 
migrants. The main asset of the 

forcibly displaced is often their 
capacity to work, and like economic 
migrants they need to find ways 
to generate income. Over time, 
the economic impact of forcibly 
displaced persons who are either 
allowed to work or to move to find 
work may come to partly resemble 
that of economic migrants.

Economic theory suggests 
that the benefits of migration 
depend heavily on the productivity 
differentials between origin and 
host countries. Usually, the larger 
the difference, the higher the 
benefits, for both the host country 
and the migrants: in a higher-
productivity environment, lower-
skilled economic migrants will 
better complement local workers, 
and earn far more.d This is why 
migration from low- to high-income 
countries has an overall positive 
impact in destination countries, in 
terms of economic growth, local 

wages and employment, and public 
finance, and a positive impact on 
migrants’ real incomes (and on 
their ability to send remittances).e 

By contrast, migration between 
low-income countries (and 
low-productivity environments) 
generates far smaller gains because 
there is less complementarity of 
skills with local workers.f Where 
the inflow of migrants is small 
relative to the size of the population 
and where the investment 
climate is favorable, a developing 
country might still derive benefits 
in terms of increased output 
and investment, even if there 
are short-term difficulties. But 
where the inflow is very large and 
the investment climate is poor, 
the outcome is likely to be less 
positive.g Movements of refugees 
from such countries to high-income 
environments may have a positive 
effect for all.

 a. Papademetriou, Sumption, and Somerville 2009; Ratha et al. 2016.
 b. Dadush and Niebuhr 2016.
 c. Dadush and Niebuhr 2016.
 d. Dadush and Niebuhr 2016.
 e. World Bank 2006.
 f. Maystadt and Verwimp 2009.
 g. Dadush and Niebuhr 2016.
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and 89 percent of all refugees (including 
Palestinian refugees). Of these, almost 58 
percent of IDPs and 34 percent of refugees 
(including Palestinian refugees) were then 
in fragile states. Contrary to some common 
perceptions, the number of refugees in Eu-
ropean Union (EU) countries, including the 
large flows of asylum-seekers in 2015, is not 
only small in relative terms, but also below 
the peak of the early 1990s (figure 1.4). 

Considerable regional variations

Global trends mask considerable variations 
across developing regions, in aggregate num-
bers and relative shares of refugees and IDPs 
(figure 1.5).10 By end-2015, Africa and the 
Middle East accounted for almost 60 percent 
of all forcibly displaced persons.

In Sub-Saharan Africa, there have been 
several times more IDPs than refugees every 
year since 2001. For most of the period, the 
number of refugees was relatively stable 
between 2  million and 3 million before a 
sharp increase since 2011 to over 4 million. 

under different circumstances (box 1.2) has 
consequences for their ability to engage in 
economic activity, escape poverty, build inde-
pendent futures, and contribute to the com-
munities they live in. It also implies that they 
have distinct needs for support, including 
legal protection and development assistance. 

Most observers expect population move-
ments to intensify over the coming decades, 
driven by continued demographic growth 
in countries of origin, environmental pres-
sures, large and growing inequalities across 
regions and countries, and new communi-
cations technologies.8

A crisis in the developing world

Forced displacement is predominantly a de-
veloping world issue (figure 1.3).9 The large 
majority of people displaced by conflict do 
not have the resources or opportunities to 
flee beyond neighboring areas. They have to 
remain internally displaced or cross borders 
in the region. At the end of 2015, develop-
ing countries hosted 99 percent of all IDPs 

BOX 1.2 People move for different reasons

Economic migration is integral to 
economic development and poverty 
reduction. As industrial and services 
sectors emerge and grow, workers 
move to places where they can find 
work, which is an ongoing trend in 
low- and middle-income countries. 
The vast majority of economic 
migration is taking place within 
national borders, although some 
people choose to work and live 
in foreign countries. The forcibly 
displaced have a different legal 
status and distinct protection needs. 
And unlike economic migrants, they 
often end up in places where they 
have no opportunity to use their 
skills.a

Displacement induced by natural 
disaster differs from that caused 
by violence and conflict, even if its 
impact is catastrophic. For example, 
the political dimension of the crisis 
and its resolution is often less 
pronounced, and the social fabric 
is not affected in the same way. 
Protection issues are also different 
and may be less critical. These factors 
may allow for a somewhat simpler 
recovery process after a natural 
disaster, especially when most of 
those displaced by disaster seek 
refuge in their own country, often 
quite near to their former homes.

Population movements prompted 
by climate change include a mix of 

disaster displacement and economic 
migration. With extreme and sudden 
climate events, people may have to 
leave because of natural disasters. 
With slow-onset changes, people 
may need to move as their incomes 
shrink (as, for example, through lower 
agricultural yields) in a process that 
may not be substantively different 
from economic migration (as when 
people are affected by a decline in 
commodity prices or lose their jobs 
due to mechanization).b change 
is likely to increase the number of 
people who are facing such dire 
choices, and hence the scale of such 
movements (including “desperate” 
economic migration).

a.  Some economic migrants, however, are also in dire need of enhanced protection. This includes people who are moving because of 
economic considerations, but whose despair and lack of alternative options are evident in the high risks they are taking. Such people 
are currently not effectively supported by the international legal architecture. Their experience and their needs are distinct from 
those of refugees and IDPs, but they are yet to be effectively addressed. See Betts (2010).

b.  The ongoing migration crisis across the Mediterranean Sea has shed some light on an additional group—that of “survival migrants,”
c.  who are moving to seek better opportunities but are doing so under desperate conditions (as demonstrated by the risks they are 
willing to take). The international legal framework for dealing with this group is both insufficient and ineffective.
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other refugees has fluctuated between 2 mil-
lion and 4 million, reflecting successive con-
flicts, first in Iraq and later in Syria. In parallel, 
the number of IDPs has surged from about 1 
million in 2001 to over 13 million in 2015. The 
acceleration has been particularly rapid since 
2011, in large part due to the war in Syria, but 
also to continued insecurity in Iraq and to the 
conflicts in Libya and the Republic of Yemen. 

In South Asia, since 2001, the number of 
refugees has varied between 1.5 million and 
2.5 million, largely reflecting the evolution of 

The number of IDPs, in contrast, fluctu-
ated widely, between 6 million and 12 mil-
lion people, reflecting in particular the ebbs 
and flows of conflicts in the Central African 
Republic, eastern Democratic Republic of 
Congo, Somalia, South Sudan, Sudan, and 
more recently, northern Nigeria. 

In the Middle East and North Africa (ex-
cluding Turkey), the number of Palestinian 
refugees has continued to grow. Their living 
conditions have also deteriorated in some host 
countries, especially Syria. The number of 

FIGURE 1.3 Refugees and IDPs are mainly in low- and middle-income countries

a. Refugees                                 b. IDPs

High Income Middle Income Low Income High Income Middle Income Low Income

Sources: UNHCR 2016b and IDMC 2016.
Notes: Calculated based on World Bank country income classifications and UNHCR end-2015 data on refugees and people in refugee-like 
situations. And calculated based on World Bank country income classifications and IDMC end-2015 data on internally displaced persons (IDPs).

FIGURE 1.4 The European Union now has fewer refugees than in the early 1990s
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FIGURE 1.5 Refugees and IDPs in the world’s developing regions

a. Sub-Saharan Africa: Ups and downs, and mainly an IDP crisis b. South Asia: An unresolved crisis in Afghanistan
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the conflict in Afghanistan. The number of 
IDPs, which had fluctuated between 1.5 mil-
lion and 3 million from 2001 to 2012, almost 
doubled in 2013 and 2014 before decreasing 
in 2015 to a level still well above the average 
for the past 15 years. The spike was mainly 
caused by new movements from northwest 
Pakistan.

In East Asia and the Pacific, the number 
of refugees has remained stable at around 
500,000 people since 2001. The number of 
IDPs has decreased sharply from about 2.5 
million to less than 1 million, as some of the 
forced displacement situations were resolved 
in countries such as Indonesia and the Phil-
ippines (though Myanmar remains a notable 
exception).

In Latin America and the Caribbean, the 
number of refugees remains below 400,000. 
But the number of IDPs has nearly quadrupled 
since 2001, reflecting a continuing increase in 
Colombia, and additional movements in Cen-
tral America as a result of criminal violence.

In Europe and Central Asia (including EU 
member countries), the number of refugees 
fluctuated between 1.5 million and 3 mil-
lion until 2013, but it climbed sharply with 
the arrival of Syrian refugees in Turkey. IDP 

numbers have fluctuated between around 2 
million and, more recently, 4 million. They 
reflect the legacy of past conflicts, including 
those in the Caucasus, Cyprus, eastern Tur-
key, former Yugoslavia, and a more recent 
influx in Ukraine.

Ten conflicts at the root of the 
crisis

The story of global displacement can be 
traced to just a few conflicts. The same ten 
have accounted for the majority of the forci-
bly displaced under the United Nations High 
Commissioner for Refugees’ (UNHCR’s) 
mandate, both refugees and IDPs, every year 
since 1991 (figure 1.6).11 In South Asia and 
the Middle East, these include prolonged 
conflicts in Afghanistan and Iraq and the 
more recent Syrian crisis; in Africa, persis-
tent conflict and instability in Burundi, the 
Democratic Republic of Congo, Somalia, 
and Sudan; in Latin America, four decades 
of internal armed conflict in Colombia; and 
in Europe and Central Asia, wars in the Cau-
casus and the former Yugoslavia (figure 1.7). 
Protracted forced displacement situations 
are but a symptom of protracted conflicts.

FIGURE 1.6  The same 10 conflicts have caused the majority of forced displacement every 
year since 1991
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The persistent refugee crisis12

As of end-2015, the three largest countries 
of origin for refugees—Syria (4.8 million), 
Afghanistan (2.7 million), and Somalia (1.1 
million)—accounted for half of all refugees 
under UNHCR mandate. Other large coun-
tries of origin included South Sudan, Sudan, 
the Democratic Republic of Congo, the Cen-
tral African Republic, Myanmar, Eritrea, 
and Colombia (map 1.1). These countries 
have consistently accounted for more than 

60 percent of the total since 2006. In total, at 
the end of 2015, 32 countries were the source 
of large numbers of refugees (over 25,000)—
about one country out of six worldwide. The 
Middle East was the origin of 34 percent of 
refugees, Sub-Saharan Africa 33 percent, and 
South Asia 19 percent (excluding Palestinian 
refugees). 

In most countries of origin, refugees ac-
count for less than 5 percent of the popu-
lation, but in six, they account for more: 
Syria, 26 percent; Somalia, 10 percent; the 

MAP 1.1 Main refugee origin countries
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Source: UNHCR 2016b.
Note: Includes refugee-like situations.

FIGURE 1.7 Top 15 countries and territories of origin for forced displacement
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Central African Republic, 10 percent; Af-
ghanistan, 8 percent; Eritrea, 8 percent; and 
South Sudan, 6 percent. 

An uneven sharing of hosting 
responsibilities

Refugee-hosting countries are typically the 
neighbors of countries of origin. Although 
almost all countries host some refugees, 
responsibilities are unevenly shared (map 
1.2). As of end-2015, three of Syria’s neigh-
bors (Turkey, Lebanon, and Jordan) hosted 
27 percent of all refugees worldwide; two of 
Afghanistan’s neighbors (Pakistan and the 
Islamic Republic of Iran) 16 percent; and 
two of Somalia’s and South Sudan’s neigh-
bors (Ethiopia and Kenya) 7 percent. In ad-
dition, some countries are accommodating 
large numbers of asylum-seekers for whom 
the determination of refugee status is on-
going. This includes South Africa (1.1 mil-
lion), Germany (421,000), the United States 
(286,000), Turkey (212,000), and Sweden 
(157,000). 

The stability in the list of countries of 
origin almost automatically translates into 
a similar degree of stability among key host 
countries. Since 1991, about 15 countries, 
overwhelmingly in the developing world, 
have consistently hosted the bulk of refugees 
(figure 1.8).13 

In most host countries, refugees account 
for less than 1 percent of the population, 
which is relatively modest (box 1.3). In a 
few (namely Turkey, Chad, Djibouti, and 
South Sudan), refugees account for 2 to 3.5 
percent of the population. Only in Lebanon 
and Jordan, which besides accommodating 
large numbers of Palestinian refugees have 
also received successive waves of Iraqi and 
Syrian refugees does the ratio exceed 4 per-
cent (figure 1.9).

An accelerating IDP crisis

Most IDPs live in relatively few countries (map 
1.3). In 2015, the ten largest IDP countries 
(Syria, Colombia, Iraq, Sudan, the Republic 
of Yemen, Nigeria, South Sudan, Ukraine, the 
Democratic Republic of Congo, and Pakistan) 
accounted for about three-quarters of the 
global total. Moreover, these same countries 
have accounted for over half the world’s IDPs 
every year since disaggregated data became 
available in 2001. Of all countries where IDPs 
were reported (53 in total), about 32 percent 
had more than 500,000 IDPs, 28 percent be-
tween 100,000 and 500,000 IDPs, 23 percent 
between 25,000 and 100,000 IDPs, and 17 
percent less than 25,000 IDPs. 

IDPs account for more than 5 percent of 
the population in 12 countries: Azerbaijan, 
the Central African Republic, Colombia, 

MAP 1.2 Main refugee host countries
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FIGURE 1.9 Refugees typically account for a small share of the host country’s population
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FIGURE 1.8  The same 15 countries have been hosting a majority of refugees every year 
since 1991
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BOX 1.3 Comparing shares—refugees and economic migrants

The typical share of economic 
migrants in a host population is much 
larger than that of refugees: over 50 
percent in most Gulf countries—for 
example, the United Arab Emirates (88 
percent), Qatar (91 percent), Kuwait 
(72 percent), and Bahrain (54 percent); 

above 20 percent in countries like 
Australia and Canada; and typically 10 
to 15 percent in the United States and 
in the main EU destination countries.a 
The EU has about 33 million people 
born outside the bloc: by contrast, it 
received about 1.3 million refugees by 

2015. Among developing countries, 
those hosting refugees often also 
welcome economic migrants, 
sometimes in far larger numbers. 
There were an estimated 94 million 
migrants in the global “South” in 
2015, against 13 million refugees.

a. IOM 2014.
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increases the impact on the displaced: ev-
erything else equal, the longer the forcibly 
displaced spend “in limbo,” the more diffi-
cult their recovery. The average duration of 
forced displacement also influences public 
perceptions in host countries.14

For people who are currently refugees, 
the average duration of exile stands at 10.3 
years, and the median duration at four 
years—that is half of them have spent four 
years or more in exile, half less.15 Since 1991, 
the average duration has fluctuated between 
about eight years in 1991 and a peak of fif-
teen years in 2006.16 The number of refugees 
in protracted situations (five years of exile or 
more) has been fairly stable since 1991, at 5 
to 7 million: it stood at 6.6 million at the end 
of 2015. For this group, the average duration 
of exile reached 21.2 years (and the median 
19 years), though this is largely influenced 
by the situation of Afghan refugees.17

If all situations are aggregated (fig-
ure 1.13), there are about 8.9 million people 
who have been displaced over the last four 
years. This includes about 4.8 million Syr-
ians, as well as people fleeing from South 
Sudan (0.7 million), Afghanistan (0.3 mil-
lion), Ukraine (0.3 million), the Central 
African Republic (0.3 million), and Paki-
stan (0.2 million). Another large cohort, of 
about 2.2 million people, has spent between 

Cyprus, the Democratic Republic of Congo, 
Iraq, Libya, El Salvador, Somalia, South 
Sudan, Sudan, and Syria.

The stability of IDP countries varies sig-
nificantly. About 27 percent of IDPs (11 mil-
lion people) live in countries where develop-
ment actors cannot engage at scale because 
of the intensity of conflict, for example Syria, 
Libya, or the Republic of Yemen. Another 
37 percent (15 million) live in environments 
that are still largely in flux, such as in east-
ern Democratic Republic of Congo, Iraq, 
northern Nigeria, Somalia, or South Sudan. 
The last group (15 million people) are peo-
ple who have been IDPs for a long time, 
and may have achieved a degree of socio-
economic inclusion in stable hosting areas, 
for example in countries such as Colombia, 
India, and Bosnia and Herzegovina.

Some unexpected 
characteristics of the crisis

Less than four years in exile for 
half of refugees

The duration of forced displacement varies: 
the exile of Kosovars in 1999 lasted for sev-
eral weeks, while it has reached close to 70 
years for Palestinians. From a development 
perspective, the duration of displacement 

MAP 1.3 Main IDP countries
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Source: UNHCR 2016b.
Note: This includes only UNHCR-monitored internally displaced persons (IDPs). 
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Are IDPs refugees in waiting?

Most refugees have been IDPs prior to 
crossing a border. This is because fleeing 
and moving to a foreign country is often 
a long and complex journey: while on the 
move, and as long as they have not success-
fully exited their own country, future refu-
gees are IDPs. 

Once people settle, however, there is no 
evidence of significant shifts from IDP to 
refugee situations. In fact, in most situa-
tions, the number of IDPs and the number 
of refugees increase or decline in tandem. 
When internal displacement is protracted 
(for example in Colombia), this often does 
not result in large refugee outflows. Refugees 
and IDPs are fleeing the same risks by going 
to different destinations: past the initial time 
of confusion the composition of both groups 
can be fairly stable.

Most forcibly displaced out of 
camps, often in urban centers

About 24 percent of refugees live in man-
aged camps or in collective centers. They 
are largely concentrated in Sub-Saharan 
Africa and South Asia.19 Most refugees 
in other regions live in individual accom-
modation (figure 1.11). The largest refugee 
camps are in Africa, especially around So-
malia and South Sudan. As of end-2015, 

5 and 9 years in exile. It includes refugees 
from Afghanistan (0.5 million), the bulk of 
the current Somali refugees (0.4 million), 
and people fleeing from Colombia (0.3 mil-
lion) and Myanmar (0.2 million). About 2 
million people have been in exile between 
10 and 34 years. This includes three rela-
tively large groups, about 0.2 million Suda-
nese, who left their country around 14 years 
ago, and 0.1 million Somalis and 0.1 million 
Eritreans who left their country between 23 
and 26 years ago. Finally, about 2.2 million 
people have been in exile for 35 to 37 years, 
including 1.9 million Afghans and 0.3 mil-
lion ethnic Chinese who fled into China 
during the 1979 war with Vietnam. There 
are a few situations that are even more 
protracted, for example up to 55 years for 
Western Sahara Territory. 

Comparable data are not available for 
IDPs. The definition of a “protracted situa-
tion” for IDPs is complex, considering that 
there is no clear definition of what would 
constitute a measurable end-point for their 
ordeal. By 2014, there were 53 countries 
in which people had been living in inter-
nal displacement for more than 10 years.18 
However this includes a large number of 
people who may have decided to perma-
nently resettle in their host areas. Case 
studies might well provide more useful in-
sights than these aggregate global figures.

FIGURE 1.10 How many years have refugees spent in exile?
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these included Dadaab, in Kenya (with 
about 300,000 to 400,000 refugees, mainly 
from Somalia); Dollo Ado, in Ethiopia (with 
about 200,000 refugees, largely from So-
malia); and Kakuma, in Kenya (with about 
160,000 refugees, primarily from Somalia 
and South Sudan). There were also large 
camps in Jordan, such as Zaatari (with 
about 80,000 refugees, mainly from Syria). 
Smaller (managed) refugee camps account 
for about 3.4 million people.

IDPs also overwhelmingly live in individ-
ual accommodations (figure 1.12). Less than 
1 percent of them live in managed camps 
and another 11 percent in self-settled camps, 
mainly in Sub-Saharan Africa.20 In contrast, 
most IDPs in other regions live in individual 
accommodation. 

Forced displacement is also largely and 
increasingly an urban phenomenon (fig-
ure 1.13). About 50 percent of refugees and 
IDPs live in cities and towns where they seek 
security, anonymity, better access to services, 
and job opportunities. This is especially the 
case in middle-income environments in the 
Middle East, Europe, and the Americas. It is 
less so in Africa and South Asia, but given 
the projected rapid urbanization of these 
regions, there too displaced persons are 

increasingly likely to seek refuge in cities and 
towns. When forced displacement leads to 
urbanization (albeit under duress), it may be 
difficult to reverse the flows on a large scale. 
Indeed, urbanization is a long-term trend 
and is overwhelmingly a one-way process: 
returns from cities to rural settings are rare, 
especially in developing countries. 

Insufficient data

Enhancing the comprehensiveness, quality, 
and reliability of available data is a critical 
part of the development agenda on forced dis-
placement. Data provide the basis on which 
support programs and policy advice can 
be developed. They also shape public opin-
ion and underpin the political discourse on 
forced displacement. Yet, figures that are cur-
rently available have significant limitations. 

How reliable are available data?

Methods and definitions for collecting and 
aggregating data vary widely across coun-
tries. Some data may provide acceptable 
insights into the crisis, but in many cases 
they provide only an incomplete picture 
and they are often not comparable across 

FIGURE 1.11  Most refugees live out of camps, and camps are concentrated in Africa and 
South Asia

a. Refugees by accommodation type b. Refugees by accommodation type, by region
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though this group represents the bulk of 
the forcibly displaced. At this stage, it is 
not possible to assess how close some es-
timates may be to the actual situation on 
the ground, nor whether they provide an 
over- or an underevaluation.

To gain a full understanding of a forced 
displacement situation, aggregate data often 

different situations. An assessment of the 
methodology used to derive estimates 
(table 1.1) suggests that existing figures 
ought to be taken with a degree of caution, 
and that data users should be aware of their 
limitations and of the corresponding error 
margins. This is especially the case for IDP 
numbers, which are the least robust—even 

FIGURE 1.13  Forced displacement is more urban in middle-income countries, and more 
rural in low-income countries
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FIGURE 1.12 The vast majority of IDPs live in individual accommodations

a. IDPs by accommodation type b. IDPs by accommodation, by region
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need to be complemented by microlevel 
studies, for example to determine the factors 
that may cause people to move, to assess their 
socioeconomic situation, or to evaluate their 
economic impact on host communities. This 
area of study has been largely neglected by 
economists,21 and there are only few quan-
titative studies, which are often limited in 
scope,22 and focused on short-term impacts 
in camps or rural settings (even as forcibly 
displaced persons are increasingly urban-
ized).23 Research is constrained not only by 
the lack of data, but also by econometric 
and methodological challenges—sampling, 
counterfactual scenarios, and so on.24 Quali-
tative case studies may provide additional 
information, but the degree of methodologi-
cal rigor is highly variable, ranging from 
anecdotal reports to operational analyses by 
humanitarian and aid agencies, and from ad-
vocacy pieces to anthropological studies. 

Refugees: Compilation 
complications

Collecting accurate statistical data on refu-
gees is complex. At the global level, UNHCR 
is leading this effort, relying on direct regis-
tration or on data provided by host govern-
ments.25 International organizations such 
as Eurostat for the EU, national institutions, 
and nongovernmental organizations also 
compile information, with varying degrees 
of completeness, quality and timeliness.26 
Where appropriate, UNHCR and its part-
ners can provide resources and technical 
assistance for data collection.27 

Statistics on Palestinian refugees are based 
on registration. Such registration is volun-
tary, although it is required to access services 
provided by the United Nations Relief and 
Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the 
Near East (UNRWA). Deregistration in the 
case of death of a family member is also vol-
untary, and there may be few incentives to 
deregister. Palestinian refugees living outside 
UNRWA’s five areas of operation (Jordan, 
Lebanon, Syria, Gaza, and the West Bank) 
fall under the responsibility of UNHCR and 
are included in UNHCR statistics. 

Yet, detailed definitions and data collec-
tion methodologies vary across countries 
and agencies, which can lead to substantial 
variations in aggregate numbers (box 1.4).28 
For example, some countries consider the 
children of refugees as refugees themselves, 
while other countries give them a different 
status. Refugees may not present themselves 
for registration when they perceive the risks 
of registration as outweighing its benefits (as 
for large numbers of Libyans who have fled 
to Tunisia). Conversely, there may be weak 
incentives for deregistration (as in the event 
of death) when it is linked to the provision 
of services or other entitlements. In mass 
refugee situations and when populations are 
highly mobile, maintaining a refugee regis-
ter can be problematic. Refugee data may 
also be politically sensitive: data privacy is 
critical where protection trumps many other 
considerations, yet it may also enable politi-
cal manipulation—as, for example, to dem-
onstrate that a situation has been resolved or 
that it still requires resolution. 

TABLE 1.1 Rating of methodologies

Robustness of methodologies used to estimate 
populationsa

Refugee situations 
(%)

IDP situations  
(%)

Refugees and 
IDPs (%)

A (highest)  88   22

B  12  2  5

C   46  34

D (lowest)   52  39

Note: IDP = internally displaced person.
a. The robustness of data collection methodology is assessed as follows: A = figures are established based on an actual counting of 
persons (registration) by a national or international institution; B = figures are established based on an actual counting of persons 
(registration) by a national or international institution for a portion of the population and on an estimate for the other part, or data 
originate from different sources including statistical ones and a review process is in place; C = there is no information on parts of the 
country; D = there is no single institution in charge of monitoring and different undocumented methodologies are used for available data, 
or there is no information on large parts of the country, or only outdated data are available.
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IDPs: A blurred picture

Gathering data on IDPs is even more com-
plex than for refugees. Statistics are collected 
by a number of actors, including govern-
ments; international actors such as UNHCR, 
the International Committee of the Red 
Cross, the World Food Programme, and the 
International Organization for Migration 
(IOM); nongovernmental organizations; and 
the media.29 The Office for the Coordination 
of Humanitarian Affairs of the United Na-
tions Secretariat (OCHA) also compiles and 
disseminates statistical information gathered 
by operational agencies at the field level. Ag-
gregate estimates are rarely consistent across 
sources and disaggregated breakdowns 
by age and sex are available for only a few 
countries.30

Data published by the Internal Displace-
ment Monitoring Centre (IDMC) are often 
used as references. These estimates are based 
on a wide range of secondary sources, includ-
ing national governments, the United Nations 
(UN) and other international organizations, 
national and international nongovernmental 
organizations, human rights organizations, 
and the media. IDMC publishes estimates 
of internal displacement caused by conflict, 

generalized violence, and human rights viola-
tions for over 50 countries.31 

IDMC acknowledges the challenges tied 
to such an exercise and the corresponding 
limitations in terms of data quality, reliabil-
ity, and comparability (box 1.5).32 For ex-
ample, it reported sweeping revisions of 2014 
figures due to methodological changes in the 
way sources collect and analyze data, multi-
plying by four the estimated number of IDPs 
in Côte d’Ivoire and dividing the equivalent 
figure by three in Nigeria. 

Host communities: No numbers

There is no global estimate for the number of 
people living in host communities “affected” 
by forced displacement (box 1.6). A few an-
ecdotal reports on specific situations aside, 
systematic collection of data and an agreed 
definition of what constitutes an “affected 
community” are lacking. Yet, the number of 
people living in host communities and af-
fected by forced displacement (positively or 
negatively) is likely to be large, and the wel-
fare of these communities is critical for the 
political economy of asylum and integration.

Data on returnees are also in short sup-
ply. UNHCR publishes data on refugees who 
have returned to their host countries, and 
IDMC collects information on IDP return-
ees. In practice, the quality of data is more 
solid for those who have returned with as-
sistance from UNHCR or other international 
agencies, than for unassisted returns. An 
additional group of concern is composed of 
stateless people (box 1.7).

An agenda for better data
A substantial effort is needed to enhance 
the availability, quality, reliability, and com-
parability of data on forced displacement. 
This will require concerted action by all con-
cerned, affected governments, international 
organizations, bilateral donors, and nongov-
ernmental organizations. While data collec-
tion and analysis can be expensive, they often 
lead to far lower costs or much higher effec-
tiveness in the planning and implementation 
of relief and development activities. As such 
it is a critical investment and requires an up-
front commitment of resources. 

BOX 1.4 Norway has 18,000 refugees … or is it 132,000?

Differences of definitions and 
methodologies can translate 
into major inconsistencies in the 
numbers of refugees available for 
a given country, including in the 
case of high-income countries 
with good statistical systems. 
For example, the Norwegian 
authorities and UNHCR noted 
significant discrepancies 
between the numbers of 
refugees reported for the end of 
2013: 46,033 by UNHCR, 18,734 
by Eurostat, and 132,203 by 
Statistics Norway.a This led them 
to engage in a promising initiative 
to strengthen data quality.

These inconsistencies 
originate in differences in 

definitions, time frames, and 
statistical methods, including the 
mixing of flow and stock data. 
The UNHCR estimate is based 
on the total number of asylum-
seekers granted a positive 
decision on their asylum claim 
over the past ten years. The 
Eurostat estimate is based on 
valid residence permits issued 
to those granted refugee status 
or subsidiary protection. And 
the Statistics Norway estimate 
is based on the number of 
“principal applicants”—179,534 
when including persons who 
have been given a residence 
permit owing to a family 
relationship with refugees.

a. ECOSOC 2015.
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Strengthen the collection and 
dissemination of basic data

Basic forced displacement data includes 
numbers of displaced persons, demo-
graphic characteristics (such as age and 
gender), location, accommodation, and 
so on. To strengthen their quality, comple-
mentary efforts are needed along three 
directions: first, to develop a single meth-
odology (including a common set of defi-
nitions) that can be used by all those in-
volved, so as to allow for comparability; 
second, to enhance collection capacity on 
the ground, including by increasingly rely-
ing on country systems where it is appro-
priate; and third, to enhance transparency 
on the limitations and error margins asso-
ciated with specific data (box 1.8).

Move toward an “open data” 
system

Forced displacement data are currently avail-
able in aggregate form only. Yet, experience 
in other areas has shown that the publication 
of raw data by governments and international 
organizations often triggers a strong response 
by the research community (box  1.9). It also 
enables strong quality control by the users 
themselves, which in turn provides an impetus 
to upgrading data systems. It can yield unex-
pected results, in the form of new findings and 
analysis to enhance the global understanding 
of an issue and the design of responses. 

There are, of course, important protec-
tion concerns over forced displacement data: 
by definition, refugees and IDPs are fleeing 
a threat, and the information they provide 

BOX 1.5 The challenges of data collection for IDPs

Statistical definitions. Although 
IDMC’s definitions are based on 
the UN Guiding Principles, there 
are variations across sources with 
regard to definitions and methods. 
For example, nomadic populations 
account for relatively large numbers 
of IDPs in the Horn of Africa 
and increasingly so in the Sahel: 
defining what constitutes internal 
displacement for such groups is 
difficult.a Some countries register 
children born in displacement as 
IDPs (as in Azerbaijan, Cyprus, 
and Georgia), others do not; some 
countries systematically adjust 
register numbers for death, others 
do not (as in Colombia). Comparing 
or adding data across situations 
hence becomes difficult.

Lack of a clearly measurable 
“end-event.” Large numbers of 
IDPs have moved from rural to 
urban settings. Their displacement 
is part of an urbanization process 
(albeit under terrible circumstances) 
which is unlikely to be reversed. In 

countries such as Colombia, IDP 
status is not attached to an individual 
but to a family, and is transmitted 
down the generations (as a claim for 
potential compensation). In others, 
deregistration signifies not the 
achievement of a durable solution but 
rather the end of state or international 
support. The absence of a clear and 
operational approach to defining the 
“end” of internal displacement may 
be one of the factors behind the 
continued rise in global IDP numbers.

Political considerations. The 
registration of IDPs can be greatly 
undermined by the unwillingness of 
a government to acknowledge their 
situation and enable humanitarian 
agencies to respond. Some countries 
are reluctant to acknowledge the 
existence of IDPs or are inclined to 
manipulate numbers to demonstrate 
progress in military operations (or 
to suggest a deterioration of the 
situation). Other countries may find 
it politically expedient to artificially 
prolong IDP status. 

Practical challenges. The fluidity of 
population movements and security 
concerns combine to make primary 
data collection almost impossible in 
many areas. Those collecting data 
often focus on IDPs in relatively 
stable and accessible locations, 
such as camps, collective centers, 
and residential areas with high 
concentrations of IDPs. In the areas 
most difficult to access, they rely on 
“local informers” who may not be in 
a position to provide numbers. It is 
also often hard to differentiate IDPs 
from other persons who have moved 
within a country (often for reasons of 
work, family, housing, or education) 
or to adjust for the fact that IDPs 
may have been displaced several 
times. In some countries, data 
collectors use different coefficients 
to convert households into 
individuals. And there is a substantial 
risk of over- or undercounting when 
aggregating data collected from 
different sources.

a. This is typically defined as nomads not having access to their traditional routes, but such routes vary.
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BOX 1.6 Estimating the number of affected “hosts”

Being “affected” is a difficult concept, 
which may vary over time or even within 
a community. For a rural refugee camp, 
the impact might be significant (positive or 
negative) but it is geographically limited to 
the immediate vicinity, while for refugees 
dispersed in an urban environment, it may 
be more diffuse. Short of household-level 
longitudinal surveys, it is difficult to go beyond 
calculating the number of people who live in 
an area where forcibly displaced persons are 
hosted. Yet no simple methodology exists 
to make such a calculation or to establish a 
“threshold” above which a flow is considered 
large enough to have a socioeconomic impact 
on host communities.

Is it possible at least to establish some 
orders of magnitude?a A rough calculation 
suggests that the number of people living 
in communities hosting refugees can be 
estimated at four times the number of 
refugees if a 5 percent threshold is selected 
(that is, if refugees account for 5 percent 
or more of the total population) and at ten 

times the number of refugees if a 1 percent 
threshold is selected. There are of course 
huge variations across situations. Yet they 
suggest that the number of people living in 
host communities is sizable.

IDPs have additional complexities. The 
mere definition of “hosts” is problematic, 
as IDPs are nationals and there is hence 
no “host country,” even though there may 
be “host communities” in areas receiving 
large numbers of displaced persons. When 
a conflict is ongoing (typically in many 
IDP countries), the entire population may 
be affected by violence, and the relative 
impact of IDPs may not be determinant. 
Further, when people have been settled in 
an urban environment for a long time, the 
impact on the original city dwellers may not 
be much different from that of other rural 
migrants. The ambiguities and limitations of 
IDP definitions also complicate the issue. A 
case-by-case analysis, based on household-
level data, would be needed to determine 
who is affected and to what extent. 

a.  The following two-step approach was followed. The first step consists in calculating the density of ref-
ugees within a particular area. UNHCR is publishing data on the physical location of refugees, at a dis-
aggregated level (equivalent to a county in most countries). By overlaying these estimates with local 
population census data, it is possible to calculate refugee densities (there are some methodological 
difficulties in doing this, since some data sets are incomplete or not available at equivalent levels of 
disaggregation). The second step consists in defining a “threshold density” above which a community 
is considered affected. Past the threshold, all people living in the area are considered affected; under 
the threshold nobody is.

BOX 1.7 Another group of concern: Stateless people

Statelessness—not being considered 
nationals by any state—affects at least ten 
milli.on people in the world according to 
UNHCR. Given that the World Bank estimates 
that some 1.5 billion people have no 
documents to prove their identity, the number 
of people at risk of statelessness may be far 
higher.a The largest stateless populations are 
in Asia, Africa, and the Middle East, but there 
is no continent or state that does not have 
some stateless people.b The major causes 
of statelessness are discrimination in law or 
practice (typically based on ethnicity, race, 

gender, religion, or linguistic minority status); 
state succession; and conflicts between 
nationality laws. 

Stateless persons often live in precarious 
and vulnerable situations in their countries 
of habitual residence. Many are denied the 
right to education, health care, and formal 
employment; many face restrictions to their 
freedom of movement and may be at risk 
of arbitrary and prolonged detention. Such 
deprivations may be so severe as to force 
them to flee their homeland or place of 
residence.

a. See World Bank ID4D web page (http://blogs.worldbank.org/category/tags/id4d).
b.  See UNHCR’s Statistical Yearbook and Global Trends reports for country reporting on stateless persons 

(http://www.unhcr.org/figures-at-a-glance.html).
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under the seal of confidentiality needs to 
be safeguarded. Various methods have been 
used to anonymize raw data across a broad 
range of other areas, like medical records, 
and are commonly used by governments 
across the world. 

Carry out country-level analyses 
of the challenges faced by the 
forcibly displaced and their hosts

A detailed understanding of the challenges 
and opportunities is needed to design ef-
fective development interventions that can 
yield sustainable results over the medium 
term. For example, detailed information is 
needed on the socioeconomic character-
istics of refugees and IDPs, their skills, the 
ordeals they have gone through, their loca-
tions, the jobs and services that are available 
in the areas where they are accommodated, 
and so on. For example, such work has been 
piloted in Jordan and Lebanon to assess the 
poverty and vulnerability of Syrian refugees, 
and this should be extended to other set-
tings. Strengthening the capacity of national 
research centers to take part in or to lead 
such work will be critical for sustainability.

Develop a shared platform to 
build evidence on responses to 
the crisis

Evidence that is critical to designing sound 
development interventions, such as infor-
mation on what may work, and in which 

context, is lacking. Collating lessons of ex-
perience and carrying out rigorous impact 
evaluations is essential to inform the design 
of future operations. Given scarce resources 
and multiple actors involved, it may be im-
portant to develop a platform where infor-
mation can be exchanged, where govern-
ments and donors can learn from each other, 
and where further investigations can be 
planned in a coordinated manner. The gov-
ernment of the United Kingdom, UNHCR, 
and the World Bank Group are in the process 
of developing such a platform, which could 
be joined and used by others. 

BOX 1.8 Institutionalizing data collection

The presentation by Norway and UNHCR 
of a “Report on Statistics on Refugees 
and IDPs” at the 46th session of the UN 
Statistical Commission in March 2015 
initiated an inter-governmental process 
to harmonize methodologies and prepare 
for a greater reliance on national statistical 
systems.a Under this process, national 
statistical offices will work together and 

develop a set of recommendations for use by 
countries and international organizations to 
improve data collection methods, reporting, 
data disaggregation, and overall quality. 
Agencies such as UNHCR and IDMC can 
play a complementary role in ensuring 
quality, providing technical assistance, and 
aggregating data for global analyses. 

a. ECOSOC 2015.

BOX 1.9 Open data

In 2004, a British heart surgeon 
Sir Bruce Keogh, persuaded his 
colleagues to publish comparable 
data on their individual clinical 
outcomes. This prompted 
surgeons to reflect on their 
practices. As a result, seven years 
later, dramatic improvements in 
survival rates were reported: in 
some procedures more than a 
third of patients survived when 
they might previously have died.a 

This effort was symptomatic of 
a broader approach to unleash the 
potential of data sharing. Some 
governments and international 
institutions have now published 
data on a broad range of issues, 

which has proven instrumental in 
reinforcing users’ feedback and 
stimulating research. For example, 
the World Bank Group launched 
its Open Data Initiative in 2010. 
Under this initiative, visitors to the 
open data website can easily find, 
download, manipulate, use, and 
reuse the data compiled by the 
World Bank, without restriction. 
This has allowed individuals, 
groups, and organizations to 
create applications, programs, 
visualizations, and other tools 
that innovate and help monitor 
and measure progress of various 
development initiatives and 
projects.

a. Kelsey 2011.
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Annex 1A

Legal definitions

The 1951 Convention Relating to the Sta-
tus of Refugees (1951 Convention), later 
amended by the 1967 Protocol,33 defines 
refugees in terms of their vulnerability due 
to the denial or loss of state protection.34 A 
refugee is “a person who is outside his or her 
country of nationality or habitual residence; 
has a well-founded fear of being persecuted 
because of his or her race, religion, national-
ity, membership of a particular social group, 
or political opinion; and is unable or unwill-
ing to avail him or herself of the protection 
of that country, or to return there, for fear of 
persecution.”35 Refugee status is not accorded 
to those who flee intolerable economic con-
ditions, poverty, famine or environmental 
catastrophes (unless these are consequences 
of or related to persecution). 

In Africa, the 1969 Convention Govern-
ing the Specific Aspects of Refugee Prob-
lems in Africa (Organization of African 
Unity [OAU] Convention) adds to the 1951 
Convention definition by recognizing as 
refugees people who are forced to flee due 
to “external aggression, occupation, foreign 
domination or events seriously disturb-
ing public order in either part or the whole 
of his country of origin or nationality.” In 
Latin America, the 1984 Cartagena Declara-
tion on Refugees (Cartagena Declaration), 
which was heavily influenced by the OAU 
Convention, similarly expands the defini-
tion of refugees to include “persons who 
have fled their country because their lives, 
safety or freedom have been threatened by 
generalized violence, foreign aggression, 
internal conflicts, massive violations of 
human rights or other circumstances which 
have seriously disturbed public order.” 

