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Abstract
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The paper takes stock of the growing quantitative litera-
ture on outcomes for the forcibly displaced in low- and 
middle-income countries, where 85 percent of refugees 
and nearly all internally displaced persons live. The main 
takeaway is that forced dis- placement research has now 
become a full-fledged sub-field of the migration literature: 
it addresses the same questions of economic and social 
integration, returns, and the impact of conditions and 

policies in the destination country. Yet, the specificity of 
the sub-field lies in the analysis of migration of a particu-
larly vulnerable population because of the forced selection 
into displacement and because those forcibly displaced 
have experienced shocks before and during displacement, 
including the loss of physical assets, human capital, and 
mental health. 

This paper is a product of the Development Research Group, Development Economics. It is part of a larger effort by the 
World Bank to provide open access to its research and make a contribution to development policy discussions around the 
world. Policy Research Working Papers are also posted on the Web at http://www.worldbank.org/prwp. The authors may 
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1 Introduction

This chapter reviews the outcomes of those forcibly displaced due to conflict, violence and

persecution and the factors that shape these outcomes.1 It looks at refugees who flee across

borders, as well as at those internally displaced in their own country.

The literature on outcomes of refugees and internally displaced persons (IDP) is nascent

but growing. Much of the economics literature has focused on high-income countries because

data are more readily available (Becker and Ferrara, 2019; Brell et al., 2020). Yet only one-

sixth of today’s refugees and nearly no IDPs are hosted in those countries. A descriptive

picture of refugee and IDP outcomes in low- and middle-income countries is emerging with

the recent surge in representative cross-sectional data (Krishnan et al., 2020; Mejia-Mantilla

et al., 2019; Pape et al., 2018). Efforts underway to increase panel data for those forcibly

displaced in low- and middle-income countries will allow more rigorous, causal analysis in

the future.2

In analyzing the outcomes of refugees and IDPs in their host communities, the literature

has proceeded in two steps. First, it has sought to find the appropriate counterfactual to

put the outcomes of refugees and IDPs in perspective, and in doing so has compared the

outcomes of refugees and IDPs with other migrants and finally with residents of the host

communities. Alternatively, studies have made comparisons with individuals who stayed

behind. Where possible, such comparisons have been done over time, but only studies in

high-income countries have been able to access panel or longitudinal registry data. Second,

the literature has attempted to explain the observed differences or absence thereof, after

controlling for observables. Two directions have been pursued. On the one hand, researchers

have acknowledged that the conditions leading to the decision to flee create a selection

process that in turn greatly influences the extent to which refugees and IDPs have been

found to adapt to a new environment among their host communities. Where they settled is

also not always random. On the other hand, while refugees, IDPs, migrants in general, and

citizens all may live in the same location, they are often not subject to the same conditions

1The terms “forcibly displaced” and “forced migrants” are used interchangeably to denote refugees and
internally displaced persons who have fled conflict, violence and persecution.

2Examples are the Cox’s Bazaar Panel Survey among Rohingya refugees in Bangladesh (World Bank,
2019a) and the Syrian Refugee Life Study (S-RLS) in Jordan (Miguel et al., 2022).
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and regulatory environment. Studies have thus focused on investigating how binding these

constraints are for refugees and IDPs. The literature, therefore, has largely treated these

two issues – migrant selection, and conditions and regulatory environments – as separable.

It is plausible, however, to assume that the treatment and regulation of refugee and IDP

movements and market participation are in part determined by the size and composition of

the refugee or IDP flow itself. This reality presents methodological challenges for establishing

either or both the internal and external validity of past, ongoing, and future analyses of

refugee and IDP welfare.

The literature highlights the important role of conflict dynamics in determining how those

forcibly displaced are selected and how they compare to those who stay or other types of

migrants. The costs of the journey, admission criteria, and networks at the destination also

shape who goes where. Economic opportunities become important notably for secondary

movements, beyond the first point of relocation. In addition to selection, those forcibly

displaced are shaped by the shocks they experience before and during their displacement,

including the loss of physical assets, human capital, and mental health. Their outcomes are

further shaped by the conditions and policies they encounter at their destination. Demand

for labor and potential mismatches between the labor they can supply and demand for

that labor, social networks with co-nationals, and attitudes and perceptions of hosts all

shape the economic and social integration of refugees and IDPs. Social and active labor

market programs can help address the specific challenges refugees and IDPs face at their

destination, and promote integration while limitations of their rights in terms of access to

the labor market, the ability to move and settle freely, and predictability in terms of legal

status have negative impacts.

Finally, a still under-researched question looks at longer-term outcomes when forcibly

displaced persons either return to their countries of origin or are in durable or protracted

situations abroad. The nascent literature needs to address another layer of selection – this

time, into the return. First, results show that those who return usually tend to fare worse

than those who stayed. Those remaining abroad and their children fare better over time if

conditions are favorable.
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2 Forced displacement in numbers

About 90 percent of persons forcibly displaced due to conflict, violence, and persecution are in

the developing world because most of them are either internally displaced or, when they cross

a border, they have gone to a nearby country. IDPs are notoriously hard to count. Definitions

vary and it is unclear when someone ends up being internally displaced. In 2021, 53.2 million

were internally displaced due to conflict and violence in 59 countries and territories, of which

99 percent were low and middle-income countries, the Internal Displacement Monitoring

Centre (IDMC) estimates. (Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre, 2022).3 The number

of IDPs has nearly doubled over the last decade (figure 1).

Source: Internal Displacement Monitoring Center (IDMC) - Data accessed May 4, 2022
Note: IDPs = internally displaced persons.

Figure 1: The number of internally displaced persons has nearly doubled since 2009

3The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) has tracked those internally displaced
persons of concern to UNHCR since 1997. This category of IDPs is a subset of all those internally displaced
tracked by IDMC.
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When forcibly displaced persons cross the border of their country, they become refugees.

