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Project Summary

What events might transpire that would lead someone to consider abandoning her/his home and

possessio ns, and take  flight to seek refuge  elsewhere, e ither within or o utside of her/h is country?  Pe ople

who, owing to a reasonable fear of persecution, take such action and seek refuge abroad are recognized

under inter national law  as refugees.  T hose who  seek refuge in m ountains, fo rests, or with rela tives within

their own borders are recognized as internally displaced persons.  The proposed project seeks to explore the

etiology of flows of refugees and internally displaced persons.

The proposed project will address four questions:

1) What characteristics make a country likely to produce refugees and internally displaced persons? 

2) How can we distinguish countries that produce greater numbers of internally displaced persons from

those that produce greater numbers of refugees?  

3) What can explain greater flows of refugees to one bordering country rather than another? 

4) Are the factors and processes that produce ‘voluntary migrant’ flows distinguishable from those that

produce  ‘forced migra tion’ flows?  T hat is, do eco nomic facto rs influence re fugee and in ternally

displaced person (R-IDP) flows?

The literature on this topic is interdisciplinary, and thus suffers from limited communication across

disciplinary boundaries.  As such, no comprehensive study exists that seeks to explore the usefulness of the

many hypothe ses scattered  throughou t the literature.  In ad dition, the wo rk on this topic  is largely

idiographic and descriptive: there are few comparative case studies, a relatively limited number of

theoretically driven studies, and very few large-n, statistical analyses. The proposed project will make a

contribution by creating a comprehensive, theoretically driven set of hypotheses, and examining them using

a global data  set.

Like many scholars who work on migration, I propose a simple cost-benefit framework for studying these

flows.  The m ajor argum ent with respe ct to the first que stion is that co untries whe re people fee l that their

lives are threa tened by violen ce have a gre ater likelihood  of producin g refugees tha n countries  where this is

not the case.  This is not a novel argument, nor is it particularly surprising.  Yet, what is surprising is that

few analyses of the etiology of refugee and internally displaced person flows do not move on to ask the

additional questions listed above, and none of them have sought to test hypothetical answers.  With respect

to the second question, I suggest that policies toward both emigration and immigration, the level of violence

in surrounding countries, and the border terrain will separate those countries that produce a high level of

internally displac ed relative to re fugees from th ose that pro duce a high  level of refugees  relative to

internally displaced.  These sam e variables, save emigration policy, shou ld help us determine wh ich country

refugees seek asylum in.  Finally, by including measures of relative wages in the regressions that address

questions two and three , I will be able to address question four.

I propose to assemble relevant data for a global sample covering the period 1965-1998.  Attention will be

given to both validity and reliability issues.  Finally, the hypotheses will be examined using relevant

statistical techniques.  



1 The PI is working on the proposed project with a PhD student, Stephen Shellman, as his co-author.

2 It is important to keep in mind that few people ever make this decision.  If one were to determine the

percentage of all human beings alive during the 20th century who spent time as refugees, the value would be very

close to zero.  On the other hand, when one reads that there are 35 million people living as refugees today (USCR

2000), one recognizes the importance of studying this exceptional behavior.

3 I define both refugees and internally displaced persons shortly.  I beg the reader’s indulgence to permit the

introduction  of the acron ym R-IDP  in the interest of elim inating the unwie ldy phrase ‘re fugee and inte rnally

displaced  person.’
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Project Description1

Ethnic Albanians are fleeing Serb-dominated neighbourhoods of a troubled northern
Kosovo city following threats from local Serbs, a UNHCR spokeswoman said Friday,
reports AP. "As more (ethnic Albanian families) leave that area, the few that continue to
remain are feeling increasingly under threat and feeling the pressure to leave,'' said
Paula Ghedini. "Some of them have been physically or verbally threatened, while others
have been summarily evicted from their homes.'' (UNHCR’s Refugee News Daily,
Monday, July 31, 2000)

What would cause one to abandon one’s home, belongings, etc. to pursue an uncertain future elsewhere,

retaining on ly those posses sions one c an carry or fit into one’s vehicle ?  Such a  decision is su rely one that is

not taken lightly–it is a very costly behavior with an uncertain outcome.  Yet, from time to time throughout

the 20th century, large numbers of people have made precisely this decision.  As exceptional as this decision

is, the number of people who make it raises important humanitarian concerns.2  The prop osed study seeks to

identify the causes of refugee and internally displaced person flows by evaluating the theories and

hypotheses th at have bee n propose d in the literatu re, and em pirically evaluatin g them usin g a global data

base, circa 1965-199 8.  

In doing so, I will she d light on four q uestions.  F irst, what char acteristics ma ke a country likely to

produce refugees and internally displaced persons?  Second, how can we distinguish countries that produce

greater numbers of internally displaced persons from those that produce greater numbers of refugees? 

Third, what can explain the decision of refugees to seek asylum in one country rather than another?  Fourth,

are the factors and processes that produce ‘voluntary migrant’ flows distinguishable from those that produce

‘forced migration’ flows?  That is, do economic factors influence refugee and internally displaced person

(R-IDP) flows?3  

Our image of refugees is dominated by media footage of people living in tents in camps, being fed

by volunteers and aid workers.  While this is certainly one common experience, many others flee, yet find

no tents, camps, or aid workers.  To illustrate, most Americans are aware that during the summer of 1999,

many Kosovars fled Kosovo for refugee camps in neighboring countries.  Yet few likely know that while an
estimated 857,000 fled Kosovo, another 580,000 abandoned their homes, but remained in the province
(http://www.reliefweb.int/mapc/eur_bal/reg/natorefidp.html). Further, in the previous spring and summer

(1998) ov er 40,000  Kosovar s abando ned their ho mes and h id in forests an d the mou ntains, setting  up their

own makeshift camps, or seeking shelter with relatives, while virtually no Kosovars crossed an international

border in seek of refuge from the fighting (CN N 1999, U SCR 199 9:247-8).  Because the news media
focuses on those it can videotape and interview, the internally displaced tend to receive substantially less
coverage than do refugees, as this example illustrates. 

Scholarship on this topic essentially mirrors media coverage: until recently there has been very
little work on internally displaced persons (IDPs).  Further, while there are still relatively few studies of



4 This is not to sa y that the literature is esp ecially interdiscip linary: my own re view of the literatu re suggests

that most scholars cite work in their own field far more frequently than work by scholars in other fields (though there

are exceptions).