The legal definition of Palestinian refu-
gees is unique and distinct from the 1951 
Convention.36 These refugees fall within 
the mandate of the United Nations Relief 
and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees 
in the Near East (UNRWA).37 UNRWA de-
fines Palestinian refugees as persons, and 
their patrilineal descendants, whose normal 

place of residence was the British Mandate 
for Palestine during the period 1 June 1946 
to 15 May 1948, and who lost their homes 
and livelihoods as a result of the 1948 con-
flict. People displaced by the 1967 and 1982 
Arab-Israeli conflicts are also entitled to 
receive UNRWA services. The status of Pal-
estinian refugees is linked to their political 
aspirations for recognition of their “right 
of return,” and it is maintained even in the 
event of naturalization (such as acquisition 
of Jordanian citizenship) or resettlement in 
a third country (as in Europe). Palestinian 
refugees receiving protection or assistance 
from UNRWA are excluded from the 1951 
Convention and its 1967 Protocol, unless 
such protection or assistance has ceased.38

Asylum-seekers are individuals who 
have sought international protection but 
whose claims for protection have not yet 
been determined. The right to seek and 
enjoy asylum is implemented in part by 
the 1951 Convention and its 1967 Protocol. 
Central to the right to asylum is the prin-
ciple of non-refoulement, which prohibits 
states from expelling or returning a refugee 
to a territory where she or he would be at 
risk of threats to life or freedom. States are 
required to make independent inquiries as 
to the need for international protection of 
persons seeking asylum and allow such per-
sons access to fair and efficient procedures 
for determining their international protec-
tion needs and recognize their refugee sta-
tus. While their claims for protection are 
being determined, asylum-seekers may not 
be returned to their country of origin. The 
status of “refugee” is recognized by states 
or, in some instances, by UNHCR under 
its mandate, based on a determination of 
whether or not a person fulfills the criteria 
contained in the 1951 Convention or other 
applicable legal instruments.39 Refugee de-
termination processes vary according to the 
national law and policy in which they are 
embedded. Most national procedures re-
quire those seeking asylum to make a claim, 
which is examined by competent authorities 
to lead to a decision. Refugee status can also 
be recognized on a prima facie basis. In this 
situation, groups of persons are acknowl-
edged as refugees on a group basis because 
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of the “readily apparent and objective rea-
sons for flight and circumstances in the 
country of origin.”40 Although a prima facie 
approach may be applied within individual 
refugee status determination procedures, it 
is more often used in group situations, for 
example where individual status determina-
tion is impractical, impossible or unneces-
sary in large-scale situations.41 

There is no international legal framework 
for protection, assistance, or solutions for 
internally displaced persons (IDPs): these 
people remain a state responsibility. Many 
national laws and regulations on internal 
displacement do not include a definition 
of internal displacement, but those that do 
often reflect the description of IDPs con-
tained in the Guiding Principles on internal 
displacement, established by the United Na-
tions in 2004.42 Under these principles, IDPs 
are “persons or groups of persons who have 
been forced or obliged to flee or to leave their 
homes or places of habitual residence, in 
particular as a result of or in order to avoid 
the effects of armed conflict, situations of 
generalized violence, violations of human 

rights or natural or human-made disasters, 
and who have not crossed an internation-
ally recognized State border.”43 The African 
Union Convention for the Protection and 
Assistance of Internally Displaced Persons 
in Africa, (the Kampala Convention) which 
came into force in 2012, uses the same defi-
nition.44 The United Nations (UN) Guiding 
Principles, the Kampala Convention and the 
Inter-Agency Standing Committee (IASC) 
Framework on Durable Solutions for IDPs 
identify three ways in which internal dis-
placement can end: voluntary and sustain-
able reintegration at the place of origin (re-
turn); sustainable local integration in areas 
where IDPs take refuge (local integration); 
and voluntary and sustainable integration in 
another part of the country (settlement else-
where in the country).45

Finally, host communities are not defined 
in legal conventions and international and 
regional agreements on forced displacement, 
and the people whose welfare is impacted 
by the presence of displaced populations are 
typically not included in statistics of people 
affected by forced displacement. 
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Annex 1B

Country of 
asylum Country of origin Refugees

Turkey Syrian Arab Republic  2,503,549 

Pakistan Afghanistan  1,560,592 

Lebanon Syrian Arab Republic  1,062,690 

Iran, Islamic Rep. Afghanistan  951,142 

Jordan Syrian Arab Republic  628,223 

Kenya Somalia  417,920 

Russian Federation Ukraine  311,407 

China Vietnam  300,896 

Chad Sudan  299,750 

Ethiopia South Sudan  281,508 

Cameroon Central African 
Republic

 267,463 

Afghanistan Pakistan  257,523 

Ethiopia Somalia  256,669 

Yemen, Rep. Somalia  253,215 

Congo, Dem. Rep. Rwanda  245,052 

Iraq Syrian Arab Republic  244,642 

South Sudan Sudan  241,002 

Bangladesh Myanmar  231,948 

Uganda Congo, Dem. Rep.  201,782 

Uganda South Sudan  199,359 

Sudan South Sudan  194,404 

Venezuela, R.B. Colombia  173,673 

Tanzania Burundi  155,755 

Ethiopia Eritrea  155,231 

Ecuador Colombia  120,685 

Egypt, Arab Rep. Syrian Arab Republic  117,635 

Germany Syrian Arab Republic  115,604 

India China  110,098 

Congo, Dem. Rep. Central African 
Republic

 107,929 

Thailand Myanmar  106,349 

Sudan Eritrea  98,676 

Kenya South Sudan  95,671 

Country of 
asylum Country of origin Refugees

Algeria Western Sahara 
Territory

 90,000 

Malaysia Myanmar  88,637 

United States China  74,020 

Rwanda Congo, Dem. Rep.  73,864 

Cameroon Nigeria  71,840 

Rwanda Burundi  70,848 

Egypt, Arab Rep. Palestinian  70,021 

France Various  68,443 

Niger Nigeria  68,321 

India Sri Lanka  64,208 

Chad Central African 
Republic

 63,397 

Niger Mali  56,012 

Tanzania Congo, Dem. Rep.  55,803 

Burundi Congo, Dem. Rep.  53,029 

Sweden Syrian Arab Republic  52,707 

Germany Iraq  51,396 

Mauritania Mali  50,233 

South Africa Somalia  41,458 

Ethiopia Sudan  37,785 

Liberia Côte d’Ivoire  36,041 

Burkina Faso Mali  33,574 

Jordan Iraq  33,256 

South Africa Congo, Dem. Rep.  32,582 

Israel Eritrea  31,708 

Germany Afghanistan  30,026 

Iran, Islamic Rep. Iraq  28,268 

Uganda Somalia  27,720 

Uganda Burundi  26,256 

Mauritania Western Sahara 
Territory

 26,007 

Serbia and Kosovo Croatia  25,962 

TABLE 1B.1 Forced displacement situations as of end-2015

a. All situations with more than 25,000 refugees, including people in refugee-like situations

(Table continues next page)
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Country of asylum Asylum-seekers

South Africa  1,096,063 

Germany  420,625 

United States  286,168 

Turkey  212,408 

Sweden  157,046 

Austria  80,075 

France  63,057 

Malaysia  60,415 

Italy  60,156 

United Kingdom  45,870 

Country of asylum Asylum-seekers

Egypt, Arab Rep.  38,171 

Hungary  36,693 

Belgium  36,009 

Uganda  35,779 

Switzerland  32,701 

Angola  30,143 

Netherlands  28,051 

Libya  27,479 

Greece  26,141 

Norway  25,316 

Country / territory 2015

Syrian Arab Republic  6,600,000 

Colombia  6,270,000 

Iraq  3,290,000 

Sudan  3,182,000 

Yemen, Rep.  2,509,000 

Nigeria  2,096,000 

South Sudan  1,697,000 

Ukraine  1,679,000 

Congo, Dem. Rep.  1,500,000 

Pakistan  1,459,000 

Somalia  1,223,000 

Afghanistan  1,174,000 

Turkey  954,000 

Myanmar  644,000 

India  612,000 

Azerbaijan  564,000 

Libya  500,000 

Central African Republic  452,000 

Ethiopia  450,000 

Bangladesh  426,000 

Kenya  309,000 

Côte d’Ivoire  303,000 

Country / territory 2015

El Salvador  289,000 

Mexico  287,000 

Cyprus  272,000 

Guatemala  251,000 

Georgia  239,000 

Palestine  221,000 

Honduras  174,000 

Niger  153,000 

Cameroon  124,000 

Chad  107,000 

Burundi  99,000 

Bosnia and Herzegovina  98,000 

Abyei Area  82,000 

Egypt, Arab Rep.  78,000 

Philippines  62,000 

Peru  60,000 

Mali  50,000 

Nepal  50,000 

Sri Lanka  44,000 

Thailand  35,000 

Uganda  30,000 

Russian Federation  27,000 

TABLE 1B.1 Forced displacement situations as of end-2015 (continued)

b. All situations with more than 25,000 asylum-seekers

Sources: Refugee and asylum-seeker data from UNHCR 2016b; internally displaced person (IDP) data from IDMC 2015.

c. All situations with more than 25,000 IDPs
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Notes
 1. See annex 1A for definition.
 2. UNHCR 2015i.
 3. The legal definition of Palestinian 

refugees is specific to this situation, 
and differs in important ways from the 
definition of refugees under the 1951 
Convention. In particular, Palestinians 
may still be considered refugees even 
if they acquire a new citizenship. The 
definition used by the United Nations 
Relief and Works Agency for Palestine 
Refugees in the Near East (UNRWA) 
is “persons whose normal place of 
residence was Palestine during the period 
1 June 1946 to 15 May 1948, and who 
lost both home and means of livelihood 
as a result of the 1948 conflict.” https://
www.unrwa.org/palestine-refugees. 

 4. UNHCR 2016b; UNRWA 2016; IDMC 
2016.

 5. UNHCR 2000.
 6. IOM 2014.
 7. Ratha et al. 2016.
 8. World Bank 2016c.
 9. This section draws largely on a forth-

coming report from the World Bank, 
“Stocktaking of Global Forced Displace-
ment Data.”

10. Based on UNHCR and UNRWA data and 
World Bank definition of regions. “Sub-
Saharan Africa” includes Angola, Benin, 
Botswana, Burkina Faso, Burundi, Cam-
eroon, the Central African Republic, 
Chad, Comoros, the Democratic Republic 
of Congo, the Republic of Congo, Côte 
d’Ivoire, Eritrea, Ethiopia, Gabon, The 
Gambia, Ghana, Guinea, Guinea-Bissau, 
Kenya, Lesotho, Liberia, Madagascar, Ma-
lawi, Mali, Mauritania, Mauritius, Mozam-
bique, Namibia, Niger, Nigeria, Rwanda, 
Senegal, Seychelles, Sierra Leone, So-
malia, South Africa, South Sudan, Sudan, 
Swaziland, Tanzania, Togo, Uganda, Zam-
bia, Zimbabwe. “South Asia” includes 
Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, 
Maldives, Nepal, Pakistan, and Sri Lanka. 
“Middle East and North Africa” includes 
Algeria, Bahrain, Djibouti, the Arab Re-
public of Egypt, the Islamic Republic of 
Iran, Iraq, Israel, Jordan, Kuwait, Leba-

non, Libya, Malta, Morocco, Oman, Qatar, 
Saudi Arabia, the Syrian Arab Republic, 
Tunisia, the United Arab Emirates, West 
Bank and Gaza, the Republic of Yemen. 
“Latin America and Caribbean” includes 
Antigua and Barbuda, Argentina, Aruba, 
The Bahamas, Barbados, Belize, Bolivia, 
Brazil, British Virgin Islands, Chile, Co-
lombia, Costa Rica, Cuba, Curaçao, Domi-
nica, the Dominican Republic, Ecuador, El 
Salvador, Grenada, Guatemala, Guyana, 
Haiti, Honduras, Jamaica, Mexico, Nica-
ragua, Panama, Paraguay, Peru, Puerto 
Rico, Sint Maarten, St. Kitts and Nevis, 
St. Lucia, St. Vincent and the Grenadines, 
Suriname, Trinidad and Tobago, Turks and 
Caicos Islands, Uruguay, República Boli-
variana de Venezuela, Virgin Islands (U.S.). 
“East Asia and Pacific” includes Ameri-
can Samoa; Australia; Brunei Darussalam; 
Cambodia; China; Fiji; French Polynesia; 
Guam; Hong Kong SAR, China; Indonesia; 
Japan; Kiribati; the Democratic People’s 
Republic of Korea; the Republic of Korea; 
the Lao People’s Democratic Republic; 
Macao SAR, China; Malaysia; the Marshall 
Islands; the Federated States of Micro-
nesia; Mongolia; Myanmar; Nauru; New 
Caledonia; New Zealand; Northern Mari-
ana Islands; Palau; Papua New Guinea; 
the Philippines; Samoa; Singapore; the 
Solomon Islands; Taiwan, China; Thailand; 
Timor-Leste; Tonga; Tuvalu; Vanuatu; Viet-
nam. “Europe and Central Asia” and EU 
member countries include Albania, An-
dorra, Armenia, Austria, Azerbaijan, Be-
larus, Belgium, Bosnia and Herzegovina, 
Bulgaria, Channel Islands, Croatia, Cy-
prus, Czech Republic, Denmark, Estonia, 
Faeroe Islands, Finland, France, Georgia, 
Germany, Gibraltar, Greece, Greenland, 
Hungary, Iceland, Ireland, Isle of Man, 
Italy, Kazakhstan, Kosovo, the Kyrgyz Re-
public, Latvia, Liechtenstein, Lithuania, 
Luxembourg, the former Yugoslav Re-
public of Macedonia, Moldovia, Monaco, 
Montenegro, the Netherlands, Norway, 
Poland, Portugal, Romania, the Russian 
Federation, San Marino, Serbia, the Slovak 
Republic, Slovenia, Spain, Sweden, Swit-
zerland, Tajikistan, Ukraine, the United 
Kingdom, Uzbekistan.
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11. Major displacement crises are identified 
based on their cumulative displacement 
figure over the period 1991–2015.

12. Unless specified otherwise, all numbers 
quoted in the text include only refugees 
under UNHCR mandate, that is, not Pales-
tinian refugees.

13. These are: Bangladesh, Chad, China, 
Ethiopia, Germany, the Islamic Republic of 
Iran, Iraq, Jordan, Kenya, Lebanon, Paki-
stan, Sudan, Turkey, Uganda, and the Re-
public of Yemen.

14. Calculations are not based on individual 
data, which would provide a more accurate 
estimate of how long on average a person 
is in displacement, but on ‘situations’ (that 
is, refugee populations in host countries 
grouped by country of origin—for ex-
ample, Ethiopia currently hosts refugees 
from Eritrea, Somalia, South Sudan and 
Sudan and so has four refugee situations). 
Calculations do not take into account fluc-
tuations in refugee numbers if the size of 
the situation remains over 25,000 people. 
Additional methodological issues further 
distort estimates of average duration, for 
example South Sudanese displacement is 
not considered to be protracted because 
disaggregated data on South Sudan, is 
only available from the country’s indepen-
dence in 2011. The choice of “five years” 
and 25,000 persons are arbitrary and sig-
nificantly influence results: a 2015 study 
(Crawford et al. 2015) using three years as 
a threshold found the number of people in 
protracted situations almost double.

15. Devictor and Do 2016.
16. This average is very sensitive to specific 

situations. For example, if Afghan refugees 
and a smaller contingent of ethnic Chinese 
who fled Vietnam to China during the 1979 
war are excluded from the calculation, the 
average duration of exile for current refu-
gees drops to 5.3 years. If Syrian refugees 
are excluded, it goes up to 14.5 years. Yet, 
if both Afghanistan and Syria (the large 
numbers on both ends of the spectrum) 
are taken out, the average goes back to 
about 11.3 years, and the median to about 
4 years. See Devictor and Do (2016).

17. This is the case if both Afghan refugees 
and a smaller contingent of ethnic Chinese 

who fled Vietnam to China during the 1979 
war are excluded.

18. IDMC 2015.
19. Based on World Bank Group definitions of 

regions, note 10.
20. Based on World Bank Group definitions of 

regions, note 10.
21. Ruiz and Vargas-Silva 2013.
22. Ruiz and Vargas-Silva 2013.
23. Ruiz and Vargas-Silva 2013; Kriebaum 2016.
24. Ruiz and Vargas-Silva 2013; Zetter and 

Vargas-Silva 2011.
25. The Office of the High Commissioner main-

tains a statistical online database with data 
on country of residence and origin, includ-
ing demographics and locations of these 
populations. Further, UNHCR has annual 
data on refugee flows and stocks dating 
back to 1951, the year the Office of the 
High Commissioner was created, and is 
currently working on making these histori-
cal data available online. The UN data por-
tal (http://data.un.org), maintained by the 
Statistics Division of the Department of 
Economic and Social Affairs of the United 
Nations contains refugee data starting from 
1975. UNHCR regularly publishes statistical 
reports, particularly Global Trends, Mid-year 
trends, Asylum trends, and the Statistical 
Yearbook.

26. In the absence of host government fig-
ures, UNHCR estimates refugee popula-
tion in many industrialized countries based 
on ten years of individual asylum-seeker 
recognition.

27. In 2015, data on refugees were provided 
for 184 countries. Data were collected by 
UNHCR, by governments, or by other orga-
nizations. By the end of 2014, individual ref-
ugee registration was the source of about 
77 percent of the data on refugees under 
the UNHCR mandate; estimation accounted 
for 13 percent of data; combined estima-
tion and registration for 5 percent; and other 
sources for 5 percent. UNHCR also pro-
vides statistics on asylum-seekers “persons 
whose application for asylum or refugee 
status is pending at any stage in the asylum 
procedure,” although these reflect differ-
ences across countries in the administrative 
rules governing the asylum process, in par-
ticular the criteria for individuals to access 
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the asylum procedure. While refugee status 
is often determined on an individual basis, in 
the case of mass influxes of people fleeing 
war, group determination of refugee status 
may be made on a prima facie basis to en-
able the urgent provision of protection and 
assistance. The category of asylum-seekers 
excludes anyone immediately granted refu-
gee status on a prima facie basis, including 
Syrian refugees granted Temporary Protec-
tion visas in Turkey.

28. In addition to persons recognized as refu-
gees under the 1951 Convention, 1967 
Protocol and OAU Convention, UNHCR 
data also includes persons recognized as 
refugees in accordance with the UNHCR 
Statute. UNHCR published statistics also 
include people in refugee-like situations, 
that is, individuals outside their country or 
territory of origin who face protection risks 
similar to those of refugees, but for whom 
refugee status has, for practical or other 
reasons, not been ascertained, for ex-
ample 200,000 undocumented Rohingya 
in Bangladeshis originating from Myan-
mar who are considered to be living in a 
refugee-like situation and the UNHCR has 
highlighted concerns for their protection.

29. UNHCR statistics on internally displaced 
persons are limited to countries (number-
ing 24 in 2013) where the organization is 
engaged with such populations.

30. The Joint IDP Profiling Service (JIPS) is an 
inter-agency service that supports inter-
national and national actors in collecting 
data on displacement situations through 
collaborative data-collection exercises. In 
particular, the Service aims at addressing 
gaps in disaggregated data (by location, 
sex, age, and diversity) and promoting ev-
idence-based responses to displacement 
in the context of the search for durable 
solutions.

31. IDMC also produces estimates of people 
internally displaced by natural disasters.

32. Time-series of country data include a num-
ber of data preceded by the mention “up 
to” and others preceded by “at least,” 
making it impossible to add across coun-
tries in a meaningful manner.

33. The 1967 Protocol expanded the applica-
tion of the 1951 Convention beyond the 

protection of European refugees following 
World War II.

34. Reid 2005.
35. Individuals who fulfill the definition of 

refugees are entitled to the rights and are 
bound by the duties set out in the 1951 
Convention, most significantly the rights 
to nondiscrimination, nonpenalization and 
non-refoulement (which prohibits the re-
turn of a refugee to a territory where their 
life or freedom is threatened).

36. Palestinian refugees are specifically ex-
cluded from the 1951 Convention, 1967 
Protocol, and UNHCR Statute.

37. UNRWA was established by the General 
Assembly resolution 302 (IV) of 8 Decem-
ber 1949 and began operation on May 1, 
1950. It succeeded the United Nations 
Relief for Palestine Refugees (UNRPR), 
established in 1948. The UN General As-
sembly has repeatedly renewed UNRWA’s 
mandate, most recently extending it to 
June 30, 2017.

38. Article 1D of the 1951 Convention.
39. The recognition of refugee status is a de-

claratory act. As the UNHCR Handbook on 
Procedures and Criteria for Determining 
Refugee Status points out, “[Fulfilling the 
criteria contained in the 1951 Convention] 
would necessarily occur prior to the time 
at which his refugee status is formally 
determined. Recognition of his refugee 
status does not therefore make him a 
refugee but declares him to be one. He 
does not become a refugee because of 
recognition, but is recognized because he 
is a refugee.” 2011 UNHCR Handbook on 
Procedures and Criteria for Determining 
Refugee Status under the 1951 Conven-
tion, Chapter I, General Principles on the 
Criteria for the Determination of Refugee 
Status, Article 28.

40. UNHCR 2015g.
41. UNHCR 2015g.
42. The UN Guiding Principles are not a bind-

ing instrument but establish principles that 
are consistent with international human 
rights and humanitarian law and analogous 
refugee law.

43. The UN Guiding Principles acknowledge 
large-scale development projects as a 
cause of displacement. The 2006 Great 
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Lakes Protocol on the Protection and As-
sistance of Internally Displaced Persons 
(Great Lakes Protocol) and the 2009 Afri-
can Union Convention for the Protection 
and Assistance of Internally Displaced 
Persons in Africa (Kampala Convention) 

explicitly extend the definition of IDPs to 
include those displaced by development 
projects.

44. African Union 2012.
45. IASC 2010.
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Prevention is better than cure. Consider-
ing the immense suffering at stake, this 
simple truism applies in the case of forced 
displacement. To avoid the crisis altogether, 
efforts to prevent and end conflict and to 
lessen human rights violations are critical: 
all 71 conflicts that have taken place since 
1991 have caused forced displacement.1 
Success requires a combination of diplo-
macy, peace-keeping, and peace-building 
as well as a complementary engagement by 
development and humanitarian actors. In 
reality, however, the track record of such 
international interventions is mixed, with 
both successes and failures.

When there is no diplomatic or mili-
tary settlement, can some of the worst 
impacts of forced displacement be pre-
vented? This is an important question in 
today’s world: several countries are at war, 
or at a high risk of war, with no clear po-
litical solution in sight. In such contexts, 
is there scope for prevention and pre-
paredness activities that may be less am-
bitious than the full achievement of peace 
but that can still make a difference on the 
ground? 

Such a notion of prevention is relatively 
restrictive (box 2.1): it is not about prevent-
ing conflict in general, but about preventing 
the negative development impacts of forced 
displacement while taking the geopolitical 
context as a given. It is also not about try-
ing to prevent people from escaping vio-
lence and seeking asylum, which is a funda-
mental and essential human right. Nor is it 
about stymieing other forms of population 

movements, including economic migration 
(or secondary movements by the forcibly 
displaced from a country of first asylum to 
another country), since from an economic 
perspective, such movements can have sig-
nificant positive effects. 

The forcibly displaced are not only vic-
tims, they are purposeful actors. Some 
people flee at gunpoint, but others have to 
make incredibly difficult decisions, and in 
particular to choose whether to flee or to 
stay in a context of violence. In an envi-
ronment of conflict and poverty, both op-
tions entail very high risks. The decisions 
are made under duress, with imperfect in-
formation, based on an assessment of the 
odds of survival under each scenario. 

Against this backdrop, the determinants 
of forced displacement include a mix of se-
curity, economic, and social considerations. 
Evidence suggests that security plays the 
main role, whether in deciding to flee or 
in choosing a destination. Economic con-
cerns and social networks can also be im-
portant factors in determining who decides 
to stay, who decides to leave, and where to 
go. Government policies, whether in terms 
of security or socioeconomic develop-
ment, can hence influence the scope and 
nature of forced displacement, positively or 
negatively.

Forced displacement is a process with 
its own dynamics. Most people try to man-
age the risks of violence before fleeing, and 
in most situations it takes some time before 
displacement starts in earnest and eventu-
ally reaches a peak—often several years. 

Taking a New Look at 
Prevention and Preparedness
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choose between the risk of becoming vic-
tims and the risk of leaving what they have 
for an uncertain future. For people already 
living in extreme poverty or severely im-
poverished by conflict, the loss of assets can 
be life threatening; for others it could mark 
the beginning of a hard-to-escape cycle of 
impoverishment and economic hardship.2 
Both staying and leaving carry high risks, 
and either may threaten the survival of the 
person.

While often regarded as passive victims 
who have no choice but to leave from an area 
engulfed in violence, people living in the 
midst of conflict are in fact trying to manage 
a situation of high risk and high uncertainty, 
and to stay alive.3 They are making decisions 
based on what they perceive to be the opti-
mal coping strategy at a given time. Those 

This implies that flows of refugees and inter-
nally displaced persons (IDPs) can be fore-
cast to some extent, and that there may be 
some space for a preparedness agenda.

Most of the population, however, stays 
behind. These people typically face formi-
dable odds. In a deteriorated economic en-
vironment they suffer greatly, often with 
little external assistance. The gradual ero-
sion of their living conditions may reduce 
their resilience, and relatively minor external 
shocks may then suffice to push them into 
displacement.

To stay or not to stay? 
Weighing the risks
Forced displacement is about survival. 
Those living amid violence often have to 

BOX 2.1 A brief overview of the forced displacement prevention agenda

In the face of colossal human 
suffering and formidable costs 
from forced displacement crises, 
scholars, humanitarian actors, and 
diplomats began to investigate 
prevention as early as the 1930s. 
They gave it a renewed impetus in 
the 1990s, when the United Nations 
High Commissioner for Refugees 
(UNHCR) piloted a framework of 
“preventive protection” defined 
as “the elimination of causes of 
departures, rather than the erection 
of barriers that leave causes intact 
but make departure impossible.”a 
Preventive protection included the 
reinforcement of national protection 
capabilities, advocacy, early warning 
systems, human rights monitoring, 
and conflict mediation.b Yet, success 
has remained elusive.

The prevention literature has 
traditionally focused on “root 
causes” of forced displacement. It 

distinguishes between structural or 
underlying causes (such as weak 
governance, poverty, low level of 
institutional development, inequality, 
human rights abuses, political 
exclusion, environmental degradation, 
and social fragmentation), proximate 
factors (escalation of violence, 
persecution, threats and perceived 
threats, collapse of livelihoods, and 
new opportunities in other areas), 
and enabling conditions (availability 
of transport, financial resources, level 
of education, networks, legislative 
frameworks, and border control). 
With this framework, the key 
objective for development actors is 
to help prevent conflict, violence, and 
persecution through a broad-based 
agenda of poverty reduction, shared 
prosperity, and good governance. 

The prevention agenda has been 
roundly criticized as drawing attention 
from the need for robust asylum 

systems;c as being reductionist and 
failing to recognize the importance 
of context;d and as being too broad 
and unfocused to be of operational 
value. There is also a recognition 
that neither humanitarian nor 
development actors are equipped to 
prevent deliberate actions by armed 
groups and state actors,e as in 1995, 
when thousands of civilians were 
massacred in a so-called “UN safe 
area” of Srebrenica (Bosnia and 
Herzegovina).

By its nature, prevention 
yields results that are hard to 
observe—when it is successful, 
nothing happens—and even 
more difficult to attribute.f Yet, it 
must remain a central element of 
international efforts to alleviate the 
suffering caused by conflicts and 
displacement.

 a.  Zapater 2010; Ramcharan 1989; Goodwill-Gill 1996, p. 286; Fawcett and Tanner 1999; UNHCR 1991, para. 4; UNHCR 1996; Phuong 
2005, p. 122–125.

 b.  Mangala 2001, pp. 1067–1095; UNHCR 2015h. UNGA 1993 also sets out these three pillars (in point 15) of “addressing prevention, pro-
tection and solutions on a comprehensive regional basis”

 c. Goodwin-Gill 1996, p. 289.
 d. Zapater 2010; Harild, Christensen, and Zetter 2015.
 e. See Zapater 2010, p.10; UNCEB 2015, p.3.
 f. Zapatar 2010; Talviste, Williamson, and Zeidan 2012; Frelick 1992; OCHA 1999.
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choices are typically made under duress, in 
situations of high stress, and without any 
good alternative, but often there is still some 
space for decision making.4 

Forced displacement is one of several pos-
sible coping strategies in the midst of conflict.5 
Other options may include remaining in place 
or even joining an armed group.6 People who 
stay, have to adjust their daily lives to the rules 
imposed by the controlling group:7 some may 
form alliances, others may retreat into their 
private lives to decrease the chances of victim-
ization.8 Other people may join armed groups 
to secure protection for themselves and their 
families and increase their chances of survival, 
to seize assets and accumulate wealth, or to 
settle old scores:9 those who were originally 
targeted may end up becoming perpetrators of 
violence themselves.10 

Such coping strategies are forged over 
time and may change as the situation de-
velops. Once conflict has begun and people 
have come into contact with warring par-
ties, they assess and reassess the threats they 
are exposed to and the resources they have 
at their disposal to mitigate such threats, 
the strength of their social networks, and 
their investments in the community.11 They 
leave when the risks of holding out or the 
costs of complying with demands by armed 
groups exceed the risks of leaving and their 
attachment to home. Information is criti-
cal in making such decisions, but it is often 
imperfect.

In all situations of forced displacement, 
some people stay while others flee. Under-
standing what makes some people decide 
to leave at a given moment, and how they 
choose their destination, is critical to devel-
oping an effective prevention and prepared-
ness agenda. 

What makes people go?12

Deciding to flee

Security risks are the main drivers
Evidence from a range of microlevel stud-
ies shows that security-related risks are the 
main trigger of forced displacement and that 
they outweigh all other considerations. Case 
studies from locations as varied as El Sal-
vador,13 Nepal,14 prerevolutionary China,15 

Colombia,16 civil war Spain,17 and Indone-
sia18 have found violence to be the strongest 
correlate with the decision to flee. Qualita-
tive studies undertaken across a range of 
countries in Africa and the Middle East fur-
ther confirm that this pattern is general.

The scale of forced displacement is great-
est where violence is generalized.19 Genocide 
is associated with the largest displacement 
(relative to population). Civil wars come sec-
ond: they are often driven by identity politics 
and are played out within communities as 
much as on the frontlines;20 foreign involve-
ment can exacerbate violence and escalate 
forced displacement. By contrast, wars be-
tween states produce relatively fewer refu-
gees and IDPs. And so do ethnic rebellions 
(when they do not turn into full-blown civil 
wars), as violence usually remains contained 
and people may decide to engage in the fight-
ing rather than flee. In extreme cases, as in 
Central America, widespread violent crime 
has triggered large-scale displacement even 
without conflict. 

This explains why the changing nature of 
a conflict—from contests for territory be-
tween state actors and regional rebellions to 
a proliferation of situations of generalized 
violence—contributes to a surge in forced 
displacement. Still, it is the geographic spread 
of a conflict, rather than the intensity of vio-
lence, that is a predictor of forced displace-
ment:21 the number of refugees and IDPs is 
largely a function of the number of people 
who are exposed to violence. But people are 
less likely to move when violence prevails 
along exit routes.

In the midst of conflict, not everybody is 
exposed to the same risks. The forcibly dis-
placed are rarely fleeing chaos but instead 
they are escaping a situation of (often im-
perfectly) targeted violence (box 2.2). Any 
analysis of the dynamics of forced displace-
ment needs to incorporate the strategic cal-
culations and behaviors of the parties to the 
conflict. In some cases, the displacement of 
a population may be part of a deliberate ef-
fort by armed groups to assert control over 
a territory or to take assets. In other cases, it 
may be a military tactic to eliminate poten-
tial supporters of an enemy group. In many 
situations, people who live in extremely 
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violent environments, such as Somalia, can 
also know from experience where and when 
violence is likely and this can enable them to 
navigate through conflict.22

Are most people fleeing an actual danger 
or are they prudently leaving before risks 
materialize? The response varies across 
situations and individuals: risk tolerance is 
highly subjective. In Colombia, 78 percent 
of IDPs moved after having been direct vic-
tims of violence.23 In Nepal, the probability 
of leaving was 30 times higher among those 
who had been victimized than among those 
who feared violence but had not directly 
experienced it. People who move before 
having experienced violence typically have 
more time to plan and suffer lower losses: 
In Colombia, these amounted to 20 per-
cent of assets compared with 33 percent for 
other IDPs.24 

Economic considerations play a 
secondary role
Cross-country quantitative studies and em-
pirical analyses show that economic fac-
tors play only a secondary role in forced 
displacement.25 Economic factors such as 
poverty, inequality, and low institutional 
development increase the odds of conflict, 
but among conflict-affected countries, there 
is no clear and strong correlation between 
forced displacement and economic develop-
ment, as measured by GDP.

Yet individuals still consider economic 
factors when weighing their chances under 
different scenarios: their situation in the 
place of origin, their prospects in the place 
of destination, the nature of their assets, and 
the affordability of the journey.

Individuals are more likely to leave when 
physical danger is compounded by economic 

BOX 2.2 The (imperfect) targeting of violence

Violence against civilians during 
conflict is seldom indiscriminate. 
Armed groups are strategic actors 
who attack people based on their 
objectives and the constraints 
they face. They often use violence 
selectively and target specific 
population groups.a 

For example, during the civil 
war in Algeria, enfeebled Islamist 
groups relied on massacres to deter 
defections.b In the 1980s, armed 
groups in El Salvador, including the 
army, employed violence to control 
civilians, and in neighboring Guatemala 
they attacked rural populations for 
economic gain.c Armed groups in 
Nepal and Aceh, Indonesia, triggered 
displacement to reshape the political 
landscape and drive rebel groups from 
their civilian base.d In Mindanao, the 

Philippines, violence is considered a 
way of controlling the loyalties of the 
local population.e In Colombia, it was 
used as a strategy to hinder collective 
action, damage social networks, 
and intimidate and control civilian 
populations.f In the extreme case of 
genocide, the killing of selected groups 
of civilians is the central goal of the 
conflict, as was the case in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, Rwanda, and Darfur.

Widespread aggression against 
civilians is therefore rarely an 
accidental byproduct of conflict, 
but rather the result of strategic 
calculations, in some cases by the 
government. If armed actors during a 
civil war are hegemonic in a territory, 
violence against civilians tends to be 
limited and targeted only at particular 
individuals. Conversely, in contested 

territories, attacks intensify and 
are directed at selected groups of 
people, to undermine support to 
rival groups, force collaboration, 
seize valuable assets, or control 
territories.g 

The probability of becoming a 
victim of violence is thus not evenly 
distributed across society. The 
characteristics of those who fall prey 
are highly contextual: they vary across 
conflicts and may change over time. 
In Nepal for example, violence was 
often aimed at people with certain 
political affiliations.h In Colombia, 
small landowners, families with young 
household heads, and female-headed 
households were most likely to be the 
target of direct threats.i Often, men 
and women face different forms of 
violence and risks.

 a. Ibáñez and Moya 2016; Kalyvas 1999.
 b. Kalyvas 1996.
 c. Stanley 1987; Morrison and May 1994.
 d. Williams 2008; Czaika and Kis-Katos 2009.
 e. Coletta 2011.
 f. Ibáñez and Moya 2016.
 g. Kalyvas 1999, 2006; Azam and Hoeffler 2002; Wood 2010.
 h. Adhikari 2013.
 i. Engel and Ibáñez 2007.
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hardship, or when economic opportunities 
are scarce. Since fleeing involves tremen-
dous uncertainty, people can be willing to 
take greater security risks if they believe that 
their economic condition is acceptable.26 
But when their economic opportunities are 
destroyed they may be less willing to take 
those risks.27 The loss of livelihoods and the 
collapse of institutions and services trigger 
forced displacement at lower levels of per-
sonal risk and are associated with large-scale 
forced displacement.28 

People who have better prospects in a place 
of asylum are more likely to leave. For exam-
ple, in Bosnia and Herzegovina and Colombia 
people who were better able to compete in 
labor markets were more willing to move.29 
In northern Mali, educated people and urban 
trading elites are overrepresented among the 
forcibly displaced. Ukraine has a dispropor-
tionate share of the elderly among IDPs, a 
rare feature, in part explained by the country’s 
aging demographics, but also by the decision 
of the government to withhold pension pay-
ments in rebel-held parts of the country.30

Households for whom forced displace-
ment has a higher opportunity cost may 
be willing to accept higher risks to protect 
their income and wealth, as documented in 
Colombia and Nepal. People whose liveli-
hoods are tied to a certain location, or who 
have assets that they cannot easily sell, such 
as farmland, are more likely to stay longer: 
those who can easily dispose of their assets, 
like livestock, are more likely to leave.31 

The cost of forced displacement can also 
be an obstacle. Fleeing entails paying for 
transportation and incurring a loss of in-
come during the journey. Wealthier house-
holds may sell assets to support themselves 
during their displacement, but the poorest 
cannot.32 Those without the means to leave 
may thus be overrepresented among the 
people who stay behind and who attempt 
to mitigate the effects of violence through 
other strategies.

Social networks may encourage 
staying or going
Forced displacement decisions are made 
against a social and cultural backdrop. So-
cial scientists and anthropologists have long 

documented that social networks and com-
munity ties, embedded in the culture of a so-
ciety, exert a strong influence over individu-
als’ decision making.33 This is also true when 
people face the biggest choice—to stay or to 
leave when violence seems imminent. The 
strength of social networks, participation in 
community organizations, and peer decisions 
are all important in individuals’ choices, but 
depending on context, they may either enable 
people to stay or drive displacement.

Social networks can help people stay, as 
they have done in countries such as Colombia 
and Nepal.34 Those involved in community 
organizations or who have lived in the same 
place for many years tend to stay longer, even 
in the midst of conflict. Informal networks 
often gain in significance when the state and 
its institutions have broken down or turned 
against citizens.35 Communities with larger 
membership in social organizations can better 
defend themselves against physical threat.36 
Such organizations may also be instrumental 
in helping people cope with conflict and stay.37

Social networks can also facilitate dis-
placement. People are more likely to move 
if they have prior migratory experience or if 
they have networks that can tell them how 
to relocate successfully.38 Such networks re-
duce the costs and the uncertainty involved 
in a move, by transmitting information 
about the journey and place of destination. 
Individuals can then better compare and 
assess the relative costs and risks of staying 
or leaving. The importance of such infor-
mation has been illustrated by the wide-
spread use of social media among refugees 
who have recently entered the European 
Union (EU). 

The influence of peers on the decisions of 
individuals has not yet been systematically 
documented. However, as peer pressure and 
mimetic behaviors are significant factors in 
other decisions, it is likely that they are also 
at play in the decision to flee. Anecdotal re-
ports from situations as diverse as France 
in 1940 and post-genocide Rwanda suggest 
that “herd behavior” and generalized panic 
movements can drive large-scale displace-
ment. Better understanding these processes 
may be helpful in identifying ways in which 
to reduce forced displacement flows.
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war) and Nepal those who fled violence (the 
forcibly displaced) and those who sought 
economic opportunities (economic mi-
grants) moved to different destinations.44 

Economic considerations are usually im-
portant, too (box 2.3). Among potential safe 
destinations, and to the extent they can do 
so, the forcibly displaced are likely to move 
to places that are more developed, and where 
they might have better chances of avoiding 
impoverishment.45 Areas with higher wages 
and better social services are more attractive 
as they potentially offer more opportunities.46 
In some contexts, such as in South Sudan and 
parts of the Democratic Republic of Congo, 
people try to remain close to their place of 
origin in order to maintain access to their 
fields.47 The cost of the journey also influences 
the choice of destination.48 The availability of 
social assistance (including humanitarian aid) 
may draw the forcibly displaced, but empirical 
studies in Colombia and Sudan show that po-
tential support by family and friends can play 
a larger role in determining a destination.49 

There is often time to 
prepare before the crisis

The predictability of forced 
displacement

Forced displacement is rarely a one-off 
event that coincides with the onset of con-
flict: rather it is a process that occurs over 
an extended period of time. In most situa-
tions, people flee in successive waves, and 
the numbers of forcibly displaced vary with 
the ebb and flow of the conflict. Such dy-
namics largely depend on context: the na-
ture, spread, and intensity of the conflict, as 
well as country factors. Yet, for each episode, 
there is often an onset phase, during which 
the number of forcibly displaced only gradu-
ally accelerates towards a peak. In fact, for all 
episodes of major forced displacement since 
1991, the “peak” outflow was reached on av-
erage 4.1 years after the first large outflow. 

This is because most people first try to 
manage the situation, and resort to flee-
ing only when all other means to cope have 
been exhausted.50 At relatively low levels 
of intensity violence does not trigger much 

Choosing where to go

The forcibly displaced often face a choice, 
to remain in their country as IDPs or to flee 
abroad and become refugees. Unsurprisingly, 
when they have a choice, most people prefer 
to stay in a relatively familiar environment. In 
most conflicts IDPs represent a large majority 
of the forcibly displaced, often 65 to 85 per-
cent. Exceptions mainly include situations of 
political persecution or repression (where in-
ternal exile is not an option), conflicts when 
the state targets civilians, and instances where 
specific groups have stronger ethnic bonds 
across borders than in their own country.39

The primacy of security considerations 
is evident in the choice of destination, as 
the forcibly displaced consistently seek safer 
locations than the place of origin. Violence 
deters movement to certain areas in coun-
tries as varied as Colombia, Indonesia, and 
Guatemala,40 even when the forcibly dis-
placed were sympathetic to the groups per-
petrating it.41 Areas of potential instability 
are also unlikely to receive many displaced. 
In many cases, the forcibly displaced flee 
to areas where they may find people with 
similar political identities as themselves. In 
northern Mali for example, strategies largely 
reflected ethnicity: Songhai fled toward Ba-
mako and became IDPs, while Kel Tamasheq 
and Arabs left the country and became refu-
gees.42 In Colombia, most people who were 
collectively targeted tried to move to a rival 
stronghold, to cluster with others who were 
similarly targeted, or to seek anonymity in a 
city.43 In both Nicaragua (during the Contra 

BOX 2.3 Socioeconomic status and displacement strategies

For Somali refugees some 
strategies and destinations are 
more accessible and therefore 
relevant for certain groups of 
refugees. Asylum-seeking in 
the West is often a more viable 
strategy for those who can 
mobilize significant resources, 
while labor migration to the Middle 
East is more accessible for poorer 

households as it requires fewer 
resources.a In Kenya, those with 
economic capital tend to reside 
in upscale areas of Nairobi, those 
with clan or lineage connection 
to Kenyan Somalis can live in the 
Eastleigh area of Nairobi while 
those with both poor social and 
economic capital often remain in 
camps at the border.b

a. Sturridge 2011.
b. Sturridge 2011.
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displacement: it may even deter it if people 
prefer the safety of their own homes to the 
uncertainty of an environment where travel 
is unsafe and public order is collapsing. But 
beyond a certain threshold, displacement ac-
celerates: the risks of remaining in place out-
weigh the costs and the dangers of leaving. 

Threat levels and the cost of compliance 
with the warring parties significantly deter-
mine the length of time an individual is able 
to remain in place. Those who are willing 
and able to bear the costs and to meet the de-
mands of the fighting parties are likely to stay 
longer. They will likely leave when the costs 
of compliance exceed the value of staying.51 

The probability of forced displacement 
also appears to diminish over time, as those 
who decide to stay during the initial period 
are increasingly reluctant to move in subse-
quent years.52 The probability that they leave 
declines with time, at least until a new shock 
happens.53 This suggests a complex process 
where individuals try to cope with violence 
before leaving their home, and where those 
who decide to stay during the initial spell of 
shock adapt to living within a war.

The pattern of displacement

Once the journey begins, it can take many 
forms. Route making depends on a number 
of factors ranging from the location of rela-
tives and friends to the accessibility of safe 
areas. There are numerous reports of people 
engaging in multiple displacements, and mov-
ing several times before settling in a place of 
asylum.54 In some cases, forced displacement 
becomes circular, with people fleeing back and 
forth between several locations, as they track 
the ebb and flow of hostilities.55 In the absence 
of systematic microlevel studies, it is difficult 
to assess the extent to which these patterns are 
generalized, rather than relatively rare events. 
Regardless, there is a consensus that forced 
displacement is often a complex journey. For 
those engaged in multiple displacements, each 
new round of movement results in further de-
pletion of assets and impoverishment, and as 
such, in new vulnerabilities.