Since the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) was established in

1950, it has been collecting data on refugees, which were then expanded step by step to

include other persons of concern to UNHCR, like asylum seekers, and Venezuelans displaced

abroad. Figure 2 shows the trend in refugee numbers since 1951 and reflects the same pattern

as in the IDP case: displacement has reached all-time highs since the end of World War II.

Source: UNHCR - Data accessed April 28, 2022

Figure 2: The number of refugees has reached an all-time high

Unlike voluntary migration flows that are increasingly concentrated in a few high-income

destinations (Ozden and Wagner, 2018), the bulk of refugees seek protection in a neighboring

country. This thus makes the developing world the main host of forcibly displaced persons.

As of 2020, 85 percent of the world’s refugees were hosted in low and middle-income coun-

tries (UNHCR, 2021), although refugees are increasingly traveling longer distances to seek

protection in a high-income country (Devictor et al., 2021). Low-income countries host 27

percent of all refugees, while middle-income countries host 58 percent (UNHCR, 2021).
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The short- and long-term outcomes of refugees and IDPs will be driven by both charac-

teristics of refugees and IDPs and the country or community hosting them and how these

interact. These factors are discussed next.

3 Refugees and IDPs are no ordinary migrants

Refugees and IDPs differ from those migrating primarily for economic reasons in at least two

important dimensions: they leave their countries of origin in different circumstances and they

might have experienced shocks and trauma that could affect their subsequent socioeconomic

outcomes in their locations of destination.

3.1 Selection into migration

The decision to migrate is typically understood to be the result of the comparison of expected

welfare in the origin and destination countries, net of (expected) migration costs (Roy, 1951;

Sjaastad, 1962; Borjas, 1987). Unlike economic migrants, a forced migrant’s first move

is likely based on safety considerations and proximity instead of economic considerations.

Anecdotal evidence also suggests that forced migrants have little time to prepare for their

move. For instance, half of the Syrian refugees surveyed in Kurdistan and more than one-

third of those surveyed in Jordan had no more than one day to prepare for their move

(Krishnan et al., 2020).

Whether, when, and where people move is influenced not only by awareness and experi-

ence of violence but also by the opportunities they have to move (Schon, 2019). Who leaves

depends on conflict dynamics and varies between contexts in countries of origin (Ibáñez,

2014; Beber et al., 2021). If forced migrants are positively or negatively selected with regard

to their human capital and welfare also differs between countries of destination. Compared to

the Syrian labor force before the conflict, Syrian refugees in neighboring countries have lower

levels of education and are less likely to have worked in a (high) skilled profession (Krishnan

et al., 2020; World Bank Group, 2018). In contrast, the education level of Syrian refugees

in Europe is high compared to their country of origin (Aksoy and Poutvaara, 2021; Brücker

et al., 2020; Buber-Ennser et al., 2016). Furthermore, asylum seekers surveyed in Italy in
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2016 are over-represented in the top quintiles of the income distribution in their countries

of origin (World Bank Group, 2018). As for voluntary migrants, the costs of the journey,

admission criteria, and networks at the destination are factors shaping these selection effects,

in addition to opportunities to earn income at the destination versus the origin.

3.2 Shocks to physical and human capital and mental health

Refugees or IDPs migrating to seek protection most likely differ from other migrant popula-

tions because their decision to migrate is also associated with shocks to their physical and

human capital and/or mental health. Such shocks either triggered their moves in the first

place or affected them during transit.

Loss of physical capital Those forcibly displaced tend to have lower levels of assets

compared to hosts and compared to their situation before displacement, cross-sectional data

for IDPs and refugees from different low and middle-income countries show (Fiala, 2009;

Krishnan et al., 2020; Ibáñez and Moya, 2010; Mejia-Mantilla et al., 2019; Pape et al., 2018;

World Bank, 2019b). They usually cannot take their assets and seldom have enough time to

sell them before their move; their assets are seized or they are not able to access assets left

behind anymore.

Loss of human capital and skills Education and skills acquisition are likely to be dis-

rupted through conflict and forced displacement. Children in Colombia recently internally

displaced, for example, have significant gaps in educational accumulation and enrollment

compared to other migrants and non-migrants. These gaps are larger than those of children

who live in Colombian municipalities with high conflict (Wharton and Oyelere, 2011). Dis-

ruptions of work experience and longer periods of forced inactivity further deteriorate human

capital. Refugees often face legal constraints to access the labor market (see later discus-

sion). They also face more difficulties to access the labor market because they do not choose

their destination primarily based on labor demand, usually have little time to prepare for

the labor market at their destination, and often arrive as part of a larger group, that is, they

are part of a large labor supply shock. At the level of the household, the separation from or
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loss of family members leads to higher dependency ratios. Further, refugee households are

more likely to be headed by a woman than those of non-refugee households in various low-

and middle-income destination countries (Mejia-Mantilla et al., 2019; Miguel et al., 2022;

World Bank, 2019a; World Bank and UNHCR, 2020).

Deterioration in mental health Refugees and IDPs are also characterized by the trau-

matic events that either preceded their decision to migrate or along their journey away from

their homes. Difficult conditions at arrival can reinforce negative mental health effects. Thus,

studies usually find that refugees and IDPs suffer from worse mental health compared to the

host population – although there is strong variation in the levels of incidence the studies

find, due to the respective context and the methodology used (Porter and Haslam, 2005).

The experiences of violence and displacement also affect their aspirations, attitude toward

risk, and willingness to make investments specific to the host country (Schuettler and Caron,

2020; Chiovelli et al., 2021).

4 Characteristics of host communities

Beyond the attributes of migrants discussed earlier, critical determinants of the welfare of

refugees and IDPs include the characteristics of the communities that host them. These can

be exogenous or themselves the outcome of the incoming flow of forcibly displaced individuals.

In host communities, an inflow of refugees and IDPs can affect labor market outcomes, prices,

provision of social services, availability of infrastructure and natural resources, crime rates,

and social cohesion, among others (Becker and Ferrara, 2019; Verme and Schuettler, 2021).