5 Each of these studies suffers from shortcomings.  Hakovirta (1986) and Apodaca (1998) suffer from

selection bias as they only study countries that produced refugee flows, and Gibney et al. (1996) study global-level

trends.  All three  studies also limit the  analysis to bi-varia te relationship s.  Schmeid l (1997)  is the best availab le

statistical analysis, but her study suffers from the use of a single equation to test a multiple equation argument, and

substantial measurement error in a ke y set of variables.  Finally, each of these studies examines only the first

question asked above.
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the etiology of refugees, there is not a single published work that tries to account for the different causes
of refugee and IDP flows.  The literature suffers from other shortcomings as well.  One po tential strength

of the  literature is th at it is  inter disc iplin ary: th ose w ho wr ite on  this topic  hail f rom anth ropo logy,

economics, geography, political science, and sociology, as well as humanitarian and intergovernmental

organizations.4  Unfortunately, however, the argum ents and hypotheses one  finds in the literature are

scattered about; nobody has yet drawn upon it to produce a comprehensive framework for empirical

analysis.  Further, the literature is largely idiographic with few compara tive case studies (but see Zolberg,

Suhrke & Aguayo, 1989 and Weiner, 1996), and only a handful of studies that leverage the power of

statistical inference.  By testing a comprehensive set of hypotheses, and providing the first analysis of

neglected questions, the proposed study promises to become the standard bearer in the field.

Before continuing it will prove useful to briefly define the terms refugee and internally displaced

person.  The United Nations recognizes as a refugee any person who:

owin g to well-fo unded fear of b eing  persecut ed for reasons  of rac e, re ligion, na tionality,

membe rship of a partic ular social gro up or politica l opinion, is o utside the co untry of his

nationality and is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to avail himself of the

protection of that country; or who, not having a nationality and being outside the country of

his former ha bitual reside nce as a resu lt of such even ts, is unable o r, owing to suc h fear, is

unwilling to return to it (UNH CR 1999).

The United Nations similarly defines internally displaced persons as “people [who] are also forced to flee
these [same] dangers, but they either cannot or do not wish to cross an international border. They are
internally displaced within the borders of their own country” (UNHCR nd).  As the example ab ove

illustrated, the  two groups th us share in c ommon  their flight from a fea r of persecutio n, but differ in the ir

choice of relocation.  

The proposal is divided into the following sections.  In section one I evaluate the present state of

knowledge in the field and identify the hypotheses that will be tested.  Section two presents the proposed

methodology for evaluating the hypotheses, and section three outlines the data sources and operational

indicators.  In section four I identify the research output the project will produce, and in section five I lay

out the time line for the project.  Section six provides a brief conclusion in which I identify future directions

of research and discuss policy implications.

1. What we Know: Theory and H ypotheses
It will not surprise m any observers  that the majo r finding in the lite rature is that vio lent political co nflicts

are the primary determinant of R-IDP flows.  What may surprise social scientists is that there are only four

published studies that examine this relationship using a global database (Hakovirta, 1986; Gibney, Apodaca

& McC ann, 1996; Schm eidl, 1997; and Ap odaca, 1998). 5  Further, there are only two published studies that

rely upon statistical inference to study the relationship between violence and R-IDP flows using time-series

analysis of individual cases (Stanley, 1987; Morrison, 1993).  There are, of course, a number of articles,



6 See Zolberg, Suhrke, and Aguayo, 1989; Black and Rob inson, 1993; Weiner, 1996; and Cohen and  Deng,

1999 for repre sentative idiographic and co mparative case analyses of the cau ses of mass exodus.

7 De Jong and Gardner (1981) and Massey et al. (1993) provide useful reviews of this literature.

8 This a heuristic tool, not a description o f any person’s actual decision proc ess.

9 One migh t argue that pe ople can a lso choose  to aband on their pro perty and tak e up arms a gainst the state

or the dissidents.  For the purpose of simplification, this choice is contained in the ‘don’t abandon one’s property and

migrate’ decision.

10 Leaving aside the validity issues that plague such studies, most of the survey-based analyses suffer from

selection bias as they only interview those who migrated abroad.
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monographs, and edited volumes that explore the subject of mass exodus in response to violence,6 but most

studies of refugees focus on the experiences of the people as they seek new living arrangements, and the

challenges  associated  with aiding su ch popu lations.  Ne vertheless, in  conjunctio n with the co mparatively

well developed study of voluntary migration,7 the extant etiology literature serves well as the foundation for

a comprehensive global analysis of the cause of R-IDP flows.

1.1 Theory

As noted above, I seek to (1) identify the conditions that lead people to abandon their homes; (2) distinguish

those circu mstances  that lead them  to relocate with in their coun try from those tha t lead them to  relocate

outside of their country; and (3) determine whether economic conditions have an impact on such decisions

or if concern s for persona l security are the so le driving force.   To organiz e the inquiry I subm it that it is

useful to conceive of the choice individuals face in the following stylized fashion.8  Assume that at any

given moment in time an individual can (1) choose to abandon her/his property and migrate elsewhere or

(2) choose not to do so.9  Further, assume that those individuals who select the first option then face a

second choice: (1a) to relocate abroad or (1b) to relocate within their country.  Finally, assume that those

individuals w ho select op tion 1a face a  third choice : (1a1) to relo cate in bord ering coun try 1, (1a2) to

relocate in bordering cou ntry 2.... (1aN) to relocate in bordering co untry N. 

Setting up the decision pro blem this way has the advantage o f allowing one to answer more

questions than are typically considered in studies of the etiology of R-IDP flows.  Specifically, by breaking

up the dec ision into thre e different cho ices, I can isolate  two specific co mparison s that need to  be made  to

answer two of the questions: stay or go; and within the country or abroad?  Doing so suggests that (1)

hypotheses need to address both choices and (2) that more than one dependent variable needs to be created

(as described in detail below).  I will also show below that this set up leads one to appreciate a selection

effect that needs to be considered in the statistical analysis: while all cases (i.e., those that produced R-IDP

flows and those that did not) should be included in a statistical analysis of the first choice, only those cases

that actually produced R-IDP flows should be included in the analysis of the second choice.  In the

remainder of this section I show how these questions can be addressed within the context of the stylized

decision process sketched above.