Displacement strategies vary. In some 
situations, such as with the recent flow of 
Syrian refugees to the EU, many households 

send out an advance-party, usually consist-
ing of able-bodied men. In others, such as in 
Darfur, people are likely to flee in entire fami-
lies.56 There are also situations where house-
holds split between those who stay and those 
who go, for example with IDPs in northern 
Mali.57 In some contexts, forced displacement 
is a massive undertaking, involving entire 
communities (e.g., Kosovo), while in other 
contexts, people move individually (e.g., in 
Colombia for 76 percent of displacement).58 
Such patterns play an essential role in exacer-
bating or on the contrary in mitigating forc-
ibly displaced persons’ vulnerabilities.

What happens to those who 
stay behind?
For every individual who flees from conflict, 
there are others who opt to stay—in most 
cases, the overwhelming majority of the pop-
ulation. At the end of 2014, out of 49 coun-
tries experiencing large outflows of refugees 
and IDPs, over 90 percent of the population 
was still in place in 42 countries; over 95 per-
cent in 37 countries; and over 99 percent in 
22 countries. The share of forcibly displaced 
exceeded 10 percent of the population in 
only seven countries, and only in the Syrian 
Arab Republic did it exceed 20 percent.59 Al-
though large-scale movement is an inevitable 
by-product of conflict, many people opt to 
manage the fallout from conflict and violence 
at home, rather than undertake a risky and 
hazardous move. Indeed countries that have 
spent decades ravaged by war are not depopu-
lated, which suggests a formidable degree of 
resilience by those who stay behind.

Relatively little is known about the eco-
nomic conditions of the people who stay in 
war-torn areas, in large part due to the chal-
lenges of gathering data in insecure areas. 
Yet, it can be assumed that most of those who 
stay behind live in acute poverty as the dev-
astating effect of conflict wreaks havoc on 
economic activity and service delivery. The 
impacts of conflict can include a collapse of 
trade and investment, the destruction of in-
frastructure, large losses of assets, and a weak-
ening of institutional capacity.60 In the face of 
violence, households often modify their eco-
nomic behavior by cutting visible investment, 
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increasing the share of land left idle, and re-
treating from markets.61 Anecdotal reports 
suggest that many people who stay behind 
resort to selling assets to subsist, and that they 
become increasingly impoverished and vul-
nerable with each passing year of conflict. 

Given their diminished resilience, those 
who stay behind are increasingly unable to 
cope with exogenous shocks, so that events 
unrelated to conflict may trigger waves of dis-
placement (box 2.4). For example, during the 
2008 drought in Somalia, large numbers of 
people who had endured the conflict for al-
most two decades finally fled to neighboring 
countries when they lost their cattle and their 
livelihoods: for them, the risk of living amidst 
violence was no longer worth taking.62 Policy 
makers and external stakeholders often direct 

their attention to the displaced, but those 
who stay behind also experience consider-
able suffering and hardship. 

An agenda for development 
actors
Because violence is the main driver of forced 
displacement, the role of development actors 
is limited, especially in conflict areas where 
they are often absent. Yet in some areas their 
early engagement could help prevent some 
of the negative development impacts on the 
forcibly displaced and their host communi-
ties: by engaging in a dialogue on policies 
that may induce displacement, by helping 
host countries prepare for the shock, and by 
supporting those who stay behind.

BOX 2.4 Mixed migration

The concept of mixed migration 
gained traction in the mid-2000s to 
describe situations where people 
flee both security risks and economic 
despair.a This resonated particularly 
in the Horn of Africa, for drought-
triggered movements out of Somalia 
and migrations out of Eritrea, and 
more recently in the Sahel. It has led 
to an argument that the line between 
forced displacement and economic 
migration is often blurred.

It would seem, however, that 
forced displacement situations where 
economic motivations play a large role 
are limited to two groups. The first is 
where people who initially stayed in a 
war zone see their economic situation 
gradually deteriorate until an exogenous 
shock tips the balance and forces 
them out: although the economic 
shock is the proximate trigger, the 
conflict remains the underlying driver. 
The second is where people flee a 
combination of political oppression 
and the absence of prospects in their 
country of origin. These people share 
some characteristics with economic 
migrants, but they represent only a 
small fraction of the forcibly displaced 
worldwide.

Mixed migration can also refer 
to the same routes and the same 
smuggling networks being used 
by economic migrants and forcibly 
displaced. From a host country’s 
perspective, the inflow is indeed 
a mixed inflow, even though each 
individual has distinct reasons to 
move.

Mixed migration can easily 
become a catch-all definition. Except 
in the most extreme cases, forced 
displacement entails an element 
of economic calculation, as people 
weigh security risks against the risk 
of impoverishment. It is a complex 
decision-making process informed by 
a broad range of considerations. In 
this sense, most episodes of forced 
displacement may be characterized 
as “mixed migration,” even where 
violence is the ultimate driver. 

In spite of a small zone 
of overlap, there remains a 
fundamental difference between 
forced displacement and economic 
migration. The forcibly displaced 
overwhelmingly flee conflict (or its 
consequences), while economic 
migrants predominantly seek 
economic opportunities outside 

their country. Given differences in 
the international legal framework 
between the two groups (including 
legal protections), the risk is that the 
hasty generalization of this concept 
undermines the fundamental right to 
seek asylum.

A more useful concept may be 
that of “survival migration.”b It may 
be appropriate to adjust the current 
binary characterization of human 
mobility into economic migrants and 
refugees to make room for a third 
category, that of “survival migrants.” 
This category would include people 
who are not fleeing violence or 
persecution and thus do not qualify 
as refugees. But the type of risks 
they are willing to take and the sort 
of ordeals they are willing to undergo 
suggest that they have little choice 
but to move. Poverty and the lack 
of economic opportunities are the 
main drivers of such movements, 
made increasingly possible by global 
interconnectedness. A framework 
for addressing this issue may be 
needed as traditional mechanisms for 
managing economic migrations prove 
increasingly ineffective, and refugee 
law does not apply. 

a. Van Hear 2009.
b. Betts 2010, 2013.
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development costs of forced displacement 
as part of a broader diplomatic engage-
ment. Where persecution is pushing certain 
groups into forced displacement, they can 
quantify the costs of such exclusionary poli-
cies and advocate for their removal. 

Development actors can also help to raise 
awareness and propose remedies when forced 
displacement is the unintended result of mis-
guided policy. For example, the decision by 

Discourage policies that induce 
displacement

Violence and forced displacement can be the 
result of actions taken by the country of ori-
gin’s government. This includes political ex-
clusion or persecution, targeted killings and 
expulsions, and economic and social policies 
that discriminate or make it difficult for peo-
ple to subsist in violent areas. 

Where it is appropriate, development ac-
tors should engage in a dialogue with the 
government to highlight the costs associ-
ated with forced displacement (box 2.5) and 
advocate for different policy choices. This is 
an integral part of their mandate: forced dis-
placement has a substantial poverty impact 
on those affected, and the ramifications can 
extend well beyond the borders of the origin 
country—ignoring it is likely to jeopardize 
poverty reduction efforts.

This dialogue is likely to be difficult as 
policies that induce displacement are typi-
cally decided (or at least tolerated) at the 
highest echelons of government and driven 
by uncompromising political calculations. 
Development actors will need to use their 
judgment in deciding whether and how to 
manage such engagement. But they are al-
ready used to engaging in thorny policy dia-
logues with governments on a range of con-
troversial topics. They often rely on analytical 
work and evidence to assess the costs of vary-
ing policy options, advisory services to help 
define technical solutions, and lending—in-
cluding budget support—to support policy 
reforms. Such instruments could be used to 
advance a dialogue on forced displacement.

The focus of such efforts shall vary by 
country. Where government actions (or 
inactions) are the main drivers of forced 
displacement—actively by pushing people 
into displacement or passively by failing to 
protect those at risk—development actors 
should engage in a dialogue with the author-
ities to highlight the development impact of 
such actions. When forced displacement is 
generated by nongovernment actors with 
whom development actors have little con-
tact, or where the relations with the authori-
ties are not robust enough for them to exert 
any influence, they can help document the 

BOX 2.5  Socioeconomic impact of forced displacement on 
countries of origin: How to quantify it?

Quantifying the socioeconomic 
impact of forced displacement 
on countries of origin is complex. 
There has been no systematic 
research on this issue, and the 
methodological difficulties are 
considerable. For example, it is 
often hard to disentangle the 
socioeconomic impact of forced 
displacement from that of conflict. 
There is also typically no “control 
group” or counterfactual to 
compare the situation with: any 
workable model to find the causal 
impact of forced displacement 
on countries of origin would 
require a comparison between 
two geographic areas that have 
suffered similar levels of violence, 
but with only one experiencing 
displacement.

Such an analysis thus needs 
to be carried out case by case. It 
should typically look at two types 
of development impacts of forced 
displacement on the origin country.

The impact on fragility: Forced 
displacement is a result of 
fragility, but it can also be a factor 
of fragility. Because it affects 
some groups disproportionately, 
it can alter the social makeup of 
a community or leave significant 
voids in its leadership. There 
have been instances where 
the forcibly displaced have 
used exile as a sanctuary 
and remained engaged in the 

conflict, through political support 
or by providing remittances. 
Large-scale departures can 
also cause demographic shifts, 
and—especially for internal 
displacement—lead to new 
regional imbalances. Forced 
displacement and fragility can be 
mutually reinforcing, leading to 
a potential vicious circle that is 
difficult to escape. 

The impact on socioeconomic 
conditions: The economic 
and social costs of forced 
displacement, including direct 
and opportunity costs, can be 
heavy for the origin country, 
especially through the loss of 
capital and human resources. They 
largely depend on who leaves 
and who stays and whether the 
forcibly displaced move to other 
parts of the country or go into 
exile. Institutional capacity and 
service delivery can be affected 
when the forcibly displaced 
include large numbers of state 
employees. In the Central African 
Republic, Muslim retailers who 
handled much of the trade and 
transport activities became 
forcibly displaced: imports 
from neighboring countries 
dropped, and necessities became 
more scarce and expensive.a 
By contrast, remittances can 
help build the resilience of the 
remaining population.

a. FAO/WFP 2014.
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a government to forfeit social protection 
benefits to those living in some parts of the 
country may force people to move: the gov-
ernment of Nepal decided to do the opposite 
and continued to provide social support in 
rebel-held areas, thus avoiding costs it would 
have had to bear otherwise.63 

Help host countries and 
communities prepare

Since episodes of forced displacement can 
often be predicted, there is an opportunity 
for potential host countries and host com-
munities to prepare, so as to better mitigate 
the short-term impact of an inflow of refu-
gees or IDPs.

Early warning systems
In order to prepare, a mechanism is needed to 
forecast forced displacement episodes (events 
and non-events) with a reasonable degree of 
accuracy as to the likely orders of flow mag-
nitudes and potential destinations. Over the 
last two decades, scholars and humanitarian 
actors have attempted to identify parameters 
to predict forced displacement. But the re-
sults often fell short, and most humanitarian 
agencies instead rely on judgment and expe-
rience, at the risk of being accused of subjec-
tivity in politically charged environments.

The emergence of big data makes it possi-
ble to engage in a new approach: big data has 
proven effective at predicting the timing and 
volume of economic migration to specific 
areas with an impressive degree of accuracy 
(box 2.6).64 The challenge is to adapt and 
extend the corresponding methodologies to 

forecasting forced displacement flows, in-
cluding by defining the data to be collected 
and analyzed, and by compensating for the 
fact that access to the internet and modern 
communications technologies in some con-
flict-affected areas may be patchy. 

Big data is a fast-moving industry, with 
constant technological advances. Nimbleness 
is therefore key. Private sector actors may be 
ideally positioned to develop and enhance the 
instruments that are needed to forecast forced 
displacement. Development actors can sup-
port this agenda by establishing robust part-
nerships with the private sector, and by pro-
viding seed resources to finance such efforts.

Preparedness
Potential host countries can take several steps 
before large numbers of refugees arrive, to 
better absorb the shock. This includes: con-
tingency planning and institutional readiness 
(plans to locate the forcibly displaced, setting 
up or strengthening of institutions to deal 
with the inflow, and so on); the development 
of instruments to transfer resources rapidly to 
the communities as they start receiving peo-
ple (for example, block grants); a strength-
ening of social protection systems to be able 
to rapidly support those who will be affected 
within host communities; and the establish-
ment of a “surge capacity” for service delivery. 

This agenda is largely unexplored. Expe-
rience with other shock management (for 
example, natural disasters) suggests that im-
pacts can be greatly reduced through preven-
tion and rapid response. This can be signifi-
cantly more cost-effective than the closing of 
borders to mitigate the socioeconomic im-
pact of forced displacement on host commu-
nities. It is an area where development actors 
can bring significant experience, including in 
terms of financial engineering (box 2.7).

Strengthen the resilience of 
those who stay behind

Development actors can help strengthen the 
resilience of those who stay behind by financ-
ing investment projects in stable parts of un-
stable countries to maintain livelihoods and 
strengthen community-based institutions. To 
do so, development actors need to extend the 

BOX 2.6  Using big data to predict economic migration to Australia

A study conducted by the 
United Nations Population Fund 
and Global Pulse found that 
internet queries related to job 
opportunities in specific locations, 
such as “jobs in Melbourne” 
or “work in Australia,” had a 
high correlation with official 
migration statistics.a This 
suggests that people conduct 

online searches to explore 
employment opportunities just 
prior to migrating. Search data 
can hence be used as a proxy 
for the intent to migrate and to 
predict flows, just as mining of 
search volumes can help predict 
flu and Dengue fever outbreaks, 
or unemployment trends.

a. UN Global Pulse 2014.
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development interventions can have an im-
pact). Developing adequate approaches and 
instruments to engage in such areas, so as to 
reinforce the resilience of those who stay be-
hind, could make a significant contribution to 
reducing forced displacement (box 2.8).

frontier of their interventions. There is lim-
ited use in implementing development proj-
ects in violent and unstable environments, 
but islands of stability and relative normalcy 
exist even in the midst of conflict (for exam-
ple, in parts of Somalia or Afghanistan where 

BOX 2.7 Learning from disaster preparedness

Development actors’ experience with 
disaster management can provide 
important lessons to inform the 
elaboration of a preparedness agenda 
for potential host counties. In the 
past decade or so, many countries 
have recognized the importance of 
mainstreaming preparedness into key 
investments and broader development 
planning: for example, the Philippines 
is integrating disaster risk management 
into multiple levels of government 
planning. The process of strengthening 
risk management, through better 

information, timely financing, 
contingency funds, and enabling 
policies and planning, has proven to 
be sometimes more important than 
the actual achievement of discrete 
activities. 

Planning is critical to preparedness, 
and so is capacity building. For 
example, the World Bank Group 
is supporting the Senegalese Civil 
Protection Agency to strengthen its 
risk management capacity by setting 
up coordination mechanisms for early 
warning, preparedness and response. 

Contingency funds can help accelerate 
resource mobilization in an emergency 
or pre-emergency situation. Support 
to those directly affected can also 
be prepared, for instance by building 
flexible and scalable social protection 
programs to respond to larger-scale 
disasters; adapting beneficiary targeting 
mechanisms to disaster response; 
integrating disaster-sensitive monitoring 
and evaluation into social protection 
programming; and adapting benefit 
transfer mechanisms to strengthen 
disaster resilience.a

a. World Bank 2013c.

BOX 2.8 Migration and development

Would support to those who stay 
behind increase or reduce forced 
displacement? Research shows 
that some countries display a clear 
and pronounced inverted U-shape 
relationship—known as the mobility 
transition—between overall 
economic development and out-
migration.a Starting from low levels 
of development, rising incomes 
are accompanied by rising rates of 
emigration, until a turning point, 
when further increases in income are 
accompanied by falling rates of out-
migration. The turning point depends on 
country contexts (and probably cultural 
factors), but is typically at a level of 
prosperity that corresponds to middle-
income status. In other words, in most 

low-income countries, development is 
an accelerator rather than an inhibitor of 
out-migration.

But this does not apply in most 
conflict situations. It is another 
instance where distinguishing 
between economic migration and 
forced displacement is critical. The 
mechanisms that prompt an increase in 
voluntary emigration when GDP rises in 
the country of origin all reflect medium-
term economic and social changes 
that are induced by development—
and that do not play out in war-torn 
areas: demographic transition (where 
rising incomes can be associated 
with demographic changes that favor 
emigration);b credit constraints (where 
rising incomes help potential migrants 

finance the cost of international 
mobility);c information asymmetry 
(the transfer of information to potential 
migrants by migrants who have left can 
accelerate migration even as origin-
country incomes rise);d structural 
change and worker dislocation (where 
economic development is associated 
with structural change that alters the 
costs and benefits of emigration);e 
inequality (where economic 
development is associated with 
changes in the distribution of income 
that affect the demand for migration);f 
and immigration barriers abroad (where 
a mobility transition is shaped by 
changes in the supply of legal migration 
opportunities).g

a. Clemens 2014; Zelinsky 1971; Akerman 1976; Gould 1979; Martin 1993; Hatton and Williamson 1994.
b. Easterlin 1961; Tomaske 1971; Zelinsky 1971; Hatton and Williamson 1994; Lucas 2005.
c. Vanderkamp 1971; Faini and Venturini 1993; Hatton and Williamson 1994; Ghatak and Levine 1994; Gould 1980; Lucas 2005.
d. Greenwood 1969; Massey 1988; Gould 1980; Baines 1994.
e. Zelinsky 1971; Massey 1988.
f.  Gould 1980; Martin and Taylor 1996; Stark 1984; Stark, Taylor, and Yitzhaki 1986, 1988a, 1988b; Stark and Taylor 1991; Stark 2006.
g. Hatton and Williamson 2005a, 2005b, and 2011.
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The needs of those who stay behind in 
relatively stable areas are often similar to 
those of other highly vulnerable populations 
in lagging regions, where economic activity 
is slow and effective institutions are lacking. 
The agenda is essentially twofold: to main-
tain livelihoods, including trade, and to sup-
port community organizations, which are an 
important part of the resilience agenda. 

Development actors have extensive ex-
perience in helping strengthen commu-
nity-level resilience in difficult contexts, as 
through Afghanistan’s National Solidary 
Program, or in supporting poor areas, as 
through Ethiopia’s Productive Safety Nets 
Program (box 2.9). Such experience may of 
course need to be adjusted to contexts which 
are less stable, in particular to intervene in 
areas which are not under the control of an 
internationally-recognized government.

For the international community as a 
whole, such engagement in “frontier” areas is 
likely to be a sound investment. The costs of 
such programs are likely to be far lower than 
the costs of dealing with forced displace-
ment, even from a strictly financial perspec-
tive. Even if people eventually flee, efforts to 
strengthen their resilience can have a posi-
tive impact, as they may enter the ordeal of 
forced displacement better prepared, by hav-
ing lost fewer assets and maintained stronger 
social bonds up to that point. 

Needless to say, risks are substantial, as 
additional support may convince people to 
continue to live in the midst of conflict, mak-
ing them potential victims of violence. Such 
risks must be well analyzed and effectively 
mitigated for development actors to engage. 
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3

How can host countries and communities 
be best supported in their own develop-
ment efforts, when their circumstances 
are transformed by an influx of forcibly 
displaced? 

Host communities often have develop-
ment needs. Hosting large numbers of forci-
bly displaced transforms the environment in 
which development strategies are designed 
and implemented. It creates new opportu-
nities and challenges, and it affects poverty 
reduction efforts, positively and negatively. 
Supporting host communities is often seen 
as an indirect way to assist refugees and in-
ternally displaced persons (IDPs), by help-
ing create or sustain an accepting—even 
welcoming—environment for the forc-
ibly displaced.1 In fact, the development 
response should aim to help reduce poverty 
among the hosts themselves as an objective 
in its own right. 

For host communities, the influx of large 
numbers of forcibly displaced is a demo-
graphic shock that disrupts existing equi-
libria and creates mismatches in demand 
and supply in multiple markets. With the 
passage of time, a new set of equilibria 
emerges: the question is whether this new 
environment is more, or less, conducive to 
poverty reduction among the hosts. This in 
turn depends on three sets of factors: the 
initial conditions; the magnitude and na-
ture of the shock; and the policy and invest-
ment response. 

The impact of forced displacement is 
generally local and limited, although there 
are exceptions. In most refugee-hosting 

countries, refugees account for less than 
1  percent of the total population. The na-
tional impact is modest, even though some 
parts of the country or certain communi-
ties may be disproportionately affected. 
Similarly in most IDP countries, the impact 
is mainly felt at local level, as population 
groups are rebalanced across regions. 

In a number of areas, the challenges faced 
by host communities existed before the in-
flux of forcibly displaced and they are mainly 
exacerbated by the presence of newcomers. 
While refugees and IDPs can provide conve-
nient scapegoats for deep-rooted issues, they 
are often not the main cause of many of the 
difficulties that host countries and communi-
ties face. For example, in the case of fragility 
and security, social cohesion, and economic 
growth, the impact is typically fairly limited 
and largely reflects issues that predate the ar-
rival of the forcibly displaced. 

In other areas, the impact is unevenly 
distributed within host communities: some 
people gain, others lose out. This is par-
ticularly true for jobs and prices. There is 
a common assumption that forcibly dis-
placed persons often compete with the 
poorest hosts for jobs, goods, and services. 
Yet the presence of large numbers of forc-
ibly displaced persons also creates new 
markets and new opportunities for growth 
and poverty reduction. Hence, the net im-
pact has both positive and negative ele-
ments. Understanding how the costs and 
benefits are distributed is crucial to deter-
mine whether compensatory measures are 
needed. 

Managing Changes for 
Host Communities
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The impact on social, urban, and environ-
mental services can be significant. The inflow 
of forcibly displaced persons increases de-
mand, while supply may take time to adjust. 
This is especially the case when refugees and 
IDPs are accommodated in lagging regions 
or in relatively poorer parts of urban centers, 
where service availability was already spotty 
before their arrival. The impact also depends 
on whether refugees and IDPs are concen-
trated in a small geographic area, or widely 
distributed across the entire country. It needs 
to be mitigated with adequate investments 
and policy reforms. 

Overall, medium-term impacts largely 
depend on host country’s policies. In par-
ticular, concentrating the forcibly dis-
placed in camps or in specific hosting areas 
may heighten challenges while reducing 

opportunities for the host community to 
benefit from their presence. Allowing them 
to contribute to the local economy may 
generate larger benefits for the hosts. Poli-
cies traditionally seen as more humane and 
more beneficial for the forcibly displaced 
may also serve the host communities’ 
interests. 

Still, mitigating the impact of forced 
displacement on host communities is not 
merely a technical agenda: the policy re-
sponse is largely determined by political 
considerations. A thorough understand-
ing of the political and social dynamics at 
play in the host environment is critical (box 
3.1). Development actors can help shape 
the policy-making environment through 
analytics and contributions to the public 
debate. 

BOX 3.1 A host country perspective

How do host countries 
perceive the challenges they 
are facing? A December 
2015 opinion research study 
discussed this question 
with key opinion leaders in 
six countries hosting large 
numbers of refugees and 
IDPs: Ethiopia, Jordan, Kenya, 
Lebanon, Turkey, and Uganda.a 
The study provides a sense of 
the political context in which 
development responses can 
be designed and implemented.

Overall perspective
Respondents from all 
countries emphatically stated 
their conviction that the crisis 
is both unacceptable and 
unsustainable. They described 
potential catastrophic 
implications—regional and 
global—if the crisis is not 
addressed by the international 
community. 

They shared a consensus 
that the national interests 
of host countries and the 
welfare of refugees and IDPs 
are inextricably linked. They 

found it virtually impossible 
to discuss the impact of the 
forced displacement situation 
or to make recommendations 
for improving socioeconomic 
welfare in their own country 
without addressing the 
experience and needs of 
displaced persons. 

Still, they underlined the 
reluctance of host countries 
to acknowledge and manage 
the long-term nature of the 
crisis. For example, many of 
them in Lebanon and Turkey 
were reluctant to talk about 
“opportunities” associated 
with the influx of refugees, 
and a few rejected the notion 
of integration outright. “No 
one in the political class wants 
to keep Syrians here forever. 
Nobody is ready to accept 
them for staying forever. We 
need improved resilience of 
Syrians without integrating. 
Very important not to use the 
integration word” (Lebanon). 
They often made a distinction, 
however, between refugees 
(a “tragedy”) and IDPs (a 

“problem”). They noted in 
some cases that the political 
interests of host governments 
often prevailed over the needs 
of the forcibly displaced. 

Impacts and priorities
The impact of the crisis has 
been so pervasive and the 
resulting social, economic, 
and environmental problems 
are perceived as being 
so intertwined that many 
respondents were reluctant 
to identify areas of greatest 
impact or to prioritize their 
concerns. “It’s not one thing 
or another; it’s everything. The 
refugee problem is a problem 
for all of society. The drain 
on the national economy, 
the violence and crime, the 
competition for services, the 
increase in social tensions 
and public resentment. It’s 
something that affects us all at 
all levels.”b

Most respondents pointed 
to the pressing need for 
host countries to address 
the matters of refugee 

(Box continues next page)



 Managing Changes for Host Communities  59

national and local levels.2 The nature of this 
impact, however, has long been contentious 
and continues to be hotly debated.3 For some, 
the arrival of forcibly displaced places a heavy 
burden on their hosts: “they steal jobs,” “they 
freeload on aid and public benefits,” “they 
destroy cultural structures.”4 For others, they 
provide opportunities by bringing in labor, 
skills, and resources. Such binary discourse is 

Initial conditions, shock, and 
response

Since time immemorial, the arrival of out-
siders in a community has stirred a range 
of reactions. This also happens when large 
numbers of forcibly displaced flow in. Their 
movement inevitably has consequences 
for the host countries and communities, at 

BOX 3.1 A host country perspective (continued)

status, identity, and rights. 
They warned of a potential 
lost generation if adequate 
education systems for 
displaced children are not in 
place. They reported strain 
on the host countries’ social 
fabric, with resentment 
toward displaced persons 
commonplace, as hosts feel 
that they have to compete 
with the newcomers for 
services. Some respondents 
suspected refugee camps of 
being breeding grounds for 
radicalization and arms transfer, 
while viewing successful 
assimilation of refugees into 
urban areas as a potential 
breach of public security.

From the respondents’ 
perspective, the most troubling 
problem involved those 
people who have spent their 
entire lives within the refugee 
camps, with no remaining 
legal or cultural ties to their 
countries of origin and no 
rights or official identity in the 
host country. While virtually 
all respondents described full 
assimilation as the only logical 
and humane solution, few of 
them viewed it as a realistic 
option for many refugees in 

the foreseeable future. “Every 
child that has been born in the 
camp since 1992 should be 
given Kenyan citizenship. They 
don’t even speak Somali. If 
they’re not Kenyan, then I ask 
you, who are they and where 
do they belong? They can’t be 
expected to spend the rest of 
their lives in the camps, with 
no jobs, no culture, and no 
identity, completely dependent 
on handouts from people they 
don’t even know. This is simply 
not acceptable.”c

All respondents reported 
that the presence of refugees 
in their countries challenged 
concepts of national and 
cultural identity, for both local 
citizens and refugees. They 
felt that the relationship of 
refugees to the culture and 
national identity of the host 
country was dependent 
on many factors, including 
the intensity of ethnic and 
factional divisions within the 
country; economic class and 
educational level; village vs. 
urban setting; encamped vs. 
assimilated; and the level 
of competition for public 
resources and opportunities. 
Respondents from all countries 

noted that the prolonged 
presence of refugees in their 
countries posed a challenge 
that would ultimately redefine 
the identity of both the host 
country and the refugees 
themselves.

External support
Respondents typically 
expressed skepticism about 
aid effectiveness. Despite 
large amounts of aid that have 
flowed to host countries, 
they perceived the funds 
to have been deployed 
without an overarching long-
term strategy and without 
coordination. But the majority 
of respondents did not believe 
that the problems caused by 
displacement at current levels 
could be mitigated over time, 
even if financial resources 
were increased, redundancies 
eliminated, new partnerships 
formed, and programs 
implemented. In the words of 
a typical respondent, “if some 
type of solution isn’t found 
for the root causes of this 
situation, then none of these 
things we are discussing will 
matter.”c

a.  This qualitative study was carried out by a team of consultants working for the World Bank Group through 
interviews with preidentified opinion leaders. The study was designed to examine respondents’ attitudes 
toward a variety of issues related to the forced displacement situation. The 41 opinion leaders who partici-
pated in these confidential discussions with research consultants represented a mix of academics, think tank 
researchers, nongovernmental organization (NGO) executives, and a small number of media professionals. 

b. Kenyan respondent.
c. Kenyan respondent.
d. Kenyan respondent.
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hence not be so in another: responses have to 
be tailored to each context. 

The eventual socioeconomic outcomes 
are often complex and nuanced. They may 
vary across “markets” and other social as-
pects of public life: for example, the presence 
of forcibly displaced persons may result in an 
increase in housing prices, while at the same 
time dampen food prices. They may also be 
different in the case of refugees and IDPs: 
IDPs share citizenship and they typically 
have economic rights which can make their 
integration easier; on the other hand, they 
live in a country which, almost by definition, 
is beset by fragility and conflict.

The shock often has significant distribu-
tional effects. Host countries and host com-
munities are not homogenous. In any process 
of socioeconomic change, some groups may 
gain while others can be hurt. Forced dis-
placement is unlikely to present an exception 
to this rule. The inflow of refugees can alter 
the distribution of socioeconomic outcomes 
among the host population.5 This both trans-
forms the political economy and modifies 
relationships within host communities. It is 
also an important consideration for the au-
thorities as they define their response. 

Objective impacts also depend on subjec-
tive perceptions: these can turn into self-ful-
filling prophecies when they affect behaviors 
and policy outcomes.6 For instance, a long-
term empirical study found some discon-
nect between reality and perceptions in some 

increasingly recognized as overly reductive: 
in reality, the experience is more nuanced. 

For host countries and communities, the 
sudden influx of large numbers of forcibly 
displaced persons is a demographic shock. 
There is a relatively rapid (and sometimes 
abrupt) increase in population, which dis-
rupts preexisting equilibria. It causes some 
temporary disorganization at least at local 
level, which often negatively affects the host 
community. It creates mismatches in de-
mand and supply in a number of markets, 
such as for services and jobs. It alters bal-
ances across ethnic or social groups within 
host communities, which may help appease 
or exacerbate social tensions. With the pas-
sage of time, the shock is absorbed, some 
positive outcomes emerge, and new equilib-
ria set in (figure 3.1). 

The challenge for development actors is to 
help offset the impact of the shock: to mini-
mize the period of disruption and to reach 
a set of equilibria that are superior to the 
preexisting ones. Whether the new environ-
ment is more, or less, conducive to poverty 
reduction within host communities depends 
on three sets of factors: the initial conditions; 
the magnitude and nature of the shock; and 
the policy and investment response. Initial 
conditions often play an important role, and 
so does the nature of the shock, including the 
composition of the flow (e.g., demographics, 
ethnicity) and its destination. What consti-
tutes an optimal approach in one case may 

FIGURE 3.1 Shock and response for the host communities
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Ugandan host communities living close to 
Congolese refugee settlements: their welfare 
had improved, but they felt it had deterio-
rated, which in turn affected their relation-
ship with the refugees.7 

Exacerbating existing 
challenges: The country-level 
impact on fragility, social 
cohesion, and the economy

Fragility and national security—
Anxieties can be exaggerated

Preserving national security is the primary 
duty of political leaders in host countries. It is 
paramount in defining policies vis-à-vis the 
forcibly displaced, which is why the interior 
ministry, defense forces, and local police are 
usually key actors in managing forced dis-
placement.8 Refugees are often perceived as 
potentially dangerous aliens, while IDPs can 
be viewed as deepening instability in an al-
ready fraught situation (or as reminders that 
the causes of conflict and displacement are 
not yet resolved). 

So, do the forcibly displaced spread con-
flict to host countries and communities?9 
Only in exceptional circumstances. The pres-
ence of refugees mainly exacerbates preex-
isting factors of fragility. Critical factors are 
the initial conditions (high fragility, ethnic 
fragmentation, political exclusion, weak le-
gitimacy of the government, and so on), and 
the size and composition of the flow (and 
whether it can aggravate social or ethnic un-
balances in the host society).

A case-by-case review of 82 countries that 
received more than 25,000 refugees for at least 
one year over 1991–2014 shows that 68 per-
cent of host countries did not experience any 
conflict during the entire period. Of the re-
maining 32 percent, forced displacement was 
mostly not concomitant with, or subsequent 
to the onset of, the conflict (that is, it was a 
consequence rather than a cause). Overall, out 
of 991 country-year episodes, hosting refu-
gees may have contributed to causing conflict 
in only 8 cases.10 In all of these cases, there 
were multiple preexisting factors of fragility, 
refugee flows were large compared with the 
host population (typically above 3 percent), 

they were mixed with militarized elements, 
and there were strong ethnic affiliations with 
parts of the host countries. 

Host countries’ policies and capacity 
also play a role. Refugee movements seem 
to be more likely to produce conflict when 
the government lacks political legitimacy, 
when ethnic difference is politicized, and 
when host country leaders use the pres-
ence of refugees for political purposes. 
They are most dangerous when the host 
state lacks the willingness and ability to 
address difficult political and social issues 
or to contain militancy.11 For example the 
presence of post-1994 Rwandese refugees 
sparked a conflict in Zaire, while it did not 
in Tanzania.12

Restricting the refugees’ freedom of move-
ment, and hosting them in camps, does not 
provide for an adequate (or at least for a 
sufficient) response to mitigate underlying 
weaknesses in the host society.13 In all cases 
where their presence contributed to igniting a 
conflict, a large majority of refugees were ac-
commodated in camps.14 In fact areas hosting 
large numbers of refugees are comparatively 
more secure than the rest of the country.15 
The focus should rather be on tackling pre-
existing challenges by, for example, strength-
ening legitimate institutions and governance 
structures, building localized conflict-resolu-
tion mechanisms, and providing citizens with 
security and access to justice.16 

The case of IDPs—whose arrival is pre-
ceded by conflict—is more complex, and the 
question of whether their movements help 
spread violence is hard to resolve empirically 
as there are many channels through which 
violence spreads during a war.17 Anecdotally, 
however, in many countries hosting large 
numbers of IDPs over a protracted period, 
conflict has not spread to the key hosting 
areas (as in Colombia, Georgia, Turkey, and 
Ukraine). In situations of conflict and vio-
lence, the presence of large flows of IDPs is 
only one among many threats to national se-
curity, and often not the main one.

There are concerns, including in high-
income countries, that hosting forcibly dis-
placed may increase the risk of terrorist 
attacks.18 The global public discourse is in-
creasingly permeated by the notion that the 
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In the context of forced displacement, so-
cial cohesion issues can be articulated along 
two dimensions: within host communities, 
and between host communities and the forc-
ibly displaced. 

The inflow of forcibly displaced often 
transforms dynamics within host communi-
ties. It alters the social makeup of the com-
munity by affecting various groups in differ-
ent ways. Those who gain and those who lose 
from the presence of refugees and IDPs see 
their personal trajectories diverge. This can 
shift the composition and the relative social 
status of various groups, and change their 
relationships. It can also give rise to resent-
ment and social tensions. 

An inflow of forcibly displaced may also 
create tensions between hosts and the newly 
arrived who often bring their own norms, 
values, and behaviors. Such inflows have 

displaced may be prone to committing acts 
of terror in host countries. This is fueling 
security concerns and exclusionary senti-
ment,19 but there is limited evidence to jus-
tify such anxieties (box 3.2). 

Social cohesion—Little is known

Two dimensions of impact
The impact of forced displacement on the 
cultural identity and social cohesion of host 
communities is often the subject of acrimoni-
ous debate (box 3.3). This debate is not new: 
it largely builds on fears over the impact of 
economic migration, in an increasingly glo-
balized world where traditional norms and 
values are challenged and often upended. 
Yet, it provides the backdrop against which 
policies towards refugees and IDPs are de-
signed and adopted.

BOX 3.2 Terrorism and the displaced—Myths and reality

There is only one area where there 
is robust evidence of a clear link 
between forced displacement and 
terrorism: the displaced are frequently 
among the main victims of terrorist 
groups. Out of about 40,000 terrorist 
attacks in which at least one person 
was killed between 1970 and 2013, 
approximately 70 per cent happened 
in countries already experiencing 
conflict, and those who became 
displaced were often among the 
targets.a In fact, displacement is 
at times a deliberate objective of 
extremist groups, for example in 
Northern Nigeria with Boko Haram, or 
in Northern Uganda with the Lord’s 
Resistance Army.

There are suspicions that terrorist 
groups may infiltrate asylum flows 
but evidence is largely anecdotal. For 
example, it was widely reported that 
two of the attackers in the November 
2015 carnage in Paris had been 
registered as refugees, but they were 
part of a larger group mainly composed 

of French and Belgian nationals. 
The April 2015 Garissa massacre in 
Kenya was initially blamed on Somali 
refugees, but it appears to have been 
orchestrated by Kenyan and Tanzanian 
nationals. Among 784,000 refugees 
resettled in the United States since 
September 11, 2001, only 3 have been 
arrested on terrorism charges (2 of 
whom were not planning an attack on 
the United States):b what is unclear 
is whether these individuals were 
deliberately sent by terrorist groups, 
whether they were already radicalized 
when they arrived, or whether they 
became radicalized subsequently.c 
There is no evidence to date that 
would justify concerns that refugees 
may be particularly vulnerable to 
radicalization. 

In some cases, while in exile 
people may continue to have 
allegiances or linkages (historical, 
ethnic, religious, etc.) to groups or 
communities that are associated with 
conflicts or violence in their country 

of origin and some may become 
involved in supporting or committing 
terrorist acts. Yet, the attacks typically 
do not affect the host country, but 
the country of origin, and in fact host 
countries have at times supported or 
condoned such activities. 

In fact the drivers of terrorist 
activity are often complex and multi-
layered, and initial conditions in the 
host country may play an important 
role. Countries with greater social 
hostilities between different ethnic, 
religious and linguistic groups, lack of 
intergroup cohesion and high levels 
of group grievances have been found 
to be more prone to terrorism: out of 
about 6,100 major terrorist acts since 
1996, over 90 per cent happened in 
countries with the lowest quartile of 
social cohesion.d In order to reduce 
the likelihood of terrorism, authorities 
and their partners should focus on 
addressing such tensions.

a. This study covered 178 countries.
b. Newland 2015.
c. Koser and Cunningham 2015.
d. Global Development Index 2014.
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proximity itself, it is the preexisting relation-
ship between the forcibly displaced and their 
hosts that seems to be important, as well 
as the availability of resources both groups 
are competing for.26 The political narrative 
weaved around these interactions can also 
mitigate or amplify the impact. 

Social cohesion outcomes are affected 
by perceptions of injustice in aid programs, 
even when these are not rooted in objec-
tive facts.27 The welfare of forcibly displaced 
who receive assistance is in large part set 
by the humanitarian norms applied by aid 

sometimes ignited competition and tensions 
over land and resources, leading to violent 
confrontations, as with Mozambican refu-
gees in Malawi, Eritrean refugees in Eastern 
Sudan, and displaced Ugandans in Northern 
Uganda.20 The impact depends in part on 
the host community’s overall readiness to 
accept outsiders, but also on the magnitude 
of the inflow and on the preexisting relation-
ship between the displaced and their hosts 
(box 3.4). 

These two dimensions of social cohe-
sion are intimately linked. A more resilient 
community may be more self-confident in 
accepting others. In contrast, a xenophobic 
public discourse can rapidly lead to prejudice 
and hostility directed at minority groups in 
the broader society.21 For example, during 
episodes of xenophobic violence in South 
Africa in 2008 and 2015, the victims were 
not only Mozambican and Somali refugees, 
but also South Africans who fit the stereo-
type of “looking foreign.”22 Similarly, xeno-
phobic rhetoric directed at refugees in some 
Organisation for Economic Co-operation 
and Development (OECD) countries often 
affects nationals with a foreign background.

Factors affecting impact
Host communities are not static. The as-
sumption that they constitute stable enti-
ties disrupted by the arrival of outsiders is 
often problematic. In fact, they are usually 
in a state of flux, even before the arrival of 
forcibly displaced. As in many low- and 
middle-income countries, they are subject 
to formidable pressures, including the struc-
tural and social transformations induced by 
development. Refugees and IDPs are some-
times perceived as the cause of changes they 
have little to do with. 

Does the impact on social cohesion de-
pend on the cultural and linguistic proxim-
ity of the displaced and their hosts?23 The 
evidence is mixed. Proximity can be posi-
tive (Pashtun Afghans hosted in Pakistan) 
or negative (Rwandese in eastern Zaire).24 
Lack of proximity can also generate resent-
ment and social tensions, for example in 
Guinea where hosts found themselves com-
pelled to learn the refugees’ languages as 
their numbers grew rapidly.25 Rather than 

BOX 3.3 What is “social cohesion”?

Despite its frequent use in 
academic literature and political 
discourse, social cohesion 
remains a vaguely defined 
concept.a It is sometimes 
described as a “state of affairs 
concerning both the vertical 
and the horizontal inter-actions 
among members of society, 
as characterized by a set of 
attitudes and norms that include 
trust, a sense of belonging, and 
the willingness to participate 
and help, as well as their 
behavioral manifestations.”b 
This encompasses both the 
relationship between state and 
society at large (vertical) and the 
interactions among groups within 
society (horizontal), including 
gender, class, ethnicity, and 
religion. The concept can also be 
articulated in economic language 
(equality of chances and equality 
in conditions); in political terms 
(involvement in managing public 
affairs); and in sociocultural terms 
(common values, feelings of 
belonging).c 

Social cohesion is largely 
a social construct. Subjective 
perceptions may be as important 
as objective facts. Political 

discourse can affect outcomes by 
influencing attitudes, behaviors, 
and actions of individuals and 
groups. Concepts such as 
national identity can easily be 
misconstrued or manipulated, 
especially in countries where 
identity is based primarily on 
ethnic or religious affiliation. 
Discussions about social 
cohesion contain an important 
subjective element, peppered 
with occasional references 
to a mythicized and possibly 
embellished “before,” and shot 
through with strong feelings 
over the impact of “others” on 
the social fabric, even in regions 
where there are no such aliens. 