The perceptions of such impacts do not always align with the actual (aggregate) impact

(Kreibaum, 2016). Nonetheless, perceptions influence attitudes and policies toward those

forcibly displaced. In investigating the conditions under which the forcibly displaced are

able to successfully integrate into their host communities, the discussion first examines the

socio-economic environment where refugees and IDPs end up, in terms of the labor market,

social networks and attitudes and perceptions of hosts. It then looks at the roles of policies

and rights in encouraging or impeding social integration.
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4.1 Socioeconomic conditions

4.1.1 Labor market conditions

Refugees who arrive at the country of destination during a recession or are placed in areas

with lower employment rates within the country have worse labor market outcomes, which

then persist over time (Aslund and Rooth, 2007; Azlor et al., 2020; Barth et al., 2004; Braun

and Dwenger, 2020; Fasani et al., 2022; Godøy, 2017). The literature shows this correlation

consistently but is focused on high-income countries due to data availability. The results

are corroborated by a larger literature on migrants more generally. Potential channels for

the persistence of these worse labor market outcomes are scarring effects at the individual

level. In addition, for those placed in areas with worse employment conditions within coun-

tries, the reason might be persistent differences in employment conditions combined with

limited geographical mobility of those forcibly displaced, even where they are allowed to

settle elsewhere.

Economic outcomes are also worse when the skills of those displaced do not match those

demanded in the labor market. For example, a study of refugees in Switzerland found

that the greater the language distance between the country of origin and the area asylum

seekers were assigned to, the lower the positive impact of an open labor market access

policy on the employment rate of asylum seekers (Slotwinski et al., 2019). These results

were corroborated by another study on Switzerland that showed that, controlling for other

observable characteristics, refugees randomly placed in areas with languages most similar to

their own were more likely to find employment (Auer, 2018). A simulation for the United

States and Switzerland using machine learning to place refugees finds that it would improve

the employment outcomes of refugees by 40 percent to 70 percent through better matching

compared to the current procedure of randomly assigning where to settle them without

taking potential labor market outcomes into account (Bansak et al., 2018).

4.1.2 Networks with co-nationals

Beyond labor demand for their skills, social networks at the destination are important for

economic and social integration. A sizeable literature looks at the role of networks with
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co-nationals with a focus on high-income countries. It has been widely documented that

the forcibly displaced seek a settlement in communities where there already is a sizeable

population that shares common social attributes such as religion, ethnicity, or language.

This finding is quite general and has been documented in both developed countries and

developing countries. Based on the work of Altonji and Card (1991); Card (2001), many

authors have used that feature to predict where refugees and IDPs would settle either across

countries or within countries (Altındag et al., 2020; Caruso et al., 2019; Morales, 2018).

The strategic location decision has been shown to yield some positive results in terms

of integration into the local labor market, highlighting the importance of social networks

in determining refugees’ labor market outcomes. Only a few studies focus on networks

with hosts, all of which find an association with positive labor market outcomes (Cheung

and Phillimore, 2014; De Vroome and Tubergen, 2010). The remaining studies all focus on

networks with co-nationals, usually defined as those residing in the same area. Exploiting

random dispersal policies, several studies for high-income countries find positive impacts of

co-nationals on earnings or employment (Damm, 2009; Damm and Rosholm, 2010; Martén

et al., 2019; Edin et al., 2003).

However, to the extent that labor markets are thin, a large inflow of refugees or IDPs over

a short period of time might end up crowding out labor markets, adversely affecting those

arriving at the same time, as well as natives and previous immigrants, and hence dampening

the positive social network externality (Beaman, 2011). More generally, the quality of the

network matters for labor market outcomes (Battisti et al., 2022; Dagnelie et al., 2019;

Parsons et al., 2020; Stips and Kis-Katos, 2020).

4.1.3 Attitudes and perceptions of hosts

Besides labor market conditions and networks with co-nationals, the economic and social

integration of refugees and IDPs can be hindered or facilitated by the host community

perceptions of and attitudes towards the forcibly displaced (Aksoy et al., 2020; Bailey et al.,

2022). These attitudes and perceptions affect the ability of refugees and IDPs to build up

social networks with hosts that are important for integration. Discriminatory hiring practices

(Carlsson, 2010; Loiacono and Silva Vargas, 2019) and teacher biases in grading (Alesina et
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al., 2018b) are examples of other key channels through which perceptions and attitudes can

influence outcomes. A broader literature shows how discrimination and stereotypes can lead

to expectancy effects and self-fulfilling prophecies (Bertrand and Duflo, 2016). Perceptions

and attitudes also indirectly impact refugee and IDP outcomes by influencing policies.

Research from different social sciences has unveiled some of the determinants of host com-

munity perceptions of and attitudes towards refugees and IDPs.4 Studies looked at whether

these were shaped by economic, political, and cultural conditions. In general, attitudes are

shaped by perceptions of the economic impact (including labor market competition, con-

gestion of public services, and fiscal impacts), and concerns about the cultural and security

impact of immigrants on the in-group (i.e. the host nation or respective ethnic group).

Economic self-interests seem to play a less important role (Hainmueller and Hopkins, 2014;

Valentino et al., 2019). Economic downturns seem to be correlated with more negative at-

titudes toward immigrants. Further, the speed and spatial concentration of the inflow seem

to matter more than absolute numbers (Albarosa and Elsner, 2022). Those directly exposed

to transit migration of refugees have more negative attitudes toward refugees, likely because

they have less opportunity for repeated interaction and feel a loss of control (Ajzenman et

al., 2020; Steinmayr, 2021; Hangartner et al., 2019).

Perceptions and attitudes also depend on the characteristics of refugees and IDPs. Those

in need of support and protection are usually perceived more positively than other migrants

(Adida et al., 2019; Alrababa’h et al., 2021; Bansak et al., 2016; von Hermanni and Neumann,

2019). Besides favoring those who are most vulnerable (often women and children), the same

studies also consistently show that hosts seem to have a preference for refugees from the same

culture or religion and those with higher employability. Inflows of those considered as more

culturally distant raise more cultural concerns. But being too close can also trigger resistance

(Adida, 2011). Hosts tend to misperceive the number and composition of immigrants more

generally, which is associated with more negative attitudes (Alesina et al., 2018a).