While there are some isolated survey analyses of refugees,10 almost all scholars doing empirical

work on the etiology of R-IDP flows (whether idigraphic, comparative case study, or large n) focus on

aggregate level flows.  Thus, one m ight ask: How does a m icro level framework help one a ccount for a

macro level observable su ch as the numbe r of people who aband on their homes in a given c ountry for a

given year?  T he key conne ction is an as sumption  that individua l people m onitor even ts and their

environm ent, use that in formation to  develop expectations  about their fu ture, and us e those exp ectations to
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make decisions.  I assume that people value their physical security (i.e., their lives, health, and physical

safety), and will relo cate if they feel that se curity is substan tially threatened .  If we move to the a ggregate

level of a coun try of people (rath er than an in dividual per son), then th is argumen t suggests that a s events in

the country provide the people of the country to develop poor expectations about their physical security, we

should find greater number of R-IDPs.  Further, I assume that people weigh other costs and benefits when

making this decision, and I thus specify other factors that should influence R-IDP flows.

1.2 Hypotheses

1.2.1 Violent Political Conflict

All studies of the causes of R-IDP flows contend that violence is an important determinant.  The definition

of refugees and IDPs virtually ensures that violence is an important causal variable.  Yet, violence can be

produced by different actors in different countries.  What is relevant about violence is that it threatens

people’s sense of security.  Yet, only one study has recognized that it is important to account for the

different sourc es of violence  if one is to deve lop a useful sta tistical mode l of R-IDP flows (D avenport,

Moore & Poe,  1999).  These authors argue that a useful distinction can be made between state violence,

dissident violence, and state–dissident interaction.  The idea is that these three distinctions create a useful

typology for distinguishing different types of conflicts facing populations, and thus different sources of

threat.  

For exam ple, consid er the violent c onflict in Arge ntina durin g the Dirty W ar when the  state

repressed  union lead ers and leftists in  comparis on to the viole nce in Sierr a Leone in  the 1990s  when rebe ls

were responsible for massive h uman rights violations and the  state was largely uninvolved in such activity. 

There are also cases su ch as South Africa du ring the 1980s where bo th the state and dissidents were

engaged in human rights violations, or El Salvador during the 1980s where civil war between the state and

dissidents left the general population trap ped between the co mbatants.  The D avenport et al. typology

recognizes these differences am ong the sources of violence, a nd they find that measures in each  category

produce an inde pendent statistically significant impact on R-IDP flows, thu s supporting the typology. 

Studies that included only state violence, dissident violence, or civil war would be underspecified.  As such,

the typology will be used in the proposed study, and I present hypotheses using each of these categories.

1.2.1.1 State (Sponsored) Violence

A number of scholars contend that state (sponsored) violence is a major determinant of R-IDP flows.  Some

focus on human rights violations and repression (Aga Khan 1981; Hakovirta 1986; Gibney et al. 1986;

Apodaca 1998),  others focus on genocide (Jonassohn 1993; Rummel 1994; Jonassohn & Björnsen 1998)

while still others emphasize both (Zolberg et al. 1989; Schmeidl 1997).  Ethnic conflict also receives

attention as a type of violent conflict that drives R-IDP flows (Newland 1993; Clay 1984; Kaufmann 1996,

1998, 1999).  

Most of the work focusing on the impact of violence finds the causal connection so obvious that

little effort is invested  in explaining  it.  Apodac a (1998:8 0) is represe ntative: “Gro ss human  rights

violations... generate a general climate of fear which sparks abrupt departures.”  Yet, one can develop an

explicit argum ent within the  context of the g eneral mo del sketched above by no ting that these a rguments

share th e implic it assum ptions th at peop le (1) value their  lives and  (2) that th ey perceive (certa in types of)

violence as  a threat to their  lives.  It follows, then, th at the likelihoo d of aband oning one ’s home is

positively associated with the level of (certain types of) violence. 

I submit that people evaluate human rights records and state sponsored repression as information

that they can use to develop an expectation about the future behavior of a state toward its population.

Hence, th e greater the vio lence, the gre ater the perc eived threat.  T hus, the leve l of the state’s hu man rights

abuses/repression are likely to be associated with R-IDP flows.  I thus hypothesize:

H1: A country’s level of human rights abuses and/or state sponsored repression will be



11 The cha nge in these p olicies, and m igration patter ns, in Eastern E urope in 1 989 illustrate th is

argument–see Larabbee (1992).
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positively associated with the number of refugees and internally displaced people produced

by tha t country.

Genocide is state sponsored activity that seeks to either expel or eliminate an ethnic or cultural group of

people.  E thnic clean sing (Newla nd 1993 ) and politicid e (Harff & G urr 1988) a re similar in tha t specific

ethnic grou ps or peop le holding a s pecific ideolo gical position  are targeted. I thu s posit:

H2: The prese nce of a geno cide, politicid e, or ethnic c leansing will be  positively

associated with R-IDP flows.

1.2.1.2 Dissident Violence

While m ost research ers focus on  state violence , a few scholar s consider d issident violen ce (e.g., Ha kovirta

1986).  Cases suc h as Angola, M ozambique an d Peru in the 1980 s and Sierra Leone in th e 1990s, where

dissidents were responsible for the lion’s share of human rights abuses, illustrate the importance of

recognizing that while states are often the major threat to their populations, in some cases dissidents are the

major threat.  Failure to include d issident violence in a statistical analysis will lead to specification error. 

The logic is precisely the same as that behind H1 and H2: people are assumed to treat current dissident

violence as a signal about future violen ce by dissidents. 

H3: A country’s level of dissident violence will be positively associated with the number of

refugees  and inter nally disp laced people  prod uced  by tha t country.

1.2.1.3 State–Dissident Interaction

In some cou ntries a state represses a co wed or defea ted oppos ition, in other s the dissiden ts are respon sible

for the majority of the violence.  However, in many cases both the state and the dissidents contribute to the

violence (e.g., Colombia, the Philippines, and South Africa).  While few scholars consider dissident

violence to be an independent cause of R-IDP flows, several have argued that civil war is a contributing

cause (Zolberg et al. 1989 ; Newland 1993 ; Schmeidl 1997 ).