From a development 
perspective social cohesion, while 
largely intangible, is essential. 
It is, for example, associated 
with positive development 
outcomes, such as safe and 
productive communities, while 
social fragmentation is associated 
with negative outcomes, such as 
spatial segregation and crime.d 
It remains, however, a neglected 
area of research, particularly for 
forced displacement.e

a. Jenson 1998; Acket et al. 2011.
b. Chan et al 2006.
c. Acket et al. 2011.
d. Foa 2011; Putnam, Leonardi, and Nanetti 1993; Knack 2002; Coffé and Geys 2005.
e. Chan et al. 2006; Acket et al. 2011.
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agencies while that of the host community 
depends on the local socioeconomic envi-
ronment. In other words, in areas where 
welfare levels come below humanitarian 
norms, hosts may fare worse than the forc-
ibly displaced; in wealthier locations where 
welfare levels are above humanitarian 
norms, hosts tend to fare better. Still, many 
hosts regard the displaced as benefiting 
from “privileged” access to resources that 
are denied to them. For example, around 
the Buduburam refugee camp in Ghana, 
perceived discrimination over the distri-
bution of land and water created tensions 
between hosts and refugees.28 In Colom-
bia, hostility toward displaced persons was 
exacerbated by the aid offered by the state: 
host communities resented the “special 
treatment” provided to IDPs vis-à-vis the 
non-IDP poor,29 resulting in accusations 
that the displaced persons were “not truly 
displaced,” “bad workers,” or “people who 
do not work at all.” 

Social cohesion concerns evolve over 
time. With the passing of time, new 

symbiotic relationships gradually emerge 
between the displaced and their hosts. 
With IDPs, this often paves the way for 
their gradual inclusion into a transformed 
community. For refugees (and those IDPs 
subject to institutionalized segregation), 
the absence of legal solutions may prolong 
exclusion, which can weaken social cohe-
sion, including among the hosts (box 3.5).30 
Longer-term concerns, such as insecurities 
over the ethnic or religious makeup of so-
ciety, can also emerge, for example in some 
countries with many refugees, and where 
demographic growth is faster among the 
displaced than the hosts.

Economic growth and the 
budget—Medium-term impacts 
depend on whether refugees 
and IDPs can work

For most host countries, refugees account 
for less than 1 percent of the population. As 
such, their impact can only be relatively lim-
ited, especially compared to other factors 

BOX 3.4 Perceptions and social cohesion

In Lebanon, tensions with Syrian 
refugees reportedly go beyond 
economic concerns.a They reflect a 
long history of interactions, including 
through Syrian political and military 
interventions in Lebanon over the last 
three decades and the presence of 
seasonal Syrian workers and other 
economic migrants in Lebanon. 
Stereotypes of Syrians are either 
military officers or menial workers with 
low social standing,b and they provide 
the backdrop against which Lebanese 
hosts accept Syrian refugees. Negative 
perceptions are largely based on 
media reports rather than on personal 
experience: those who have more 
social interactions with Syrian refugees 
tend to be less hostile.c 

In Colombia, tensions between 
IDPs and hosts often exacerbate racial 
and regional prejudices. For example, 
some hosts refused to house Afro-
Colombians and indigenous IDPs. 
Signs such as “apartment for rent, 
but not for blacks” appeared in some 
host communities. Some hosts felt 
coexistence with Afro-Colombians to 
be difficult claiming that they played 
“very loud music” and “when you rent 
to one then ten arrive.”d 

In Azerbaijan, IDPs are housed in 
designated IDP settlements apart from 
the nondisplaced, and their children are 
segregated in IDP schools. This has 
narrowed their opportunities to connect 
with the nondisplaced, and is leading 
to marginalization and stigmatization. In 

spite of strong ideological support for 
IDPs, there are reportedly widespread 
perceptions among host communities 
that in some way IDPs are responsible 
for the loss of their lands because they 
had not put up greater resistance to 
protect them.e

In Ukraine, the presence of 
IDPs is placing great strain on basic 
service delivery infrastructure in host 
communities.f Host communities 
have grown resentful and distrustful 
of authorities whom they blame for 
failing to compensate for the inflow 
and to protect local residents from 
economic shocks. This has further 
reduced the already low level of 
trust in local authorities and national 
institutions that predated the conflict.

a. UNHCR 2014d.
b. UNHCR 2014d.
c. UNHCR 2014d; Harb and Saab 2014. 
d. Lopez, Arredondo, and Salcedo 2011.
e. World Bank 2011b.
f. World Bank 2015h.
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that affect economic aggregates, such as 
global growth trends and commodity price 
fluctuations. For countries that host large 
numbers of refugees relative to their popu-
lation the impact can be significant but it is 
often difficult to disentangle it from other 
economic spillovers of neighboring con-
flicts. Countries with large numbers of IDPs 
are almost by definition subject to high lev-
els of violence, at least in some regions: the 
redistribution of the population can have 
large macroeconomic impacts, but they are 
difficult to separate from the other effects of 
the conflict.

The effect of hosting refugees on eco-
nomic growth evolves over time, and largely 
depends on whether and how refugees are 
integrated into the labor market. In the 
short term, a refugee surge often translates 
into a modest increase in GDP growth, re-
flecting the support provided to refugees 
and the entry of newcomers into the labor 
force.31 Lessons from economic migration 
suggest that the medium- and long-term 
impact is more complex and depends on 
whether refugees are allowed to join the 
labor market, and under what conditions. 
Legal rights, transferable job qualifications, 
and labor market flexibility largely deter-
mine the impact.32 

The fiscal impact of hosting refugees also 
depends on their integration in the labor 
market. In the short term, it can be sizable, 
especially in the absence of substantial ex-
ternal assistance. For example, additional 
fiscal expenditure was estimated at 1 to 1.5 
percent of GDP in Malawi in 1988–89,33 
and at 2 to 7 percent of GDP in Albania in 
the aftermath of the Kosovo crisis.34 Such 
spending can soar when refugee flows are 
large: Turkey has reported spending more 
than US$6 billion to accommodate Syrian 
refugees over the last four years.35 And it 
can be exacerbated by government poli-
cies: for example, where there are large con-
sumption subsidies, a large inflow of people 
automatically triggers increased expendi-
ture, thus increasing the pressure on fiscal 
accounts. In the medium term, the fiscal 
impact critically depends on whether refu-
gees can engage in the formal economic 
sector and so contribute to tax revenues: if 

they do, experience with economic migra-
tion suggests that it is eventually largely 
neutral.

In countries where the bulk of basic com-
modities are imported, the arrival of forcibly 
displaced persons may contribute to a trade 
deficit, at least in the short term, as the in-
crease in demand translates into additional 
imports. Eventually, if the forcibly displaced 
are allowed to work, exports may also grow, 
which attenuates the earlier impact. The ex-
change rate may also appreciate in the short 
term, reflecting injections of foreign ex-
change into the economy—aid and refugee 
assets—along with an increase in demand 
for nontradable assets. However, such move-
ments are often only temporary. 

The macroeconomic impact can be far 
greater in countries that accommodate very 
large numbers of refugees relative to their 
population. This is the case for example in 
Jordan and Lebanon. In both countries, the 
presence of refugees has radically changed 
the environment in which the authorities 
were implementing poverty reduction and 
development programs for their own popu-
lations. The impact is substantial, and has 
many consequences, on growth, fiscal ac-
counts, social services delivery, and poverty. 
Large amounts of external assistance are 
needed to support these countries in facing 
such challenges.36

BOX 3.5 Forced displacement and crime

Idleness and lack of hope can 
be factors of crime. Forcibly 
displaced persons are often 
perceived as potential criminals, 
as any outsider in close-knit 
communities. Evidence is 
limited and can be biased, for 
instance if asylum-seekers are 
disproportionately profiled by 
police forces. Yet, evidence 
points to a different conclusion. 
In the United Kingdom, 
asylum-seekers tend to be 
disproportionately represented 

in crime statistics, but once they 
are granted a formal refugee 
status and are allowed to engage 
in economic activity, they 
are no more likely to commit 
crime than other people in the 
same socioeconomic groups.a 
Similarly, in Switzerland, asylum-
seekers who have been exposed 
to conflict and violence during 
childhood are more prone to 
violent crimes, but once they 
can access the labor market, the 
difference disappears.b

a. Bell, Fasani, and Machin 2013.
b. Couttenier et al. 2016.
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Initial conditions in the host economy 
largely determine the eventual impact of 
forced displacement on host communities. 
For instance, most large host countries are 
low- or middle-income, with high rates of 
unemployment that predate the influx of 
forcibly displaced. Such challenges tend to 
be particularly pressing in the regions of 
first arrival, which are often borderlands 
or lagging regions. Job creation is often 
hindered by a poor investment climate, 
which further complicates the investment 
response to a shock of this nature. Among 
the twelve largest host countries in 2014, 
all but two are in the bottom half of the 
World Bank Group’s Ease of Doing Business 
index,37 and their average ranking is 142 
out of 189 countries.38 Similarly, of the ten 
countries with the largest number of IDPs 
in 2014, six feature among the 30 worst des-
tinations worldwide for business, with an 
average ranking of 121 out of 189.

The impact of aid workers on the local 
job market has been discussed in several 
studies. Evidence suggests that the direct 
impact is often minimal and transitory, and 
is focused on selected high-skilled individu-
als, in particular in the service sector.39 For 
such people, getting a job in the aid sec-
tor can bring net wage gains, and in some 
cases public sector staff leave their position 
and join relief agencies.40 The indirect labor 
market impact can be larger, as the presence 
of humanitarian workers creates trading 
opportunities. 

Who is affected?
The labor market impact of forced displace-
ment is unevenly distributed across socio-
economic groups within host communities. 
Employers and capital owners, as well as 
people whose skills are distinct from those of 
the incomers, may gain, while those whose 
skills put them in direct competition with 
the forcibly displaced can be negatively af-
fected. In countries with a dual labor market, 
those in formally protected positions often 
benefit, while others may be exposed to neg-
ative effects. The response hence needs to in-
clude measures to help create jobs as well as 
mitigation policies to support specific socio-
economic groups within host communities.

Some gain, others lose: 
Local impacts on jobs and 
prices
Jobs

A local impact that can be significant
The impact of the displaced on the labor 
market is mostly local, but it can be signifi-
cant. An inflow of forcibly displaced persons 
(whether refugees or IDPs) increases both 
the aggregate demand for goods and services 
and the labor supply in some segments of the 
job market. The increase in demand is typi-
cally driven by the consumption patterns of 
the forcibly displaced, humanitarian aid, and 
remittances. Depending on the structure of 
the economy, it may also create new jobs (box 
3.6). The increase in labor supply may create 
competition with workers from host commu-
nities, and increase unemployment or depress 
wages. This can in principle be corrected ei-
ther by a fall in wages or by an increase in in-
vestment: in the absence of either, it will lead 
to unemployment and dependency. 

BOX 3.6 Refugees as employers in Turkeya

In Turkey’s open business 
environment, Syrian refugees 
have demonstrated their 
entrepreneurship. Syrian firms 
account for over a quarter of 
all new foreign-owned firms 
established annually. According 
to the latest figures from 
the Turkish Union of Chambers 
and Commodity Exchanges of 
Turkey, the number of Syrian-
partnered firms established 
annually in Turkey increased 
from 30 in 2010 to 1,599 in 2015. 
A further 227 were set up in 
January 2016 alone. 

Over the last four years, about 
4,000 formal tax-paying Syrian-
led firms (and an unknown 
number of informal businesses) 
have emerged in a broad range 
of sectors. Such firms are 
employing thousands of workers, 

mostly Turks. They tend to 
concentrate in the restaurant, 
construction, trade, textile, real 
estate, travel, transportation, and 
foodstuffs industries.

The impact of these firms is 
greatest in provinces near the 
Syrian Arab Republic. In Hatay, 
Syrian firms numbered less than 
1 percent of newly established 
firms in 2010; that number was 
10.4 percent in 2014. In Kilis, 
no firms had Syrian partners in 
2010; by 2014, 34 percent of 
new firms in the city had Syrian 
partners. The equivalent figure 
for Mersin was 15.7 percent. In 
Gaziantep, an economic hub in 
the southeast, the number of 
new Syrian firms rose from 3 in 
2010 to 222 in 2014 (about 17 
percent of the total), and reached 
over 600 in 2015.

a. Karasapan 2016b.
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For instance, the abundance of refugee 
labor in the Karagwe district of western Tan-
zania enabled farmers to expand and increase 
production: between 1993 and 1996 culti-
vated areas doubled, as did banana and bean 
harvests.41 In Guinea, the presence of Libe-
rian refugees made it possible to push out 
rice cultivation to the lower swamp areas.42 
In Kenya, the Dadaab camp has evolved into 
a market with relatively solid purchasing 
power: this benefits those engaged in trade 
as well as pastoralists from within the host 
communities who produce milk and live-
stock,43 and local wages are reportedly about 
60 percent higher than in other comparable 
parts of the country.44 Where there is a suf-
ficiently conducive economic environment, 
such as in Turkey, host community workers 
can upgrade their skills, and specialize in 
more complex tasks that are associated with 
a higher set of competencies and provide 
higher incomes.45

In contrast, in western Tanzania in the 
mid-1990s, subsistence farmers were un-
able to compete with refugees in the labor 
market, and wages paid to casual labor-
ers dropped by up to 50 percent in some 
areas.46 Economic opportunities for women 
also dried up.47 In Turkey, the presence 

of Syrian refugees has led to the “displace-
ment” (within the labor market) of informal, 
low-educated, and female host community 
workers, especially in agriculture.48 In Co-
lombia, the inflow of IDPs led to a wage re-
duction of 28.4 percent among low-skilled 
workers, while wages and employment were 
not affected in the highly regulated formal 
sector.49

The factors that determine who gains 
and who is negatively affected from an in-
flow of forcibly displaced are multifold 
(box 3.7). They include the initial condi-
tions in the host community, such as un-
employment levels, skills, demographics, 
and labor market flexibility; the size and 
composition of the flow of displaced per-
sons, including the extent to which their 
skills are complementary to, or overlapping 
with, those in the host community; and the 
policy response of the host government, 
including rural encampment, urban self-
settlement, geographic mobility, and the 
right to work.50 Often, the impact of the 
forcibly displaced is conflated with other 
factors that may have equally important 
or even larger effects, such as fluctuations 
in international prices of key commodities 
and global economic conditions.

BOX 3.7 The impact of Cuban refugees on Miami’s labor market

In 1990, David Card published his 
classic analysis of the influx of Cuban 
migrants to Miami during the 1980 
Mariel Boatlift.a Card found that, 
although the Mariel immigrants 
increased the labor force of the Miami 
metropolitan area by 7 percent, 
they had virtually no effect on the 
wage rates or unemployment levels 
of less-skilled non-Cuban workers, 
including other Hispanics and African-
Americans. In fact, the Miami labor 
market was able to rapidly absorb the 
inflow of predominantly low-skilled 
Cuban immigrants. The presence 
of industries (e.g., garments) that 
could expand and provide jobs to 

unskilled migrants may have played 
an important role in this result. 
Interestingly, the arrival of Cuban 
refugees led to a reduction in the rate 
of migration into Miami from the rest 
of the United States: in other words, 
Cuban refugees may have taken the 
place of potential internal economic 
migrants who would have otherwise 
gone to Miami.

Following Card, many other 
instances of sudden migration surges 
have been analyzed and results 
have been similar, although some 
studies found somewhat greater 
effects on native wages in the range 
of 1 to 2 percent.b Studies of the 

Soviet Jews’ immigration to Israel 
over the period of 1989–1997, yield 
particularly interesting conclusions.c 
The arrival of about 710,000 Soviet 
Jews from 1989 to 1997 increased 
Israel’s working-age population 
by 15 percent over the eight-year 
period. The average effective wages 
of native Israelis initially fell and the 
return to capital increased in 1990 
and 1991, while the current account 
deficit widened. An investment and 
construction boom, partly financed 
by foreign borrowing, followed. By 
1997, both average wages and the 
return to capital had returned to pre-
immigration levels.d

a. Card 1990.
b. See Hunt 1992; Carrington and De Lima 1996.
c. See Cohen and Hsieh 2000; Hercowitz and Yashiv 2001.
d. Friedberg 2001.
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The right to work determines who is 
affected
Where forcibly displaced persons heighten 
the competition for scarce job opportuni-
ties, governments are often tempted to re-
spond by restricting their economic rights, 
especially for refugees since they are not 
citizens, in the hope that this will provide 
some degree of “protection” for nation-
als.51 While such policies are largely detri-
mental to the forcibly displaced, the ques-
tion is whether they are beneficial to host 
communities.

In fact, the debate over the right to work 
is largely an issue of political economy. 
Where there are opportunities, forcibly dis-
placed persons often engage in the labor 
market, whether de jure or de facto. The 
discussion is often approached from a legal 
perspective, but most host countries have a 
very large informal sector, where people (in-
cluding nationals) work regardless of formal 
rights. The informal market is estimated to 
account for about one-third of nonagricul-
tural employment in Turkey, two-thirds of 
the economy in Sub-Saharan Africa, and 
over three-quarters in Pakistan.52 In such 
contexts, the (lack of) “right to work” may 
not be much enforced. 

In fact, the “right to work” determines 
not so much the economic engagement of 
refugees, but rather who within the host 
community is most likely to be negatively 
affected.53 In situations where forcibly dis-
placed persons are not permitted to work, 
or where their qualifications are not recog-
nized, they compete in the informal labor 
market. This can negatively affect low-
skilled and uneducated workers, as well 
as female workers, who tend to be over-
represented in the informal sector. Where 
forcibly displaced persons are permitted 
to work (and where their qualifications are 
recognized), they tend to engage across the 
full spectrum of occupations. As a result 
they make a stronger (and taxable) contri-
bution to the economy, but they may “dis-
place” (within the labor market) other host 
community workers, including some who 
are more educated and often have a stron-
ger voice in the political decision-making 
process.

Prices

A local impact
Changes in prices constitute one of the key 
channels for forced displacement to affect 
host communities. They may significantly 
alter the welfare of the poorest among host 
populations.54 On the whole, the inflation-
ary impact of forced displacement flows is 
primarily local, and mainly affects commu-
nities that host large numbers of refugees 
or IDPs. A large inflow of forcibly displaced 
often drives up inflation in the short term, as 
the demand for goods and services rapidly 
increases. In the medium term, however, the 
market often responds by increasing supply, 
so that prices return to an equilibrium. 

The inflow of forcibly displaced is, how-
ever, taking place within a broader context. 
The formation of prices largely depends on 
the extent to which market forces are allowed 
to play their role. For instance, in economies 
with large consumption subsidies, the prices 
of the corresponding goods may not vary 
despite increased demand (which may entail 
heavy costs for the host government). In econ-
omies where there are controls on prices (for 
example, on rents), the market adjustments 
necessary to cope with an increase in popu-
lation may not happen easily. The disruption 
of trade routes may also have a large impact. 
In Lebanon, for example, hosting communi-
ties in border areas have been hit by a decline 
in traditional agriculture and food trade with 
Syria.55 And as with the economy more widely, 
global trends, including food and commodity 
prices, may have a far deeper effect on local 
prices than forced displacement. 

Within host communities, those with bet-
ter access to resources are more likely to ben-
efit from forced displacement inflows, while 
the more disadvantaged become increasingly 
vulnerable, reinforcing inequalities.56 Specific 
support may be needed for certain socioeco-
nomic groups within host communities. 

Food aid can push some prices down
The arrival of forcibly displaced can have 
a sharp impact on prices, but the tradable 
goods market can often respond quickly. 
Several factors may, however, hamper or 
delay the adjustment. In particular, the 
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remoteness of hosting areas can complicate 
matters, and where markets do not function 
well, short-term impacts may be substantial 
and lasting. For example, in Darfur, Sudan, 
a study found strong correlations between 
the inflow of IDPs in 2004 and changes in 
food prices, with a strong increase in aver-
age prices for preferred items (sorghum 
and millet);57 in Tanzania’s refugee-hosting 
areas, prices of beans and carrots climbed 
respectively by 83 and 13 percent between 
1993 and 1996.58 

Price changes can be exacerbated by the 
provision of food aid, which distorts relative 
prices and may depress local production. 
Food aid and humanitarian rations are often 
resold on the local market, which can cause 
a drop in the price of aid items and an in-
crease in the relative price of non-aid items. 
In a study of Kenya’s Dadaab camp, the price 
of commodities such as maize, rice, wheat, 
sugar, and cooking oil reportedly stood at 
least 20 percent below prices in other arid 
and semi-arid towns in the country.59 A 
study in Tanzania found a slump in the price 
of aid-delivered goods, such as maize, and 
an increase in the price of locally produced 
goods, such as beans, milk, and cooking ba-
nanas.60 The overall impact of such varia-
tions on host communities is mixed, and 
various groups are affected in different ways. 
Consumers, for instance, typically benefit 
from lower prices, while local producers are 
hurt when aid lowers the demand for their 
products. 

There have been intense debates over the 
relative merits of food aid and cash transfers 
to support poor and vulnerable groups. Cash 
aid has been shown to have large positive ef-
fects on household welfare, including mul-
tiplier effects for households other than the 
direct recipients, while food aid often acts 
as a disincentive to local production. This, 
however, assumes an effective functioning of 
the markets. When this is not the case, cash 
transfers can prompt a rise in food prices, 
and those who are neither targeted nor indi-
rect beneficiaries may suffer welfare losses.61 
People living in remote areas are especially 
at risk if the shift from food to cash transfer 
programs is not accompanied by comple-
mentary measures.62

Housing and land—Prices go up
For nontradable goods like housing and land, 
the increase in demand usually results in 
higher prices, and the impact can be substan-
tial.63 This is especially so where forcibly dis-
placed are concentrated in certain areas and 
are able to rent or buy property.64 The inflow 
of the displaced tends to put pressure on the 
market for affordable housing, with detrimen-
tal effects for low-income host households.65 
In most cases, owners or those who can af-
ford to sublet gain, while buyers or renters are 
negatively affected by the change in prices.66 

In Colombia for instance, the arrival of 
IDPs increased demand for housing in urban 
areas, triggering a hike in prices. This ben-
efited landlords but it also rendered home 
ownership inaccessible for many people 
who live in the slums of Bogota.67 In Nyala, 
Sudan, the rental market expanded close to 
IDP camps, with clear distributional effects 
within the host community, depending on 
initial housing ownership.68 

In the Arab Republic of Egypt, Iraq, Jor-
dan, Lebanon, and Turkey, the influx of 
Syrian refugees has led to a housing short-
age, which is driving up rents, especially for 
lower-income housing.69 In Turkey, there is a 
widespread perception that rental prices have 
almost doubled in provinces along the border 
and that housing has become scarcer due to 
high demand. Surveys consistently conclude 
that along with food prices, rising house 
prices are the largest contributor to the infla-
tion that has been experienced in the refugee-
hosting areas.70 Yet once again, initial condi-
tions may play a large role: Turkey was already 
experiencing rising costs for affordable hous-
ing before the arrival of Syrian refugees;71 and 
rent controls are causing a shortage of cheap 
accommodation in Egypt, which largely pre-
dated the arrival of refugees. Conversely, the 
relatively high prevalence of home ownership 
in Lebanon has meant that increases in rents 
affected primarily refugees rather than hosts.

Strains on local capacity for 
service delivery
The impact of forced displacement on ser-
vice provision can be considerable, for 
both social services, where access can be 
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controlled, and urban services where it is 
less easy to do so. Competition for services 
is also a frequent source of tension between 
forcibly displaced persons and their hosts.72 
The increase in demand has to be matched 
by a supply response, through external assis-
tance or country systems (box 3.8).

Education: More kids to school

Because large numbers of refugees and IDPs 
are children and youth, their arrival increases 
demand for educational services, which may 
place a strain on public education systems. 
Urgent action is often needed to prevent the 
emergence of a “lost generation” and social 
tensions.73 

In camp settings, the provision of services 
by humanitarian actors can lead to an in-
crease in access that also benefits host com-
munities. Humanitarian and government 
investment can successfully meet the new 
demand for education services while at the 
same time increasing access for host com-
munities. For instance, a long term empirical 
study in Uganda found that private education 
is more prevalent in areas where refugees are 

located.74 In Zambia host children benefited 
from the presence of Mozambican refugees, 
as it improved their access to primary level 
education.75 Meanwhile in the Dadaab camp 
in Kenya, host population’s access to educa-
tion increased significantly.76 

Outside of camps, however, studies in 
both rural and urban hosting areas show that 
an inflow of forcibly displaced persons may 
be correlated with a decline in enrollment, 
educational attainment, and literacy among 
the hosts—unless significant amounts of as-
sistance are provided. For example, in Co-
lombia, the arrival of IDPs brought down 
educational enrollment in host areas: inter-
estingly, the effect was three times higher for 
children from earlier waves of IDPs than for 
host children.77 In Lebanon, to cope with the 
inflow of large numbers of Syrian refugees, 
the authorities established a two-shift sys-
tem in public schools, which reduced school 
hours for Lebanese children.78 In Amman 
and Irbid, Jordan, nearly half of schools suf-
fer from overcrowding and they have very 
little capacity to absorb more students.79 
Meanwhile, in Iraq, the recent humanitar-
ian crisis has put the education system under 

BOX 3.8 Camps or country systems?

Host governments often 
have to decide whether to 
isolate forcibly displaced 
persons, typically in camps, 
or to integrate them into 
country systems.a Camps 
can offer an effective short-
term response to avoid 
overwhelming existing 
services in the hosting 
area: additional services 
are typically provided by 
humanitarian agencies outside 
of regular country systems.b 
But such a solution is not 
sustainable unless continued 
flows of humanitarian 
assistance can be secured. 
On the other hand, refugees 

and IDPs who are not in 
camps tend to receive 
services through country 
systems. This extra load may 
exacerbate pressures on 
delivery mechanisms which 
are often already under stress, 
including because of parallel 
demographic changes and 
internal economic migration.

Which approach works 
better? For the forcibly 
displaced who are in 
camps, services provided 
by humanitarian agencies 
may be superior to what is 
available locally, in terms 
of both accessibility and 
quality: shifting to country 

systems may result in a 
net loss of welfare. But the 
overwhelming majority of 
refugees and IDPs do not 
have access to such services 
and their welfare depends on 
the strengthening of country 
systems. In the medium-term, 
scaling up such systems and 
including forcibly displaced 
persons (both refugees and 
IDPs) into them is likely to 
be the most cost-effective 
and equitable option, but 
the transition needs to be 
managed carefully, especially 
in those poor and remote 
regions where national 
systems are very weak.

a. Some hybrid approaches also exist such as the settlement model in Uganda.
b.  In many cases, services provided in camps serve also members of the national population resident in or 

around the camps. In recent times, closer work with ministries of health and education, among others, are 
encouraging the use of humanitarian resources to support national service upscaling and provision.
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considerable pressure, including through 
the use of schools as temporary shelters 
for IDPs.80 In Kagera, Tanzania, the arrival 
of Burundian and Rwandese refugees in 
the 1990s led to a 7.1 percent reduction in 
schooling and an 8.6 percent drop in literacy 
in host communities.81 

Health: More patients to treat 

The impact on health service delivery can 
also be significant. The increased demand 
for health services can stretch local systems, 
creating a shortage in personnel and medical 
supplies and worsening the quality of care.82 
In Jordan, the refugee crisis resulted in steep 
increases in caseloads and in shortages of 
medicines in primary healthcare centers.83 
As a result, many Jordanians have turned to 
private healthcare providers, which is not 
easily affordable for the poorest. 

The medium-term impact depends 
largely on the supply response. Investments 
by humanitarian agencies or host govern-
ments can help increase access, especially in 
rural areas where health services were not 
accessible. In Guinea, assistance programs 
increased health coverage for communi-
ties.84 In Dadaab, Kenya, the availability of 
health services has been boosted thanks to 
humanitarian programs, and host communi-
ties’ access levels are higher than in compa-
rable arid parts of the country.85 Yet, without 
adequate investments to meet the escalating 
needs caused by an inflow of refugees and 
IDPs, the risks are significant.86 For example, 
in host regions in Tanzania in the mid-1990s, 
the presence of displaced persons has been 
linked to a 15 to 20 percent increase in the in-
cidence of infectious diseases and a 7 percent 
rise in the under-five child mortality among 
hosts.87 Aid can also substitute government 
programs and hence have limited effect: for 
example, in Uganda, a study found that com-
munities hosting a larger number of refugees 
were less likely to have a government-funded 
health center because of the humanitarian 
presence.88 

The spread of disease is also a potential 
danger. Forcibly displaced populations tend 
to face heightened risk of communicable dis-
eases due to insalubrious living conditions 

such as low access to safe or adequate water 
and sanitation, poor vector control, and sub-
standard housing, as well as limited access to 
basic health services, such as immunization 
for children.89 For instance, the arrival of 
Syrian refugees to Jordan has led to an out-
break of hitherto eradicated communicable 
diseases such as tuberculosis and measles.90 
Outbreaks of polio in northern Syria and 
Iraq required a regional response of mass 
immunization in high-risk areas in Egypt, 
Iraq, Jordan, Lebanon, Syria, and Turkey 
throughout 2014.91 Other diseases are also 
increasingly prevalent, such as acute respi-
ratory infections and diarrhea among Iraqi 
children.92 

Urban services: A clogged 
infrastructure

About 60 percent of the forcibly displaced—
an estimated 35 million people—live in 
urban areas. This accounts for a relatively 
large share of urban growth in many host 
countries. For example, in Colombia, the 
urban population increased by an estimated 
7 million people between 2002 and 2013, 
while the number of (largely urbanized) 
IDPs rose by about 2.9 million in the same 
period,93 accounting for over 40 percent of 
total growth. The inflow of Syrian refugees 
in Lebanon also resulted in a significant in-
crease in the population of urban centers. 
The impact is less pronounced in Sub-Saha-
ran Africa where forcibly displaced persons 
predominantly live in rural settings or in 
camps. 

Refugees and IDPs living in urban areas 
tend to cluster in densely populated and 
poorly serviced environments. Their ar-
rival is typically accompanied by an expan-
sion of slums, and by increased pressure on 
urban services. Heightened competition 
and conflicts over limited urban resources 
such as land and water affects the most vul-
nerable among the hosts and can generate 
tensions.94 Depending on the concentration 
of new arrivals and the state of existing in-
frastructure, challenges range from public 
transportation to urban pollution, from 
solid waste management to availability of 
water and electricity, from the management 
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of cemeteries to that of cell phone net-
works. Like other poor migrants, the forc-
ibly displaced may also settle on land prone 
to natural disasters such as flooding and 
earthquakes.95 

In many respects, from a host city 
perspective, the challenges are identical 
whether the newly arrived are rural mi-
grants or forcibly displaced persons (box 
3.9). In countries where there is adequate 
capacity to manage urban growth the shock 
can be absorbed. Where such capacity is 
lacking the shock may further destabilize 
an already precarious situation. Substantial 
investments may be needed, as well as pro-
active policies to provide land, housing, and 
services for the new residents. Urban plan-
ning can help match physical expansion 
with access to jobs, affordable housing and 
shopping, public transportation, and health 

and education services, including for disad-
vantaged communities. 

The environment: Overtaxed 
resources

The sudden arrival of large numbers of forc-
ibly displaced often causes severe environ-
mental impacts on land, water, and natural 
resources. Some of the immediate effects 
include fuel wood shortages and water pol-
lution around camps or other areas of high 
concentration. As the emergency period 
passes and refugees become more settled, the 
nature of the impact changes, but can still be 
significant. For example, in arid areas, the 
continued presence of the forcibly displaced 
may accelerate the depletion of water re-
sources; in some urban settings, solid waste 
management can become an issue where 

BOX 3.9 Regional development

Can refugee and IDP camps or 
settlements become poles of growth 
in hosting areas, and in the process 
facilitate the economic development of 
lagging regions? Some host countries 
accommodate forcibly displaced 
persons in marginalized, borderland 
regions, which are sparsely inhabited 
and economically struggling. Camps 
or settlements can become the main 
medium-size population centers 
in such areas. The argument has 
hence been made that the inflow of 
forcibly displaced persons, and the 
corresponding flows of aid, can provide 
an opportunity for local development. 

There is indeed ample evidence 
that camps and settlements located 
in remote areas can become the 
epicenter of regional life, especially 
when situations become protracted. 
They tend to draw in local people 
(especially among the poor) on 
account of the increased economic 
opportunities and access to 
humanitarian services. They can hence 
become poles of growth in otherwise 

destitute regions. For example, 
Dadaab town in Kenya has developed 
significantly over the last two decades 
from a cluster of rudimentary shelters 
to a busy regional center. This 
growth has been accompanied by a 
rapid rise in property prices where 
roadside plots are changing hands at 
premium rates due to speculation by 
developers. The total annual benefits 
of the camp operation for the local host 
community (direct and indirect) were 
estimated at around US$82 million in 
2009.a In Tanzania, the increase in the 
size of the local markets due to the 
presence of refugees also boosted 
business and trade activities for both 
hosts and refugees, and the welfare 
of neighboring host communities 
improved, as measured by indicators 
such as electricity, televisions, and 
refrigerators.b

Such a growth model, however, 
has serious flaws. It relies on large 
flows of external assistance, with 
limited development of any capacity 
to produce goods and services that 

can be marketed outside of the 
humanitarian context. In other words, 
it is often artificial and unsustainable 
once international flows of aid dry up. 
Indeed, there is no single example of 
a large refugee or IDP camp that has 
continued to act as a pole of regional 
growth after the termination of aid 
programs.

Infrastructure developed to deliver 
humanitarian aid can have long-lasting 
positive effects on the welfare of 
communities, for example, where 
roads are built that connect previously 
isolated areas.c Such side effects of 
external assistance are welcome and 
may be durable. Yet, from a broader 
development perspective, the question 
is whether using scarce resources to 
build infrastructure in remote areas is 
most efficient. There is evidence that 
this may not be the case, and that 
investing in “people” (i.e. skills, etc.) 
so that they can move to areas where 
there are economic opportunities may 
be more effective than investing in 
“places.”d

a. NORDECO 2010.
b. Whitaker 2002.
c. Maystadt and Verwimp 2009.
d. World Bank 2009.
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existing systems cannot cope with a large in-
crease in the quantity of waste.

Several studies on deforestation provide 
an illustration of the environmental impact of 
forced displacement. In eastern Democratic 
Republic of Congo, the presence of Rwandese 
refugees in the 1990s severely deteriorated 
forests, soil, wildlife, and water supplies. An 
estimated 3,800 hectares of forestland were 
lost within three weeks of the arrival of refu-
gees, especially in Goma and at the Virunga 
National Park.96 A study on some 600,000 
Sierra Leonean and Liberian refugees who 
fled into southern Guinea found that in rural 
host areas the hunger for arable land contrib-
uted to deforestation, a shortening of fallow 
periods (leading to a decrease in soil fertil-
ity), and the conversion of swamps into ag-
ricultural areas.97 This environmental impact 
has direct consequences for the welfare of the 
host population. For example, in some host-
ing areas in Tanzania, deforestation means 
that women have had to spend 23 percent 
more time on wood collection and 18 percent 
more time on water collection.98 

Such impacts are closely associated with 
settlement patterns: camps pose the big-
gest threat to the environment,99 while the 
pressure and demands imposed on local re-
sources are more diffuse when the forcibly 
displaced are more dispersed.100 In Dadaab, 
Kenya, the existence and location of the camp 
has put enormous stress on the natural re-
sources of the surrounding areas, specifically 
water resources and wood.101 In contrast, 
where refugees are distributed between small 
settlements or in existing villages, such as in 
the Dedza and Ntcheu districts in Malawi, the 
impact on local firewood resources has been 
less extreme.102 Where the forcibly displaced 
interact with their hosts, the local population 
also has sway over whether and how refugees 
use communal land and local resources, and 
how these resources are controlled.103 

An agenda for development 
actors
Host countries and host communities lead 
their own development agenda. To help them 
manage the shock and make further prog-
ress in their own development and poverty 

reduction efforts in a transformed environ-
ment, development actors should engage in 
several areas: to help deal with preexisting 
issues through “traditional” development 
programs; to support the most vulnerable 
among the hosts and those who are nega-
tively affected; to help strengthen and ex-
pand service delivery; and to support sound 
policies on right to work, encampment, and 
aid delivery. 

Development partners need to help design 
a response that is not only technically sound, 
but that can also be implemented in a complex 
political context. They have a role to play in 
helping to shape the policy-making environ-
ment, for instance through analytics and con-
tributions to the public debate. But they also 
have to take a pragmatic stance that takes into 
account the political realities on the ground.

Help tackle long-standing 
development problems

Development actors should support a broad-
based, “traditional” development agenda, 
as a critical element of the response to the 
crisis. In many situations this may be one of 
their most important contributions. Refu-
gees and IDPs are predominantly hosted in 
low- and middle-income countries, which 
typically face a wide array of development 
challenges. This can include a high degree of 
fragility, a poor business environment, an in-
adequate social protection system, a limited 
access to services, etc.

Development actors should also help en-
sure that forced displacement considerations 
are included in host countries’ development 
strategies. The inflow of forcibly displaced 
persons often calls for a redefinition of pri-
orities, to reflect changing needs and political 
economy considerations. Shifting priorities 
often include the need for a stronger focus on 
hosting areas, especially for lagging regions or 
where there are large regional inequalities. Ac-
tions may be needed to strengthen the infra-
structure or to equip people within host com-
munities with the skills they need to prosper.

Most importantly, the development re-
sponse must include an emphasis on jobs. 
Public works programs and other subsidized 
schemes may provide temporary relief but 
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they need to be rapidly followed by private 
sector-led job creation. Private sector invest-
ment in refugee-hosting areas is likely to be 
largely driven by business considerations: the 
regulatory environment, the demand from 
local and international markets, the quality of 
infrastructure, the availability of adequately 
skilled workers, etc. Development actors can 
both help tackle these issues and provide 
guarantees and loans or equity investments 
to private firms. The agricultural sector, in 
particular, can provide important opportu-
nities for investments to help create jobs, in-
cluding for low-skilled native workers.

Support those who are 
negatively affected

The impact of forced displacement on host 
communities is unevenly distributed. As a 
first step, development actors need to iden-
tify the groups who may require support, 
evaluate their vulnerabilities and their cop-
ing strategies (which may vary across sub-
groups), assess the political economy, and 
select entry points to provide assistance. 

Deveopment actors should place an 
emphasis on labor market interventions. 
Those who are competing with the forcibly 
displaced for scarce jobs can benefit from 
programs designed to upgrade their skills 
or to otherwise enhance their employment 
opportunities. Efforts to improve produc-
tivity, for example in the rural sector, may 
also help maintain or even increase incomes 
in an altered environment. Development 
actors have significant experience with such 
programs across a broad range of countries 
at various development stages: from agricul-
tural productivity and extensions services 
programs in low-income countries affected 
by climate change to the retraining of indus-
trial workers in the wake of restructurings 
in upper middle-income countries. 

Parallel action is needed to strengthen 
social protection programs. Labor market 
programs typically take time to yield results. 
And some people may face difficulties in up-
grading their skills, for example among the 
illiterate or older workers. Some groups are 
likely to remain highly vulnerable, including 
minorities and female-headed households. 

Social protection programs need to be tai-
lored to each situation: the level of develop-
ment of the host country, the availability of 
fiscal or other resources, and the expecta-
tions placed by society on the authorities. 

Assist in expanding services

Development actors need to help provide 
for a supply response that can match the 
increased demand caused by the forcibly 
displaced for social as well as urban and en-
vironmental services. This typically requires 
major investment, as well as sustained sup-
port for operations and maintenance. Ex-
ternal assistance may be needed to mobilize 
resources within a short time frame, so as to 
rapidly scale up delivery and to minimize 
(or even to avoid) any period of severe dis-
ruption. Recent experience, including that 
in OECD countries, suggests that managing 
such a scaling up in a relatively short period 
of time can be challenging.

Support may be required to help expand 
infrastructure (such as schools, dispensa-
ries, sanitation, and power distribution), to 
strengthen systems, and to cover operating 
costs. Part of this can be financed through 
public resources, including external assis-
tance. In some contexts, there may be an 
opportunity to use the skills of refugees and 
IDPs to expand services. Efforts may also be 
needed to attract private sector providers, in-
cluding through public–private partnerships, 
as well as to support the provision of specific 
services through civil society organizations.

Investing large amounts of resources in 
infrastructure may appear to be a risky deci-
sion, considering that the presence of forc-
ibly displaced persons is in principle tem-
porary. Some host authorities may also be 
reluctant to engage in activities which sug-
gest that refugees and IDPs may stay: this is 
a signal that their constituencies may find 
unwelcome. Yet, the risks of investing are 
often outweighed by the risks of inaction. A 
number of situations become protracted and 
the lack of sustainable support to host com-
munities is likely to lead to prolonged nega-
tive outcomes. Furthermore, hosting areas 
are often relatively underserviced, and the 
investments needed to upgrade delivery are 
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the most vulnerable in host countries, not 
only among the forcibly displaced but also 
among the poorest hosts. 

First, continued efforts are needed to 
ensure that assistance targets both forcibly 
displaced persons and their hosts in a given 
area. This is critical to the success of aid ef-
forts.104 Aid programs that also target host 
communities and that build links between 
both groups have a track record of reduc-
ing perceptions of injustice. For example, 
in Uganda, area-based programs have been 
supported by the United Nations High Com-
missioner for Refugees (UNHCR), as part 
of a comprehensive approach that responds 
to the needs of both refugees and host com-
munities: this has been seen as successful in 
promoting peaceful coexistence.105 

Second, the use of cash rather than in-kind 
assistance has proven more effective in areas 
where markets are functioning. It can become 
a critical instrument to boost local produc-
tion, and hence to create economic oppor-
tunities in host communities. This typically 
benefits both the hosts and the displaced. 

Third, a gradual transition of aid delivery 
mechanisms towards using country systems 
(for example for the delivery of education 
services) can both strengthen the sustainabil-
ity of assistance programs and ensure a better 
degree of fairness between the hosts and the 
displaced. It can also facilitate interactions 
between both groups, and as such reduce the 
scope for social tensions. Such a transition 
should be managed effectively, however, so as 
to ensure that country systems are upgraded 
before they take on the extra load. 

likely to help remedy preexisting shortages. 
In countries and regions where demographic 
growth is often significant, they are unlikely 
to be left unused even if and when forcibly 
displaced persons eventually move on. 

Providing support for operations and 
maintenance is also challenging. Services 
often benefit the forcibly displaced and their 
hosts, especially urban services which typically 
have a public good element. National systems 
should cover the costs tied to the services that 
benefit host communities, although there may 
be a need for external support to smoothen 
the transition if the scaling up of delivery is 
rapid (that is, if amortization cannot be prop-
erly scheduled over time, or if cost-recovery 
mechanisms are not yet in place). There may 
also be an argument that external support is 
needed over the medium-term to cover ex-
penditure that benefits the forcibly displaced, 
especially refugees who are not nationals. 