In addition, individual characteristics of the host population shape their perceptions

and attitudes. While education is usually negatively correlated with anti-immigration senti-

4This literature is part of a broader research agenda on attitudes, prejudices, and perceptions of immi-
grants and other out-groups more generally. This discussion draws on results for immigrants more broadly
where there is less evidence specifically for refugees.
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ments more generally in high-income countries (Hainmueller and Hopkins, 2014), this does

not necessarily seem to be the case in low-income countries (Mayda, 2006) and for anti-

refugee sentiments (Adida et al., 2019; Lergetporer et al., 2021). There is little evidence

of attitudes towards immigrants being strongly correlated with personal economic circum-

stances (Alrababa’h et al., 2021; Hainmueller and Hopkins, 2014; Valentino et al., 2019).

There is a tendency for more openness among younger generations and among those who are

more politically liberal (Dempster et al., 2020). Openness to interact with and apply values

to others outside the own in-group differs between host countries, but also between indi-

viduals living in rural and urban areas (Dustmann et al., 2019). Prejudices, ethnocentrism,

and adherence to stereotypes are clearly connected to stronger anti-immigration sentiments

(Hainmueller and Hopkins, 2014) and to preferences for culturally more similar immigrants.

The impact of previous experience with conflict and violence is ambiguous: it might increase

empathy with those forcibly displaced, but could also lead to a higher perceived threat from

out-groups. Existing evidence is mixed (Ghosn et al., 2019; Hartman et al., 2021; Hong et

al., 2020). Previous experience with displacement or migration seems to have a more clearly

positive impact (Adida et al., 2019; Barron et al., 2021; Hong et al., 2020).

While these perceptions and attitudes of the hosts are potentially driven by exogenous

attributes of the migrant population as well as exogenous factors in host communities, they

might also be influenced by the endogenous outcome: that is, how well migrants end up

integrating. Causality can also go both ways for the host communities’ politicians, media,

and civil society, which shape attitudes and perceptions with their narratives, but also react

to existing attitudes and perceptions.

Finally, an increasing body of literature suggests that perception and attitudes are actu-

ally malleable, and do not only change slowly over time, from one generation to the next, or

through shocks. These studies look at how attitudes and perceptions change through contact,

perspective taking, personal narratives, and stressing commonalities as well as through infor-

mation. A variety of these studies are influenced by the contact theory developed by Allport

(1954). In their meta-analysis of experimental studies to reduce prejudices against different

groups, including refugees and migrants, Paluck et al. (2021) find the effects on reducing

prejudices against refugees and other immigrants to be strongest from extended or imagined
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contact, followed by peer influence. Their review, however, cautions against expecting large

impacts. They find that overall, more precisely measured studies find much smaller effects,

and point out that studies have so far focused on short-term impacts. Notably, in low-

and middle-income countries, there is still only very limited experimental evidence about

whether intergroup contact actually improves locals’ relations with displaced persons (Zhou

and Lyall, 2022). Studies using observational data, such as Ghosn et al. (2019), must be

interpreted with caution, given that a positive correlation between contact and lower preju-

dices might be due to less-prejudiced individuals seeking contact. Future research will also

need to explore the importance of the conditions defined by Allport (1954) under which the

interactions between in-group and out-group individuals would increase empathy and inte-

gration: that is, that (i) both groups must share status, (ii) and the same goals or interests,

(iii) both groups need to live in a cooperative environment rather than a competitive one and

(iv) they need to benefit from institutional support: that is, operate under a well-defined set

of norms, laws, and regulation (Paluck et al., 2019). Studies so far only show that proximity

alone (Zhou, 2018) and brief exposure in the framework of transit migration do not seem to

amount to the same as contact (Ajzenman et al., 2020; Steinmayr, 2021; Hangartner et al.,

2019).

Related to studies inspired by Allport’s contact theory are studies that look at the im-

pacts of perspective-taking and providing personal narratives, as well as studies stressing

commonalities (in terms of conflict and displacement and other dimensions). Studies focus-

ing on forcibly displaced populations find positive but not always significant or large impacts

(Adida et al., 2018; Alan et al., 2021; Audette et al., 2020; Dinas et al., 2021; Hong et al.,

2020; Lazarev and Sharma, 2017; Rodŕıguez Chatruc and Rozo, 2021). While the provision

of facts to correct misperceptions has shown to change attitudes in certain settings, notably

if combined with information about characteristics and impacts of immigrants and refugees

(Grigorieff et al., 2020; Haaland and Roth, 2020; Lergetporer et al., 2021), other studies find

no or mixed results (Adida et al., 2018; Alesina et al., 2018a; Barrera et al., 2020). Once

attitudes are formed it seems they are not easily changed and contact and narratives are

more effective than facts in this regard. Public investments made for refugees which benefit

hosts can influence their attitudes in a positive way (Quattrochi et al., 2019; Lehmann and
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Masterson, 2020; Baseler et al., 2021; Zhou et al., 2022; Valli et al., 2018), but this is not

always the case (Kreibaum, 2016).

4.2 The role of policies

4.2.1 Social programs and active labor market policies

As they are seeking protection from violence and persecution, refugees and IDPs do not nec-

essarily choose their destination to maximize their labor market contributions. The decision

to migrate is also often associated with loss of income, assets, and human capital. Social

programs and active labor market policies are thus lifelines for these vulnerable populations.

A growing literature has looked at the impacts of such programs and policies directed at

refugees and IDPs. These include social transfers (cash or in- kind, whether one-off or re-

peated), healthcare and psychosocial support, skills training, and other active labor market

policies.

Social transfers can compensate at least in part for the loss of assets and income or

even lead to an increase in assets for those households that had very few assets before

their displacement (Fiala, 2015; Quattrochi et al., 2019) - at least while the program lasts

(Altındag and O’Connell, 2021). They allow households to cover their basic needs, invest

in education and health, reduce child labor, and lift financial constraints that prevent them

from searching for higher-quality jobs and taking more risks; they can foster social integration

if administered correctly (Aker, 2013; Aygün et al., 2021; Caria et al., 2020; Chaaban et al.,

2020; Hidrobo et al., 2014; Lehmann and Masterson, 2014; MacPherson and Sterck, 2021).