Again, the  logic driving the  hypotheses is id entical to that p resented above: I assum e that peop le

perceive current state-dissident armed clashes (or civil war) as threatening to their welfare, and treat such

clashes as an indicator of the likelihoo d of future such clashes. 

H4: A country’s level of civil war (or state–dissident clashes) will be positively associated with the

num ber o f refugees  and inter nally disp laced people  prod uced  by tha t country.

Finally, Zolberg et al. (1989:250) observe that post revolutionary authoritarian regimes generally do not let

people leave the country.  That is, there is variance across the extent to which countries allow their citizens

to leave.  Th is observatio n can be tied  to the micro  level by assum ing that policie s that require  one to obta in

an exit visa will raise the cost to migration, and thus reduce refugee flows.11  

H5: The presence of state policies restricting emigration will be negatively associated with refugee

flows and positively associated with IDP flows. 

1.2.1.4 War

Like civil war, international war creates an environment of generalized violence that can threaten

populat ions .  Wh ile sc hola rs no te tha t the d eclin e in th e freq uency of in ternational war sin ce W orld  War II

has diminished war’s importance as a cause of refugee flows (Weiner 1996), it is still a potential cause of

threat.  Thus, like Schmeidl (1997), I plan to test the hypothesis that war has an impact on refugee flows:

H6: The presence of an international war involving a country will be positively associated with R-

IDP flows.



12 The causes of famine are widely misunderstood in the West.  See McGinnis (2000) for a good, recent

explanation.
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The final threat that has been proposed as a cause of refugee flows is the structural violence of famine

(Jonassoh n, 1993; M cGinnis, 2 000).  W hen poo r harvests, insu fficient incom es, and transportation c osts

combine to create a dislocation such that supply and demand reach equilibrium above the level of some

peoples’ ability to obtain sufficient sustenance,12 those people whose incomes are below the market price

are likely to consider relocating in an effort to obtain food.  If we assume that people monitor the price and

availability of foodstuffs in their country, then a rise in price and/or a decline in availability may lead them

to anticipate  that their pros pects for me eting their nu tritional need s are dim.  I thus h ypothesize tha t:

H7: The presence of famine conditions in a country will be positively associated with R-IDP flows.

1.2.2 Networks and Information

Having evaluated the contention that violence produces R-IDP flows, it is useful to consider other

characteristics of countries that might make them more likely to produce R-IDP flows.  The economics

literature on migration emph asizes transaction costs as an im portant determinant of m igration decisions. 

Massey (1988; Massey et al. 1993) argues that human networks perform an important function by reducing

an importa nt set of transac tion costs: the  uncertainty an d costs asso ciated with relo cating.  He a rgues that a

person who migrates to a new location and does not know anyone upon arrival faces substantially higher

costs than someone who migrates to a location where friends or family members already reside (information

about job opportunities can be passed back to the potential migrant before she makes her decision; housing

might be provided, etc.).  

Massey’s argument can be applied to an analysis of R-IDP flows by considering that potential R-

IDP migrants face a substantial information asymmetry: they know a great deal about their current living

circumstances, but co nsiderably less about the living circumstan ces they would experience elsew here. 

Thus, they should be substantially more confident in their assessment of their future security in their home

than they are about their assessment of their security elsewhere.  This uncertainty makes migration less

likely.  However, ceteris paribus, information that reduces that uncertainty makes migration more likely.  As

Massey and others have shown, human networks serve as information conduits, and thus reduce the

information asymmetry that produc es uncertainty.  Thus, as a coun try produces R-IDPs, networks are

created that lower the migration costs of future potential R-IDP migrants.  Thus, the greater the number of

recent R-IDPs, the greater the pro bability that others will also leave. 

H8: A countr y’s number o f past refugees a nd internally dis placed pe ople will be po sitively

associated with the number of contemporary refugees and internally displaced people produced by

that  country.

1.2.3 IDP or Refugee?  Distinguishing the Two

To this junc ture the proposal has fo cused on  the first question : ‘What ch aracteristics m ake a coun try likely

to produce R-IDP flows?’  Almost all analyses of the causes of R-IDP flows terminate the analysis once

they have produced answers to this question.  Yet, such a focus leaves several interesting questions

unanswered.  The second question I plan to study is how can we distinguish countries that produce

internally displaced persons from those that produce refugees who seek asylum across an international

border?  The proposed project will be the first systematic empirical inquiry of this question.  In addition,

there has been substantial public and scholarly debate about the motives of asylum seekers, especially in the

West (see Stanley 1987; Zolberg et al. 1989:30-33; Larrabee 1992; Morrison 1993; Menjívar 1994;

Robinso n 1998).  O ne can thu s ask whethe r econom ic opportu nity influences R -IDP flows.  In this

subsection I describe a num ber of hypothetical answers to the abo ve questions. 



13 Schmeid l (1997)  is the sole systema tic study of this hypo thesis, and she su rprisingly finds that h er terrain

measures do not produce statistically significant parameter estimates.  As we briefly explain below, however, her

measures are crude and suffer from substantial measurement error.
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Zolberg et al. (1989) contend that accepted definitions of refugees lead one to focus on the sending

or producing coun try.  Yet, the decision to abandon  one’s home is presu mably influenced not only by one’s

expectation s about on e’s security in on e’s current lo cation, but a lso one’s ex pectations  about one ’s security

in alternative locations.  The choice between relocation in one’s country and relocation abroad is discussed

below; here the focus is on the extent to which receiving countries can adopt policies that either facilitate or

inhibit R-IDP flows.   

1.2.3.1 Terrain

The first factor th at inhibits refugee flows is terrain  (Lee 1966 ).  If one accepts th at different types of ter rain

impose different traveling costs on migrants, then one can develop hypotheses about terrain within the

context of the micro level framework in this proposal.  Specifically, the more difficult it is to traverse the

terrain, the gre ater are the co sts associate d with doing  so, and the  less likely people  are to pay those  costs

and relocate.13 

H9: The prese nce of hostile  terrain such  as desert or m ountains w ill be negatively ass ociated with

refugee flows and positively associated with internally displaced person flows.