Support freedom of movement, 
the right to work, and 
improvements in aid delivery

Development actors should encourage rel-
evant stakeholders, both host governments 
and external agencies, to adopt “host-
friendly” solutions: policies and aid delivery 
approaches that can have positive economic 
effects on host communities. Such solutions 
should be tailored to each situation. Yet, in a 
few areas, “default options” can be identified 
which should generally lead to positive out-
comes, although in some contexts an alter-
native course of action might be preferable. 

For governments, restrictive policies on 
refugees and IDPs—whether encampment 
or denial of the right to work or otherwise 
engage in economic activity—have proven 
largely unnecessary or ineffective to address 
concerns over security and employment is-
sues. Wherever appropriate, development 
actors should support an agenda of free 
movement and participation in the labor 
market through a combination of analytics, 
to help inform public debate, and financing, 
to smoothen the transitions (box 3.10).

For aid agencies, a multi-fold shift is re-
quired to strengthen effectiveness and to en-
sure that programs can benefit and support 

BOX 3.10 Support for formalizing Syrian refugees in Jordan

The World Bank Group is 
finalizing the preparation of a 
project in support of Syrian 
refugees in Jordan. Among 
other features, this operation 
will provide support to Jordanian 
authorities for the issuance of 
up to 200,000 work permits 
for Syrian refugees. This is 
the outcome of a positive and 
proactive dialogue with the 
government, in a country where 

many refugees are already 
engaged in the informal labor 
market. Allowing the refugees 
to work is seen as a solution 
that can benefit not only the 
displaced, but hosting Jordanian 
communities, too. The operation 
is also financing support for 
developing private sector 
activities, to create opportunities 
that the refugees—and their 
hosts—may well seize.
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4

Development approaches are geared to-
wards helping people escape poverty. The 
goal is no different when it comes to forc-
ibly displaced persons. Whether forcibly 
displaced persons are fleeing conflict or are 
the targets of political violence, their lives 
are being turned upside down and their 
hopes are dashed. This can lead to a “pov-
erty trap” from which it is hard to escape, 
and which can have a lasting impact across 
several generations. Self-reliance is key to 
restoring their dignity, as well as their abil-
ity to earn a living. 

Specific development interventions may 
be needed. Forcibly displaced persons are 
often not able to take full advantage of ex-
isting opportunities for poverty reduction. 
This is because they have acquired specific 
vulnerabilities through their forced dis-
placement experience, which make them 
less prone to successful socioeconomic in-
clusion and more exposed to risks. They 
may require targeted assistance to overcome 
these vulnerabilities, and to regain the ca-
pacity to improve their situation.1 The scale 
of the challenge is particularly acute when 
the forcibly displaced are “in limbo,” with 
uncertain prospects for the future. In such 
cases, the objective is to help strengthen 
their capacity to seize opportunities not 
only in the current environment, but also 
under likely scenarios for the future. 

Acknowledging and analyzing the spe-
cific vulnerabilities of forcibly displaced 
persons is vital to provide effective sup-
port. Although socioeconomic outcomes 
vary, across situations and individuals in the 

same situation,2 some traits and experiences 
are shared across most contexts. These set 
the forcibly displaced apart from other poor 
and vulnerable groups, and that is why it is 
valid to treat them as a distinct category. 

Forced displacement is accompanied by 
loss and trauma. The losses are often cata-
strophic, including physical and monetary 
assets as well as human and social capital. 
They set back individuals, households, and 
communities in their efforts to escape pov-
erty and can have lasting consequences. 
Many forcibly displaced persons also un-
dergo traumatic experiences: there is in-
creasing evidence that this can hamper an 
individual’s ability to build relationships 
and to seize economic opportunities. 

In some situations, the shock is such 
that it may even swamp differences in ini-
tial conditions. Each forcibly displaced per-
son has his or her own set of skills, experi-
ences, and social networks before fleeing, 
which can explain differences in outcomes 
once displaced. Yet forced displacement 
can also act as an equalizer of conditions, 
pushing people of different backgrounds 
into the same poverty trap, and those who 
fared well before displacement may end up 
among the poorest once in exile.3 

Over time, the situation of the forcibly 
displaced and their vulnerabilities evolve. 
For a large majority, the shock has a lasting 
impact, sometimes extending across gen-
erations.4 For some people, time is the best 
healer and there is continuous progress to-
wards a relatively satisfactory socioeconomic 
outcome. For a few, the recovery is complete, 

Reducing the Vulnerabilities 
of the Forcibly Displaced
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and they even manage to achieve a degree 
of economic success in spite of dire circum-
stances, or they become part of societies far 
more affluent than the one they left. For large 
groups, however, an extended displacement 
translates into a gradual depletion of the few 
assets they had left and a shrinking of oppor-
tunities, forcing them to pursue increasingly 
dangerous strategies.5 

Economic opportunities are critical to 
mitigating and eventually overcoming the 
impact of losses and trauma. They may not 
be sufficient in some cases, but they are nec-
essary. Having a job and an income is critical 
to rebuild lost assets over time, to maintain 
or further develop human capital and dig-
nity, and to reestablish social networks. It can 
also help overcome the impact of trauma. 

The path to recovery is often constrained 
by host countries’ policies and to a lesser ex-
tent by aid agencies’ programs. Refugees and 
internally displaced persons (IDPs) are eco-
nomic actors who through their resilience 
and their decisions can mitigate (or exacer-
bate) the impact of their displacement expe-
rience. But such decisions are not made in 
a vacuum. While vulnerabilities are initially 
caused by a shock, they are often aggravated 
(or in some cases offset) by policy decisions, 
which can be influenced by external actors, 
including development actors. 

Key factors relate to rights, location, and 
prospects. Forcibly displaced persons, espe-
cially refugees, tend to have restricted rights 
in the place where they live. This can limit 
their ability to work, or to otherwise engage 
in socioeconomic activity. It often leads to 
heightened dependency on humanitarian 
support or to possible abuse in the informal 
labor market. A number of refugees and IDPs 
also find asylum in borderlands or in places 
where there are very few economic opportu-
nities. Some are in environments that are cul-
turally or linguistically foreign and in which 
socio-economic inclusion is difficult. Being 
in the “wrong place” can make it all but im-
possible to develop a successful self-reliance 
strategy and this can have a lasting impact if 
no remedy is found. For most of the forcibly 
displaced medium-term prospects can re-
main unclear for a relatively long period of 
time. This makes it difficult to invest efforts 

and resources in endeavors that take time 
to yield their full benefits. It can also lead to 
suboptimal or even counterproductive deci-
sions with lasting negative effects. 

Development actors need to distinguish 
between the vulnerability factors that stem 
directly from displacement—losses and 
trauma—and those grounded in the policies 
and decisions of host countries and interna-
tional agencies—primarily rights, location, 
and planning horizon. Once displacement is 
under way, development actors can do little 
to mitigate the direct impact, but they can 
help create a better environment for recovery. 

The initial setback: Losses 
and trauma
Sudden and catastrophic losses 
The sudden and often catastrophic loss of as-
sets experienced by most refugees and IDPs 
is a critical cause of impoverishment and 
vulnerability. Being displaced by conflict and 
violence often implies seeing property being 
seized or stolen, leaving behind assets that 
cannot be easily transported, spending rela-
tively large sums during the journey, losing 
access to social networks, and having to use 
available resources to sustain oneself once at 
destination. Such losses can be difficult to 
remedy. They can push people into destitu-
tion and create a “poverty trap” from which 
it is often difficult to escape. 

The experience of losing assets is distinct 
from that of poverty. Most refugees and dis-
placed persons see their incomes (and social 
status) shrink as a result of their flight. They 
are often unable to find adequate work and 
their savings are gradually depleted. This 
makes it difficult to maintain previous living 
standards. What was considered normal, no 
longer is so. What was considered affordable 
is now out of reach. While extreme poverty 
is always a tragedy, falling into poverty and 
even destitution may have an additional im-
pact on the sense of dignity of the displaced.

The poverty impact of such losses can be 
shattering. For example, IDP households in 
Uganda experienced a 28 to 35 percent de-
crease in consumption, as well as a significant 
decrease in the value of their assets compared 
with nondisplaced households. These effects 
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were still felt two years after displacement, 
and there was no recovery for the bottom 
quartile households, who appeared to be 
trapped in poverty.6 In Colombia IDP house-
hold consumption and income fell by 53 and 
28 percent respectively, taking the majority 
of the displaced below the extreme poverty 
line.7 In Afghanistan, a study found a 37 per-
cent decrease in ownership levels among Af-
ghan IDPs,8 and even after five years in dis-
placement, 61 percent of them remained in 
temporary housing, wracked by insecurity.9 

There are wide socioeconomic inequali-
ties among the forcibly displaced.10 The ex-
tent of losses, of assets as well as social net-
works, partly explains such differences in 
outcomes. Those who manage to flee with 
more capital or who have access to social 
networks in their host community may fare 
relatively better, while the ones who lost 
most of their property and resources and are 
isolated in their new environment are at a 
high risk of lasting destitution. 

Some groups may find it particularly diffi-
cult to overcome losses. For instance, among 
pastoralists in the Sahel, the loss of cattle 
goes beyond the material impact: it affects 
status and alters an entire way of life.11 Time 
also plays an important role. For instance, at 
the Dadaab camp in Kenya, longer-term So-
mali refugees tend to be better off than new 
arrivals.12 In Colombia, there is a gradual di-
vergence over time between those who man-
age to restore a degree of normalcy and those 
who go down a spiral of impoverishment 
and marginalization.13

Assets
The most widespread loss of assets is that 
of fixed capital, such as land and housing, 
whose destruction or loss is often the very 
trigger for displacement.14 In Colombia, 83 
percent of IDPs had their land confiscated or 
were forced to abandon it when they left.15 
The loss of land is often definitive, especially 
when legal ownership has never been for-
mally documented, when land title deeds are 
missing or were never issued, or when laws 
are poorly enforced.16 

Displacement also leads to losses of por-
table assets, such as livestock and finan-
cial resources. People may try to transfer or 

liquidate their assets before fleeing, but it is 
often hard to do so in an orderly manner. 
They typically engage in “fire sales” in mar-
kets that are dysfunctional and where they 
are unlikely to obtain much. When people 
have time to plan for their flight the losses 
can be smaller than when they have to leave 
suddenly.17

Displacement is costly, especially when 
people are displaced multiple times.18 For 
example, 62 percent of IDPs in the Central 
African Republic have reportedly been dis-
placed at least twice, with each new round 
of movement causing further losses.19 The 
situation is aggravated when the forcibly 
displaced have little or no income to finance 
their consumption or onward movement. 
Savings can deplete fast. 

Human capital
The forcibly displaced often have particular 
demographic characteristics, notably a large 
share of dependents and vulnerable persons 
(children under the age of 15 account for 
about half the total). This contrasts with eco-
nomic migrants—who are often self-selected 
among able-bodied adults—which means that 
many forcibly displaced are less able to seize 
socioeconomic opportunities and to achieve a 
degree of self-reliance in the short term. 

When refugees and IDPs cannot engage 
in productive activities, they gradually lose 
their skills—in a process similar to that of 
the long-term unemployed—which makes 
it harder for them to eventually reenter the 
workforce. In many situations, the forcibly 
displaced have little choice but to take posi-
tions for which they may be overqualified, es-
pecially when they are officially not allowed 
to work. This worsens their vulnerabilities 
and reduces their economic prospects.

Children and youth face specific difficul-
ties. Many have missed schooling, some-
times for an extended period of time. Their 
reintegration in an education system may be 
complicated, especially where they do not 
speak the language or where they have to 
work for their families to make ends meet. 
This can have lasting consequences at the 
level of individuals, as well as for entire soci-
eties if a large part of a generation misses out 
on education opportunities. 
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Social capital
Social capital and social networks are criti-
cal to rebuilding economic prospects. They 
often largely explain the different tiers of 
vulnerability of the forcibly displaced.20 
Many Somali refugees for example do much 
better than their Burundian and Congolese 
counterparts in Uganda and than their South 
Sudanese counterparts in Kenya, mainly 
because of their social connections.21 In 
Pakistan, social ties among refugees have fa-
cilitated their integration: networks can help 
with accommodation, informal employ-
ment, welfare support and liaison with local 
authorities and representatives.22 

Successive displacements may make it 
difficult for the forcibly displaced to rebuild 
social networks. Many anecdotal reports sug-
gest that it can take several movements be-
fore people “settle” (temporarily) in a given 
place: yet creating social capital takes time, 
generally years. 

Counterproductive coping strategies
Having lost assets and having little or no 
economic opportunity, some of the forcibly 
displaced adopt coping mechanisms that are 
counterproductive over the long term. These 
include selling their remaining productive 
assets, at the risk of aggravating poverty and 
of making an eventual recovery more dif-
ficult. Such sales have been documented in 
many situations, including most recently for 
Syrian refugees in Jordan and Lebanon.23 
They often mark a further step in a down-
ward spiral of impoverishment. 

Coping strategies may also include child 
labor, even for young children, as seen 
among Somali refugees in Kenya and Syr-
ian refugees in Turkey. These children are 
missing out on education opportunities, and 
risk being trapped in poverty for their entire 
adulthood. Some households in Afghanistan 
and elsewhere are also resorting to sending 
unaccompanied minors to faraway destina-
tions, at great risk: several tens of thousands 
of children and teens have reportedly gone 
unaccompanied to the European Union over 
the last couple of years, with large numbers 
disappearing along the way.24 

Refugee and IDP women may also have 
to engage in prostitution or other forms of 

transactional sex, leaving lasting mental scars 
and, often, social exclusion. Among the poor-
est Syrian refugees in Jordan, there has been a 
reported increase in early marriage of young 
girls aged 14–16 or less. While many poor 
families traditionally secure their financial 
status through the marriage of their daughters, 
the practice is accelerated in displacement as 
a way to cope with impoverishment. In this 
sense the loss of assets is not only a temporary 
setback: it can define the rest of one’s life.25

Psychological trauma 

The stress of forced displacement can pro-
voke impacts that directly impair the ability 
to escape poverty. Psychological trauma and 
distress have long been neglected by devel-
opment actors. Yet unless these issues are 
addressed, socioeconomic recovery may re-
main elusive.

Stress and violence
Living in war-torn areas is intensely stress-
ful, and it can have profound impacts on the 
social, emotional, and psychological state of 
the individual. Over 30 percent of people liv-
ing in conflict-affected regions suffer from 
post-traumatic stress disorder.26 In the Cen-
tral African Republic for instance, nearly half 
the displaced population had a direct experi-
ence with war (45 percent), a quarter had wit-
nessed a killing (27 percent), and around 1 in 
15 had been raped (6 percent).27 Even when 
people flee before being victimized, they often 
suffer from a sense of general insecurity.

The ordeal of forced displacement adds 
to this stress, and it may be intensified by 
separation from family and the hardship of 
the journey. Once at destination, confusion 
and insecurity in unfamiliar surroundings, 
uncertainty about the future, and disruptive 
living conditions all make for a very stress-
ful environment. A sudden impoverishment, 
lower access to basic services, and a loss of 
social status have also been correlated with 
a higher incidence of psychological disor-
ders.28 A large body of evidence shows a 
high prevalence of mood and anxiety disor-
ders among refugees and IDPs (box 4.1).29 
While many individuals and communities 
demonstrate astonishing resilience, others 
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experience continued psychological distress, 
which impairs their daily functioning.

When displacement is protracted, mental 
suffering increases. Continued exposure to 
stress in the aftermath of a traumatic event 
has been linked to an increased incidence 
of psychological disorders.30 A lasting stay 
in limbo diminishes resilience, while the 
stress induced by the uncertainty of future 
prospects is not conducive to recovery.31 A 
recent study of Azerbaijani IDPs, displaced 
over 20 years ago, shows that psychological 
impacts can be lasting.32 Perhaps worse, they 
can extend to the core of a person’s sense of 
identity, causing a loss of trust in society and 
confidence in oneself.33

Managing psychological disorders—a 
long-term undertaking under the best of 
conditions—is extremely difficult in dis-
placement situations. Support is rarely 
available, and the stigma attached to psy-
chological health often creates a barrier to 
treatment. Left untreated, such disorders can 
have debilitating effects, and affect prospects 
for the next generation.

Risk aversion and lowered 
expectations
The impact of trauma and psychological dis-
orders is not limited to psychological well-
being. It can impair an individual’s social 
functioning and develop into anxiety and 
depressive disorders,34 affecting the whole 
household.35

Psychological injury can permanently 
alter the mindset and behavior of the dis-
placed and make them more risk averse and 
more fearful of potential future shocks.36 As a 
result, they may make suboptimal decisions 
that increase their vulnerability to poverty.37 
In Afghanistan, entire population groups, 
regardless of income levels, were found to 
prefer secure outcomes over uncertain but 
potentially more profitable ones.38 In Colom-
bia, displaced persons were found to grow 
subsistence crops instead of more profitable 
agricultural products that required larger 
investments: having been displaced once, 
they feared this could happen again and 
were reluctant to make any investment that 
would not yield short-term results.39 Similar 
evidence from Uganda shows that higher risk 

aversion among those exposed to violence af-
fected the choice of livestock and crops. Such 
decisions accounted for half of all conflict-
related economic losses.40 

The experience of severe violence can 
also lower the aspirations of the forcibly 
displaced, magnifying victims’ perceptions 
of their inability to move out of poverty.41 
In Colombia, violence was found to hurt 
the capacity even to hope for a better future. 
Such psychological conditions can set up 
barriers to recovery: behavioral econom-
ics have shown the importance of expec-
tations and self-confidence in economic 
development.42

When a large group of people suffers from 
trauma, collective norms and behaviors can be 
altered. Some victims of violence have been 
found to reenact traumatic events and later 
perpetrate violence against others, often in 

BOX 4.1 Trauma and the displaced: An example from Syria

Trauma and psychological 
disorders affect many Syrian 
refugees.a A 2015 study by the 
German Federal Chamber of 
Psychotherapists estimated 
that half the Syrian refugees in 
Germany suffered from such 
disorders, with 70 percent 
having witnessed violence and 
50 percent having been victims 
of violence. Turkish authorities 
report that 55 percent of the 
Syrian refugees they are hosting 
need psychological support, and 
nearly half of Syrian refugees 
think that they or their families 
need psychological support. 
The United Nations High 
Commissioner for Refugees 
(UNHCR) notes that “the most 
prevalent and most significant 
clinical problems among Syrians 
are emotional disorders, such 
as: depression, prolonged grief 
disorder, posttraumatic stress 
disorder and various forms of 
anxiety disorders.” Lack of 
treatment and continuing high 

levels of stress worsen their 
situation. 

Women and children face 
particular vulnerabilities. In 
the Syrian Arab Republic, as 
well as in host countries, they 
often face or feel threatened by 
gender-based violence, including 
domestic violence, sexual 
violence, increasing incidence 
of early marriage, harassment 
and isolation, exploitation, 
and survival sex. A quarter of 
Syrian refugee households 
are headed by women, who 
have to fend for themselves 
and their families, often away 
from their communities and 
traditional sources of support. 
Close to 50 percent of children 
suffer from post-traumatic 
stress disorder, and 27 percent 
face developmental challenges 
stemming from their experience.b 

Only 5 percent of the needed 
support services are available 
for Syrian refugees in Jordan, 
Lebanon, and Turkey.

a. This largely draws on Karasapan 2016a.
b. IMC 2015.
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much the same form they experienced it.43 
IDP and refugee camps concentrate people 
who have gone through horrific ordeals, and 
who may continue to feel threatened and un-
safe. These feelings can lead to volatile and de-
fensive behavior, which contributes to persis-
tent uncertainty and insecurity in the camps.44 

A particular shock for women 
and girls

Vulnerabilities linked to forced displacement 
often have an important gender dimension: 
men and women experience forced displace-
ment very differently.

Shifting gender norms
Forced displacement can transform gender 
norms, especially where cultural norms dif-
fer between the host and origin countries. 
Women displaced into a more liberal envi-
ronment can benefit from greater access to 
education and economic opportunities, as 
do rural Afghan women who are refugees in 
the Islamic Republic of Iran.45 In some situa-
tions, their skills might be more transferable 
than men’s, enabling them to find work more 
easily, for example as domestic workers.46 
If men cannot find employment, they can 
be unable to fulfill their traditional role of 
protector and provider.47 The disruption of 
traditional social systems and the reconfigu-
ration of the gendered division of labor can 
trigger broader changes in gender norms and 
provide space for gender empowerment.48 

Displaced populations often face discrim-
ination that affects women and men differ-
ently. In a number of host countries, women 
do not have the same socioeconomic rights 
as men,49 but men are seen as direct com-
petitors in already crowded labor markets.50 
Men, especially young men, may also be seen 
as potential sources of disorder, and as such 
face rejection. They can also be seen as pos-
sible (often forced) recruits for militias.

Prevalent gender-based violence 
Women and girls are at a greater risk of rape 
and sexual abuse before and during flight, 
and at destination. Rape is prevalent in 
modern conflicts, including in many of the 
situations that are the main drivers of forced 

displacement, such as in Syria,51 Afghani-
stan,52 Somalia, the Democratic Republic 
of Congo,53 Sudan, South Sudan, Uganda, 
Central America, Myanmar, and Nepal.54 In 
many cases, rape is perpetrated in a manner 
that aims to physically injure or psychologi-
cally torture victims.55 At times, it is also in-
flicted on men or young boys.56 A number 
of the forcibly displaced, especially women, 
have undergone such experiences before 
they flee as refugees or IDPs.

The journey often heightens vulnerability 
to sexual exploitation, as traditional protec-
tion mechanisms weaken. Recent stories 
about the sexual exploitation of refugee 
women during their passage to Europe re-
veal only a glimpse of these issues, which 
are common across many displacement 
situations.57 In transit, women and girls 
risk gender-based violence perpetrated by 
smugglers, strangers, as well as border patrol 
guards and detention-center authorities.58 
Some may also have to engage in prostitu-
tion or other forms of transactional sex as 
they seek to provide for their families or to 
pay for their passage.59 

The ordeal does not always end at destina-
tion. According to the International Labour 
Organization (ILO), one out of every six ir-
regular female migrants is coerced into sex 
at destination,60 and the incidence among 
the forcibly displaced may be comparable. 
In some situations, displacement can isolate 
women, and leave them bereft of traditional 
mechanisms by which to seek protection or 
recourse. In camps, the lack of privacy and 
basic protection, as when people live in tents, 
can expose women and girls to high risks of 
sexual violence, especially if they have been 
separated from their family or community 
group. Unlit common areas can make a walk 
to latrines at night extremely risky.61 Outside 
the camps, women can be exposed to abuse, 
for example by their landlords.62 And access 
to sexual and reproductive health services is 
rarely available at the very time it is needed.63 

Women may also be abused in their 
own households. In a recent study, almost 
two-thirds of displaced Afghan women re-
ported domestic violence during displace-
ment, with nearly a third reporting that it 
occurred often, very often, or every day, and 
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far more frequently than before displace-
ment.64 In societies with strong gender norms 
that disempower women, widows or female-
headed households are particularly at risk of 
exclusion.65

The environment for 
recovery: Rights, location, 
and planning horizon
Rights

In nearly all host countries, refugees have a 
separate legal or administrative status, which 
brings a degree of protection (box 4.2). De-
pending on whether host countries fully 
embrace the 1951 Convention and other ap-
plicable international legal instruments, ref-
ugees may enjoy such protection and other 
rights, to a greater or lesser degree. The lack 
of rights, or their poor enforcement, can be a 
key source of vulnerability and a critical bind 
on socioeconomic recovery. 

In most countries, this issue does not af-
fect IDPs (who are full citizens and theoreti-
cally enjoy the same rights as other nation-
als). IDPs are usually free to move within 
their own country and they have the right to 
work. Exceptions include temporary restric-
tions or de facto discriminatory practices. In 
Azerbaijan for example, IDPs are “institu-
tionalized”: they are granted special rights, 
but are subject to constraints on employ-
ment, accommodation, and schooling, etc., 
which is a major impediment to the normal-
ization of their socioeconomic situation.

From a development perspective, and in 
addition to legal protection, two sets of socio-
economic rights are fundamental to prevent-
ing refugees from falling into lasting poverty: 
freedom of movement and the right to work 
(and more broadly to engage in economic ac-
tivity). There are, of course, huge differences 
across host countries in the applicable legal 
framework and in its effective enforcement. 
Such differences play an important role in ex-
plaining the divergent socioeconomic situa-
tion of refugees across host countries. 

There is currently no exhaustive review of 
the socioeconomic rights of the forcibly dis-
placed in all large host countries.66 Such a re-
view is inherently difficult as laws are usually 

complemented by a host of additional regula-
tions, which can be more or less restrictive, 
and have a significant impact on eventual out-
comes. It is hence difficult to assess the degree 
to which some difficulties are general or iso-
lated. A much more thorough understanding 
of the legal socioeconomic constraints faced 
by refugees and sometimes IDPs is needed.

Protection
For refugees, the most essential rights are 
those related to international protection, in 
particular the principle of non-refoulement. 
While most host countries respect their in-
ternational obligations toward refugees, a 
number of them have not signed or ratified 
the 1951 Convention and the 1967 Protocol, 
including Jordan, Lebanon, and Pakistan, 
and others, like Turkey, apply geographic re-
strictions on the origin of refugees.67 In addi-
tion, some asylum systems (and correspond-
ing institutions) remain weak. This can 
provide refugees with inadequate protection, 
including entry restrictions, and it may leave 

BOX 4.2 Institutions

Some host countries establish a 
separate branch of government 
to manage refugee-related 
issues, often a ministry or a 
commissioner for refugee or 
IDP affairs. These authorities 
are typically in charge of liaising 
with sectoral ministries and 
institutions and of providing 
an interface in the discussions 
with humanitarian actors. In 
some cases, they also provide 
services directly to the displaced. 
To carry out such work, they 
often establish relatively large 
administrative institutions, which 
are typically partly funded by 
humanitarian agencies. 

The impact of such 
arrangements varies across 
countries, and it changes over 
time. At the start of a crisis, 
having a focal point within the 
government with dedicated 
administrative resources to help 

deal with an influx of forcibly 
displaced is often a source of 
efficiency and effectiveness. 
But when the situation becomes 
protracted, the existence 
of a separate bureaucracy 
can complicate matters and 
institutionalize the separation 
between the forcibly displaced 
and their hosts. This in turn can 
cause inefficiencies, such as 
the establishment of parallel 
systems, which duplicate or 
bypass technical ministries. 

In poor governance environ-
ments, some government min-
istries for refugee or IDP affairs 
may also face counterproductive 
incentives. This is for example 
the case when they receive 
financing from external partners 
and are reluctant to let it go, or 
where an end to the crisis would 
translate into a loss of power and 
prestige.
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a number of asylum-seekers undocumented 
and potentially vulnerable to detention, de-
portation, or even refoulement.68 

Even when their presence is tolerated, 
those who flee violence and conflict and re-
main undocumented are among the most 
vulnerable groups of the forcibly displaced. 
They have no legal protection and are often 
out of reach of any assistance. Profiling ex-
ercises consistently highlight how the dif-
ference in migratory status influences liv-
ing conditions. For example in Bangladesh, 
many Rohingya refugees from Myanmar re-
main at the mercy of local politics and extor-
tion rackets, because the authorities do not 
recognize their refugee status. 

Freedom of movement
Restrictions on freedom of movement can 
severely limit refugees’ ability to seize socio-
economic opportunities.69 Restrictions on 
movement are in principle in contravention 
of the 1951 Convention, and they are often 
the result of poor regulations and practices.70

For refugees living in camps, spatial segre-
gation is a permanent reality. Camp inhabit-
ants may be restricted from leaving the camp 
or they may be required to obtain permits to 
do so. Even where they are allowed to move, 
they have to deal with high transport and 
information costs, given their distance from 
economic hubs.71 For instance despite hav-
ing the right to move, many camp residents 
in Uganda do not have the means to pay for 
transportation. In República Bolivariana 
de Venezuela, refugees were reportedly re-
stricted by military and security checks from 
leaving remote areas.72 Assistance is also 
often only available in camps, and refugees 
have to move back and forth between the 
remote camp location and potential employ-
ment opportunities if they cannot immedi-
ately settle somewhere else. 

In urban areas, although mobility may 
be allowed by the law, it may be discour-
aged in practice. In Kabul for example, au-
thorities long opposed the provision of any 
form of assistance to the displaced, although 
this recently changed.73 The displaced may 
also lack protection from state security ser-
vices or suffer from discrimination.74 They 
can be denied access to public services such 

as health and education.75 They can also be 
prevented from accessing such services by 
police harassment, as was reported in Nai-
robi.76 When they have access, refugees may 
have to pay higher rents and school fees due 
to their tenuous legal status—on top of the 
time and money spent registering as refugees 
and acquiring legal documents.77 In some 
situations, IDPs may face similar problems, 
for example if they are unable to replace lost 
or destroyed documents (or if procedures for 
replacing them are prohibitively expensive 
or compliance is impossible).78

Right to work and to engage in 
economic activity
The 1951 Convention stipulates that refu-
gees should be granted “the most favorable 
treatment accorded to nationals of a foreign 
country in the same circumstances, as re-
gards the right to engage in wage-earning 
employment” (article 18) and a “treatment 
as favorable as possible and, in any event, 
not less favorable than that accorded to 
aliens generally in the same circumstances, 
as regards the right to engage on his own ac-
count in agriculture, industry, handicrafts 
and commerce and to establish commercial 
and industrial companies” (article 19). Yet 
the actual exercise of this right is often re-
stricted by national laws, regulations, prac-
tices, and poor enforcement. 

In many countries, refugee status does 
not automatically confer a right to work, and 
in some, refugee status is incompatible with 
labor market access. For instance, in Leba-
non, Syrians who renew their residency per-
mit based on a United Nations High Com-
missioner for Refugees (UNHCR) certificate 
must sign a pledge not to work.79 In many 
other countries, including Germany, South 
Africa, and the United Kingdom, asylum-
seekers have to wait for a determination of 
their status, which can be long, before they 
can enter the labor market. 

Where refugees have the right to work, 
regulations may hinder them from exercis-
ing that right, such as work permits, restric-
tions to certain sectors or activities, or limi-
tations on property and land ownership.80 
The cost of work permits may be prohibitive 
against refugees’ generally low incomes.81 In 
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Surviving without socioeconomic 
rights
The majority of refugees and IDPs try to find 
means to provide for themselves and their 
families, including by overcoming the legal 
restrictions that largely determine the kind 
of opportunities they can officially engage in. 

most countries, refugees are excluded from 
professions related to security and defense, 
and often from government employment. In 
a few, the list of professions open to refugees 
is much shorter: only 16 in the Islamic Re-
public of Iran, for example.82 

There may also be legal limitations to 
open a business, own property, or sign con-
tracts. In Pakistan, to run a business or access 
financial services, refugees have to register 
their companies through Pakistani acquain-
tances;83 in Ecuador and Turkey, refugees 
have little access to financial institutions 
to secure loans; in Bangladesh, procedures 
make it impossible to access credit and pro-
hibit refugees from engaging in trading or 
owning property; in India and Sudan, the law 
does not permit refugees to purchase land.84 
The displaced are also often excluded from 
financial services either because they lack the 
requisite formal documents or because they 
are regarded as a high credit risk.85 Women 
may face additional obstacles (box 4.3).

In addition, the recognition and valida-
tion of professional qualifications is often 
difficult. This makes it difficult for quali-
fied and semiskilled refugees to find work 
that matches their experience.86 Yet, some 
countries have adopted or are in the pro-
cess of adopting procedures to provide for 
such recognition, for example in Ecuador or 
Zambia.

BOX 4.3 Women, business, and the law

Female refugees and IDPs 
may face legal barriers to 
work and entrepreneurship. 
For example, the 15 largest 
refugee-hosting countries in 
2014 together had 170 women-
only legal restrictions on seeking 
employment (figure 4.1).a The 
World Bank Group’s Women, 
Business and the Law indicators, 
which examine gender-based 
legal differences across 173 
economies, detail these 
restrictions in areas as diverse as 
registering a business, opening a 
bank account, having ownership 

rights over property, and doing 
the same jobs as men.b 

Countries with an 
unusually high number of 
restrictions on women’s 
economic opportunities are 
disproportionately represented 
among the 15 largest refugee 
hosts. There are only 30 
economies that have ten or more 
legal restrictions of this nature, 
7 of which are among the top 
hosts—and the 5 economies 
with the most restrictions 
include 4 of the top refugee 
hosts.c

a. World Bank 2016a.
b.  In its research Women, Business, and the Law makes a number of assump-

tions, including that “the woman is a lawful citizen of the economy exam-
ined.” The indicators are based on codified law, which may not be applied in 
practice in countries with weak institutional capacity. World Bank 2016a.

c.  The four are Afghanistan, the Islamic Republic of Iran, Jordan, and the 
Republic of Yemen. 

FIGURE 4.1  Number of legal restrictions on women seeking jobs in the 15 largest refugee-
hosting countries, 2014
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Unfavorable locations

Having the right to work is one thing, being 
able to get a job is another. In marked con-
trast to economic migrants, the forcibly dis-
placed do not necessarily go where there are 
economic opportunities: they move to the 
easiest place to reach where they will find 
safety. Although some of them manage to get 
to places where socioeconomic conditions 
are relatively favorable, large numbers lack 
the resources necessary for a long journey 
and they settle in regions close to home.96 
They may end up in a place where there are 
few opportunities for them regardless of 
their rights, a “wrong place.” 

Place and opportunities
A “wrong place” is not an objective defini-
tion. It is linked to each individual’s skills 
and abilities, and it is largely a function of 
the way they can meet demand in the labor 
market. The job market mismatch is gen-
erally more severe in developing countries 
absorbing large numbers of refugees rela-
tive to their population (or experiencing 
large IDP movements) than in high-income 
economies absorbing small numbers of 
refugees.97 

The first characteristic of a “wrong place” 
relates to language and social norms. In a 
culturally foreign environment, it is hard to 
achieve economic and social inclusion. For-
tunately, most people flee to places that are 
fairly close geographically and that often 
have a degree of familiarity: of the 12 mil-
lion people in large refugee situations at the 
end of 2014, 70 to 80 percent were living 
in countries or in regions whose language 
and cultural norms were familiar.98 Excep-
tions include Syrian refugees in Turkey and 
relatively large numbers hosted in other 
Organisation for Economic Co-operation 
and Development (OECD) countries. 

While it could be assumed that almost 
all IDPs live in culturally familiar environ-
ments because they are in their own coun-
try, the reality is sometimes more complex. 
Once displaced, IDPs may find themselves 
in areas that are under the control of people 
with whom they have little in common, or 
even with whom there is a history of mutual 

Where they have the right to work, the dis-
placed can access the formal sector; where 
they do not, they try to work informally to 
the extent opportunities are available: only a 
minority depend fully on humanitarian as-
sistance over the long term. 

In many host countries, de facto inclusion 
in the labor market is widespread.87 The for-
mal right to work is not effectively enforced, 
and the informal sector accounts for a large 
share of the economy. In such contexts, eco-
nomic and social integration is often taking 
place despite rather than because of gov-
ernment policy.88 The extent to which such 
informality is detrimental depends on the 
context, but refugees and IDPs are often even 
more vulnerable than poor people in host 
communities.89 For example, in Tanzania, 
three-quarters of the Rwandese, Burundian 
and Congolese refugees working in agricul-
ture, construction, housekeeping, and cater-
ing were paid with food rather than money.90 
In Bangladesh, undocumented refugees en-
gage in jobs considered dangerous, such as 
deep-sea fishing.91

In countries where labor laws are more 
strictly enforced, work in the informal sector 
may be more discriminatory. Economic mi-
gration literature suggests that illegal work-
ers tend to be paid less and to be subject to 
harsher working conditions than legal im-
migrants.92 Skilled workers often have to ac-
cept low-wage menial positions. Anecdotal 
evidence suggests that refugees who work il-
legally are often exposed to abuse, including 
exploitation, violence, detention, and even 
threats of forced return. 

The situations of Palestinian refugees in 
Jordan and in Lebanon illustrate the way dif-
ferences in rights can translate into diverg-
ing socioeconomic outcomes. Palestinians 
have fared relatively well over the decades 
in Jordan, where they are allowed to work, 
use public services, and own businesses and 
property.93 A majority has been granted 
citizenship and they now play a large role 
in the private sector and account for a large 
part of Jordan’s middle class.94 In contrast, 
Palestinian refugees in Lebanon have been 
largely hosted in camps, with limited socio-
economic rights. Their welfare indicators are 
significantly worse.95 
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suspicion. They might, for example, share 
a similar trading language, such as Arabic, 
Swahili, or French, but not their mother 
tongue: this can make it a difficult environ-
ment in which to reestablish their lives.

Another potential source of vulnerabil-
ity is the lack of economic opportunities in 
the hosting environment. The overwhelm-
ing share of refugees, and virtually all IDPs, 
are hosted in developing countries. Some of 
these economies, for example in the Middle 
East, are characterized by a dual labor mar-
ket, with a relatively large public sector and 
slow private sector growth. In such contexts, 
economic opportunities for forcibly dis-
placed persons are few. This typically leads to 
high unemployment and low earnings. For 
example, an ILO survey in Jordan found that 
wages for unskilled and semiskilled workers 
among Syrian refugees were below subsis-
tence levels.99 

In addition refugee-hosting economies 
are often struggling in relative terms. Of 
the 12 million refugees in large situations at 
the end of 2014, 15 percent lived in coun-
tries where the average growth of GDP per 
capita had been negative over the period 
2010–2014, and 88 percent of them lived 
in countries that had fared worse than the 
global average of developing countries over 
this period.100 Among IDPs, the equivalent 
figures were 30 percent and 94 percent.101

Within countries, refugees and IDPs are 
also often hosted in relatively lagging re-
gions. Disaggregated data on location is 
available for only about 30 million forcibly 
displaced persons.102 Of this group, at the 
end of 2014, about 72 percent lived in parts 
of the country where GDP per capita was 
lower than national average, including 13 
percent who lived where it was less than half 
of the national average. Among those who 
lived in camps, 22 percent were in parts of 
the country where GDP per capita was less 
than half of national average. 

Refugee and IDP camps provide an ex-
treme version of a “wrong place” from a so-
cioeconomic perspective. The Dadaab camp 
in Kenya, and more recently Zaatari in Jor-
dan, illustrate how entrepreneurial refugees 
can develop their own businesses.103 Yet 
for the overwhelming majority of refugees 

and IDPs, the isolation of the camps results 
in a lack of employment opportunities. In 
time this can even create a “culture of idle-
ness” which can have long-term negative 
outcomes in terms of employability and so-
cial inclusion.104 It also leads to a very low 
level of self-reliance and is often one of the 
main reasons given by refugees for leaving or 
avoiding camp life altogether.105 

Large numbers of forcibly displaced per-
sons, especially in Africa, are hosted in rural 
areas. In some countries, such as Chad and 
Uganda, they are provided with access to 
arable land, which is greatly contributing 
to their social and economic integration.106 
Where such resources are not available, how-
ever, refugees and IDPs may be trapped in 
undesirable and unsustainable situations 
as landless people in the midst of farming 
communities. This can have a severe impact 
on their ability to escape from extreme pov-
erty, an impact that can be carried across 
generations. 

Moving on to a “better place”
To try and reach a “better place,” large num-
bers of forcibly displaced persons move into 
cities.107 Refugees and IDPs in urban areas 
are generally better off as they can access 
a broader variety of jobs, including in the 
informal sector. For instance, forcibly dis-
placed persons in Nairobi reported that they 
were generally able to find sufficient work to 
feed themselves and their families in the city, 
unlike in the rural areas they came from.108 

In Afghanistan, the longer IDPs had settled 
in major cities, the better their economic 
conditions.109 

Still, the incidence and depth of poverty 
among these groups remain high. Urban 
displaced populations face the same chal-
lenges as poor host communities do, in 
terms of inadequate housing and insecure 
tenure, insufficient access to social services, 
potential discrimination, and persistent 
food insecurity.110 There may also remain a 
mismatch between their skills and the op-
portunities that are available in urban en-
vironments, since many of them originate 
from rural settings. In Colombia the unem-
ployment rate of IDPs at the reception site 
is significantly higher than that of the poor 
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host population.111 In Bosnia, the displaced 
had a 15 percent higher probability of being 
unemployed, even six years post conflict.112 
Discrimination, lack of social ties, and weak 
political influence in the host community are 
all factors that limit access to jobs.113 

In most camps, a self-selection process 
comes into play, gradually. Where they can 
do so, the more mobile and capable among 
the displaced move on and look for oppor-
tunities elsewhere. This creates a vicious 
cycle, where the lack of opportunities and 
the departure of the ablest have mutually re-
inforcing effects, all too often making camps 
a locus for the most vulnerable refugees and 
IDPs, and sometimes even attracting desti-
tute people from host communities.114 

Short planning horizon

For the forcibly displaced, the future is uncer-
tain. They often live in some form of limbo, 
which can be transitory or last for an extended 
period of time. Uncertainty about the future 
stems from a number of factors, ranging from 
the temporary nature of their legal or admin-
istrative status, to the absence of a predictable 
source of income, to the enduring hope for 
an eventual return. As a result, many forcibly 
displaced persons often lack the ability to plan 
and to make sound investment decisions. This 
can have large detrimental effects. 

For instance, the forcibly displaced often 
make critical decisions based on an assump-
tion that their exile will be transitory and 
relatively short. They tend to live in tempo-
rary settings as they await the termination of 
hostilities, and they continue to do so even 
in protracted situations. They do not invest 
in acquiring skills that are in demand in the 
host labor market as much as they would do 
if they were planning for a longer stay.115 In 
a very concrete case, some Syrian refugees 
living in Turkey decided that it was not nec-
essary to make their children learn Turk-
ish so they could go to public schools: they 
thought their exile would be only temporary. 
These children have now missed an exten-
sive amount of schooling.116 Had the forc-
ibly displaced known in advance that they 
would be in limbo for a long period of time, 
they may have made a different decision.

An agenda for development 
actors
The purpose of a development response is to 
help forcibly displaced persons overcome the 
displacement-induced vulnerabilities which 
impinge on their ability to seize opportu-
nities and which put them at high risk of 
falling into lasting poverty. It is not directly 
aimed at providing for basic needs, but at re-
storing self-reliance (box 4.4).

Jobs and economic opportunities are criti-
cal to mitigating the impact of displacement-
induced vulnerabilities. They may not suffice, 
but they are necessary, not only once a dura-
ble solution is in place, but also in the interim 
period, and especially in the short term. Any 
delay in accessing them can further exacer-
bate vulnerabilities, as people who stay out 
of the labor force for long periods have more 
difficulty engaging effectively in a social con-
text as well as performing in a job. 