Labor-intensive public works seem to have similar, short-term impacts for refugees and IDPs

but there is very little evidence (Lombardini and Mager, 2019). In contexts where refugees

and IDPs are forced to remain idle, employment can significantly improve psychosocial well-

being beyond the impacts of cash alone (Hussam et al., 2021).

Therapy and other socio-emotional support interventions have a very good track record

in improving the mental well-being of refugees and IDPs (Acarturk et al., 2016; Bolton et al.,

2016; Islam et al., 2022; Knaevelsrud et al., 2015; Neuner et al., 2004, 2008). Different types

of skills training (including language training) are more successful in improving employment
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rates and wages of refugees and IDPs in the long term and when combined with other

interventions (Schuettler and Caron, 2020). The training needs to be adapted to labor

demand in the location where those forcibly displaced reside. It also must take into account

the aspirations of the target group, as well as the legal framework that affects their access to

the labor market. In terms of other active labor market policies, job matching and counseling

interventions have shown positive results for refugees in high-income countries (Aslund and

Johansson, 2011; Battisti et al., 2019; Joona and Nekby, 2012). The limited evidence for

low- and middle-income countries is less clear (Caria et al., 2020). The same is true for wage

subsidies (Clausen et al., 2009; Heinesen et al., 2013).

4.2.2 Rights granted to refugees and IDPs

In an attempt to control the flow and composition of refugees seeking protection on their

own territories and manage the actual or perceived negative externalities stemming from an

influx of migrants, governments have often chosen to curtail the rights of refugees. In some

countries, the rights of IDPs have been limited as well. While de jure refugee and asylum

policies have become more restrictive in high-income countries over time, they have become

more liberal in low and middle-income countries since the 1950s (Blair et al., 2021).5.

The welfare cost of these measures can be assessed when they are rescinded. Provid-

ing Venezuelans with a legal resident status increased their consumption and income and

decreased their food insecurity compared to those residing irregularly in Colombia (Ibánez

et al., 2022). Evidence from high-income countries shows positive impacts from limiting

or shortening employment bans for asylum seekers (Marbach et al., 2018; Slotwinski et al.,

2019) and reducing wait time for recognition of refugee status (Hainmueller et al., 2016;

Hvidtfeldt et al., 2018), as well as a positive correlation between acquiring citizenship and

better economic outcomes (Bakker et al., 2014; Bevelander and Pendakur, 2006; Govind,

2021). At the same time, results for policies to disperse populations of refugees geographi-

cally within high-income countries consistently show that not allowing refugees freedom of

movement and settlement has negative impacts on their economic outcomes (Aksoy et al.,

5The results are from the Developing World Refugee and Asylum Policy (DWRAP) data set, which covers
de jure policies in 92 low- and middle-income countries from 1952 to 2017
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2020; Azlor et al., 2020; Fasani et al., 2022; Martén et al., 2019; Edin et al., 2003). Similarly,

living in camps is associated with higher inactivity in Türkiye and lower earnings in Jordan

and Iraq (which are offset by subsidies offered in camps), as well as the quality of life in

Jordan beyond income (Ginn, 2020; Kayaoglu and Erdogan, 2019; Obi, 2021).

5 Longer-term outcomes

In the longer term, refugees either return to their origin countries or settle in their host com-

munities (integrating locally, resettling to a third country, or staying in so-called protracted

situations).6 The median duration of exile was five years as of 2018, Devictor and Do (2017)

find. The number of returns of IDPs is higher than for refugees, but the count for IDPs is

less reliable. The outcomes of those who return are discussed first, followed by the outcomes

of those forcibly displaced and their children who stay in host communities.

5.1 Returning to the origin community

Studies on factors influencing return decisions show the importance of the security situation,

economic opportunities, property rights, networks, and services in the origin community, and

the quality of information about these factors (Arias et al., 2014; Camarena and Hagerdal,

2020; Stefanovic et al., 2015; Weber and Hartman, 2021). Recent investigations find that

conditions in the origin country are the main factor for intentions to return and actual

returns of Syrian refugees in neighboring countries as well as Germany (Alrababa’h et al.,

2020; Beaman et al., 2022; Kaya and Orchard, 2020). While some previous studies find that

a better situation at the destination is associated with lower return intentions (Arias et al.,

2014; Balcilar and Nugent, 2019; Stefanovic et al., 2015), more recent studies show that the

situation at the destination does not play a role or is even positively correlated with return

(Alrababa’h et al., 2020; Beaman et al., 2022). When the forcibly displaced are better off

at their destination they have more to lose when returning but at the same time, they have

the resources to actually return. This explanation is in line with findings showing that those

6Local integration is not yet measured across different countries. Naturalization is used as a proxy but
also faces challenges in terms of data availability and coverage. In 2020, data were available from 28 host
countries.
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with higher education are more likely to return (Kaya and Orchard, 2020; Stefanovic et al.,

2015).

A few studies look at the outcomes of forced migrants after their return to their origin

communities. In addition to the selection aspects discussed earlier, they need to address

the selection into return. While a study on Rwanda finds that returnees have higher re-

turns to on-farm labor, likely due to higher motivation (Kondylis, 2008), studies for Bosnia

(Kondylis, 2010), Burundi (Fransen et al., 2017; Verwimp and Muñoz-Mora, 2018), Sudan

(Abdel-Rahim et al., 2018), and Uganda (Fiala, 2015) all show that previously displaced

returnees are worse off compared to those who stayed. Reasons might include an inability

to recover previous assets, deterioration of human and social capital specific to the origin

community, and socio-emotional challenges to reintegration. Some studies, however, show

that the displaced might have gained human capital and adopted beneficial new habits while

abroad (Abdel-Rahim et al., 2018; Fransen et al., 2018).