1.2.3.2 C haracteris tics of the ‘Re ceiving’ Sta te

As noted above, it would be useful to be able to answer the question: ‘Which country will refugees choose

to enter?’ Four characteristics of the receiving state might influence refugee flows: levels of violence;

asylum policies; wages; and the prese nce of refugee camps. 

One of the arguments presented above is pertinent to this question as well, though it applies to the

receiving state: the levels of state violence and dissident violence, and the interaction of the two in the

receiving state is likely to influence the choice of whether to seek re fuge in a given country.  That is, I

presume that people do not wish to jump from the frying pan into the fire.  Thus, I anticipate the following

relationships will be found in the data:

H10: The difference in the level of violence (i.e., state violence, dissident violence, and

state –dis sident conflic t) be tween the  potentia l sending  country and th e potent ial receiv ing country,

will be negatively associated with refugee flows and positively associated with IDP flows.

Zolberg et al. (1989:6, 25, 262) argue that if no such state recognizes the persecuted as worthy of assistance,

then they will not be accorded refugee status, and will likely become victims of persecution or even mass

murder.  Thus, the receiving state plays as important a role as the sending state in determining the status of

refugees.  As I argued above with respect to sending states, receiving state policies that facilitate/restrict

immigration can be conceptualized as subsidies/costs to migration.  In the context of refugee decision

making, the receiving state’s asylum policy is relevant.  134 countries are signatories to the 1951 UN

convention and/or 1967 Protocol on refugees, and are thus obligated to extend safe haven to people who

have a reasonable fear of persecution.  Yet, few countries meet that obligation: most countries have policies

that place some type of restrictions on gran ting asylum to those who meet the  UN declaration  definition.  I

thus hypothe size that:

H11: The restrictiveness of the neighboring country’s asylum policies will be negatively associated

with the number of refugees, and positively associated with the number of internally displaced

persons.

Though there is debate about the impact of relative wages to migration flows, the standard economic model



14 The debate hinges on two contentions: (1) that potential migrants discount wages elsewhere by the

probability of obtaining a job (Todaro 1969) and (2) that migrants evaluate life long earnings (Da Vanzo 1981).  If

the proba bility of obtaining  a job or the  discount rate  is low, then pres ent wage differ entials may no t perform w ell in

empirical models.
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of migration posits relative wages as an important decision criterion.14  Further, as n oted abov e, there is

substantial debate about whether asylum seekers are migrants or refugees.  I assume that, ceteris paribus,

people have a preference for higher wages, and thus that the expected value of migration will be higher

when a positive wage differential exists between  one’s present coun try of residence and an alternative

country.  This argument leads to the following hypothesis:

H12: The prese nce of highe r wages in neig hboring co untries will be p ositively associate d with

refugee flows and negatively associated with interna lly displaced person flows. 

Finally, as McGinnis (2000:77) argues, the presence of refugee camps (e.g., UNHCR camps that provide

shelter and food) across a border should reduce the uncertainty associated with abandoning one’s home.

Thus, as I argu ed above w ith respect to n etworks and  uncertainty, the  presence  of refugee cam ps will

increase the likelihood of peop le opting to abandon the ir homes and cross an  international border.

H13: The prese nce of refugee  camps in a  neighborin g country will be p ositively associate d with

refugee flows and negatively associated with internally displaced person flows.

2. Proposed Methodology 

In this section I des cribe the spatial and tem poral dom ains of the sam ple, the statistica l models, an d the unit

of observation to be used in the empirical analyses.

2.1 Sam ple

A major goal of this analysis is to overcome the limited generalizability of the vast majority of the

scholarship on R-IDP flows.  As such, it is important to draw a large sample that captures all of the

variation in the relevant phenomena.  In particular, it is critical to avoid the error of selecting on the

dependent variable, as m ost analyses of R-IDP flows do. 

The spatial domain of the study will be all directed-dyads that share a land border or a water border

of less than 200 miles.  The temporal domain of the study is 1965-1998.  It is important to gather

observations over time because one’s ability to generalize the findings beyond the sample of a single cross-

sectional an alysis would be  limited.  By havin g over thirty years of data , we increase  our confide nce in

generalizing beyond the sample.

2.2.1 What Countries Produce R-IDP Flows? 

The first question to be addressed is: What countries produce R-IDP flows?  Only some of the hypotheses

are directly relevant to this question.  Specifically, I need to regress the total number of refugees and IDPs

on the four measures of violence (H1-H4), war (H6), famine (H7), and the lag of R-IDP (H8).   Equation 1

provides a general specification of the equation to be estimated:

(RAt + IDPAt) = f([+]ViolenceAt, [+]WarAt, [+]FamineAt, [+]R-IDPAt-1) [1]

where R represents refugee flows; IDP indicates internally displaced person flows; the A indicates country

A, B indicates country B, t indicates a given year; and the bracketed sign indicates the direction of the

hypothesized relationship.  Th e unit of observation is the coun try-year.



15 Note that the  fourth questio n, concern ing econo mic incentives , is captured in  H12 an d is addre ssed within

the context of this regression, and the one described in the following subsection.

16 If there are any cases with a non-zero number of IDPs, but 0 refugees, we will add 1 to the refugee score

to make the dependent variable tractable.

17 Ideally, equation 3 would also be estimated as a selection model.  However, the unit of observation

changes fro m country lev el (equation s 1 and 2) to  the directed  dyad (eq uation 3), thus m aking it impo ssible to

estimate a selec tion mode l.