To help refugees and IDPs access socio-
economic opportunities, development actors 
should support three sets of interventions: 
help the forcibly displaced (or at least let 
them) move to a place where there are such 
opportunities; help create opportunities in 
their place of exile (including by removing the 
barriers and obstacles to access the labor mar-
ket); or help them develop new skills more 
attuned to the needs of the local labor mar-
ket—in other words, change place, change the 
place, or change the people. Still some people 

BOX 4.4 The “Wilton Park Principles”?

At a workshop co-chaired by the United 
Kingdom, the World Bank, and UNHCR 
and held in Wilton Park on April 4 to 6, 
2016, a number of stakeholders including 
international institutions, bilateral donor 
agencies, host country governments, 
and civil society agreed on a set of five 
core and mutually reinforcing principles 
to forge new partnerships for delivery. 
These “Wilton Park Principles” include: 
work through national and local systems; 
support host communities and build social 
cohesion; enable economic participation 
and stimulate growth; provide impactful 
and innovative financing; and improve the 
data and evidence base.
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may not be able to immediately recover from 
their experience: they may need dedicated 
support over the medium-term to help them 
gradually regain a degree of self-reliance.

This agenda is predicated on the assump-
tion that continued humanitarian assistance 
is provided in parallel to ensure that the 
basic needs of the forcibly displaced (includ-
ing food, health, etc.) are met until they can 
achieve self-reliance. The scope of such aid 
largely depends on the pace at which refu-
gees and IDPs can gain employment or ac-
cess other sources of incomes, which in 
turn is often a reflection of host government 
policies and of the success of development 
interventions.

Support freedom of movement 
and the right to work

Supporting freedom of movement is espe-
cially important in situations where refugees 
and IDPs are in unsustainable and undesir-
able situations. Access to opportunities re-
quires changing place. Allowing the forcibly 
displaced to do so is politically sensitive, es-
pecially in a context of restrictive policies. 
Yet, the economic benefits of such secondary 
movements are real, whether they involve a 
move towards urban centers or, in the case of 
refugees, to another country where there may 
be more opportunities. They essentially imply 
that refugees and IDPs end up in places where 
there is a demand for their skills. Under such 
a scenario, the forcibly displaced are allowed 
to act in the same way economic migrants do: 
as a result all stakeholders can accrue the ben-
efits of economic migration, including both 
forcibly displaced persons and their hosts. 

Development actors should emphasize 
the benefits and feasibility of letting the forc-
ibly displaced decide on their place of tempo-
rary settlement. They should also discourage 
programs designed to support them to stay 
in locations where their situation is neither 
desirable nor sustainable. At the global level, 
they should advocate for a more generous 
set of policies and support, especially from 
high-income countries, as part of a broader 
effort to secure not only enhanced well-being 
of the forcibly displaced, but also economic 
gains for their potential hosts. This can be a 

difficult discussion and development actors 
should be mindful of the perspective of host 
countries and communities. 

To date, such discussions, when they have 
taken place, have mainly focused on the right 
to work. This remains an important agenda, 
but its relevance largely depends on the actual 
enforcement of labor laws. In countries with 
a very large informal sector, having the right 
to work, while important, may not necessar-
ily translate into enhanced socioeconomic 
opportunities. The reciprocal proposition is, 
however, also true: for these host countries, 
granting the right to work does not necessar-
ily have a significant impact on the labor mar-
ket, especially when the number of refugees 
in relation to the population is limited. It does 
allow national authorities, however, to pre-
vent a further expansion of unregulated activ-
ities and to tax the corresponding production.

Overall, many host countries are con-
cerned that granting rights to the forcibly 
displaced, especially refugees, may increase 
inflows. They fear that they would be send-
ing a signal that may make their country a 
preferred destination for potential asylum-
seekers. This may be oversimplifying a com-
plex issue, as the primary factor for forced 
displacement remains the fear of violence 
and as the large majority of refugees move 
to neighboring countries regardless of socio-
economic rights (while IDPs remain in their 
own country). It suggests, however, that a de-
gree of international cooperation is needed 
to avoid a low-level equilibrium where most 
potential host countries would be reluctant 
to grant basic rights unless they know that 
others may also do so.

Create opportunities in the 
place of exile

Development actors should help create eco-
nomic opportunities in places where there 
are large numbers of forcibly displaced per-
sons. This may require significant financial 
resources, and it should be done in such a 
manner that it can also benefit host com-
munities. Over the years, there have been a 
number of externally funded aid programs 
aimed at creating jobs or enhancing liveli-
hoods, but results have been mixed.
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To be successful and sustainable, such ac-
tivities should take place within the context 
of a private sector-led, market-driven pro-
gram. Public works and other heavily sub-
sidized schemes may provide temporary re-
lief but they are unlikely to be sufficient and 
durable. Activities for which there is no clear 
market are unlikely to provide an effective 
way to allocate scarce resources.117 

Development actors should hence focus 
on attracting the private sector. Private sec-
tor decisions to invest depend first and fore-
most on business considerations, such as the 
regulatory environment, infrastructure, and 
access to markets. Getting the private sector 
involved is likely to be easier where refugees 
and IDPs are in or near large urban centers, 
or otherwise well-equipped regions. Con-
versely, it is more difficult in remote areas, 
devoid of adequate energy or transport sys-
tems, and in countries with a poor track 
record of business regulations. Develop-
ment actors could usefully provide support 
through investments in key infrastructure 
(although these take time to yield results), 
via guarantees or other risk-sharing mecha-
nisms, and through efforts to improve the 
investment climate (box 4.5).

Additional efforts may be needed to help 
foster entrepreneurship among both forcibly 
displaced persons (where it is legal for them 
to create jobs) and their hosts. This may in-
clude a broad range of activities to support 
small and medium enterprises, including 

training, access to credit, equity invest-
ments, etc. The feasibility of such activities 
depends largely on the overall business en-
vironment and on location. It is far harder 
in remote and isolated areas. It also depends 
on the skills and experiences of the forcibly 
displaced, and on their ability to adjust in a 
new environment. Experience (for example 
with Afghan refugees in Pakistan, Syrian 
refugees in Turkey, and Somali refugees in 
Nairobi) suggests that there is a vast reser-
voir of initiatives which can be tapped, with 
potentially large gains for the displaced and 
their hosts.

Finally, as many refugees and IDPs come 
from rural regions and have a farming back-
ground, development actors should provide 
support to engaging them in agricultural 
activities where land can be made available. 
This is likely to be helpful, especially in some 
African host countries, but overall it may 
benefit only a relatively small share of the 
forcibly displaced. 

Build skills attuned to local 
labor market needs

To reduce the mismatch between opportu-
nities in the labor market and the skills of 
the displaced, development actors should 
help upgrade the forcibly displaced’s skills. 
To be effective, such support should be 
driven by a careful analysis of the demand 
in the labor market where people can be 

BOX 4.5 Special economic zones in Jordan

The government of Jordan 
has developed a program to 
address the refugee crisis 
with the support of external 
partners, which includes 
developing jobs for Jordanians 
and Syrians. This Compact was 
presented at the Supporting 
Syria and the Region 
Conference, which was held in 
London on February 4, 2016. 

The program rests on 
developing new economic 
opportunities, in particular 

through enhanced access 
to the European Union (EU) 
market, including through 
the relaxation of rules-of-
origin requirements for 
products manufactured in 
designated special economic 
zones. Investors in these 
zones would be expected, or 
required, to employ a certain 
proportion of Syrian refugees 
in their workforce. 

A core challenge is to 
attract new investment into 

Jordan, and hence to improve 
the business environment 
(Jordan ranks 113 on the 
World Bank Group’s Doing 
Business index). The 
government has committed 
to provide a number of work 
permits for Syrian refugees 
to be employed in the zones. 
Additional support may be 
needed to train or retrain 
Syrian refugees for jobs that 
may become available.
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employed under realistic scenarios. This is 
difficult in places where there are very few, 
if any opportunities. It is particularly chal-
lenging when the forcibly displaced are in 
limbo, and do not know what the eventual 
outcome of their displacement will be. In 
such cases, development actors should aim 
to strengthen the capacity to seize opportu-
nities not only in the current environment 
but also in possible future destinations. This 
often implies focusing on portable skills, 
which can be of use in many places, rather 
than on location-specific skills, such as ag-
ricultural skills, which assume a return or a 
further move to a place where land is avail-
able. Investing in language skills early on is 
also likely to have a significant pay off for 
both host countries and refugees.

In parallel, development actors should 
make determined efforts to provide ade-
quate education services to refugee and IDP 
children. In protracted situations, these chil-
dren may spend their entire formative years 
in displacement. Ensuring that they can be 
rapidly reinserted in a functioning educa-
tion system is hence critical, though very 
challenging. The difficulties are manifold, 
from a lack of financial resources which may 
force some parents to have their children 
work, to the challenges inherent in the rapid 
and massive expansion of an education sys-
tem, to differences of languages between 
the displaced and their hosts, to the specific 
needs of children who have gone through 
traumatic ordeals, etc. Including refugee and 
IDP children in national education systems 
in host countries is often the most effective 
and sustainable way to prevent the emer-
gence of a “lost generation,” especially when 
the forcibly displaced live out of camps, and 
development actors should support such ef-
forts (box 4.6). 

Continue supporting the most 
vulnerable

Development actors should provide dedi-
cated support—akin to social assistance—to 
those who may not be able to access oppor-
tunities, even when they are available (box 
4.7). This is the case of a number of groups 
with specific needs or heightened risk, such 

as persons with disabilities, elderly, or un-
accompanied children. To ensure both cost 
effectiveness and sustainability, the use of 
country systems should be set as a common 
medium-term goal for all external stake-
holders, but short-term efforts are needed 
to strengthen such systems and build the 
corresponding capacity before a shift can 
be considered. Continued external financ-
ing may also be needed over the medium 
term, in particular to cover the needs of non-
nationals such as refugees. 

Development actors should also share 
some of the lessons learned in modernizing 

BOX 4.6 Providing education to Syrian refugees in Turkey

The Turkish Ministry of Education 
estimated in fall 2015 that the 
country hosted 589,500 school-
age Syrian children, and that 
up to 250,000 of them were 
enrolled in school; an additional 
138,000 were expected to 
be enrolled by the end of the 
2015/16 school year.a School 
enrollment rates have been 
high inside camps (around 86 
percent), but far lower outside 
them, where options for Arabic-
language education are limited. 

The government has made 
an enormous effort to provide 
education to Syrian refugees, 
along three main lines: 
integrating Syrian children into 
the Turkish education system; 
allowing community-based 
education programs run from 
within the Syrian community 
(these programs follow several 
curricula, with the most 
popular the Libyan curriculum 
and religious education); and 
facilitating access to temporary 
education centers (which are 
supervised by the Ministry of 
Education and have Turkish 
senior administrators, but are 
staffed by Syrian teachers 

and use a modified version of 
the Syrian curriculum).a The 
comparative performance of 
the three options has yet to be 
assessed.

The ministry has asked all 
provincial directorates to register 
Syrian children of preschool 
and first-year primary school 
age in Turkish schools, but full 
registration is likely to take time. 
It has also begun to provide 
Turkish preparatory courses 
at public education centers to 
facilitate the transition of Syrian 
children into Turkish schools. 
It aims to address persistent 
issues such as the high degree 
of mobility, and thus school 
dropouts, among refugees; high 
rates of psychosocial trauma; 
difficulties in retaining Syrian 
teachers (most are not allowed 
to register for work permits 
and are paid only modest 
stipends); lack of quality control 
of community-based services; 
and overcrowding and disruption 
in Turkish schools that provide 
double shifts. Demand for 
vocational, remedial, and higher 
education among adolescent 
refugees is still large and unmet.

a.  This is recognized in the humanitarian sector including the evidence from 
UNHCR’s Operational Guidelines on the Minimum Criteria for Livelihoods 
Programming emphasizes the market and data driven approach to program-
ming. UNHCR 2015e.
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social protection systems to further inform 
the debate on aid effectiveness. The situa-
tion of forcibly displaced has specific char-
acteristics and not all lessons may apply: 
for example, where the forcibly displaced 
do not have the right to work, the scope 
for promoting self-reliance is necessar-
ily limited. Still, some of the key elements 
of modern social protection systems may 
be relevant, including: improved targeting 
(often based on proxy indicators, which 
are easily monitored and provide for an 
adequate prediction of poverty and vulner-
ability levels), conditionality (for example 
through conditional cash transfers, which 
have been adopted in many countries to 

link social assistance payments with the 
adoption of positive behaviors, such as chil-
dren immunization or school attendance), 
and activation (to provide support so that 
beneficiaries can eventually return to the 
labor market).118 Interventions should be 
tailored to each situation: for example, in 
low-income, low-capacity countries, re-
sponses have to be different from those in 
middle- and high-income countries.119 

Finally, development actors should con-
sider expanding their programs to areas 
where there is no strong track record of in-
terventions yet, but which are critical to suc-
cess. This includes issues related to mental 
health and psychosocial support (box 4.8).

BOX 4.7 Forced displacement and the graduation approach

The “graduation approach” supports 
people living in extreme poverty and 
helps them graduate out of it.a It is 
aimed at people who are so poor 
that they typically cannot engage in 
activities that are supported through 
micro credit. It was first implemented 
by a Bangladeshi nongovernmental 
organization, BRAC, in 2002. It has 
now been tested in eight countries 
with support from the World Bank 
Group and the Ford Foundation, 
and it covers over half a million 
households. 

The graduation approach includes 
a carefully sequenced 18- to 
36-month set of interventions. It 
relies on a few core building blocks: 
consumption stipends to ensure 
food security until incomes are 
generated from economic activities; 
asset transfers and training to kick 
start economic activities; financial 
education; and weekly home visits 
for monitoring, building confidence 
and providing health, nutrition and 
other social information

Six rigorous randomized 
impact assessments conducted 
by Innovations for Poverty Action 
(IPA) between 2006 and 2014 
demonstrated that the graduation 
approach increased incomes and 
household consumption at all but 
one site.b Evidence from the BRAC 
program in Bangladesh shows the 
poorest who participated in the 
program were truly breaking free of 
the poverty trap. Overall earnings 
increased 37 percent over the 
seven years surveyed (five years 
after the program ended), with 
significant rises in consumption 
and savings. Households not only 
earned and saved more but they 
also diversified their assets and 
income sources.c The total cost of 
running pilots (consumption support, 
asset transfer, training, coaching, 
staffing, monitoring, and head office 
overhead) ranged from US$330 
to US$700 per participant in India, 
the Republic of Yemen, Ethiopia, 
and Pakistan, to around US$1,250 

in Honduras, and from US$1,750 
to US$2,500 in Ghana, Haiti, and 
Peru.d The cost-effectiveness of 
the program was high, with annual 
household income gains as a 
percentage of total program costs 
ranging from about 7 percent to 25 
percent.e 

UNHCR has recognized the 
potential of the graduation approach 
for refugees and IDPs, provided it is 
adapted for this specific group, e.g., 
with the addition of legal assistance 
and psycho-social counseling 
components. The model is currently 
tested in five sites, in Burkina Faso, 
Costa Rica, Ecuador, the Arab 
Republic of Egypt, and Zambia, 
in rural, urban and camp settings, 
as well as in both emergency and 
protracted situations.f Results thus 
far have been encouraging, and 
the graduation approach provides a 
means to link somewhat disparate 
program inputs (livelihoods, 
protection and others) in a coherent 
program.

a. UNHCR has put the graduation approach at the center of its 2014–2018 Global Strategy for livelihoods. UNHCR 2014b.
b. World Bank 2012.
c. Banerjee et al. 2015.
d. Economist 2015.
e.  Differences stem mainly from local salary scales, population density, and status of infrastructure, as well as the site’s emphasis on each 

of the building blocks (e.g., size and duration of consumption support).
f. At BRAC the total cost of running the program is US$325 with a cost-benefit ratio of 5.07. See Sinha, Gidwani, and Das 2008.
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BOX 4.8 Supporting psychosocial and post-traumatic care?

Helping to address trauma-
related issues is critical to 
achieve a lasting solution, 
yet this is an area where 
development actors have 
limited experience and 
expertise.a

Over the last few 
years, small-scale pilots 
have tested innovative 
approaches, for example in 
working with very young 
mothers who were part of 
armed groups in Liberia, 
Sierra Leone, and northern 
Uganda, or in supporting 
youth inclusion programs 
for disenfranchised groups 
in Liberia. These programs 
typically combined 
livelihood-related activities 
like training and social 
reintegration, for example 
through participation in peer 
groups. They were often 
accompanied by mentoring 
or support services. 

Emerging lessons 
suggest that community-
based activities (and not only 
individual treatment) can 
be effective to help restore 
psychological well-being; that 
psychological and economic 
support can be complementary 
and achieve in combination 
more than what any single set 
of interventions would; and 
that time and patience are 
needed for durable results. Yet 
randomized control trials for 
such interventions in Burundi, 
the Democratic Republic of 
Congo, Liberia, and Uganda 
also suggest that there is still 
much to learn. 

A critical area on which 
development institutions 
can already take action is in 
preventing aggravation of 
stresses and trauma-related 
issues. At a minimum, 
projects targeted at 
refugees and IDPs should be 

designed with awareness of 
psychosocial issues and of 
factors that may exacerbate 
them, particularly among 
interventions for children and 
youth. For example, education 
programs need to reflect the 
emotional and social impact 
of violence on their pupils, 
and to include activities to 
help address them. 

Addressing trauma 
requires a comprehensive 
strategy with efforts to 
recreate and nurture the 
social fabric in affected 
communities, especially 
as there are no or very 
few doctors, and far fewer 
psychiatrists in many host 
countries. The United 
Nations (UN) Inter-Agency 
Standing Committee has 
published mental health 
and psychosocial support 
guidelines that offer a useful 
framework to that effect.b

a. Drawn from World Bank 2014.
b. IASC 2007.
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5

The traditional definition of the “end” of 
forced displacement is based on a frame-
work of rights and legal protection. For 
refugees, forced displacement comes to an 
end when they can once again enjoy the 
protection of a state in a durable and effec-
tive manner, whether through voluntary 
return to their country of origin, integra-
tion in their host country, or resettlement 
to a third country.1 For internally dis-
placed persons (IDPs), a durable solution 
is achieved when IDPs “no longer have 
specific assistance and protection needs 
that are linked to their displacement” and 
“when they can enjoy their human rights 
in a nondiscriminatory manner vis-à-vis 
citizens who have never been displaced.”2 
This can be achieved through sustainable 
integration in their place of origin (return), 
sustainable integration where they took 
refuge (local integration), and sustainable 
integration in another part of the country 
(settlement elsewhere).3 

For development actors, such legal defi-
nitions may be somewhat difficult to op-
erationalize within the strictures of their 
mandate. Development actors are part of 
a broad effort to promote comprehensive 
solutions to the plight of the forcibly dis-
placed but their comparative advantage 
(and hence their contribution to the overall 
agenda) is focused on the socioeconomic 
dimensions of the crisis. 

A possible approach is to define the 
“end point” of engagement through a 

practical prism: it is the moment when 
the forcibly displaced no longer require 
dedicated development support. The need 
for such support arises from the specific 
vulnerabilities that the forcibly displaced 
are struggling with due to their displace-
ment. The “end-point” is the moment 
when these vulnerabilities have been 
offset so that the displaced can take full 
advantage of available poverty reduction 
programs and reestablish their lives in a 
manner that is genuinely durable from a 
socioeconomic perspective. For develop-
ment actors, the primary focus is hence 
not on where people live (which may 
change over time) but on whether they 
have specific vulnerabilities that hamper 
their ability to seize development oppor-
tunities (box 5.1). 

Forced displacement and its resolution 
take place against a backdrop of human 
mobility. The notion that return and sus-
tainable reintegration—a “re-emplace-
ment”—constitute the most natural end 
point to the crisis may need to be recon-
sidered. In fact, in every situation some 
people return, but others do not, and re-
turn is rarely a simple and straightforward 
solution. 

Rather, return is a complex and diffi-
cult process, and support is often needed 
to ensure it is successful and sustainable. 
In most situations, security and economic 
opportunities are the two main param-
eters. Returnees who have assets (financial 

Rebuilding Lives
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resources, human capital, and social capital) 
tend to fare better upon return: this suggests 
that policies that enable refugees and IDPs 
to earn an income and to maintain or fur-
ther develop their skills while in displace-
ment can help during the resolution phase 
of the crisis. 

Local integration is also a complex pro-
cess. For IDPs it is about settling in their new 
environment in a sustainable manner. For 
refugees, it also requires securing a legal sta-
tus that can provide predictable and reliable 
terms of stay, such as renewable residence 
and work permits. This is politically difficult, 
and support may be needed to develop ad-
equate legal solutions, even if they fall short 
of naturalization. 

The integration outcomes for refugees 
and asylum-seekers in high-income coun-
tries are contrasted. Refugees generally face 
many difficulties integrating into the labor 

market, in spite of considerable support. 
This highlights the depth of their vulner-
ability, including when compared with eco-
nomic migrants—and their need for contin-
ued support.

Any discussion of durable solutions to 
forced displacement ought to incorporate 
the concerns of host countries. Most host 
countries and communities are unwilling 
to accept, at least explicitly, the continu-
ing presence of large numbers of forcibly 
displaced other than as a “temporary” oc-
currence, even when the situation is long 
lasting. Political considerations often re-
quire leaders to emphasize that the forc-
ibly displaced will eventually return to their 
places of origin. The fact that it does not 
always happen is fraught with sensitivity 
and should be discussed carefully to avoid 
the adoption of counterproductive policy 
positions.

BOX 5.1 An approach based on specific vulnerabilities

The “specific vulnerabilities” approach 
to resolving forced displacement 
situations is both distinct from, and 
complementary to, the focus on legal 
protection. For example, refugees 
who have been living out of camp for 
several decades in a hospitable and 
culturally familiar place may still lack 
citizenship rights, and thus remain 
refugees, but they may no longer have 
economic and social vulnerabilities 
that are markedly different from those 
of the host communities.a While they 
may need continued legal protection, 
they may no longer require dedicated 
development support. Conversely, 
recently naturalized refugees may no 
longer require legal protection, but they 
may still need development support to 
overcome specific vulnerabilities they 
acquired through their displacement 
experience, such as trauma. 

This approach is also distinct 
from a needs-based agenda. For 
instance, IDPs impoverished by their 
displacement and living in an informal 

settlement may still have needs related 
to their experience, but they may no 
longer have vulnerabilities that differ 
from those of other people in the area 
where they live. They can be supported 
as part of a broader poverty reduction 
program, and no longer require 
dedicated development support. 

The focus on vulnerabilities, as 
opposed to needs, may also help 
address the thorny issue of defining 
an equity benchmark. “Needs” can 
depend on individuals’ expectations 
and on the environment in which they 
live. It is often difficult to gauge the 
level at which the needs of the forcibly 
displaced should be met. It could, to 
cite just a few possibilities, range from 
a subsistence benchmark (measured 
by a daily calorific intake); “decent-
living” conditions (which may be out 
of reach for many poor people in the 
world); a level equivalent to the host 
community (which would suggest that 
the forcibly displaced should be treated 
differently depending on where they 

are); or standards of living comparable 
to the preconflict situation (which 
would imply that more support should 
go to those fleeing middle-income 
rather than low-income countries). The 
focus on vulnerabilities—reequipping 
the forcibly displaced with the ability 
to seize socioeconomic opportunities 
where they live—may still be difficult 
to define with precision, but is clearer 
from an equity perspective. 

This focus should not conceal the 
importance of achieving a satisfactory 
legal solution to the plight of forced 
displacement. This remains essential 
for the forcibly displaced to be able to 
fully engage as contributing members 
of the society they belong to, and 
to ensure the full sustainability of 
any socioeconomic solution. Within 
this broader context, development 
institutions can best contribute 
to this agenda by focusing on the 
socioeconomic dimensions of the 
resolution.

a. Bakewell 2000.
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Stay, return, or move on?
A complicated issue
Whether to stay, to return, or to move on: 
refugees and IDPs often have little choice—
one of the key markers of their situation. Yet 
when they do have options, their decision-
making process may be partly similar to that 
of economic migrants: they compare their 
welfare in their place of displacement with 
their likely welfare in the place they could 
move to, including back home. Among safe 
destinations, they choose the place where 
they believe they will maximize their welfare 
(once the cost of the transition is deducted), 
based on economic considerations as well 
as on a host of other factors, including so-
cial, cultural, and political. Recognizing that 
in resolving their situation the forcibly dis-
placed act in some part like economic mi-
grants is critical to supporting solutions that 
can be durable: They have distinct protection 
needs and vulnerabilities, but share migrants’ 
desire and economic need for a better life.4

In these calculations, once security is en-
sured, economic considerations are likely 
to be essential. Accessing economic oppor-
tunities is key to reconstituting assets (in-
cluding social capital) after a sudden and 
catastrophic loss, to overcoming trauma, and 
to restoring a planning horizon. It is a nec-
essary (though not sufficient) condition to 
achieve a durable solution from a socioeco-
nomic angle. It requires both enjoying socio-
economic rights and living in a place where 
there are opportunities. 

For refugees, there can be a tension be-
tween legal rights and location. In the ab-
sence of large-scale naturalization, resettle-
ment, or permanent residency status, the 
only way to recover durable legal status is 
often to return to the country of origin, but 
that often means going to a place where there 
are no or very few economic opportunities. 
On the other hand, staying in a host country 
or moving on (even irregularly) may provide 
economic opportunities, but not formal legal 
status. In other words, refugees may have to 
make a choice between status and location: 
this tension is at the root of the “insolvabil-
ity” of many forced displacement situations. 
A brief reflection on economic migration, 

and on the large number of illegal migrants 
across the world suggests that, at least in 
some situations, people may prioritize loca-
tion over legal status. The question is thus to 
determine what it would take to align status 
and location in each case: staying, returning, 
or moving on. 

In this context, return is rarely a simple 
solution (box 5.2). It is in fact a new move-
ment. That refugees want to return is some-
times taken as a given, and in many public 
debates their motivation for repatriating is 
assumed.5 Yet the decision to repatriate is 
complex: rather than an easy homecoming 
or a return to the preexisting order of things, 
repatriation is better described as “a new life 
cycle in a challenging environment.”6 The 
place of origin, affected by conflict and vio-
lence, has often undergone wrenching social, 
economic, and political changes. The forcibly 
displaced, too, are not who they were when 
they left: women may have acquired more 
rights, children born in exile may not be lit-
erate in the language of the country of ori-
gin, and youth may have adopted new norms 
and values.7 The reintegration of returnees in 
their country or place of origin can be almost 
as complicated as the experience of adjusting 
to a host society.8 

Mobile livelihoods and 
urbanization 

Solutions are often thought of as a final pro-
cess, such that forcibly displaced are reestab-
lished with enough safety and economic op-
portunities to preclude further movement.9 
Yet in some cases, movements and temporary 
migrations (including to places that have be-
come asylum) were an integral part of liveli-
hood strategies well before the conflict started. 
For example, for many Afghans migration has 
long been a way of life: just prior to the Soviet 
occupation, between 500,000 and 1,000,000 
Afghans worked in the Islamic Republic of 
Iran, nomads used to cross the Pakistan border 
every year, and many poor families engaged 
in seasonal migration to complement low ag-
ricultural incomes.10 Similarly, Lebanese offi-
cials estimate that about 300,000 Syrians were 
living in Lebanon as economic migrants before 
the conflict:11 they became the first refugees, 



102 FORCIBLY DISPLACED

bringing in their families as insecurity grew. 
In central Peru, people rotated for decades 
between villages and cities to complement 
their incomes: from their perspective, the val-
leys from which IDPs fled and the cities to 
which they went constituted complementary 
spaces.12 The simple notions of return or in-
tegration do not fit well with such livelihoods.

Displacement is also taking place against 
the backdrop of global urbanization trends: 
it is an accelerator of movements that were 
already in the making or would have hap-
pened anyway, although in far less traumatic 
circumstances and with far less impact on 
the vulnerability of those affected. Urban-
ization induces profound transformations. 

BOX 5.2 The complexities of return and reintegration

Return is often regarded in public 
debates as the most natural solution 
to forced displacement, especially for 
refugees: the forcibly displaced are 
seen as “out of place” and return is 
a way to restore the natural order of 
things.a Repatriation is often discussed 
in terms of a return “home” even a 
generation or more after the flight 
from conflict and even when the 
descendants of the original refugees 
may never have seen their “homeland.”

This focus on return is relatively 
recent.b When the 1951 Convention 
was drafted, its language suggested 
that it expected refugees to slowly 
integrate into host communities with 
adequate protection in the meantime. 
Given the redrawing of borders and 
alliances, no one expected the millions 
of ethnic Germans displaced from 
Eastern Europe to go home, nor was 
this considered desirable. During the 
Cold War, refugees who had “chosen 
freedom” were not expected by their 
Western hosts to go back to the 
Soviet-dominated bloc. The focus 
on repatriation started in the 1980s, 
when millions of Africans and Central 
Americans became displaced by 
postcolonial wars and proxy conflicts 
in the Cold War and started to be 

integrated in official refugee statistics.c 
It sharpened in the 1990s, when the 
number of refugees and asylum-
seekers reached a peak, and restrictive 
policies became more widespread. 
At the same time, with the end of 
the Cold War, direct humanitarian 
interventions in countries of origin 
became politically and operationally 
more feasible, which facilitated the 
international community’s involvement 
in voluntary repatriation.d

The focus on return is also 
underpinned by a world view in which 
the place of birth, to which one aims 
to return, is a primary factor of one’s 
identity. Modern psychology suggests, 
however, that the construction of 
one’s identity is more complex, and 
that it is a function of many factors 
beyond the place of origin. There is 
a wide acceptance that many groups 
of people who have moved (such as 
internal or international migrants) will 
not return to their place of origin nor 
that they necessarily want to do so. 

What is traditionally seen as 
“return” by host authorities and 
international agencies can be 
perceived very differently by the 
forcibly displaced themselves. For 
example, among Angolan refugees 

living in Zambia, most of those 
perceived as repatriating refugees by 
the government and the international 
community actually saw themselves 
as villagers moving in search of better 
livelihoods in resource-rich Angola.e 
From their perspective, repatriation 
was taking place in the context of the 
normal movement of the ethnic Lunda 
people across their traditional land, 
which straddles the border.f Some 
people originally from Zambia were 
interested in being “repatriated” into 
Angola while some refugees were not. 

Reintegration is also a difficult 
concept. It assumes that there is a 
somewhat stable and functioning 
society to reintegrate into. Yet many 
refugees are returning to a post conflict 
environment, where violence has often 
been accompanied by social dislocation 
and where risks of renewed fighting 
can be high. Reintegration is not about 
reentering a condition that existed in 
the past, but rather about taking part 
in the emergence of a new social 
fabric and a new social contract.g But 
this is particularly fraught for those 
who return after a long exile, including 
for younger generations that have no 
knowledge of their parents’ place of 
origin.

 a. Hammond 1999.
 b.  This process began with two conferences in Africa, the International Conference on Assistance to Refugees in Africa (ICARA) I and II, 

which discussed durable solutions—return, local integration, and resettlement—and identified return as the best option. Then, in Cen-
tral America, the International Conference on Central American Refugees (CIREFCA) supported efforts to combine repatriation with 
post-conflict rehabilitation and peace consolidation. These initiatives led to more recent attempts to engage development actors in the 
repatriation process and extend the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees’ (UNHCR’s) mandate from protecting refugees to 
promoting durable solutions. Hammond 2014a.

 c. Hammond 2014a.
 d. Ghanem 2003; Amore 2002; Allen and Morsink 1994.
 e.  Bakewell 2000. Such perceptions are not inconsistent with their status as repatriates: although they described their return in economic 

terms they no longer needed international protection. 
 f. Bakewell 2000.
 g. Duffied, Diagne, and Tennant 2008.
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Many with a rural background no longer 
want to return to their villages of origin, 
for reasons that typically include security 
concerns, lack of job opportunities, and in-
adequate access to services.13 Others may 
not have the option to return at all. And a 
return to a relatively poor rural area is often 
no more likely than the return of a rural eco-
nomic migrant. Under such circumstances, 
defining an “end point” of forced displace-
ment can become murky, especially for rural 
IDPs now in cities. 

For some forcibly displaced, what was ini-
tially forced may eventually transmute into 
other forms of movement (box 5.3).14 Some 
see onward labor migration as offering not 
only a chance of economic betterment but 
also the possibility of a more dignified life, 
because access to employment allows self-suf-
ficiency and autonomous decision making.15 

These movements raised difficult legal 
and ethical questions, and introduced a de-
gree of confusion between forced displace-
ment and economic migration. When en-
gaging in a secondary movement, refugees 
remain refugees (continuing to need interna-
tional protection) but behave like migrants 
(moving to places that will use their skills 
and offer more opportunities). Such second-
ary movements are not new (and were com-
mon, for example, among those who fled the 
Nazi regime before and during World War 
II) but the size of the flow in a context of re-
strictive policies has brought the issue to the 
fore. It highlights the complexity of human 
migration and the mismatch between the 
way durable solutions have been tradition-
ally conceived and the aspirations of some of 
the forcibly displaced.

What the numbers say
Any new movement entails a substantial 
element of risk for the forcibly displaced. 
In a post conflict environment, peace and 
security are often uncertain, and economic 
prospects dire, at least in the short term. 
The forcibly displaced, with limited re-
sources and a vivid experience of past trials, 
are unlikely to take such risks easily (box 
5.4). The fundamental uncertainty of the 
situation is built into the entire decision-
making process.16

In every situation some people return, 
others do not, and the proportions vary 
across countries. Durable solutions are often 
described as either/or categories: a one-off 
repatriation process, a forever integration, or 
a rare resettlement opportunity. Yet in prac-
tice the forcibly displaced have to negotiate 
a complex process of belonging based on a 
multiplicity of factors.17 Many try to keep 
their options open. 

Solutions are worked out through an itera-
tive process, and movements are often stag-
gered or even cyclical.18 For example, dis-
placed households (or groups of households) 
may split themselves up, sending an advance 
party to explore conditions, reclaim assets, 
and prepare for a permanent return (or sec-
ondary movement).19 In some situations, for 
example among Afghans and South Suda-
nese, solutions can involve a temporary or 
permanent dispersal of family members be-
tween exile and return locations to maximize 
the family’s overall prospects:20 some adult 
men may repatriate to retrieve land and live-
lihoods, children may stay in camps in the 
care of relatives to access educations services, 
and some family members may try to mi-
grate to a high-income country from where 

BOX 5.3 From forced displacement to economic migration

The importance of secondary 
movements was highlighted by 
the 2015 flow of refugees into 
the EU. Having originally fled 
their country because of conflict 
and violence, some people did 
not seek asylum in the first safe 
country but moved on to places 
where they believed they could 
find both security and economic 
opportunities. Others who had 
been hosted in neighboring 
countries engaged in a parallel 
movement in search of better and 
more secure opportunities. 

These movements raised 
difficult legal and ethical 
questions, and introduced a 
degree of confusion between 
forced displacement and 
economic migration. When 

engaging in a secondary 
movement, refugees remain 
refugees (continuing to need 
international protection) but 
behave like migrants (moving to 
places that will use their skills 
and offer more opportunities). 
Such secondary movements are 
not new (and were common, for 
example, among those who fled 
the Nazi regime before and during 
World War II) but the size of the 
flow in a context of restrictive 
policies has brought the issue 
to the fore. It highlights the 
complexity of human migration 
and the mismatch between 
the way durable solutions have 
been traditionally conceived and 
the aspirations of some of the 
forcibly displaced.
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they can provide remittances.21 In Uganda, 
many South Sudanese refugees opted out of 
official repatriation schemes at first instance: 
they chose to return on their own while leav-
ing some relatives behind, so as to keep their 
refugee status active in case the return failed. 

Other strategies can include cyclical re-
turn, with household members moving back 
and forth between their place of origin and 
a place of exile, as was documented among 
Somali refugees.22 In the Central Sierra in 
Peru, IDPs involved in return programs 

BOX 5.4  Do the forcibly displaced want to return?

A number of studies has found that 
return is not always the preferred 
solution for many refugees and 
IDPs. Those who wanted to return 
accounted for 11 percent of IDPs in 
Colombia in 2014;a for 16 percent of 
Afghan refugees in Pakistan in 2011 
(with major concerns over security, 
employment, and housing);b for 32 
percent of Somali refugees living in 
Ethiopian and Kenyan camps in 2013 
(with preconditions like stability, 
health and education, livelihood 
opportunities, and continued 
humanitarian assistance);c and about 
10 percent of Iraqi refugees in 2008.d 

Different groups usually express 
distinct preferences, which reflect 
their conditions in the place of exile 
and their expectations for the place 
of return. Their decision making is 
complex and can divide households, 
as exemplified in the case of Iraqi 
returnees from Denmark.e Preferences 
vary based on criteria such as age and 
gender, duration of exile, remoteness 
of the place of origin, education level, 
economic status, occupation, and 
political affiliations.f

In particular prospects can be very 
different for men and women. Both 
tend to see return as going back to 
preflight gender relations after an exile 
during which women may have enjoyed 

enhanced opportunities. Men and 
women also tend to consider different 
factors in making their decision: 
women may give more weight to health 
and education, while men may be 
more concerned about employment.g 
In a 2004–05 survey, women were 
far less willing than men to return to 
Afghanistan from Pakistan and the 
Islamic Republic of Iran, and they 
were apprehensive about security and 
mobility restrictions there.h Similarly 
among IDPs in Colombia, female-
headed households were less willing 
to return. 

Prospects can also vary across 
age groups. The younger generation 
may not know their country of 
origin, and may be anxious about 
leaving the familiar environment in 
which they grew up. In a 2004–05 
survey of Afghans, youth were far 
less interested in return than older 
generations, and they were mainly 
concerned about access to education 
and employment.i 

Security concerns are critical, yet 
play out differently across various 
groups. They tend to be highly 
related to personal experiences 
during the conflict. In some cases, 
the original “home” is a place of 
trauma, where people have been 
victimized. Minorities and victims 

of direct violence are typically less 
willing to consider return.j The formal 
signing of a peace agreement does 
not necessarily mean that the country 
of origin has become safe for all. 
For example, in the Buduburam 
settlement of Liberian refugees in 
Ghana, some women expressed a 
fear of being “hunted” by warlords 
and ex-soldiers if they returned.k 
There may also be continued or new 
persecution risks for some groups. 
And a simple reduction of the threats 
to physical safety is rarely reason 
enough for people to want to return.l 

Economic conditions are also 
important in shaping intentions. 
For Afghans, those who had set up 
lucrative businesses in exile were 
reluctant to repatriate, even though 
they often maintained high levels of 
commercial activities and social ties 
with Afghanistan.m In Colombia, IDPs 
with access to land, social networks, 
or job opportunities in their places of 
origin were more willing to return. 

Finally, social networks and peer 
decisions may be important (even if 
little studied). Anecdotal evidence 
suggests that in some camps of Afghan 
refugees in Pakistan, leaders exercised 
considerable influence in deciding for 
an entire group whether, and when, to 
return. 

 a. Arias, Ibañez, and Querubin 2014.
 b. UNHCR 2012.
 c. Danish and Norwegian Refugee Councils 2013.
 d. UNHCR 2008.
 e. Riiskjaer and Nielsson 2008.
 f. Stepputat 2004; Monsutti 2006.
 g. Stepputat 2004.
 h. Monsutti 2006.
 i. Monsutti 2006.
 j. Arias, Ibañez, and Querubin 2014.
 k. Hardgrove 2009.
 l. Monsutti 2006.
 m. Monsutti 2006.
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similarly wanted to keep the option of mov-
ing back to their place of asylum or splitting 
up their residence between city and rural 
communities.23

Overall, large numbers of refugees end 
up with a solution that is not one of the tra-
ditional “protection-focused” durable solu-
tions. Of the 7.7 million people who exited 
United Nations High Commissioner for 
Refugees (UNHCR) refugee statistics in 
2009–14, 61 percent were in the “others” 
category (figure  5.1), presumably reflecting 
a variety of further movements or de facto 
integration.24 By contrast, returns accounted 
for 27 percent of the total, resettlement 6 
percent, and naturalization 4 percent.25 

From return to successful 
return

When and where people return

Return often takes place against the back-
drop of political calculations: by the host 
country, which may encourage refugees to 
leave, by the country of origin, for whom 
returnees can be a critical stake in political 
processes such as an election or census, and 
by donors, who prefer repatriation to expen-
sive support programs or to large number of 
refugees for resettlement (box 5.5).

From the end of the Cold War in 1991 
to 2014, 25 million refugees returned to 

their countries of origin (figure 5.2), with 
the pace of returns far higher before 2005 
(almost 20 million) than after (5.2 million). 
Four situations accounted for over 65 per-
cent of the total: Afghanistan following the 
withdrawal of Soviet troops in 1989 and the 
collapse of the Taliban regime in 2001 (36 
percent of the total), Rwanda immediately 
after the 1994 genocide and then after the 
entry of Rwandese troops in Zaire in 1997 
(13 percent), Iraq mainly after the 1991 Gulf 
War (9 percent), and Mozambique after 
peace was concluded in the early 1990s (7 
percent).26

Refugee returns tend to happen in peaks, 
typically about one to three years after the 
end of a conflict. Past this period, the pace 
of returns is much slower. This suggests that 
people who have made the decision not to 
return in the immediate aftermath of a peace 
settlement are unlikely to return in large 
numbers later on. It may be the situation of a 
number of refugees who are currently in pro-
tracted situations, and for whom the odds of 
return may be relatively low.

The duration of forced displacement does 
not seem to be a major impediment to return: 
a number of major episodes of return corre-
spond to situations where refugees had been 
in protracted displacement (for example for 
Afghanistan in 2001, or Mozambique in the 
early 1990s). Cultural and linguistic proxim-
ity with the host country does also not seem 

FIGURE 5.1 Exits from UNHCR statistics
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BOX 5.5 The politics of return

Repatriation is often regarded as 
a visible vote of confidence in the 
country’s political and economic 
prospects. For example, the return of 
Cambodian refugees from Thailand 
was governed by agreements that 
aimed to have them participate in the 
1993 national elections.a In Southern 
Sudan, efforts were made to ensure 
that as many of the displaced persons 
as possible would be back in time 
for the 2008 census.b In Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, pressures by European 
Union (EU) countries that had hosted 
refugees played a key role in the 
early timing of return.c This often 
imposes an urgency on the process 
that may leave little time to ensure 
that the socioeconomic conditions for 
successful reintegration are in place.d

In such a politicized environment, 
there have been controversies over 
the “voluntary” dimension of some 
returns.e For example, for the return 
of Cambodian refugees from Thailand 
in the 1990s, there were reports that 

many refugees did not have much of a 
choice.f Large numbers of Burundian 
refugees were also sent back home, 
from Tanzania, in 1996. Return under 
such circumstances greatly impedes the 
ability of returning refugees to rebuild 
their lives and contribute to society.