5.2 Staying in host communities

As the number of returns are low, many refugees and IDPs end up staying in host com-

munities. Their outcomes are shaped by the selection effects, the impacts of the forced

displacement experience, the socio-economic environment as well as the policies discussed

earlier. The discussion focuses on economic outcomes followed by the human capital out-

comes of the next generation.

5.2.1 Economic outcomes

Refugees and IDPs often fare worse when compared with hosts and other migrants at des-

tination. Refugees and IDPs are poorer than hosts in many destination countries. IDPs in

Iraq, North East Nigeria, South Sudan, Sudan, and Somalia as well as refugees in Ethiopia

all face a higher incidence of multi-dimensional poverty than hosts, with a difference ranging

from 15 percentage points to more than 30 percentage points (Admasu et al., 2021; Noume-

dem Temgoua et al., 2020). In Jordan, only 12 percent of Syrian refugees were neither poor

at the time of measurement nor vulnerable to poverty in the near future (Verme et al., 2016).
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Evidence from IDPs in Iraq suggests a causal relationship between forced displacement and

poverty (Noumedem Temgoua et al., 2020). Forced displacement has also been negatively

associated with consumption levels (Fiala, 2015; Ibáñez and Vélez, 2007), wages and em-

ployment (Schuettler and Caron, 2020), and food security (Pape and Sharma, 2019). Where

conditions are favorable, those forcibly displaced can close at least part of this gap over

time, as evidence on labor market outcomes from high-income countries shows (Schuettler

and Caron, 2020).

5.2.2 Health and education for the next generation

Various studies investigate long-term oucomes in terms of health and education for the second

generation, which comprises either those who arrived at a young age as refugees or IDPs or

were born to forcibly displaced parents. When examining these outcomes, studies need to

take into account not only selection effects and non-random settlement, but also non-random

onward and return migration. Refugee and IDP children benefit if they find themselves in a

destination with access to better healthcare and other health enhancing factors. A study on

the airlift of Ethiopian Jews to Israel shows that children who benefitted from earlier access

to better prenatal health care in Israel had better educational and labor market outcomes

later in life (Lavy et al., 2021). Poor mental health of primary caregivers due to displacement

can have negative impacts on their children. A study sampling Syrian refugees in Jordan,

for instance, found that more than half were likely to be depressed, and the mental health

of refugee mothers was highly correlated with that of their children (Miguel et al., 2022). A

randomized control trial among Rohingya mothers and their children in Bangladesh refugee

camps showed that a multifaceted psycho-social intervention not only had positive impacts

on the mental health of mothers but also on their children and improved child development

outcomes more generally (Hussam et al., 2021).7

An examination of educational outcomes using descriptive statistics (Mejia-Mantilla et

al., 2019; Pape et al., 2018; Pape and Sharma, 2019) and studies controlling for observables

(Wharton and Oyelere, 2011) shows that refugee and IDP children in low and middle-income

7This is corroborated by a larger literature on the intergenerational transmission of mental health
(Gonçalves et al., 2016; Johnston et al., 2013) and the ability of interventions to reduce this transmission
(Eyal and Burns, 2019).
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countries tend to have worse educational outcomes than hosts. But this is not always the

case, notably where the international community provides services in poor and remote areas

(Nguyen et al., 2021). Who flees where, the displacement experience itself, and the situation

at the destination all influence outcomes. Further analysis would need to identify which role

selection effects play as opposed to disruptions due to displacement, difficulties in adapting

to the new school system (including in terms of language), or differences in financial barriers

and the proximity and quality of schools refugee and IDP students can attend compared

to host students and those who stayed behind. In addition to socio-economic differences

between those forcibly displaced and their hosts, age at arrival also matters (Kirdar et al.,

2021), as corroborated by evidence for migrant children more broadly. Due to the displace-

ment experience, forcibly displaced parents might prefer investments in education instead

of assets, because human capital is mobile (as identified by the so-called uprootedness hy-

pothesis). Evidence from Mozambique and Poland shows that displaced children benefit

from higher investments in education compared to those who stayed (Becker et al., 2020;

Chiovelli et al., 2021). Such changes in preferences can, however, materialize only if condi-

tions at destinations are favorable. Along these lines, descriptive statistics from refugees in

Ethiopia show that primary school enrollment is higher but secondary school enrollment is

lower compared to the country of origin (Pape et al., 2018). In the short term, displaced

parents in Bosnia-Herzegovina invest less in their childrens’ education compared to stayers

(Eder, 2014).

6 Conclusion

Research on forced displacement has dramatically expanded in the past ten or so years. The

literature has progressively moved beyond issues specific to forcibly displaced populations

(such as the impact of humanitarian and other social assistance programs for refugees and

IDPs) and has also focused on issues common to the larger field of migration research (such

as socioeconomic integration, host community perceptions, and long-term outcomes). Limi-

tations on the freedom of refugees to settle and move freely have been exploited to address

endogeneity concerns linked to the non-random settlement of migrants so studies can more
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rigorously answer questions of interest to the broader migration literature. While the avail-

ability of data is still restricting the geographical scope of analyses, the literature has made

significant progress in understanding not only how well refugees and IDPs fare at their des-

tinations, but also the conditions under which their outcomes are improved. Future research

will benefit from the increasing data collection efforts in low- and middle-income countries,

notably if more panel data are collected, as planned. A greater focus on IDPs is warranted

in the literature to counterbalance the current focus on refugees.
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Ibáñez, Ana Maŕıa, “Growth in Forced Displacement: Cross-Country, Sub-National and
Household Evidence on Potential Determinants,” in Robert E.B. Lucas, ed., International
Handbook on Migration and Economic Development, Edward Elgar Publishing, 2014.

and Andrés Moya, “Do Conflicts Create Poverty Traps? Asset Losses and Recovery for
Displaced Households in Colombia,” in Rafael Di Tella, Sebastian Edwards, and Ernesto
Schargrodsky, eds., The Economics of Crime: Lessons for and from Latin America, Uni-
versity of Chicago Press, 2010, pp. 137–172.