18 This is a dummy variable coded one for all countries that produced a non-zero number of refugees or

IDPs (the classic Heckman selection model specifies a dichotomous choice variable in the selection equation).  
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2.2.2 The Ratio of IDPs to Refugees

The second question15 to be investigated is: Given that people have abandoned their homes, will they

relocate within their country or seek refuge abroad?  Hypotheses H9-H13 posit answers to this question, and

could be tested using equation 2:

   = f([-]Violence DifferenceA-Bt, [-]WarAt, [+]WarBt, [-]FamineAt, [+]FamineBt, [+]IDPAt-1,

[+]Emigration RestrictionsAt, [+]Terrain A-Ht, [+]AsylumHt, [! ]Wage DifferenceA-Ht,

[! ]Refugee CampsHt) [2]

where H indicates the use of the highest score on this variable among the bordering countries, and the other

notation is as  described  above.  I use the  ratio of IDPs to re fugees as the d ependen t variable bec ause it

provides a direct measure of the trade-off I am trying to model: having produced an R-IDP flow, will the

country generate mostly IDPs, mostly refugees, or an even mix of both?16   

Unfortun ately, equation  two will produ ce inconsis tent parameter estimate s (Long 1997:203): w hile

all countries might produce R-IDP flows, only those countries that produce such flows should be included

in the sample estimating equation two.  Students of conflict have become increasingly aware of the selection

bias that is intro duced wh en one tries  to estimate th is sort of decisio n process b y focusing on a s ingle

equation and failing to accou nt for the self-selection into the sub-sample (H uth, 1996; Me ernik, Krueger &

Poe, 1998; Blanton, 2000; Clark & Reed, 2000; Reed, 2000; Reed & Clark, 2000).  To statistically model

this selection process I will use a Heckman like selection model, which is defined generally by equations 2a

and 2b.17 

Dummy (R At or IDPAt)
18 = f([+]ViolenceAt, [+]WarAt, [+]FamineAt, [+]R-IDPAt-1) [2a]

= f([-]Violence DifferenceA-Bt, [-]WarAt, [+]WarBt, [-]FamineAt, [+]FamineBt, [+]IDPAt-1,

[+]Emigration RestrictionsAt, [+]Terrain A-Ht, [+]AsylumHt, [! ] Wage DifferenceA-Ht,

[! ]Refugee CampsHt, p) [2b]

where p is a selection parameter to be e stimated and the other n otation is as defined above.  

2.2.3 To Which Country will Refugees Flee? 

To address the third question--to which country will refugees flee–I need to use directed-dyad-years as my

unit of observation.  A dyad is a pair of countries; a directed dyad is a pair of countries in which actions a re

directed from country A to country B.  For example, the directed dyad A-B is distinct from the directed

dyad B-A: A-B contains information about refugee flows from country A to country B, and B-A contains



19 One imp lication of a dire cted-dyad ic research d esign is a dram atic increase in d ata collection  and data

manipulation effort in comparison with either a country design or a dyadic design.  The number of observations

increase geo metrically as on e moves fro m the coun try level to the dya dic level, and  then doub les from the d yadic

level to the directed-dyadic level.  In a previous project I underestimated the amount of time required to collect

directed-d yadic data, a nd have use d that (and su bsequen t) experienc e to estimate the  effort required  for this projec t.

20 Given the la ck of space  available he re, I ask the read er to demo nstrate this to her o r himself.

21 Again, given  the lack of spa ce available  here, I ask the re ader to de monstrate this to  her or himse lf.

22 Given that H8 posits a relationship between past R-IDP flows and current R-IDP flows, these data will be

used to measure the lagged  values of R-IDP flows.
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information about refugee flows from country B to country A.19 

I must use directed-dyads because  (1) most countries have m ore than one bord ering country (i.e.,

refugees have more than one alternative available) and (2) given that there is substantial variance among the

borders across countries, a country-year unit of observation is infeasible.20   The directed-dyad enables one

to code the refugee flows from one country to another, and thus capture all of the variation in this variable.

Equation 3 provides a general specification of the equation to be estimated:

RA-Bt = f([+]Violence DifferenceA-Bt, [+]WarAt, [! ]WarBt, [+]FamineAt, [-]FamineBt, [+]R A-Bt-1, [! ]Emigration

RestrictionsAt, [! ]TerrainA-Bt, [+]AsylumBt, [+]Wage DifferenceA-Bt, [+]Refugee CampsBt) [3]

where A-B indicates the directed dyad A-B , and the other notation is as de scribed above. 

We will use a sample of all directed-dyad-years to estimate equation three.  We will do so in order

to address the sample selection problem.  Why not use a Heckman-like model?  Because we will use

directed-dyad-years as our unit of observation, we would need to set up a selection equation using directed-

dyad-years as the units of observation. This is infeasible.21  However, we are not forced to simply ‘live with’

bias and inefficiency.  In two recent studies Clark and Reed (2000a, 2000b) conduct simulations and show

that if one includes the variables that produce the selection as independent variables in the equation of

interest, then the estimates are neither biased nor inefficient.  Achen (1986:86) and King, Keohane & Verba

(1994:140) make the case on theoretical grounds.  Thus, to account for selection, we use all directed-dyad-

years and include WarAt and FamineAt in the equa tion (the violen ce measu res for coun try A are includ ed in

the difference variables).

3. Operationalization & Data Collection
3.1 The Dependent Variables

The central variables of interest are, of cou rse, the number of internally displaced  persons in each cou ntry

and the nu mber of refug ees who left a giv en country for a nother given  country.  Two  sources co ntain

estimates of these variables: the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) and the United

States Committee for Refugees’ (USCR) annual publication World Refugee Survey.   Schmeidl (1995, 1997,

1998) used both sources to compile her cross-national database for 1971-1990 (the correlation between the

two sources of refugees is .94).  Davenport et al. (1999) used a compilation of the USCR data put together

by Marshall (1999).  Unfortunately for our purposes, both Schmeidl and Marshall used the country-year as

their unit of observation, recording on ly the country of asylum and not the country of origin (for refugees). 

As such, we need to return to the original sources and collect data.22

3.2 Independent Variables 



23 The five types of dissent are: protest demonstrations; riots; general strikes; anti-government

demonstrations; and guerrilla warfare/revolution.

24 My co-author, Stephen Shellman, coded these data during AY 1999-2000.
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H1 posits that human rights violations are positively associated with R-IDP flows.  To measure the extent of

these abuses we employ the Political Terror Scales gathered mainly by Michael Stohl and Mark Gibney

(Gibney & Dalton 1997).  These scales are drawn from the Amnesty International Reports and range from 1

to 5, with the lowest value indicating cou ntries under a firm rule of law and 5's indicating cou ntries where

political imprisonment and arbitrary murder and executions are widespread.  Apodaca (1998) and

Davenport et al. (1999) also use the Political Terror Scales.