The return of IDPs can also be 
very politicized, to signal the end of an 
insurgency or the return to normalcy 
in regions previously torn by conflict. 
IDPs may be returned to their areas 
of origin with little choice but to 
accept, even when their prospects 
are dim. There have been allegations, 
for example, of such situations in the 
case of minority returns in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina or IDP returns in pacified 
areas of Pakistan. 

Returnees with accumulated 
capital and exposure to new social, 
economic, and political ideas 
can, however, make a significant 
contribution to reconstructing their 
country, as with returns from the 
Rwandese diaspora after the 1994 

genocide. More widely, successful 
return can be a critical element of 
sustainable recovery after conflict, and 
it is important to consider explicitly the 
fate of refugees and IDPs as part of 
peace settlements.g

It is often taken for granted that 
return is beneficial for the host country 
or region. Because of the political 
rhetoric calling for return, it is often 
assumed that the economic impacts 
on host communities are positive, 
and that any negative consequence 
is minimal or transitory. Yet these 
impacts have not been studied 
systematically. It is likely that at 
least in some cases the departure 
of large numbers of people reduces 
demand dramatically. Those who 
benefited from the presence of 
forcibly displaced are likely to be 
negatively affected. Some former 
host communities may need support 
to overcome an economic slowdown, 
which may be long lasting in areas 
with few economic opportunities. 

 a. Ballard 2002.
 b. Pantuliano et al. 2008.
 c. Harild, Christensen, and Zetter 2015.
 d. Harild, Christensen, and Zetter 2015.
 e. Harild, Christensen, and Zetter 2015.
 f. Harild, Christensen, and Zetter 2015.
 g. Long 2009.

FIGURE 5.2 Returns of refugees by country

0

0.5

1.0

1.5

2.0

2.5

3.0

19
91

19
92

19
93

19
94

19
95

19
96

19
97

19
98

19
99

20
00

20
01

20
02

20
03

20
04

20
05

20
06

20
07

20
08

20
09

20
10

20
11

20
12

20
13

20
14

20
15

Afghanistan Angola Burundi Congo, Dem. Rep.

Iraq Liberia Mozambique Rwanda

Serbia and Kosovo (S/RES/1244 (1999)) Sudan

N
um

be
r (

m
ill

io
ns

)

Sources: UNHCR 2016b, 2016c. 



 Rebuilding Lives  107

to play a major role: most large returns origi-
nated from relatively familiar environments.

Data suggest comparable trends for 
IDPs.27 About 19 million IDPs returned 
with some assistance or protection from 
UNHCR in 2005–14.28 Once again, this is 
largely concentrated in a few countries: Af-
ghanistan (19 percent of the total), Angola 
(14 percent), Bosnia and Herzegovina (10 
percent), and Burundi (7 percent). Cambo-
dia, the Central African Republic, Chad, the 
Democratic Republic of Congo, the Repub-
lic of Congo, Côte d’Ivoire, and Croatia ac-
counted for 2 to 4 percent each (figure 5.3). 
As with refugees, returns also take place in 
peaks, but these are paced over a much lon-
ger period of time. In a given situation, the 
peak return of IDPs is also typically later 
than the peak of refugees, usually several 
years after a peace settlement.

A large share of returnees do not go back 
to their place of origin but settle in other 
areas in their home country, often in urban 
areas. This caused sharp growth in cities 
such as Kabul in Afghanistan (where return-
ees and IDPs may account for up to 70 per-
cent of the population), Juba in South Sudan 
(where the population doubled between the 
signing of the Comprehensive Peace Agree-
ment in 2005 and independence in 2011), 
Luanda in Angola,29 and Monrovia in Libe-
ria.30 For those who have been exposed to 

urban lifestyles during displacement or who 
do not have access to land in the country-
side, the lure of urban centers includes ex-
pectations of better security, more anonym-
ity, employment opportunities, and access 
to services.31 Even where returnees move to 
rural areas, they may be looking for better 
opportunities. Some Cambodian refugees, 
for instance, “returned” to areas known for 
having higher agricultural potential than to 
their places of origin, as did many refugees 
from Guatemala.32 

The risk of failed return

Not all returns have a happy ending. For 
example, eight years after their return in 
1991–97, former Eritrean refugees were still 
living with very few assets: only 41 percent of 
them owned land (against 73 percent before 
flight) with an average lot size a quarter of the 
previous average; almost no one owned cattle 
(66 percent before flight); and only 24 per-
cent owned goats (67 percent before flight).33 
Women and girls may face particular chal-
lenges on return as they generally have fewer 
opportunities, fewer resources, lower status, 
and less power and influence than men in 
their country of origin (box 5.6).34

There have been many reports of return-
ees becoming IDPs in their country of re-
turn. This suggests not only that they did not 

FIGURE 5.3 Returns of IDPs by country
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return to their place of origin, but also that 
their new situation remains unsatisfactory 
and uncertain, so that they need continued 
assistance and protection. Over the last 15 
years, large-scale returns were paralleled by a 
sizable increase in the number of IDPs in 46 
percent of cases.35 

Returnees may even have to flee again 
after returning to their country of origin, a 
telling sign that their return was unsuccess-
ful. The total number of returns exceeds the 
peak number of refugees in nine of the ten 
largest return countries, typically by about 30 
percent.36 For example, the total number of 
returnees from Afghanistan over 1979–2014 
was 40 percent higher than the peak number 
of refugees during the period. Such numbers 
are difficult to explain in an unambiguous 
manner, but they confirm anecdotal reports 
that a good number of people had to leave 
again after having returned. In other words, 
from the perspective of the forcibly displaced 
themselves, their return was a failure.

In some cases, large-scale returns have 
also been followed by a renewed round of 
fighting. Of the 15 largest episodes of re-
turn since 1991, about one-third were fol-
lowed by a new round of fighting within a 
couple of years.37 This is especially the case in 

situations where peace remained fragile and 
economic prospects limited, as in Afghani-
stan after the 1989–91 and 2001–03 returns 
or in the Democratic Republic of Congo after 
the 1997–98 returns. It is consistent with 
broader statistics about the risks of renewed 
conflict within a few years of a peace settle-
ment.38 In some cases, there may however be 
an element of causality, with the massive and 
relatively rapid return of large numbers of 
people having a destabilizing effect in an al-
ready fragile environment. This suggests that 
return is not always a blessing, and that risks 
need to be carefully analyzed as external ac-
tors design support programs. From the per-
spective of host countries as well, too early a 
return process may prove counterproductive 
by causing further instability in a neighbor-
ing country. 

The impact on return 
communities

The impact of return on receiving communi-
ties is in many respects similar to the impact 
of forced displacement on host communities. 
In both cases, a relatively sudden and large 
demographic shock has to be managed. The 
ultimate effect depends on the initial condi-
tions, the nature and magnitude of the shock, 
and the response. What makes it easier in the 
case of return is that returnees are nationals 
with full socioeconomic rights and are usu-
ally familiar with the culture and environ-
ment. What can make it more difficult is that 
the initial conditions in the return commu-
nities tend to be very dire, especially when 
the overall environment continues to be po-
litically fragile and economically depressed, 
and when there remain tensions, such as 
identity and land conflicts. External support 
to returnees and return communities also 
tends to be smaller than that provided to the 
forcibly displaced during their exile, and to a 
lesser extent to their host communities.

Return communities are hence likely to 
face considerable economic and social dif-
ficulties, which typically affect both the re-
turnees and those who stayed throughout the 
conflict. At the national level, the presence of 
large numbers of returnees may add to the 
country’s fragility and further complicate 

BOX 5.6 Gender and the challenges of return

Anecdotal evidence suggests 
that return often entails new 
hardships for women and girls, 
many of whom are not given a 
real choice about the decision 
to return.a Changes in gender 
roles that happened during 
displacement can be reversed 
on return.b Men often seek to 
reestablish themselves as the 
decision makers in the public 
arena and as the main providers 
and ultimate authority within the 
home, while women are returned 
to the domestic sphere.c In 

situations of continued insecurity, 
women and girls are also more 
vulnerable to sexual violence than 
men. Once back in their country, 
female-headed families face 
particular difficulties in securing 
livelihoods and accessing land 
and housing, education, and other 
essential services:d this has been 
documented for returnee widows 
in Afghanistan and southern 
Sudan, as well as for female-
headed households returning to 
Mozambique at the end of the 
civil war in the 1990s.e

a. Harild, Christensen, and Zetter 2015.
b. Harild, Christensen, and Zetter 2015.
c. Harild, Christensen, and Zetter 2015.
d. Harild, Christensen, and Zetter 2015.
e. Dolan 1999.
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economic management, at least in the short 
term. At the local level, their presence may 
put additional pressure on services, cause an 
increase in prices of nontradables and create 
competition for jobs in some segments of the 
labor market. Social cohesion challenges can 
also be significant, whether the returns reig-
nite tensions that caused displacement in the 
first place or lead to resentment between the 
returnees and those who stayed behind. The 
ultimate impact of such shocks is largely de-
pendent on initial conditions, and these are 
typically very poor in the aftermath of con-
flict, which is when most returns take place. 

What makes return successful?

From a development perspective, return is not 
an end in itself: the main goal is to mitigate the 
specific vulnerabilities of those who have been 
forcibly displaced. The focus is not on return, 
but on successful return. Considering the rela-
tively large number of “twice displaced,” this is 
in the interest of the host country, too. Avail-
able studies show that security and economic 
opportunities are the two main parameters 
that influence the success of return.

Security and social acceptance
For people who have been displaced by vio-
lence, security is paramount. People with 
traumatic experiences in their country of 
origin, or people who are perceived as hav-
ing sided with the party that lost the conflict 
tend to be particularly reluctant to return, 
as documented for Iraqi and Liberian refu-
gees.39 In some cases, memories of the con-
flict, during which the government, neigh-
bors, and friends became the most feared 
enemy (as happened in former Yugoslavia or 
Rwanda) remain overwhelming.40 In Bosnia 
and Herzegovina, for example, many return-
ees sold or rented their properties, preferring 
not to live in ethnically mixed neighbor-
hoods. In Afghanistan, discrimination in 
otherwise relatively stable areas in the north 
of the country prevented the return, whether 
spontaneous or assisted, of large groups of 
refugees belonging to ethnic minorities. 

There are also many potential sources of 
tension between the returnees and people al-
ready living in return communities. Because 

the returnee and the home country have 
both changed considerably during the in-
tervening years, the “reconnecting” is often 
complex.41 Large-scale repatriation may be 
perceived as a threat to a local community, 
especially when there is some competition 
for limited resources.42 Those who stayed in 
war-torn areas can resent the provision of aid 
to returnees, as they see themselves as hav-
ing endured the effects of conflict and vio-
lence with little assistance for many years.43 
Eritrean refugees who returned between 
1991 and 1997 reported receiving very little 
help from the community: networks devel-
oped while in exile proved much stronger 
than those built in the first eight years of 
return.44 Returnees may also encounter hos-
tility, or become vulnerable to crime when 
they are viewed as having become wealthier 
while in exile.45 The urgency of the material 
dimensions of reintegration should not over-
shadow the short- and long-term emotional 
challenges that refugees face upon return.46

Financial resources, social networks, 
and human capital
Return is the prelude to a difficult process of 
socioeconomic reintegration and it can be a 
great deal easier for those who come back with 
resources, skills, and networks. Refugees are 
more likely to repatriate successfully where 
they have portable assets (mainly capital to 
rebuild their homes and to provide a cushion 
in case of adverse developments) and market-
able skills.47 Those who do not have such as-
sets or skills tend to face economic hardship, 
and their vulnerability may be exacerbated by 
repatriation.48 Social networks in the country 
of origin also seem to play an important role 
in return and reintegration,49 and can be criti-
cal for finding a job, as exemplified in the case 
of Liberian50 and Afghan51 returnees: those 
with strong social ties in the country of origin 
found employment more quickly than other 
returnees.52

There has long been a debate as to whether 
a harsh treatment of refugees by host coun-
tries is likely to accelerate their return. The 
reality is complex, as the decision to stay or 
return is informed by a comparison of condi-
tions in exile and in the country of origin. In 
some cases, repatriation can be induced by 
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difficult living conditions in the host coun-
try: for example, in Mexico, Guatemalan ref-
ugees in camps in Chiapas were much more 
likely to return at the end of the conflict than 
the refugees in Yucatan, who were better in-
tegrated.53 Yet in many instances, returnees 
who left their place of displacement because 
of “push factors” such as strong discrimina-
tion or overt hostility by host authorities or 
host communities, required special assis-
tance and protection even after return.54 This 
in turn can lead to a failed return and a new 
cycle of displacement and exile.

More benevolent policies in host coun-
tries may in fact be more successful. In some 
cases, economic success while in displace-
ment may facilitate return:55 among Liberian 
refugees in Ghana, households who were 
better off while in displacement were keener 
on returning than poorer ones;56 similarly, 
over 300,000 Angolan refugees who were 
relatively well established in Zambia returned 
spontaneously once peace was restored.57 
Such returns, with financial resources and 
human capital accumulated during displace-
ment, are more likely to be sustainable. The 
extent to which life in exile provides space 
to build up assets and skills can therefore be 
critical to successful return.58 

Access to economic opportunities
Access to economic opportunities in the 
country or region of origin, along with the 
prospects of recovering lost assets such as 
land and property, are key factors that influ-
ence successful return (box 5.7).59 Refugees 
who can recover assets are often among the 
first to return: this is especially true for rural 
households that are able to reclaim their land 
or to gain access to land elsewhere.60 Remit-
tances can also be important, as was the case 
for Afghan and Liberian refugees, since they 
provide a cushion in the early stage of repa-
triation and initial capital for new income-
generating activities.

The way this plays out is also a function of 
the sociocultural and political environment, 
including whether agricultural land is held 
privately or in common, whether laws give 
precedence to original owners or long-term 
users, whether authorities play a neutral role 
or engage in land grabbing, and whether the 
confiscation of property is part of a deliber-
ate process of spatial segregation along eth-
nic and sectarian lines.61 Support programs 
for return and reintegration have generally 
struggled with such difficulties and most have 
not been very successful, as illustrated by ex-
periences in Afghanistan, Burundi, and Cam-
bodia.62 This was typically due to a range of 
factors such as lack of cadastral surveys, lack 
of ownership documents, poor land adminis-
tration and arbitration, and weak law enforce-
ment and justice systems. The result has been 
that most returnees have been left to fend for 
themselves when trying to reclaim their prop-
erty or to find alternative land, and that they 
have often failed to do so.

External support
Return is often assisted by humanitarian 
agencies, in the form of transportation and 
“return kits,” including cash, which provide 
returnees with a modicum of resources for 
the immediate period after their return 
(box 5.8). Common sense and anecdotal re-
ports suggest that these programs are often 
instrumental in enabling returns that would 
otherwise not have taken place, but no em-
pirical study has examined whether they are 
more likely to lead to sustainable reintegra-
tion than when returns are spontaneous. 

BOX 5.7 Return and access to land

For forcibly displaced from rural 
areas, the ability to reclaim 
their land or to obtain access to 
land elsewhere is critical.a Land 
belonging to the forcibly displaced 
may have been appropriated by 
others during exile, especially in 
protracted situations or where 
land is scarce. Restitution raises 
thorny issues, including a risk of 
impoverishment for those who 
had settled on abandoned land, 
sometimes for many years, and 
are ejected.

Land disputes can become 
major impediments to a 

successful return and a key 
reason for rural returnees to 
move to urban areas in search 
of opportunities. For example, 
Eritrean returnees who described 
themselves as “not accepted” 
by the community cited land 
disputes as the main reason.b 
Such disputes have also been on 
the rise in Afghanistan, leading 
many returnees to settle in 
cities.c Unless institutions and 
mechanisms are in place to deal 
with these issues effectively, they 
can rapidly escalate into conflict.d

a. Harild, Christensen, and Zetter 2015.
b. Bascom 2005.
c. Monsutti 2006.
d. Rogge and Lippman 2004.
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In Sudan for example, assisted returnees 
were seen by return communities as being 
in a difficult position, because they only re-
turned with a reintegration package, while 
those who self-repatriated had enough re-
sources to sustain themselves for some time 
and to restart their lives.63

Integration in host countries: 
Location vs. rights
A politically difficult solution

Forcibly displaced are considered locally 
integrated from a socioeconomic perspec-
tive when they are not in physical danger 
(and not at risk of refoulement); when they 
are not confined to camps and settlements; 
when they have basic socioeconomic rights; 
when they can sustain themselves and their 
families; when they have access to education 
and other services; and when they are so-
cially networked in the host community.64 
To be sustainable, such socioeconomic in-
tegration needs to be underpinned by a 
legal status that provides security and some 
planning horizon. In other words, forcibly 
displaced are locally integrated when they 
have overcome their specific vulnerabilities 
to the point that they and their hosts show 
little difference in access to opportunities. 

Local integration is in many respects the 
continuation and culmination of a successful 
process of inclusion in the host community 
during the episode of displacement. For most 
IDPs it is a relatively straightforward develop-
ment, which mainly entails socioeconomic 
elements. For refugees it is more complicated, 
as it implies that they may remain indefinitely 
in their country of asylum and find a solu-
tion to their plights in that country: ideally 
but not necessarily this includes acquiring 
citizenship.65

Local integration depends on the good-
will of key groups in the host country and in 
the host community, for without it socioeco-
nomic inclusion will remain an elusive pros-
pect.66 Such goodwill largely depends on the 
predisplacement relationships between the 
hosts and the displaced, including cultural, 
linguistic, as well as political dynamics. Some 
Afghan refugees and Pakistani hosts, for 
example, are connected by kinship, ethnic, 

religious, and political networks, which cre-
ate a moral obligation of solidarity.67 Con-
versely, there are instances where (foreign) 
refugees are more easily integrated than 
IDPs.68 Whether the local population accepts 
de facto or de jure local integration of the ref-
ugees and IDPs depends on who benefits and 
who loses from their continued presence, and 
on whether the interests of the various actors, 
particularly the most powerful, are being suf-
ficiently preserved or served.69 

BOX 5.8 Assisting return

Large programs of assisted 
returns include the repatriation 
of about 370,000 Cambodians 
from Thailand in 1992–93, about 
1.7 million Mozambicans from 
six countries in 1992–96, and 
about 1.5 million Afghans from 
Pakistan in 2002.a Efforts were 
often made to try and implement 
development projects in return 
areas (such as “quick-impact 
projects”), although there were 
typically difficulties associated 
with targeting (that is, effective 
identification of areas where 
people return) and timing 
(activities typically take time 
to yield their full impact). Such 
programs are largely focused on 
refugees and cover IDPs only to a 
much lesser extent.

But not all returns are 
assisted. For example, after the 
withdrawal of Soviet troops in 
1989, about 55 percent of the 
550,000 Afghan refugees who 
returned from Pakistan did so 
spontaneously.b Another wave of 
about 300,000 unassisted returns 
took place following the fall of the 
Taliban in 2001.c Large numbers 

of Rwandese refugees returned 
spontaneously from eastern Zaire 
in 1997. The 2002 Luena Accords 
in Angola were followed by rapid 
and large-scale refugee return of 
about 335,000 refugees.d A large 
majority of the returnees to South 
Sudan were also unsupported.e 
Overall, unassisted returns 
accounted for about 33 percent 
of the total in 2006–14. 

The rationale for refugees 
to return spontaneously when 
assistance programs are available 
is multifold. It can be a lack 
of information, difficulties in 
accessing the programs, or social 
or peer pressure to move at a 
certain time. It can also be linked 
to the refugees’ preference to 
keep refugee status even after 
return (which they would forfeit 
through an assisted process), 
as insurance in case peace does 
not hold and they have to go into 
exile again.f Importantly, those 
who return spontaneously may 
not be the same as those who 
return with assistance, and may 
in particular have access to more 
resources to start with.

 a. Harild, Christensen, and Zetter 2015.
 b. Harild, Christensen, and Zetter 2015.
 c. Harild, Christensen, and Zetter 2015.
 d. Harild, Christensen, and Zetter 2015.
 e. Harild, Christensen, and Zetter 2015.
 f.  Return programs can also be abused by refugees who do not intend to 

return, or who return several times, as illustrated by a survey of Afghan 
returns from Pakistan, which showed many instances of people getting a 
return package, crossing the border to return, but then reentering Pakistan to 
obtain additional return packages. See Turton and Marsden 2002.
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Local integration is often accompanied 
by an increase in inequality among the dis-
placed. With time, some displaced are able to 
improve their socioeconomic situation, while 
others struggle in a downward spiral of im-
poverishment.70 For example, among Afghan 
refugees in Peshawar, Pakistan, a small group 
is engaged in skilled professions or in large 
businesses (notably transport and import–
export between the two countries) and is well 
off, while the majority works in unskilled and 
irregular positions.71 Such inequalities often 
reflect the amount of assets refugees were 
able to bring with them, their skills, as well as 
their social networks in the host city.72 

De facto integration—Without 
rights

For refugees, local integration ideally means 
acquiring a new national identity with the full 
range of legal, social, and economic rights. A 

few host governments, including Belize, Mex-
ico, Tanzania (box 5.9), and Uganda, have of-
fered this option to some refugees who can-
not or do not wish to repatriate.73 A number 
of OECD countries have done the same. 

However, many host countries are reluc-
tant to naturalize refugees for a number of 
political reasons: in such cases, social and 
economic integration often proceeds “de 
facto.” Many host governments have permit-
ted refugees to settle amongst the local host 
community without official assistance.74 Even 
in situations where host governments do not 
support a policy of integration, informal in-
tegration is widespread. Except in a few situ-
ations where concerted efforts were made to 
round up and forcibly relocate refugees, most 
host governments and local authorities lack 
the will or the capacity to impede the inte-
gration process, especially for the displaced 
who live outside of camps. Most of the time 
self-settled refugees are simply ignored by the 
authorities and eventually they can become 
integrated into the community.

But unless they naturalize or manage to 
keep their protected status, many refugees 
live in a state of legal limbo, with limited 
rights in society. This impedes their devel-
opment prospects, even though citizenship 
rights have different meanings across the 
world. In general, the stronger the rule of law 
in a country, the more difficult it is to live on 
the fringes of legality (box 5.10).

In some cases, de facto integration may 
even include de facto regularization, although 
this is typically achieved through fraudulent 
means. In one study, 40 percent of Angolans 
who had been hosted in border villages in 
Zambia had managed to obtain a national 
registration card (citizen documentation). 
Many described themselves as Zambians in 
their encounters with Zambian authorities 
and as Angolans when it was in their inter-
est to be seen as refugees, and local villagers 
did the same.75 Their perception of national-
ity was instrumental rather than definitional 
of who they were. Some Somali refugees have 
also reportedly obtained Kenyan national ID 
cards from corrupt officials, allowing them to 
move freely around the country and to access 
formal employment and higher education, 
while providing them with greater security.76

BOX 5.9 Tanzania’s integration of 
Burundians

In 2007, Tanzania offered citizenship to 
the Burundian refugees who had fled 
their country in 1972, and their children. 
While some 400,000 returned to Burundi, 
162,000 opted for naturalization. Another 
12,000 were resettled to the United States 
as part of a comprehensive strategy. 

Obtaining citizenship seemed the 
logical step for a group of self-reliant and 
taxpaying residents, especially as over 
85 percent of them were actually born in 
Tanzania. The process was interrupted 
in 2010 when refugees were required to 
relocate from their settlements to other 
parts of Tanzania in order to become 
citizens: in essence they were forced 
to choose between local and national 
integration.a This issue was resolved 
in 2014 when the government allowed 
the new citizens to choose whether to 
stay in their settlements or to move to 
another party of the country. This is the 
only recent example of a large group of 
refugees being offered citizenship in a 
country of first asylum.b

a. Hovil 2014.
b. Markus 2014.
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Residency vs. citizenship

Local integration can constitute an effective 
solution for IDPs. For refugees, however, de 
facto integration cannot be a panacea, and 
the restoration of full citizenship rights is a 
vital component of any durable solution.77 
Without formal status, people may remain 
in uncertainty, lack legal protection, be ex-
posed to institutionalized discrimination, 
and eventually risk statelessness.78

There may be some intermediate solutions 
between an irregular status and full citizen-
ship. For example, countries can open access 
to naturalization to specific groups, or provide 
enhanced rights short of full citizenship (e.g., 
permanent residency).79 Providing formal 
legal migrant status to “de facto integrated” 
refugees may be a way to recognize the reality 
of their situation and the normality of human 
mobility.80 Such an approach distinguishes 
between citizenship (formal political mem-
bership and associated rights) and residency 
(economic and social integration), and it pri-
oritizes economic security over political mem-
bership. In doing so, it may alleviate some of 
the host countries’ concerns about national 
identity and the political implications of a 
long-term stay. At the same time, it may have 
only a small impact on host communities and 
the labor market when socioeconomic inte-
gration has already proceeded de facto.81 

Many high-income countries are familiar 
with such situations, as they accept relatively 
large numbers of economic migrants (figure 
5.4). Immigration countries and refugee-host-
ing countries often face similar anxieties over 
the medium-term impact of integration on 
their economy, social fabric, and even national 
identity.82 Yet immigration countries have 
been regularizing or naturalizing large num-
bers of migrants over the years and this has 
been largely successful. For example, in spite 
of a difficult economic situation, Italy regular-
ized about 1.2 million illegal migrants (that 
is, about 2 percent of its population) in 2012; 
since 2000, the United States has naturalized 
on average a little over 700,000 foreigners 
every year adding up to close to 4 percent of 
its total population. In fact, the total number 
of naturalized immigrants in the United States 
over the last 15 years (about 10.5 million) is 

similar to the total number of refugees hosted 
in developing countries (about 12 million).

Innovative solutions have been devel-
oped along these lines in a number of refu-
gee situations. In both Central America and 
West Africa, regional agreements have been 
used to provide refugees with permanent 
residency in their host country, while they re-
main citizens of their origin country. Under 
such arrangements, former refugees can 
remain in their host country with a formal 
legal status. For example, in Costa Rica in 
the early 1980s, all registered Central Ameri-
can refugees were offered the opportunity to 
switch their status to temporary or perma-
nent residency.83 Other countries in Central 

BOX 5.10 Does status matter? Lessons from economic migration

Some studies of economic 
migration in high-income countries 
suggest that the costs of 
informality can be high, although 
it would be risky to extrapolate 
these conclusions uncritically to 
refugee situations in developing 
countries. 

For example, a comparison of 
documented and undocumented 
Mexican migrants in the United 
States in the late 1990s showed 
that legal migrants earned on 
average over 40 percent more 
than illegal immigrants, and that 
over half of this difference could 
be attributed to their legal status.a 
Unsurprisingly, illegal immigrants 
tend to be overrepresented in 
low-skill segments of the labor 
market.b Higher education does 
not easily translate into higher 
wages for them, but gaining 
legal status “activates” its 
positive influence.c The lack of 
proper documentation also very 
significantly increases instances 
of abuse, nonpayment or 

underpayment of wages, forced 
overtime, and unsafe working 
conditions.d Use of health care 
services, whether preventive, 
curative, or emergency, is also 
lower among undocumented 
adults and their children.e 

Some authors, however, have 
proposed that the assumption on 
which we can distinguish between 
citizens and migrants in the North 
may apply differently in the South. 
For them, the understanding 
of citizenship is based 
overwhelmingly on the states 
of Western Europe and North 
America, in which the government 
has unquestioned power to 
regulate entry and residence.f 
The formalities for residing in a 
country are easier to circumvent 
in many countries of the South: 
what is regulatory and legal may 
not always be enforced where 
governments are overburdened 
with competing priorities, and 
where administrative capacity is 
stretched.g 

 a. Rivera-Batiz 1997.
 b. Rivera-Batiz 1997.
 c. Mehta et al. 2002.
 d. Mehta et al. 2002.
 e. Gusmano 2012.
 f. Gagnon and Khgoudour-Casteras 2011; Sadiq 2009.
 g. Gagnon and Khgoudour-Casteras 2011.
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America, including Belize and Mexico, have 
offered permanent residency to long-staying 
refugees who have opted not to repatriate.84 

Similarly, when the civil wars in Liberia and 
Sierra Leone ended in the early 2000s, some 
refugees were allowed to stay in their coun-
tries of asylum under an economic migration 
status thanks to the free movement protocols 

of the Economic Community of West African 
States (ECOWAS). For example, the Nigerian 
government issued renewable residence and 
work permits to refugees (and withdrew their 
refugee status) once the governments of Li-
beria and Sierra Leone provided them with 
passports.85 This solution combined local 
integration with “legal” repatriation—a res-
toration of citizenship rights that does not 
include physical return (box 5.11).86

Integration in high-income 
countries: A difficult 
endeavor87

Fifteen years in Europe, and less 
than ten in North America

The recent inflow of refugees into the EU 
has drawn attention to the experience of 
refugees who are hosted or resettled in 
high-income countries. As of end-2015, 
about 2.4 million refugees lived in these 
countries, which is relatively low by his-
torical standards but on an upward trend 
(figure 5.5). Six countries accounted for 
two-thirds of the total: the Russian Federa-
tion (13 percent), Germany (13 percent), 
the United States (11 percent), France (11 

FIGURE 5.4  Immigrants in selected OECD countries and refugees in key host countries as 
a share of the total host population
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BOX 5.11 ECOWAS and labor migration

The 1979 Protocol Relating to 
the Free Movement of Persons, 
Residence, and Establishment 
signed by the 15 members of 
ECOWAS provides for freedom 
of movement for ECOWAS 
citizens across ECOWAS states.a 
Under this framework, ECOWAS 
citizens can apply for residence 
and work permits within the 
ECOWAS region. In principle, 
this also applies to ECOWAS 
refugees who are hosted in 
another ECOWAS country.b 

In practice, implementation 
has been hampered by weak 

administrative capacity. Yet, 
such solutions have been 
implemented for some Liberian 
and Sierra Leonean refugees 
in several ECOWAS countries. 
International actors can play 
a role in facilitating access for 
refugees to resident-migrant 
status. They can support the 
waiving of residence-permit fees 
for refugees, as happened in 
Ghana, or arrange to pay them, 
as UNHCR did to support the 
integration of refugees from 
Liberia and Sierra Leone in 
Nigeria.c

a. Long 2009.
b. Long 2009.
c. Long 2009; Adepoju, Boulton, and Levin 2007.
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percent), Sweden (7 percent), and Canada 
(6 percent). Refugees reach Organisation 
for Economic Co-operation and Develop-
ment (OECD) countries either through a 
secondary movement from their country 
of first asylum, or via an organized resettle-
ment program. Most refugees arriving in 
the EU do so through secondary move-
ment. Resettlement is mainly directed to-
wards the United States (which accounts for 

71 percent of the total since 1991), Canada 
(11 percent), and Australia (11 percent).

In the EU, it takes on average more than 
15 years for refugees to reach the employ-
ment rate of economic migrants (figure 5.6). 
By contrast, in the United States, labor mar-
ket performance of refugees overtakes that of 
economic migrants within ten years.88 Differ-
ences in outcomes may be related to language 
issues or to distinct social models: for example, 

FIGURE 5.5 Refugees in high-income countries
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FIGURE 5.6  Employment rate by immigrant category and duration of stay in European 
OECD countries, 2008
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economic migrants in Europe face far higher 
unemployment rates than the population as 
a whole, while the difference is much smaller 
for Canada and nonexistent in Australia and 
the United States.89 There may also be a dif-
ference between refugees who arrive on their 
own (typically in continental Europe) and 
those who have been screened through a for-
mal resettlement program (the large majority 
of those who reach Australia, Canada, and the 
United States): findings and experiences may 
not be replicable across countries. 

If the experience of economic migrants is 
any guide, integration challenges may per-
sist across generations. In some countries, 
second-generation migrants continue to fare 
less well than native workers. For example, in 
Denmark in 2008, native workers had a 79 
percent employment rate compared with 56 
percent for first-generation migrants; sec-
ond-generation migrants had a 67 percent 
employment rate—better than their parents 
but still far behind native workers.90

What makes integration 
successful?

Economic conditions
The economic conditions at the time of settle-
ment have an impact on labor market partici-
pation and incomes. Evidence from Norway, 

Sweden, and the United States shows that 
employment rates for refugees who arrived 
or completed their integration program in the 
immediate aftermath of the 2008 financial cri-
sis were lower than those of earlier cohorts.91 
In Norway for example, 63 percent of those 
graduating from the integration program in 
2007 had a job 12 months later, but only 44 
percent for the 2009 cohort.92

The first few years in a country have an 
outsized effect on later employment opportu-
nities and wages. Refugees who are employed 
quickly and continuously after arrival end up 
on a trajectory that leads to higher incomes 
later.93 Yet, in many countries, refugees face 
difficulties in getting a job. In Germany, for 
example, almost two-thirds of refugees re-
main unemployed two years after arrival.94 In 
Canada, only 52 percent of those of working 
age were employed seven years after arrival.95 

There are significant differences between 
refugees who arrive in OECD countries on 
their own (“approved asylum-seekers”) and 
those benefiting from a formal resettlement 
program. For example in Sweden, resettled 
refugees start with a lower employment rate 
than approved asylum-seekers and it takes 
them more than fifteen years to catch up (fig-
ure 5.7).96 Conversely, in Canada, approved 
asylum-seekers fare worse than resettled 
refugees with a gap in earning that persists 

FIGURE 5.7  Employment by years in Sweden for resettled refugees and approved asylum-
seekers, 2007
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five years after arrival.97 Such differences may 
partly reflect the fact that each resettlement 
country uses its own set of screening criteria 
to select beneficiaries: some focus on the vul-
nerability of refugees, others on their likeli-
hood of integrating successfully.

Human capital
Not surprisingly, the level of education and 
skills affects employment and earnings. For 
example, in Canada refugees with only a high 
school degree earned about 30 percent less 
than those with a university degree.98 Lan-
guage skills are also critical.99 In the United 
Kingdom, 79 percent of people who spoke 
English very well were employed within two 
years of being granted refugee status, against 
only 18 percent of those who did not speak 
English at all.100 In the United States, nearly 
90 percent of refugees with no income had no 
English speakers in their household.101 

Employment rates for refugee women 
are typically half those of men, sometimes 
less.102 For example a 2006 study found that 
in the Netherlands female Afghan refugees 
had employment rates of 8 percent compared 
with 49 percent for men, with comparable 
figures among Somali refugees.103 More re-
cently, female Somali refugees’ wages in the 
Netherlands have typically ranged from 60 to 
75 percent of men’s wages.104 

Refugees’ health also affects their employ-
ment prospects. Refugees generally have 
poorer health than the broader host popula-
tion.105 In the Netherlands, health problems, 
including depression, led to lower rates of 
employment and occupational status.106 In 
the United States, a recent study found that 
the greatest barrier to employment among 
refugees (listed by a fifth of respondents) was 
health and disability.107 

Legal status
The longer it takes for asylum-seekers to re-
ceive a response to their claim, the worse the 
integration outcomes. Obtaining refugee sta-
tus can take anywhere from several months 
to several years.108 The resulting uncertainty 
has negative consequences for integration. In 
the Netherlands, a group of asylum-seekers 
surveyed in a recent study had an average 
stay in temporary accommodation of 21 

months, with some people staying for more 
than five years.109 Unsurprisingly, the longer 
refugees remain in a reception center, the 
worse they do in employment.110 

Gaining citizenship, as opposed to tempo-
rary refugee status, leads to a higher degree of 
integration. For refugees in the Netherlands, 
obtaining nationality is associated with higher 
employment rates, higher likelihood of hold-
ing a permanent job, and lower reliance on so-
cial welfare.111 This pattern is consistent with 
studies of economic migrants, which show a 
strong correlation between employment rates 
and citizenship (although the causal links are 
unclear).112 The issue of citizenship is particu-
larly relevant as a large majority of refugees in 
high-income countries intend to remain: for 
example, in Germany, 76 percent of Syrians, 
88 percent of Iraqis, and 89 percent of Af-
ghans express a desire to stay.113 Yet natural-
ization rates vary widely across countries.114

Location
Being in the “right place” is critical for suc-
cessful socioeconomic integration. A number 
of countries put restrictions on the location of 
refugees (or otherwise provide incentives to 
settle in a given place). Yet, the availability of 
employment opportunities remains the criti-
cal criterion for success. For example, in 1985 
Sweden adopted a policy of placing refugees 
according to housing availability rather than 
labor market conditions.115 A comparison 
with earlier arrivals shows that this resulted in 
a 25 percent drop in refugee earnings, along 
with a 33 percent increase in idleness and a 
nearly 50 percent increase in the use of wel-
fare.116 The policy was subsequently altered 
to allow refugees to settle where they wished, 
with social support funds following them.

There is an intense debate, especially in 
the EU, about whether to disperse refugees 
as a means to facilitate integration. The con-
centration of refugees of a given origin in 
certain locales can help them establish social 
networks, which have proven key to access-
ing employment, especially in the early years 
after arrival.117 However, it can also hamper 
their social and cultural integration, espe-
cially where there is an implicit expectation 
of assimilation. Austria, Belgium, Denmark, 
Germany, the Netherlands, Sweden, and the 
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United Kingdom all have elements of an ac-
tive approach to dispersal.118 

Support programs
Governments are implementing a range of 
support programs for refugees. In Europe, 
these concentrate on language acquisition 
and cultural competency (with manda-
tory language and integration programs in 
countries such as Belgium, the Czech Re-
public, Denmark, France, Germany, Greece, 
the Netherlands, and Norway), while in the 
United States, they tend to focus on helping 
refugees get a job quickly. 

There is mixed evidence on the effective-
ness of these efforts. A review of mandatory 
integration training in the EU found limited 
evidence that it leads to measurable or long-
term changes in integration,119 with of course 
differences across countries. Long integra-
tion programs which keep refugees out of the 
labor market for an extended period of time 
can have ambiguous effects on their likeli-
hood of regaining employment:120 in Sweden 
for example (where these programs can last 
up to two years), one study found that only 
18 percent of program participants got a job 
soon after program completion, compared 
with 43 percent of non-enrollees.121 Compre-
hensive and rigorous impact evaluations are 
needed to assess the effectiveness of these ef-
forts and to determine the factors that allow 
for the successful integration of refugees.122 

An agenda for development 
actors
The objective of development actors is to help 
the forcibly displaced overcome their specific 
vulnerabilities in a durable manner, without 
adversely affecting other groups. The focus is 
therefore not on return, but rather on regain-
ing the ability to seize socioeconomic op-
portunities; not on where people live, but on 
whether they have specific vulnerabilities. This 
can only be achieved with the active engage-
ment of host countries, which need to be sup-
ported in developing solutions that are accept-
able to them.123 It is part of a broader effort, 
spearheaded by UNHCR that aims to promote 
comprehensive solutions, including elements 
that go beyond the socioeconomic sphere.

In some situations an ad hoc solution is 
required. This is especially the case for coun-
tries that are hosting very large numbers of 
refugees relative to their population, such as 
Jordan and Lebanon. Solutions that may be 
adequate in countries with a smaller propor-
tion of refugees may not be feasible (or even 
desirable) for these two countries. 

For other situations, development actors 
should aim to provide access to socioeco-
nomic opportunities, as a necessary condi-
tion for recovery. This is about rights, but 
also about the availability of jobs. The agenda 
for development actors is hence fourfold: 
first, in the case of return, provide support to 
both returnees and return communities; sec-
ond, in the case of local integration, help re-
solve the tension between legal rights and so-
cioeconomic opportunities; third, help deal 
with lasting “limbo” situations; and fourth, 
be engaged over the medium-term to help 
overcome lasting vulnerabilities. 

Return: Support returnees and 
return communities

To support successful return, development 
actors should engage in a range of activities.

First, development actors should support 
other agencies, including UNHCR, in their 
efforts to advocate for an orderly process of 
return. Although part of the returns is spon-
taneous, there is some scope for governments 
and international actors to influence patterns. 
Pacing the return process, to the extent possi-
ble, may help mitigate the shock to communi-
ties of return. Preparing for, and managing, a 
rapid urbanization of returnees, and hence an 
explosion of urban centers, may be critical to 
medium-term stability. Monitoring the flow 
of returnees and their situation beyond the 
first few months of return may provide the 
information needed to determine the places 
that are most in need of support. 

Second, development actors should sup-
port the country of return in its recovery ef-
forts. This can build on the extensive experi-
ence of development actors in supporting 
post conflict recovery. Robust economic per-
formance is essential to create a stable envi-
ronment in which return can be successful 
and sustainable. It is also critical to generate 
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socioeconomic opportunities for return-
ees, so that they can overcome the legacy of 
displacement. 

Third, development actors should pro-
vide targeted support to the communities 
most profoundly affected by return. This 
support may be similar to that required by 
host communities. It includes in particular a 
dual focus on expanding service delivery and 
on providing support to those who may lose 
out with the arrival of returnees. It may also 
include support for private investment so as 
to help create jobs in the area. Development 
support ought to be provided with particular 
attention to fostering social cohesion and to 
preventing or reducing tensions between re-
turnees and their communities.

Fourth, development actors should work 
with humanitarian agencies to ensure the 
complementarity of efforts. For example, 
quick-impact projects developed by humani-
tarian agencies to support areas of return 
may need to be complemented by longer-
term development programs to support eco-
nomic activity and job creation or to help 
cope with shortages of housing or services. 
Immediate support to returnees moving to 
urban centers may need to be accompanied 
by development assistance to manage the 
corresponding urban growth, and so on. In-
vestments can also be complemented by a 
policy dialogue with the authorities, for ex-
ample to help address difficulties in return-
ees reclaiming their land and other assets.

Integration: Help provide legal 
status and opportunities

Local integration is taking place often with-
out government and international efforts. 
For IDPs, it constitutes an important solu-
tion, and it can help resolve the overwhelm-
ing majority of situations. For refugees, a de-
gree of de facto integration is occurring, and 
this may indeed be a step toward a solution 
but it remains incomplete.124

Development actors should support 
countries that are willing to provide an ad-
equate and durable status to refugees, even 
short of citizenship, such as permanent resi-
dency or formal migrant status. This may be 
more feasible in countries with relatively few 

refugees who have de facto integrated. A par-
allel effort may be needed in those situations 
where IDPs are institutionally discriminated 
against, under the guise of a “special status” 
that prevents their full integration in society. 
Wherever there may be opportunities, devel-
opment actors should engage in a dialogue 
with the authorities, assess the feasibility of 
such solutions, and provide financial support 
as may be needed for implementation.125 

In some situations, however, local integra-
tion may not be feasible for the host country. 
For example, where it appears that it would 
create or exacerbate fragility, other options 
must be developed.126 A flexible approach 
is needed, one that addresses the needs and 
concerns of host governments and local pop-
ulations as well as refugees. 