Islam, Asad, Tanvir Ahmed Mozumder, Tabassum Rahman, Tanvir Shatil, and
Abu Siddique, “Forced Displacement, Mental Health, and Child Development: Evidence
from the Rohingya Refugees,” QPE Working Paper 2022-45 2022.

Johnston, David W., Stefanie Schurer, and Michael A. Shields, “Exploring the
intergenerational persistence of mental health: Evidence from three generations,” Journal
of Health Economics, December 2013, 32 (6), 1077–1089.

Joona, Pernilla Andersson and Lena Nekby, “Intensive Coaching of New Immigrants:
An Evaluation Based on Random Program Assignment*,” The Scandinavian Journal of
Economics, 2012, 114 (2), 575–600.

27



Kaya, Serdar and Phil Orchard, “Prospects of Return: The Case of Syrian Refugees in
Germany,” Journal of Immigrant Refugee Studies, 2020, 18 (1), 95–112.

Kayaoglu, Aysegul and M. Murat Erdogan, “Labor Market Activities of Syrian
Refugees in Turkey,” Working Paper 1290, Economic Research Forum 2019.

Kirdar, Murat G., Ismet Koc, and Meltem Dayioglu-Tayfur, “School Integration of
Refugee Children: Evidence from the Largest Refugee Group in Any Country,” Technical
Report IZA DP No. 14716 2021.

Knaevelsrud, Christine, Janine Brand, Alfred Lange, Jeroen Ruwaard, and
Birgit Wagner, “Web-Based Psychotherapy for Posttraumatic Stress Disorder in War-
Traumatized Arab Patients: Randomized Controlled Trial,” Journal of Medical Internet
Research, 2015, 17 (2), e71.

Kondylis, Florence, “Agricultural Outputs and Conflict Displacement: Evidence from a
Policy Intervention in Rwanda,” Economic Development and Cultural Change, 2008, 57
(1), 31–66.

, “Conflict Displacement and Labor Market Outcomes in Post-War Bosnia and Herzegov-
ina,” Journal of Development Economics, 2010, 93 (2), 235–48.

Kreibaum, Merle, “Their Suffering, Our Burden? How Congolese Refugees Affect the
Ugandan Population,” World Development, February 2016, 78, 262–287.

Krishnan, Nandini, Flavio Russo Riva, Dhiraj Sharma, and Tara Vishwanath,
“The Lives and Livelihoods of Syrian Refugees in the Middle East: Evidence from the 2015-
16 Surveys of Syrian Refugees and Host Communities in Jordan, Lebanon, and Kurdistan,
Iraq,” Policy Research Working Paper No. 9327, World Bank Group 2020.

Lavy, Victor, Analia Schlosser, and Adi Shany, “Immigration and the Short- and
Long-Term Impact of Improved Prenatal Conditions,” DP No. 14576, IZA 2021.

Lazarev, Egor and Kunaal Sharma, “Brother or Burden: An Experiment on Reducing
Prejudice Toward Syrian Refugees in Turkey*,” Political Science Research and Methods,
April 2017, 5 (2), 201–219. Publisher: Cambridge University Press.

Lehmann, M. Christian and Daniel Masterson, “Emergency Economies: The Impact
of Cash Assistance in Lebanon,” Technical Report, International Rescue Committee 2014.

and Daniel T. R. Masterson, “Does Aid Reduce Anti-refugee Violence? Evidence
from Syrian Refugees in Lebanon,” American Political Science Review, November 2020,
114 (4), 1335–1342. Publisher: Cambridge University Press.

Lergetporer, Philipp, Marc Piopiunik, and Lisa Simon, “Does the education level of
refugees affect natives’ attitudes?,” European Economic Review, May 2021, 134, 103710.

Loiacono, Francesco and Mariajose Silva Vargas, “Improving Access To Labour Mar-
kets for Refugees: Evidence from Uganda,” Technical Report, International Growth Centre
C-43445-UGA-1 2019.

28



Lombardini, Simone and Franziska Mager, “Livelihoods in the Za’atari Camp: Impact
evaluation of Oxfam’s Cash for Work activities in the Za’atari camp (Jordan),” 2019.
Publisher: Oxfam GB.

MacPherson, Claire and Olivier Sterck, “Empowering refugees through cash and agri-
culture: A regression discontinuity design,” Journal of Development Economics, 2021,
149, 102614.

Marbach, Moritz, Jens Hainmueller, and Dominik Hangartner, “The Long-Term
Impact of Employment Bans on the Economic Integration of Refugees,” Science Advances,
2018, 4 (9).

Martén, Linna, Jens Hainmueller, and Dominik Hangartner, “Ethnic Networks
Can Foster the Economic Integration of Refugees,” Proceedings of the National Academy
of Sciences of the United States of America, 2019, 116 (33), 16280–85.

Mayda, Anna Maria, “Who Is against Immigration? A Cross-Country Investigation of
Individual Attitudes toward Immigrants,” The Review of Economics and Statistics, 2006,
88 (3), 510–530. Publisher: The MIT Press.

Mejia-Mantilla, Carolina, Besufekad Alemu, Johanna Fajardo, and Nobuo
Yoshida, Informing the Refugee Policy Response in Uganda. Results from the Uganda
Refugee and Host Communities 2018 Household Survey, World Bank Group, 2019.

Miguel, Edward A., Bailey Palmer, Sandra Viviana Rozo Villarraga, Sarah Vir-
ginia Stillman, Emma Smith, and Abdulrazzak Tamim, “The Syrian Refugee Life
Study: First Glance,” Technical Report, World Bank, Washington, DC February 2022.
Accepted: 2022-02-22T15:50:39Z.

Morales, Juan S., “The Impact of Internal Displacement on Destination Communities:
Evidence from the Colombian Conflict,” Journal of Development Economics, 2018, 131,
132–150.

Neuner, Frank, Margarete Schauer, Christine Klaschik, Unni Karunakara, and
Thomas Elbert, “A Comparison of Narrative Exposure Therapy, Supportive Counseling,
and Psychoeducation for Treating Posttraumatic Stress Disorder in an African Refugee
Settlement,” Journal of Consulting and Clinical Psychology, 2004, 72 (4), 579.