H2 suggests that genocid e, politicide, or ethnic cleansing will tend to gen erate R-IDP flows.  There

are several sources for identifying these events durin g the period of study: Kuper (19 81), Harff & Gurr

(1988), Chalk & Jonassohn (1990), Fein (1993), Rummel (1994), Esty et al. (1998), and Jonassohn &

Björnson (1998).  We will use those sources to code a dichotomous measure that records the presence of

such an event in a given co untry-year.

H3 suggests that dissident violence will threaten people, thus increasing the probability of R-IDP

flows.  Davenport et al. (1999) explored the empirical utility of four dissident conflict measures first

proposed by Davenport (1995).  They found that strategic variety of conflict, which is a count of the number

of different types of dissident conflict behavior, had a statistically significant impact on R-IDP flows. The

measure ranges from 0 to 5 depending on how many different types of dissent occurred in a country during

a particular year.23  Davenport used B anks' Cross-Polity Time Series data set to con struct the measure. 

H4 leads to the expectation that civil wars tend to produce R-IDP flows.  We will thus code a

dummy varia ble represe nting the presence of civil wa r. Several so urces are av ailable for cod ing this

variable.  The Correlates of War Project (Singer & Small 1994), Licklider (1995), Walter (1997), and

Hartzell (1999) all report lists of civil wars since 1965. We will use these data to create dummy variables

representing the presence  of civil war in each country-year.  

H5 implies that state policies that restrict em igration will influence both refugee and IDP  flows. 

We have been unable to locate a useful source for coding emigration policies, and at present plan to employ

a proxy measure.  The scholars who make this argument tend to focus their attention on communist

countries.  Thus, we will code a dichotomous variable that records whether a given country-year was ruled

by a commu nist governm ent.

H6 sugge sts that war tend s to produc e R-IDP flows .  We cod e a dumm y variable code d 1 to

indicate the presence of an international war in a given country-year.  Our data source is the Correlates of

War project’s interstate war d ata base (Singer & S mall 1994).  

H7 implies that famine can produce R-IDP flows.  As such, we plan to collect data on famine

events. The best sourc e for global food production a nd import data is the Foo d and Agriculture

Organization’s FAO CD-ROM .  Auvinen and Nafziger (1999) also have collected a pooled cross-national

data set on complex h umanitarian emerge ncies.  We will use those so urces to create a dichotom ous measure

of the presence of famine in eac h country-year.

H9 suggests that hostile terrain will have a negative impact on refugee flows and a positive impact

on IDP flows.  More specifically, natural physical barriers create terrain that deters individuals fleeing

persecution from crossing a border and seeking asylum in a neighboring state. Likewise, extremely hot and

dry environments impose difficult traveling conditions for individuals on foot. Therefore, we coded the

physical characteristics and the climate type of the bo rder for each contiguous d yad year.24  Because borde rs



25 Schmeidl (1997) used the 1993 CIA Factbook as her source for coding the number of borders, the

percentag e of each b order that is lan d, and the p resence o f obstacles suc h as mounta ins.  Given he r tempora l domain

of 1971-1990, use of a single source introduced measurement error in her data.

26 This cod ing scheme  is consistent with S iverson and  Starr (199 1).  We consulted Shepherd (196 4),

Espenshade (1995), Haywood (1997), Barnes and Noble (1999), Historical Atlas of the World (1999), and National

Geographic (1999).
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change over time, it is important to code these changes.25

First, we coded mountains, water, and the absence of physical obstacles. Changes in elevation of

more than 1000 feet are coded as mountain borders and land masses separated by less than 200 miles of

water are coded as contiguous water borders.26 The base category is no physical barrier. 

Next, we coded four types of climate: (1) dry deserts that typically receive under 10 inches of

rainfall per year; (2) humid tropical climates that typically receive over 80 inches of rainfall per year; (3)

cold polar climates that typically produce icy precipitation and harsh cold fronts; and (4) temperate climates

that fall anywhere in between the others.  In addition, we recorded the average latitude of the border

between the two states and th e hemisphere (no rth or south).

H10 imp lies that the differe nce between levels of state , dissident, an d state--dissiden t violence in

the sending and receiving countries will affect refugee flows.  These variables will be measured as

described above with respect to H1, H2, and H3.

H11 concerns the restrictiveness of asylum policies.  The UN’s Department of Population has

created a scale to measu re the restrictiveness of country’s policies (UN PD 1996).  We will use the availab le

data and limit our analyses of the asylum variable to the cross-sections for which the data are available.

H12 suggests that people will evaluate the relative economic opportunities in each location.  The

UN’s International Labor Office collects wage data, but many countries do not report the data on an annual

basis.  Thus, we will not be able to gather data for our entire sample.  As such, analyses that include these

data will either u se restricted sa mples, or w e will need to e mploy King  et al.’s (1999 ) algorithm to  impute

the missing data.

H13 implies that refugee flows will be stimulated by the presence of refugee camps across the

border.  The UNHCR does not maintain a database of its operations, but does maintain on its www site a

list of the countries in which it is currently operating (email from B ela Hovy).  In addition, the USC R’s

annual World Refugee Surveys contain country reports, and we  will use them as a source for creating a

dummy variable that code s the presence of refugee cam ps in a given country-year.

Finally, while it was not developed above as an explicit hypothesis, it is important to control for the

likelihood that states with large populations will, ceteris paribus, produce larger R-IDP flows than those

with small populations.  To measure population size we will employ the population variable from Banks'

Cross-Polity Time Series data se t. 

3.3 Validity  and Relia bility

Since measurem ent is often imprecise, we are con cerned with the validity and reliability of our data. We

want to estab lish that “we are  measurin g what we thin k we are mea suring” and  that “different m easurem ents

of the same phenomenon yield the same results” (King, Keohane & Verba, 1994:25, 151). We realize that

the data with w hich we are  working con tains meas urement e rror.  In this subse ction we de scribe the effor ts

we will undertake to determine the strengths and weaknesses of the available data. In order to do so, we

plan to perform various reliability and validity checks on our data.  More specifically, we will conduct

construct validity tests where multiple data sources and/or indicators are available (e.g., IRDP flows,

genocides, civil wars).  When using data created by others we will report inter-coder reliability scores
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(where available).  Finally, where we code our own data (e.g., the terrain variables) we will report the

results of inter-coder reliability tests.  In the remainder of this subsection I briefly discuss some of the

validity and reliability issues surrounding selected data.