Help close limbo situations

A number of forcibly displaced remain in 
limbo situations, even when return and 
local integration (and, for a small minority, 
resettlement) are possible. This is most often 
the case for people who have been in camps 
for a long time. It may be a consequence of 
having spent years in a state of dependency, 
or reflect the particular vulnerability of spe-
cific groups for whom the camps may pro-
vide a vital safety net and protective envi-
ronment (such as the elderly, widows, and 
female-headed households).127

Dealing with such situations is extremely 
challenging. Developments actors could en-
gage in two directions, as part of a compre-
hensive effort by a range of partners. 

First, development partners should support 
initiatives to transform camps into settlements 
or at least to better integrate them in the local 
economy. This is part of a recent UNHCR 
policy.128 It is being tested in countries such as 
Chad or Kenya. Development actors can pro-
vide socioeconomic expertise to design such 
solutions, as well as financing for some of the 
corresponding investments, while working 
hand in hand with humanitarian actors. 

Second, development actors should help 
transform camps based on lessons learned 
in modernizing social protection systems. 
They should encourage all stakeholders 
to distinguish between highly vulnerable 
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groups and people who could work but are 
disincentivized to do so because of aid, and 
to target assistance accordingly. For those 
who can work, efforts should focus on pro-
moting inclusion into the labor market 
through activation programs, while gradu-
ally reducing aid so as to avoid counterpro-
ductive incentives. For the neediest, targeted 
social assistance may be required for a long 
period: development actors should help 
strengthen national social safety nets so they 
can absorb this group of people, and they 
may consider providing resources to make 
up for the corresponding expenditure over 
the medium-term.

Support over the medium to 
longer term

Ensuring that people have access to so-
cioeconomic opportunities is a necessary 
condition to help them overcome their vul-
nerabilities, but in many contexts it is not 
sufficient. Both return and integration are 
processes rather than events. They are not 
only the end of a terrible ordeal, but also the 
beginning of a new process of social, politi-
cal, and economic inclusion, which can take 
many years and in some cases may never be 
completely achieved.129 

Development actors should be prepared 
to provide continued support over the long 
term, including assistance to help overcome 
traumatic events or destitution that may 
make the forcibly displaced unable to fully 
seize opportunities. The corresponding pro-
grams may be similar to those developed 
for marginalized or excluded groups in de-
veloping societies. Over the medium-term, 
success also depends on the acceptance of 
the forcibly displaced by the communities 
in which they live: specific support to these 
groups may be needed.
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Germany, despite compensation for their 
lost property and tax incentives to lease 
or buy farms. Perhaps more surprisingly, 
their children did not fare better (in terms 
of incomes), suggesting that the impacts 
of displacement can last generations even 
with favorable integration policies, see 
Bauer et al. 2013). By contrast, being dis-
placed increased the long-term incomes 

of the 430,000 Finns who were displaced 
from territory ceded to the Soviet Union 
during World War II. This was largely at-
tributed to the ability of the displaced to 
transition faster from traditional (rural) to 
modern (urban) occupations, which was 
often made possible by a secondary move-
ment within Finland.
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6Making the Most of 
Development Finance

Significant financing is necessary to re-
spond to forced displacement crises. Most 
host governments count on external part-
ners to support refugees because they are 
not nationals, and many make similar 
calls to assist internally displaced persons 
(IDPs). External actors are often expected 
to provide for the basic needs of large num-
bers of people over many years. But there 
is a critical flaw in this model: forcibly dis-
placed persons have to be supported by the 
international community at such a high 
cost in large part because they are prevented 
from working. This is not sustainable in a 
global context of slow economic growth 
and fiscal pressure, where grants and highly 
concessional resources are limited. 

In the period to come, humanitarian fi-
nancing is expected to remain substantial, 
to meet essential needs, including interven-
tions in emergency situations and contin-
ued protection of refugees and IDPs. Yet in 
spite of donors’ generosity, there is a grow-
ing mismatch between requirements and 
available financing.

Development financing should be used 
to scale up the international response. This 
requires stepping up ongoing initiatives to 
mobilize and allocate resources. Financing 
should be used beyond investment finance, 
to support policy reforms, preparedness, 
and results. Dedicated interventions should 
be considered to attract and leverage pri-
vate sector contributions, in particular 
through risk-sharing instruments. 

The main elements of a 
major international effort
A complex financing picture
Host countries rely on a broad range of 
funding sources to cover their financing 
needs. However, there is no comprehen-
sive picture of the resources provided to 
support forcibly displaced persons and 
host communities. This is partly due to the 
nature of such crises, to the large number 
of actors and funding channels involved, 
and to methodological issues.1 Sources of 
finance include official development assis-
tance (ODA), for both humanitarian and 
development financing, private donations, 
and private sector investment, including 
foreign direct investment (FDI), com-
mercial lending, and remittances. Several 
host countries also report using domestic 
resources to cover refugee-related costs.2 
While all these resources do not neces-
sarily translate into direct support to the 
forcibly displaced, they can be critical for 
creating economic opportunities (through 
private investment, for example) or in 
helping those who live in host communi-
ties to adjust in the initial period (such as 
through remittances). 

In aggregate, for the ten largest hu-
manitarian assistance recipients in 2013, 
remittances accounted for about 40 per-
cent of total flows, ODA 21 percent, debt 
and commercial financing 13 percent, and 
FDI 14 percent. The proportions varied 
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widely across countries. For example, the 
Islamic Republic of Iran, Lebanon, and 
Pakistan received large amounts of remit-
tances, Turkey relied extensively on com-
mercial borrowing, while Chad, Ethiopia, 
Kenya, and Uganda received relatively large 
amounts of ODA. As a group, developing 
host countries tend to receive less FDI than 
other low and middle-income countries, 
and they are more dependent on ODA and 
to a lesser extent on remittances.3

US$20 billion a year in 
humanitarian financing

Humanitarian assistance accounts for the 
largest share of direct external support to 
refugees and IDPs. It is financed by bilateral 
donors and private contributors. Private do-
nors typically focus on responding to rapid-
onset events like natural disasters rather than 
to chronic and conflict-related crises.4

Humanitarian assistance has grown rap-
idly over the last 15 years, from US$7.2 bil-
lion in 2000 to US$21.8 billion in 2015 (fig-
ure 6.1). This represents about one-sixth of 
total ODA financing, which stood at about 
US$130 billion in 2015. Private donors were 
incorporated in aggregate statistics from 
2010, and they provide a relatively stable 
amount of resources, estimated at about 
US$6 billion a year. There are two factors 

behind the continued increase. The num-
ber of people who are supported rose from 
30–40 million in the early 2000s to 50–70 
million in the mid-2010s. At the same time, 
the cost of individual responses to crises 
also increased, for example in middle-in-
come countries such as Jordan and Leba-
non or in the parts of South Sudan that are 
insecure and difficult to access. 

A large share of this assistance is pro-
vided outside the United Nations (UN) 
appeals system, which aims to provide a 
framework for mobilizing resources. The 
requirements have dramatically increased 
over the last years, to a record US$19.3 bil-
lion in 2015. Contributions have increased 
but not at the same pace, and funding gaps 
are large and growing (figure 6.2). In 2014, 
only 49 percent of the required amount 
was funded: this is the largest shortfall to 
date in both volume and proportion. The 
level of donor response varied widely. For 
example, the Syrian crisis, South Sudan, 
Iraq, and the Ebola response were over 75 
percent funded, while four regional refugee 
response plans (for Burundi, the Central 
African Republic, Nigeria, and the Repub-
lic of Yemen) received less than half of what 
was required.

Humanitarian aid is distributed broadly 
across countries. The largest recipient (Syria) 
accounts for less than 10 percent of the total, 

FIGURE 6.1 Humanitarian assistance
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and the ten largest recipients (Syria, West 
Bank and Gaza, Sudan, South Sudan, Jordan, 
Lebanon, Somalia, Ethiopia, Afghanistan, and 
the Democratic Republic of Congo) for only 
40 percent of the total.5 

Still, humanitarian aid is increasingly pro-
vided to support protracted and lasting crises 
(figure 6.3). In 2013, 66 percent of it went to 
crises that had been going on for eight years 
or more, and an additional 23 percent to cri-
ses that had lasted three to eight years (figure 

6.4).6 Only 11 percent of humanitarian aid 
was directed to crises of less than three years. 
Six of the ten largest recipients in 2013 had 
been in the “top ten group” at least eight 
times in the previous decade. 

Several hundred dollars a year 
per displaced person 

Detailed data on the cost of caring for 
refugees and IDPs is critical to assess the 

FIGURE 6.2 United Nations appeals: Needs and contributions
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FIGURE 6.3  Share of long-, medium-, and short-term recipients of official humanitarian 
assistance from OECD-DAC donors
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cost-effectiveness of interventions and to 
make cross-country comparisons. Yet, no 
global data are available on the share of hu-
manitarian resources that benefit forcibly 
displaced persons and their hosts.

The order of magnitude of the cost per 
displaced person can be estimated at around 
a few hundred US dollars per year.7 This 
average seems to hold for low- and middle-
income countries alike, though there seem 
to be large variations across countries.8 It is 
calculated by comparing the number of ref-
ugees and IDPs in a given country with the 
total amount of humanitarian assistance that 

country receives. The distance of such es-
timates to the actual costs can, however, be 
significant.9 

Such amounts are of the same order 
of magnitude as the extreme poverty line 
(US$1.25 a day or about US$450 a year), 
which suggests that they may be insufficient 
if the objective is to provide entirely for the 
needs of refugees and IDPs in a context where 
these people are not allowed (or are unable) 
to engage in economic activity. Yet, these 
amounts are significant if compared with the 
resources typically allocated by development 
partners on a per capita basis in a develop-
ment model that relies on promoting self-re-
liance and access to economic opportunities. 

The costs are much higher when refugees 
are hosted in high-income countries. Under 
rules of the Development Assistance Com-
mittee of the Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development (OECD-
DAC) donor countries can report, as part of 
their ODA, the expenditure they incur for 
hosting refugees themselves for the first 12 
months after arrival (box 6.1). These costs 
are typically fairly large, averaging around 
US$13,000 per person per year. Yet because 
of wide variations across countries on the 
types of expenditure included in these fig-
ures, it is difficult to make cross-country 
comparisons.

BOX 6.1 In-donor refugee costs

“In-donor” spending has risen 
sharply over the last few years 
(figure 6.4), from US$3.4 
billion in 2010 (2.7 percent of 
total ODA) to US$12 billion in 
2015 (9.1 percent).a In several 
countries, in-donor refugee 
costs amount to a large share of 
ODA: 33.8 percent in Sweden, 
26.8 percent in Austria, 25.5 
percent in Italy, and 22.8 percent 
in the Netherlands. While these 

expenditures were mainly 
absorbed by an increase in 
overall ODA, several countries 
have indicated that their room 
for maneuver is now shrinking. 
Further increases in in-donor 
refugee costs could see funds 
diverted from development 
assistance and humanitarian aid, 
which in turn could aggravate the 
forced displacement crisis. 

a. OECD 2016b.

FIGURE 6.4 Net ODA expenditures on in-donor refugee costs
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The potential for 
development financing: 
Maximizing the use of public 
resources 

The need for special 
mechanisms to mobilize and 
allocate resources

The financing model used by some develop-
ment institutions, notably multilateral devel-
opment banks (MDBs), is constraining their 
ability to engage at scale in forced displace-
ment crises. These institutions typically pro-
vide their financing in the form of credits or 
loans, usually as part of fixed country alloca-
tions (box 6.2). 

There is an inherent tension between such 
a country-based model and the situation of 
refugees who, by definition, do not live in 
their country. Host countries can be reluc-
tant to borrow for non-nationals. Even when 
aid is provided in grant, there can be a trade-
off: within a set allocation, what is used for 
refugees cannot be used for nationals. The 
situation is different for IDPs, who are na-
tionals and fall squarely under the responsi-
bility of the country’s authorities. 

Additional financing for host commu-
nities may also be required and justified in 
some situations, for instance, where the share 

of refugees to hosts is very large: people liv-
ing in host communities are nationals, and 
can in principle be covered by borrowing, 
but their needs have been transformed by 
an external shock, which may lead to higher 
costs. 

Development actors hence need to re-
view both volume and borrowing terms to 
respond effectively to the crisis. This requires 
mobilizing further resources and adjusting 
allocation mechanisms. It is consistent with 
the argument put forward by many com-
mentators that host countries are provid-
ing a global public good when they put in 
place a legal and regulatory environment 
that is conducive to refugees offsetting their 
vulnerabilities. 

Bonds

Special-purpose bonds could help mobilize 
additional resources to respond to forced 
displacement. While fairly new instruments, 
they have already shown some successes 
(box  6.3). In principle, such bonds make it 
possible to access financiers interested in 
socially responsible investment, including 
foundations, pension funds, and Islamic 
investors. 

Bonds guaranteed by donors could also 
provide innovative ways to mobilize re-
sources. Under the conventional bond 

BOX 6.2 The financing model of development banks

Development banks typically 
borrow financial resources on 
international markets, which they 
lend to developing countries (or to 
other stakeholders such as private 
sector operators or sub-national 
governments in developing countries). 
Because they have the backing of 
reputable shareholders, they enjoy 
strong credit ratings and can borrow 
on favorable terms, which they pass 
on to their clients. Their financing is 
hence cheaper and more attractive 
than what their clients could raise 
directly, if they have access to 
international markets at all. 

Over the years, additional 
mechanisms have been put in place 

for low-income countries. For such 
countries, traditional (aka non-
concessional) development loans 
can often not be provided on an 
adequate scale without building up 
an unsustainable amount of debt. 
Some development banks have 
hence established mechanisms to 
raise donor resources so as to be 
able to lend at very low interest rates, 
typically close to nil (aka credit or 
concessional loan). Countries are 
expected to repay over an extended 
period of time and with a “grace 
period” during which no repayment 
is required. These mechanisms were 
further complemented by special 
windows for the poorest countries 

where resources can be provided as 
grants based on debt sustainability 
criteria (some countries may also 
receive financing partly in the form 
of credit, and partly in the form of 
grants). 

As an illustration, as of mid-
2016, the World Bank Group lends 
to middle-income countries with 
maturities of up to 35 years and at 
an interest rate between LIBOR 
+0.41% and LIBOR +1.65%. Low-
income countries can borrow with 
a 38-year maturity (that includes a 
6-year grace period) at an interest 
rate of 0.75% (in special drawing 
right terms).
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model, the repayment obligation rests with 
borrowing countries. Under these innova-
tive approaches, bonds are either fully repaid 
or guaranteed by donors: this makes it pos-
sible to “frontload” donor financing when 
responding to a crisis.

Multi-donor trust funds 
Multi-donor trust funds (MDTFs) pool re-
sources from partners into a single fund that 
is usually managed by a multilateral develop-
ment institution as trustee. MDTFs typically 
benefit from the trustee’s convening power, 
and from its fiduciary, management, and 
oversight systems. They provide a platform 
for broad-based partnerships, donor coordi-
nation, and harmonization. They can reduce 
transactions costs for donors and recipients, 
who are not subject to multiple fiduciary 
rules and reporting requirements. Their gov-
ernance structure varies but it usually in-
volves a combination of donors, stakeholders 
in beneficiary countries, and the fund admin-
istrator. MDTFs can be structured in many 
ways, and they provide a flexible vehicle to 
address global or regional issues. MDTFs 
also make it possible for development actors 
to engage outside the country-based model, 
allowing greater flexibility (box 6.4).

Special allocations
Some donors, including MDBs, are consid-
ering whether to establish special allocations 
or set-asides for forced displacement activi-
ties as part of their lending programs. In the 
past, such arrangements have proven effec-
tive in providing targeted support to address 
complex development challenges. They have 
been used for example for crisis response or 
regional projects, and current mechanisms 
could be expanded to address forced dis-
placement challenges.

Blending arrangements and 
buy-downs
Blending arrangements and buy-downs can 
lower the costs of borrowing, especially for 
middle-income countries, which do not have 
access to concessional development finance. 
Blending entails combining a grant with a 
loan to lower the interest cost of the loan. 
Blending arrangements have been used in sev-
eral contexts, typically where there are global 
or regional externalities that justify additional 
support, or where a country is in debt distress. 
Donor funds were either held in a trust fund 
or provided directly to the government.10

BOX 6.3 Innovative bonds

Since 2008, MDBs have issued 
“green bonds” to mobilize private 
sector financing and help finance 
climate change adaptation and 
mitigation projects. A green bond 
allows investors to contribute to 
specific environmental goals, by 
financing projects that conform 
to bonds’ offerings stipulations. 
The largest issuer is the World 
Bank Group, which has raised 
US$12.3 billion since 2008.a This 
green bond market has expanded 
exponentially in recent years 
as MDBs, public entities and 
increasingly private corporations 
have entered it. Developing 
countries can access funds 
raised through green bonds by 
submitting proposals for projects 
to issuing institutions.

The International Finance 
Facility for Immunization (IFFIm) 
has issued guaranteed bond 

on behalf of GAVI, a vaccine 
alliance. IFFIm is a public–private 
partnership that works to 
increase access to vaccinations in 
developing countries. The bonds 
are intended to make a large 
volume of finance available for 
vaccine production and program 
implementation at the outset of 
a program. They are to be repaid 
by supporting countries that 
have made long-term pledges 
to that effect.b The availability 
of frontloaded resources helps 
reduce costs of production and 
helps beneficiary countries better 
plan their national programs. 
IFFIm bonds have raised more 
than US$5 billion from investors, 
including two sukuk issuances, 
which raised US$700 million for 
socially responsible investments 
compliant with Islamic law. 

a.  This includes US$8.5 billion for the International Bank for Reconstruction and 
Development (IBRD) and US$3.8 billion for the International Finance Corpora-
tion (IFC). For the World Bank, green bonds are part of its general funding 
program and projects financed through loans at regular IBRD rates.

b.  Together, IFFIm’s guarantors—the United Kingdom, France, Italy, Norway, 
Australia, Spain, the Netherlands, Sweden, and South Africa—have pledged 
to contribute more than US$6.5 billion to IFFIm over 23 years.

BOX 6.4 Climate investment funds

The Climate Investment Funds 
(CIF) provide a useful example of 
a complex MDTF. It is financed 
by a large group of donors, is 
implemented by a variety of 
parties, and aims to deal with 
aspects of a global problem, 
comprehensively. The US$8.3 
billion CIF provides 72 low- and 
middle-income countries with 
resources to manage the impacts 

of climate change and to reduce 
their greenhouse gas emissions. 
CIF concessional financing offers 
flexibility to test new business 
models and approaches, to build 
track records in unproven markets, 
and to boost investor confidence 
to unlock additional finance from 
other sources, including the 
private sector and the MDBs that 
implement CIF funding. 



 Making the Most of Development Finance  131

Buy-downs are a combination of a loan 
and a donor commitment to buy down the 
loan. Buy-downs can be linked to perfor-
mance conditions, where a donor or third 
party provides a pay-off as agreed develop-
ment results are achieved. In Nigeria for 
example, the World Bank Group provides 
resources to finance polio vaccinations, and 
on successful completion of the polio eradi-
cation program, donors buy down all or part 
of the net present value of the credit. An 
independent reviewer assesses whether the 
agreed results have been achieved, and if so, 
funds for the buy-down are released.

To date, blending and buy-downs have 
been used on an ad hoc basis rather than 
through a central pool of funds with well-de-
fined qualification criteria. A structured and 
transparent mechanism for interested devel-
opment partners to pool resources could si-
multaneously leverage MDBs’ balance sheets 
and expand access to grants and loans. For 
middle-income countries it could enable ac-
cess to funding on concessional terms, for 
low-income countries on grant terms. In 
both cases, funding could be linked to per-
formance targets (box 6.5). 

Delivery instruments

There is significant scope for expanding the 
range of financing instruments that can be 
used to respond to the forced displacement 
crisis. This should make it possible to achieve 
better outcomes. Most projects to date have 
been financed through investment projects, 
that is, the direct financing of activities (in-
puts) supporting the forcibly displaced or their 
hosts. But other modalities can be considered.

First, development policy financing: Pol-
icy loans (or grants) are generally provided 
in the form of support to a recipient govern-
ment’s general budget. They are linked to 
the adoption or effective implementation of 
policy measures, for example, to improve the 
business environment or to support sectoral 
reforms in the education sector. They could 
be useful where policy actions are critical 
to helping the forcibly displaced offset their 
vulnerabilities (for example by facilitating 
their economic inclusion) or to supporting 
host communities. 

Second, outcome-based financing: Under 
such mechanisms, beneficiary authorities 
implement programs through their own sys-
tems, and donor funds are provided when 
pre-agreed targets are met, for example, num-
bers of children enrolled in primary educa-
tion, or average transport time between two 
locations. This has proven an effective way 
to focus on results rather than inputs, and to 
promote the use of country systems. It could 
also support forced displacement activities 
by, for instance, linking external funding to 
issuance of work permits, as the World Bank 
Group is contemplating in Jordan.

Third, contingent financing: This gives 
countries access to liquidity immediately 
after an exogenous shock, such as finan-
cial shocks or natural disasters (box 6.6). 
Funds can be provided in the form of 

BOX 6.5 The World Bank Group Concessional Financing Facility

The Concessional Financing 
Facility (CFF) aims to provide 
development assistance on 
concessional terms to middle-
income host countries, with 
an initial focus on helping 
Jordan and Lebanon address 
the impact of Syrian refugees. 
Developed in partnership 
with the UN and the Islamic 
Development Bank Group, the 
facility brings together the UN 
and various MDBs to bridge the 
gap between humanitarian and 
development assistance and 
ensure a coordinated international 
response to refugee crises. 
Importantly, the CFF creates 
a sustainable, long-term, and 
predictable financing platform 
for host countries, in contrast to 
scattered bilateral and individual 
multilateral approaches.

The CFF combines grants 
from supporting countries with 
lending from MDBs to provide 
financing at concessional 
terms for projects supporting 
refugees and host communities. 
Through the facility, US$1 in 
grant contributions can leverage 
around US$3–4 in concessional 

financing among recipient middle-
income countries. The objective 
is to raise US$1 billion in grant 
contributions over the next five 
years for Jordan and Lebanon, 
and at a pledging conference on 
April 15, 2016, seven countries 
and the European Commission 
provided initial pledges in line 
with this objective.

The CFF is being expanded 
into a Global CFF to provide a 
structured international response 
to refugee crises in middle-
income countries wherever they 
occur. The Global CFF would 
build on the coordinated platform 
established by the Middle East 
and North Africa (MENA) CFF. 
Financing for specific projects will 
be at the discretion of donors and 
determined by the commitment 
of host countries to policy 
reforms that contribute to long-
term solutions that benefit both 
refugees and host communities. 
The Global CFF seeks to raise 
US$1.5 billion in grants over 
the next five years, which will 
provide middle-income countries 
an estimated US$4.5–6 billion in 
concessional financing. 
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budget support or investment finance. They 
are made available on the basis of policy 
commitments—for risk management, for 
example. This has proven effective to help 
prepare for, and respond rapidly to, shocks 
and to mitigate their overall costs. In forced 
displacement situations, such instruments 
could be used to help host countries weather 
the initial shock, including by strengthen-
ing preparedness. This could be supported 
through a regional or global pool of capital 
to allow for a comprehensive approach.

The potential for 
development financing: 
Leveraging private capital 
and expertise 
Development finance should aim to attract 
and leverage private sector contributions of 
capital and expertise. The private sector has 
so far engaged in forced displacement crises 
primarily as a contractor, by delivering goods 
and services as part of agreements with UN 
agencies and donors. Further involvement, 
in human development and job-creating pri-
vate investments for example, while widely 
discussed, has yet to materialize at scale. 

The quality of the business environment 
is often a precondition for large-scale private 

sector engagement. To invest, to provide cap-
ital and know-how, private investors need a 
degree of predictability, which is often lack-
ing in forced displacement situations. Po-
litical, and at times security, risks are high, 
and the regulatory environment is often 
not conducive to business. The economy in 
many host countries is also dominated by the 
public sector. Unless these challenges are ad-
dressed, the private sector response is likely 
to remain below its potential.

Risk-sharing and guarantees 

Using ODA to support private investment, 
through equity investment or lending, has 
proven effective in a number of developing 
countries. There is also scope for such ini-
tiatives to be used in forced displacement 
contexts. This may require developing new 
approaches, risk profiles, and instruments 
to support job creation and service delivery, 
including expanding programs that target 
small and medium enterprises.

Guarantee instruments have consider-
able value in situations of high uncertainty 
(box 6.7). Investors can often purchase such 
guarantees for a fee, which provide them 
with protection against certain political risks 
(such as expropriation, breach of contract, 
currency inconvertibility, war and civil dis-
turbance) or credit risks (such as default on 
payment obligations on bonds, loans, trade 
finance, and other financial instruments). 
Using ODA to provide guarantees has proven 
to leverage significant private investment.

Potential innovative products

A number of innovative products have been 
developed over the last few years, which could 
be relevant in situations of forced displace-
ment. But more work is needed to refine these 
concepts and resolve thorny technical issues. 

Development impact bonds provide an 
example of such instruments.11 Under this 
approach socially motivated private investors 
provide upfront funding to an implementer 
for a development program, and they are 
repaid with a return only if pre-agreed so-
cial and economic outcomes are achieved.12 
This mechanism can allow implementers or 

BOX 6.6 An example of contingent financing

The Development Policy Loan 
with Deferred Draw-Down 
Option, or “CAT-DDO,” of 
the International Bank for 
Reconstruction and Development 
allows middle-income borrowing 
countries to secure immediate 
access to budget support of 
up to US$500 million, or 0.25 
percent of GDP (whichever is 
lower), once a country declares 
a national emergency. Since the 
instrument was introduced in 
2008, 11 countries have used a 
CAT-DDO. These loans have also 
provided a platform for policy 
reform to strengthen national risk 
management capacity.

As an example, in 2011 the 
government of the Philippines 

set up a contingent credit line 
with the World Bank through a 
US$500 million CAT-DDO. In 
the aftermath of Tropical Storm 
Sendong (Washi), which hit the 
country on December 29, 2011, 
the government was immediately 
able to access the full amount of 
the CAT-DDO for budget support 
and technical assistance in key 
areas, such as infrastructure and 
housing. In December 2015, the 
government signed a second 
CAT-DDO, which will provide 
US$500 million to strengthen 
investment planning and risk 
reduction, and help manage 
financial impacts when disaster 
strikes.
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service providers to experiment with differ-
ent intervention models while ensuring that 
resources are put to productive use (as pri-
vate investors will be concerned about recov-
ering their investment).13 Experience is still 
shallow but such instruments could be con-
sidered, for example, to provide urban, so-
cial, or environmental services or jobs to the 
forcibly displaced and their hosts. This could 
include reimbursing private firms or nongov-
ernmental organizations for the delivery of 
goods and services when results are achieved. 
It would, however, require a clear definition 
of the results to be achieved and of the cor-
responding metrics to assess performance.14 

The past 15 years have seen growing de-
mand for insurance solutions, which are 
now used in every sector of the economy to 
manage risks (box 6.8). The insurance in-
dustry has indicated that it may be possible 
to structure insurance contracts for refugee 
shocks, by combining guarantees, insurance 
instruments, and risk pooling—although the 
costs may be high. As a prerequisite, it would 
be necessary to define and model the nature 
of the “loss” against which insurance can be 
ascribed, and to carefully manage attendant 
moral hazard risks.

An agenda for development 
actors
The proposed agenda for development actors 
is threefold: encourage the search for cost-
effective solutions; broaden the range of fi-
nancing instruments and approaches; and help 
strengthen the framework for collective action.

Promote sustainability and cost-
effectiveness 

Development actors should focus on comple-
menting humanitarian efforts. This should 
be based on the recognition that they have 
distinct yet consistent objectives and ways of 
operating. Rather than trying to align inter-
ventions, efforts should aim to identify areas 
of complementarity and potential synergies 
in a given context. For example, develop-
ment actors can best contribute by helping 
address the socioeconomic dimensions of 
the forced displacement crisis as part of their 

BOX 6.7 Guarantees and forced displacement

Guarantees for political risk 
have particular relevance for 
private investments, whether 
in origin or host countries. 
Political risk insurance can be 
purchased through the market 
at commercial rates, usually 
from reinsurance companies. 
The Multilateral Investment 
Guarantee Agency of the World 
Bank Group also provides a wide 
range of guarantee products, 
including political risk insurance. 
For example, in the West Bank 
and Gaza, 10-to-24-year political 
risk insurance guarantees have 
been provided to small and 
medium enterprises engaged 
in a range of sectors, such as 
export of dates, supply of clean 

water, and production of cheese, 
pharmaceuticals, packaging, or 
biogas energy.a These guarantees 
helped generate employment, 
directly and indirectly.

Credit guarantees have 
similar potential applications. 
Those offered by MDBs are 
designed to attract private 
financing for development 
projects that might otherwise 
be too risky. For example credit 
guarantees can protect a lender 
in case a country defaults on its 
repayment obligations. With such 
protection, the financing terms 
may be more favorable (that is, 
extending tenors for debt and 
lowering costs), which can make 
commercial financing possible. 

a.  The West Bank and Gaza Investment Guarantee Trust Fund was established by 
the Multilateral Investment Guarantee Agency in 1997 with the Palestinian 
Authority, the Japanese Ministry of Finance, and the European Investment Bank.

BOX 6.8 A precedent: Insurance against natural disasters

A broad menu of instruments in 
disaster risk insurance (derivative 
and insurance contracts, or 
catastrophe bonds) can now 
be used to transfer the risk of 
meteorological or geological 
events (droughts, hurricanes, 
earthquakes, and floods) to 
market actors (insurance and 
reinsurance companies, banks, 
and investors). These market-
based insurance products use 
scientific information and actuarial 
modeling to estimate potential 
losses caused by a specific event. 
Such models allow the market 
to price the risk and set the 
premium.

The World Bank Group has 
helped develop this market over 
the last ten years. It has executed 
or arranged transactions, involving 
over 25 countries for close to 
US$1.5 billion in coverage. 
Regional risk pools have also 
been set up in the Caribbean 
(the Caribbean Catastrophe Risk 

Insurance Facility, covering 16 
countries), the Pacific (the Pacific 
Catastrophe Risk Insurance 
Facility, six countries), and Africa 
(the African Risk Capacity, 26 
member countries). 

From a technical perspective, 
expanding such instruments to 
forced displacement situations 
would require the capacity to use 
statistical data for modeling the 
probability of forced displacement 
in certain places and the losses to 
be covered. If financially feasible, 
a public–private sector partnership 
would likely be needed to 
establish a platform for such a 
program, including modeling and 
quantitative analysis; triggers 
and rules for coverage (which 
would need to be managed by an 
independent agency); risk pooling 
across different geographic areas 
and types of risk (to help bring 
down the costs of coverage); and 
a reliable stream of funding for 
paying premiums.
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broader poverty reduction mandate. This is 
partly distinct from some of the elements 
of a traditional refugee or IDP protection 
agenda, but it is an integral part of the search 
for comprehensive solutions. 

Development actors should also focus on 
interventions that can be sustainable. Most 
of them aim to finance investment rather 
than consumption:15 to simplify, the imple-
mentation of a development project (to fund 
an investment or support policy reform) is 
expected to eventually reduce the require-
ments for external assistance. Support to ref-
ugees, IDPs, and host communities should 
aim to gradually reduce needs by making 
durable improvements in their situations, as 
part of a broader effort to move toward sus-
tainable solutions. Some host countries may 
wish to use development resources so as to 
be “compensated” for the public good they 
provide by hosting refugees. Yet any move 
by development actors to provide short-
term “maintenance” support to refugees and 
IDPs or to simply offset the recurrent costs 
borne by host governments would likely be 
inefficient in the short-term and ineffective 
over the medium-run—a nonproductive use 
of scarce development resources.

With financing scarce, cost-effectiveness 
is key. The fundamental issue for govern-
ments and international partners alike is 
to determine the affordability of forced 
displacement programs and their value for 
money. The quality of support for refugees, 
IDPs, and host communities is largely a 

function of available resources and of the 
policy context. But for a given amount of 
financing, outcomes also depend on the 
choice of activities to be supported and on 
how they are implemented (box 6.9). De-
velopment actors have an important role 
to play in collecting and analyzing data and 
evidence on what works and at what cost. 
This would make it possible to calculate and 
compare the costs of interventions across 
countries. 

Use the full range of 
development finance

Development actors should pursue their ef-
forts to develop adequate instruments to 
support refugees, IDPs, and host countries. 
This remains critical for their effective en-
gagement and it includes several elements.

First, development actors should con-
tinue their efforts to mobilize development 
resources and to allocate them in such a 
manner that they include a high degree of 
additionality and concessionality. This may 
include, particularly, establishing MDTFs 
to engage in countries of origin where the 
situation may be too unstable for traditional 
development programs or where lending 
instruments are not available or appropri-
ate; tapping capital markets through special-
purpose or guaranteed bonds; setting aside 
specific amounts of resources to provide ad-
ditional support to host countries on grant 
or highly concessional terms; and further de-
veloping buy-down or blending mechanisms 
to leverage grant resources through conces-
sional lending, especially for middle-income 
countries.

Second, development actors can greatly 
broaden the range of approaches and instru-
ments used in forced displacement settings. 
They should give priority to funding mecha-
nisms that have performed well in other situ-
ations. This includes: engaging with relevant 
authorities through development policy op-
erations to stimulate key policy decisions; 
providing resources through outcome-based 
financing to focus efforts on the achieve-
ments of pre-agreed targets; developing 
guarantees and other risk-sharing mecha-
nisms to support private sector investment; 

BOX 6.9 Illustrative questions on cost-effectiveness

How much do forced 
displacement programs cost per 
capita? How does the ongoing 
annual expenditure in support 
of refugees, IDPs, or host 
communities in a given setting 
compare with potential alternative 
approaches? 

What are the best ways to 
achieve desirable outcomes? Can 
possible options be identified and 
costed in a manner that makes it 
possible to determine the most 
cost-effective solution? 

How are risks being assessed? 
Is there a way to determine the 
cost-effectiveness of potential 
upstream mitigation approaches?

Are country systems used 
effectively for providing support? 
Where implementation through 
external partners may perform 
better, what are the operating 
costs? Hence, where is the 
appropriate delineation between 
the assistance that can be more 
effectively provided through 
external actors vs. country 
systems?
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and piloting contingent financing to help po-
tential host countries prepare before a shock. 
Such instruments should be tailored to the 
specific context and based on the displace-
ment situation, government capacity and 
policies towards the forcibly displaced.

Third, development actors should pur-
sue further efforts to design, test, and bring 
to scale new financing mechanisms (box 
6.10). These include innovative ideas for 
mobilizing resources and applying exist-
ing financial solutions in response to forced 
displacement crises.

Help strengthen collective 
action

The forced displacement challenge is global 
and calls for a global response. Events in 

origin and host countries are intrinsically 
linked. A partial response addressing only 
some of the problems will remain subopti-
mal. Similarly, individual initiatives or bi-
lateral agreements are unlikely to provide 
more than temporary relief. What is needed 
is a comprehensive response, developed 
and supported by the international com-
munity at large and in line with the spirit 
and principles of international cooperation. 
This response would aim to provide for a 
complementary set of context-specific en-
gagements within a comprehensive global 
framework. 

Development actors should contribute 
to the ongoing debates on the global archi-
tecture to deal with forced displacement is-
sues.16 They should highlight the socioeco-
nomic dimensions of the crisis, and delineate 

BOX 6.10 Exploring new sources of financing

The Future of Humanitarian Financing 
report, published in June 2015 
by the Catholic Aid Agency for 
England and Wales (CAFOD), the 
Food and Agriculture Organization 
of the United Nations, and World 
Vision, and the report from the UN 
Secretary General’s High Level 
Panel on Humanitarian Financing, 
launched in January 2016, both took a 
comprehensive look at the landscape 
of existing financial tools and made 
recommendations. 

Expand the donor base. As more 
countries achieve upper-middle-
income or high-income status, there 
may be scope for contributions by new 
donors. 

Raise a levy. Taxes on financial 
transactions and currency exchange 
could help direct resources toward 
social and global goods. Some 
climate finance funds are already 
financed partly or wholly through 
such mechanisms: for example, 
the Adaptation Fund is funded by a 
levy on international carbon market 
transactions. An airfare tax levy 
initiated by the governments of 

Brazil, Chile, France, Norway, and 
the United Kingdom in 2006 has also 
leveraged new funds for development 
and provides 70 percent of UNITAID 
funding, as well as additional funding 
to IFFIm. The political feasibility, 
costs, and benefits of a financial 
transaction tax are still debated, 
although some European Union 
(EU) countries have agreed to begin 
implementing a version of this. 

Use crowd funding. A 2013 World 
Bank study estimating the global 
market for crowd funding at US$96 
billion by 2025, that is, 1.8 times 
the size of the global venture capital 
industry. Crowd funding is typically 
used to finance small and medium 
projects of US$10,000–250,000, with 
some projects raising considerably 
more.a Crowd funding can be used 
for donations and investment funding, 
and both have relevance for forced 
displacement. 

Develop matching funds. This can 
help mobilize additional voluntary 
contributions from private companies 
and citizens. The government of 
Canada, for example, set up a Pakistan 

Flood Relief Fund in 2010: for every 
donation from individual Canadians 
it contributed an equivalent amount. 
Due to their simplicity, matching funds 
can provide an attractive vehicle that 
brings together the credibility of a 
public sector financing partner and a 
pool of matching resources from the 
private sector. 

Mobilize Islamic social finance—
Zakat and awqaf. Islamic finance and 
services have been mainstreamed in 
for-profit capital markets, commercial 
banking, insurance, and microfinance. 
Islamic philanthropy and not-for-profit 
modalities are only starting to be 
considered to tackle social issues 
globally. 

Mobilize resources from the 
diaspora. Bond offerings aimed at 
mobilizing remittances for refugee 
and host country assistance could be 
attractive. Such bonds could also help 
reduce the cost while increasing the 
security of remittances. The United 
Kingdom’s Somalia Safer Corridor 
program may provide lessons on 
how to facilitate remittance flows to 
refugees.b

a. World Bank 2013e.
b. Government of the United Kingdom 2015.
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the role that development solutions can play 
in complementing diplomatic, political, se-
curity, and humanitarian interventions. They 
should underline the need for solidarity and 
responsibility-sharing, as host countries are 
in effect providing a global public good when 
they provide an environment in which refu-
gees and IDPs can offset their vulnerabilities. 
Finally, development actors can share their 
experiences in solving problems of collective 
action when providing such public goods 
(box 6.11).

Notes
 1. For example, it can be difficult to deter-

mine the share of specific expenditure 
that is considered as benefiting refu-
gees, such as when a refugee child is 
educated in a public school.

 2. Estimating such expenditure is often dif-
ficult in the absence of a clear methodol-
ogy to attribute specific sectoral expen-
diture to refugees.

 3. GHA 2015.
 4. Data on humanitarian financing varies 

widely across sources, in part due to 
different definitions and methodologies. 
For example, a comparison of the data 
published by the Organisation for Eco-
nomic Co-operation and Development 
(OECD) Development Assistance Com-
mittee (DAC) and by the United Nations 
Office for Coordination of Humanitarian 
Affairs (OCHA) shows wide discrepan-
cies, with OCHA estimates being up to 
three times larger than OECD’s in some 
cases. All data is from the Global Hu-
manitarian Assistance 2014 report (GHA 
2014), which aims to consolidate across 
existing sources. 

 5. GHA 2014.
 6. GHA 2014.
 7. For example, the United Nations High 

Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) 
indicated that it costs about US$100 
million a year to run the Dadaab camp 
in Kenya, with an estimated population 
around 300,000 people.

 8. Calculations based on GHA numbers for 
end-2014 (GHA 2014).

 9. A small proportion of beneficiaries 
would imply an underestimate of costs 
per person; the existence of other crises 
would imply an overestimate of costs 
per person. 

10. In Botswana, for example, the European 
Commission provided funds directly to 
the Ministry of Finance and Develop-
ment Planning for its HIV/AIDS Preven-
tion Support Project that was financed 
with a US$50 million International Bank 
for Reconstruction and Development 
(IBRD) loan. Similar arrangements were 
used in countries such as China and 
Mexico.

BOX 6.11 Collective action in providing public goods

To address the problem of 
collective action, lessons can be 
drawn from experience with other 
global public goods. The past 
decade has seen real progress 
under a number of global 
initiatives in areas such as health 
and epidemics, environment and 
climate change, trade facilitation, 
and financial regulation. In 
most cases, advances began 
when a platform was built for 

dialogue among a broad range of 
stakeholders to identify and reach 
agreement on principles, targets, 
and modalities, including an array 
of financial instruments. In some 
instances, such as climate change 
under the 21st Conference of 
the Parties (COP2) negotiations, 
countries adopted voluntary 
goals, which provide the basis for 
an effective response.
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11. Several development impact bonds 
(DIBs) are currently under development, 
including a project developed by the 
World Bank Group on youth training and 
employment in West Bank and Gaza. 
This initiative seeks to catalyze the role 
of the private sector by crowding in 
both private sector capital and exper-
tise to better incentivize employment 
outcomes.

12. Impact bonds are not technically bond 
structures (that is, debt securities that 
pay a fixed interest rate until maturity): 
they are equity-like investment instru-
ments that offer repayment only on 
the basis of results achieved, without 
getting involved in implementation 
modalities.

13. Center for Global Development and So-
cial Finance 2013.

14. A variant of the model could also be 
an outcome fund that would provide 
pooled finance for impact bonds and 
other outcome-focused projects.

15. In practice, a number of humanitarian 
agencies are also funding development-
type projects.

16. A number of reform proposals aim to 
strengthen the refugee regime and 
close financing gaps. These frequently 
revolve around the notion of quotas 
and financial transfers to host countries 
(Czaika 2005, 2009; Dennis 1993; Hoertz 
and GTZ 1995; Rapoport and Moraga 
2014; Schuck 2010), with poorer coun-
tries agreeing to accept more refugees 
in return for funding from donor coun-
tries. Other proposals aim to establish a 
market for trading such quotas (Hatha-
way and Neve 1997; Schuck 1997; Crisp 
2003), or to introduce a system of trans-
fer contracts to redistribute refugees 
(so that each contracting state hosts 
its agreed quota) and compensate host 
countries, akin to the carbon credit sys-
tem (Kremer, Bubb, and Levine 2011). 
However, such schemes have proven 
difficult to design in practice. Attempts 
to “allocate” refugees across countries 
also often run into a fundamental ob-
stacle, which is that refugees are not 
objects but people.
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