, Patience Lamaro Onyut, Verena Ertl, Michael Odenwald, Elisabeth Schauer,
and Thomas Elbert, “Treatment of Posttraumatic Stress Disorder by Trained Lay Coun-
selors in an African Refugee Settlement: A Randomized Controlled Trial,” Journal of
Consulting and Clinical Psychology, 2008, 76 (4), 686.

Nguyen, Nga Thi Viet, Aboudrahyme Savadogo, and Tomomi Tanaka, “Refugees
in Chad: The Road Forward,” Technical Report, World Bank 2021.

Obi, Chinedu Temple, “The Impact of Living Arrangements (In-Camp versus Out-of-
Camp) on the Quality of Life. Case Study of Syrian Refugees in Jordan,” Policy Research
Working Paper No. 9533, World Bank Group 2021.

29



Ozden, Caglar and Mathis Wagner, “Moving for Prosperity: Global Migration and
Labor Markets,” Policy Research Report, World Bank Group 2018.

Paluck, Elizabeth Levy, Roni Porat, Chelsey S. Clark, and Donald P. Green,
“Prejudice Reduction: Progress and Challenges,” Annual Review of Psychology, 2021, 72
(1), 533–560. eprint: https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-psych-071620-030619.

, Seth A. Green, and Donald P. Green, “The contact hypothesis re-evaluated,” Be-
havioural Public Policy, November 2019, 3 (2), 129–158. Publisher: Cambridge University
Press.

Pape, Utz and Ambika Sharma, Using Micro-Data to Inform Durable Solutions for
IDPs. Volume B: Country Case Studies, World Bank Group, 2019.

Pape, Utz Johann, Benjamin Petrini, and Syedah Aroob Iqbal, Informing Durable
Solutions by Micro-Data: A Skills Survey for Refugees in Ethiopia, World Bank Group,
2018.

Parsons, Christopher Robert, Tyler Reysenbach, and Jackline Wahba, “Network
Sorting and Labor Market Outcomes: Evidence from the Chaotic Dispersal of the Viet
Kieu,” DP No. 13952, IZA 2020.

Porter, Matthew and Nick Haslam, “Predisplacement and Postdisplacement Factors
Associated with Mental Health of Refugees and Internally Displaced Persons: A Meta-
Analysis,” JAMA, 2005, 294 (5), 602–12.

Quattrochi, John, Ghislain Bisimwa, Tyler Thompson, Peter Van der Windt, and
Maarten Voors, “The Effects of Vouchers for Essential Household Items on Child Health,
Mental Health, Resilience, and Social Cohesion among Internally Displaced Persons in the
Democratic Republic of Congo,” Technical Report, 3ie 2019.

Roy, A. D., “Some Thoughts on the Distribution of Earnings,” Oxford Economic Papers,
1951, 3 (2), 135–146. Publisher: Oxford University Press.

Schon, Justin, “Motivation and opportunity for conflict-induced migration: An analysis
of Syrian migration timing,” Journal of Peace Research, January 2019, 56 (1), 12–27.
Publisher: SAGE Publications Ltd.

Schuettler, Kirsten and Laura Caron, “Jobs Interventions for Refugees and Internally
Displaced Persons,” Jobs Working Paper No. 47, World Bank Group 2020.

Sjaastad, Larry A., “The Costs and Returns of Human Migration,” Journal of Political
Economy, 1962, 70 (5), 80–93. Publisher: University of Chicago Press.

Slotwinski, Michaela, Alois Stutzer, and Roman Uhlig, “Are asylum seekers more
likely to work with more inclusive labor market access regulations?,” Swiss Journal of
Economics and Statistics, 2019, 155 (17).

30



Stefanovic, Djordje, Neophytos Loizides, and Samantha Parsons, “Home Is Where
the Heart Is: Forced Migration and Voluntary Return in Turkey’s Kurdish Regions,”
Journal of Refugee Studies, 2015, 28 (2), 190–220.

Steinmayr, Andreas, “Contact versus Exposure: Refugee Presence and Voting for the Far
Right,” The Review of Economics and Statistics, May 2021, 103 (2), 310–327.

Stips, Felix and Krisztina Kis-Katos, “The Impact of Co-National Networks on Asylum
Seekers’ Employment: Quasi-Experimental Evidence from Germany,” PLOS ONE, 2020,
15 (8).

Temgoua, Claudia Noumedem, Dhiraj Sharma, and Matthew Wai-Poi, “Multidi-
mensional Poverty Assessment of Internally Displaced Persons in Iraq,” Policy Research
Working Paper 9203, World Bank Group 2020.

UNHCR, “Global Trends Forced Displacement in 2020,” Technical Report, UNHCR 2021.

Valentino, Nicholas A., Stuart N. Soroka, Shanto Iyengar, Toril Aalberg, Ray-
mond Duch, Marta Fraile, Kyu S. Hahn, Kasper M. Hansen, Allison Harell,
Marc Helbling, Simon D. Jackman, and Tetsuro Kobayashi, “Economic and Cul-
tural Drivers of Immigrant Support Worldwide,” British Journal of Political Science, Oc-
tober 2019, 49 (4), 1201–1226. Publisher: Cambridge University Press.

Valli, Elsa, Amber Peterman, Melissa Hidrobo, and Unicef, “Economic Transfers
and Social Cohesion in a Refugee-hosting Setting,” Technical Report, Florence: UNICEF
Office of Research-Innocenti June 2018.

Verme, Paolo and Kirsten Schuettler, “The impact of forced displacement on host
communities: A review of the empirical literature in economics,” Journal of Development
Economics, May 2021, 150, 102606.

, Chiara Gigliarano, Christina Wieser, Kerren Hedlund, Marc Petzoldt, and
Marco Santacroce, “The Welfare of Syrian Refugees : Evidence from Jordan and
Lebanon,” Technical Report, World Bank Group 2016.
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