3.3.1 R-IDP Flow Variables

The collection of the data for the number of refugees who left one country for another country in each

directed dyad year as well as the number of internally displaced persons in each country-year is “confronted

by formidable obstacles” (Crisp 1999).  The International Labour Office recently claimed that “much of the

information  available on  refugees and  persons in  need of pro tection is tenta tive at best” (B ilsborrow et a l,

1997).  The UNHCR acknowledges that its statistics on R-IDP flows are estimates (UNHCR 1995:244), and

the US CR explains in  each ed ition of World Refugee Survey that their data is based on their “best

judgment...after careful scrutiny of every reliable source available.... In the end, many numbers prove to be

very solid, but others are educated gu esses.”

As such, we can be confident that there is more measurement error in our indicators of R-IDP flows

than  we wo uld p refer .  Yet, when one ex amin es the dat a, they hav e a su bstantia l mea sure  of face val idity,

and all scholars working in the area make use of them (i.e., those doing idiographic work and those using

statistical analysis).  As such, one can conclude that the data contain substantially more ‘signal’ than

‘noise.’  Further, while we do not have the space to offer a reasoned discussion of the extent to which the

measuremen t error is largely random or systematic, we will explore that issue in som e detail in the work

published out of this project. 

3.3.2 Terrain Variables

Two coders were employed to code the terrain and climate variables. The inter-coder reliability of the

terrain and climate measurements will be assessed by drawing a random sample from the directed dyad year

dataset and asking the coders to code all of the sampled directed dyads again (this has not been done yet as

we wish to let so me time lap se to create a  more difficult tes t of the coding  procedu re). Then,  a reliability

coefficient will be calculated that measures the average amount of agreement between coders. First, one

counts the number of borders that match across coders for each particular directed dyad year.  Next, one

adds up th e numbe r of matching  borders an d then calc ulates the pe rcentage co rrect.

4. Output

In this brief section I identify the research output the proposed project will produce.  As noted in the

introduction, the propo sed project is a major portion  of a somewhat larger effort.  I limit my discussion here

to the output from the proposed project and briefly describe the long-run plans for the larger project in the

conclusion.

We envision at least two products from the proposed research: (1) a research article that reports the

findings of the hypothesis tests described above and (2) a comprehensive global data set that will be made

available to other scholars.  We have also discussed the possibility of conducting and reporting some

regional analyses (e.g., Sub-Saharan Africa), and are discussing the possibility of presenting such an

analysis at a conference that would lead  to an edited volume.  

5. Timeline

I am requesting support for the summer and fall of 2001 when both myself and my co-author will be

engaged in substantial portions of this project.  During the fall and spring (00-01) we will begin gathering

the data de scribed ab ove.  Begin ning in M ay of 2001 we w ill both work o n the projec t full time.  We  plan to

complete the data gathering and data entry during the first four to six weeks of the summer.  The remaining

covered weeks will be used to estimate parameters and evaluate the results.  We will then spend the



27 Christian A. Davenport (University of Maryland) and Steven C. Poe (University of North Texas) are

involved in the larger project, and each of them has primary responsibility for different portions than those described

in this propo sal.

28 An entire ‘secu rity school’ has d eveloped  in conjunctio n with rising W estern conc ern abou t the ‘threat’

and ‘burden’ posed by refugees and migrants.  See Larrabee (1992), Weiner (1992/93), Dow ty & Loescher (1996),

Posen (1996), Kaufmann (1996 , 1998, 1999), and Poku &  Graham (1998).

29 This is a post-1970 phenomenon.  See Robinson (1998) for a discussion of changing images of refugees

over the pa st 50 years. 
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uncovered portion o f our summer and th e subsequent fall refining the analyses and  drafting a paper to report

our findings.  We plan to present the paper at the spring 2002 meeting of the International Studies

Association.

6. Conclusion

Because it the first compreh ensive test of the hypotheses one finds sca ttered in an interdisciplinary

literature, the proposed project promises to become the standard bearer in the field.  The PI has conducted

preliminary work in the area (Dave nport et al. 1999) and u sed local funding to get the project un derway. 

An infusion of funds for the summer of 2001 will ensure that the project moves swiftly to completion.

With respect to future directions, the proposed research project is the foundation of a larger project

that seeks to contribute to the early warning literature on this topic (Clark 1983, 1989; Apodaca 1998;

Schmeidl & Je nkins, 1998).27  Developing an early warning capacity is important for planning purposes:

logistical supp ort for displaced people  is difficult to arrang e, and dela ys increase the  risk to fragile

populations.  However, discussion of early warning is premature until a useful model of flows has been

created.  W hile the long te rm goal of the  larger projec t is to explore th e utility of global statistic al analysis

as a basis for ge nerating ear ly warnings, the go al of the projec t for which I am re questing fun ding is to

create a useful model of R-IDP flows.

A well confirmed model of R-IDP flows will be a valuable contribution to scholars from a number

of disciplines  and will provid e a basis from  which to infor m policy.  Immigr ation is a con tentious issu e in

industrial democracies (B orjas 1994).28  Since pioneering work by Todaro (1969), economists have been

able to con firm that peop le emigrate in  response to  differential wage  opportun ities.  Given th at public

opinion in industrialized democracies favors restrictions on immigration,29 politicians in these countries

have erecte d substantia l barriers to en try.  Yet, most co untries ma ke exception s for refugees. T hus, peop le

who are the  victims of politic al persecu tion are provided safe ha ven and ad mitted as exc eptions to

immigration restrictions.  

Yet, during the 1980s the Reagan administration was faced with the task of deciding whether

Central Americans applying for refugee status in the US were seeking refuge or better wages.  Despite the

civil wars in Ce ntral Ame rica, the adm inistration co ined the term  ‘econom ic refugee’ (m ore comm only

known as a n econom ic migrant), an d rejected la rge numb ers of asylum ap plications, re turning thos e people

to their coun tries (Stanley 19 87, Menjívar 1993 , Laham 2 000).  M ost Europ ean coun tries have en gaged in

similar policy debates (Larrabee 1992).  While positive inquiry like that proposed here cannot comment on

the normative issues that influence  this debate, it can provide useful theo retical and empirical information . 
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