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Abstract

Refugee flows between two countries are often not homogeneous but com-
posed of various nationalities and ethnicities. Since many refugees are caused
by civil wars fought about ethno-nationalist incompatibilities and, consequently,
many people are forced to flee after persecution or violence due to ethnic group
membership, we argue that a disaggregated approach towards refugees that
considers ethnicity is crucial. While qualitative case studies account for sub-
national characteristics of refugees, quantitative comparative studies only fo-
cus on the country-level because no data on the ethnicity of refugees until
now has been globally available. With our new constructed data set on the
ethnic composition of refugees movements from 1975 to 2009, we want to fill
this gap. After describing the data and presenting its relevance for scientist
as well as policy makers, we test with a “push and pull model” the widespread
assumption that refugees move along transnational ethnic linkages. The re-
sults confirm that many ethnic refugee groups flee to kin groups in neighboring
countries suggesting that sub-national refugee characteristics such as ethnic-
ity are essential in order to understand the direction of refugee movements,
their diffusion effect and the refugees’ relation to the host community.
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1 Introduction

More than 15 million people were refugees at the end of 2011 (UNHCR 2012).
They were forced to flee because of so called "push factors": persecution, violence
or civil war, finding refuge mostly in neighbouring countries. Their direction of flight
or which neighboring country they choose, however, is not random. In other words,
refugees are also "pulled" by specific factors into a specific host country. While
there is a common agreement in the refugee literature that cultural and ethnic ties
play a very important role, it has never been statistically tested. In addition, the
focus within the refugee literature has been so far mainly restricted to push, or
economic and political pull factors, and left out the extent of cultural pull factors.
The reason could be the data shortage in this area. Until now, there exists no
systematic data set on the ethnic composition of refugees. Refugees, in general,
have been often regarded only as "one undifferentiated mass" (Lischer 2007, 143).
It is often forgotten that they are composed of different ethnicities and, thus, can
have different effects. Although several case studies have demonstrated that the
refugees’ ethnicity is important to determine the direction of flight, no attempt has
been made yet to systematically collect data on the ethnicity of refugees. This is
surprising as the refugee ethnicity is, just to name some examples, determinant for
refugee status, crucial in the planning of refugee settlements to prevent ethnic rival-
ries and important to achieve successful local integration, as shown by researchers
and policy-makers alike, such as in Kenya or Israel.
Although recent years saw an increase in quantitative refugee studies, focusing ei-
ther on the push and pull factors causing refugee outflows (Davenport, Moore &
Poe 2003, Moore & Shellman 2004, Iqbal & Zorn 2007) or the consequences of a
refugee influx in host countries (Salehyan & Gleditsch 2006), qualitative case anal-
ysis is still predominant within the refugee-field. We argue, that a stronger focus on
comparative quantitative refugee information is crucial in order to understand the
causes and consequences of refugee movements as a global phenomenon and
make general conclusions. Due to lack of quantitative refugee data, previous stud-
ies have several limitations as empiric refugee data provided by UNHCR or USCRI
do either focus on the country of asylum or the country of origin of the refugees, but
do not offer more disaggregated information on the sub-national level. However, it
is very important to note that refugees are composed of different nationalities and
ethnicities and because of that can also have different effects on host countries and
differ in their direction of flight. For example, the Kakuma refugee camp in the north
of Kenya shows high ethnic volatility, being home to ten nationalities such as Su-
danese and Somali, and to distinct ethnicities of common nationality, for instance
Sudanese Dinka and Didinga (Pini 2008). It is, hence, surprising that no data on
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the ethnicity of refugees has yet been created.
The need of policy-makers as well as scientists for more detailed information on the
ethnic background of refugees was stated by Hovy (2000, 4)1:

One of the main data limitations during the Kosovo crisis was origin. As
most asylum countries record only the nationality (country of citizenship) of the
applicant, few countries were able to distinguish Kosovar asylum-seekers from
other citizens of the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia (FRY). ... information ...
on the “ethnic origin” ... would in fact have been required. ... the importance of
sub-national information on origin is likely to increase.

With a newly collected global data set on the ethnic background of refugees, we
want to fill this gap and contribute to the emerging quantitative literature in refugee
research. Further, future studies with more detailed refugee data will help to gener-
ate new policy implications of how to the deal with large refugee movements such
as those, currently, from Syria or Mali.
The paper is organized as follows: First, we review the existing refugee data and
its limitations, whereas we particularly focus on data from UNHCR. Second, we
briefly outline why we consider the concept of ethnicity and the sub-state focus so
important. Third, we present our data set on the ethnicity of refugees, the coding
instructions and preliminary summary statistics. Finally, we apply our data on an
analysis of the widespread, but never tested, assumption that refugees often move
along cultural linkages and flee to countries where they have ethnic kin relations.
Using a push and pull approach including tempo-spatial features, we find strong
empirical support that refugees indeed flee along transnational ethnic linkages, but
that these are also conditional on the political performance of the country of asy-
lum as well as the distance between host and home country and previous refugee
movements.

2 State of the Art: Refugee Data

Forced displacement occurs in almost all regions of the world and is a global phe-
nomenon, therefore, quantitative data with global coverage is needed to address
and analyze the refugee phenomenon in a comparative manner. The United Na-
tions High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) in this regard is the main orga-
nization that offers a broad range of empiric refugee data such as annual data on
refugee hosting countries or data on refugee sending countries, as well as dyadic
data on refugee movements between two countries with almost global coverage

1Bela Hovy, Head, Population Data Unit, United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UN-
HCR), Geneva.
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since the 1960s to date (UNHCR 2010). According to the UN Convention Relating
to the Status of Refugees a refugee is

“a person who owing to a well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons
of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group or political
opinion, is outside the country of 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 habitual resi-
dence as a result of such events, is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling
to return to it” (UNHCR 2007, 17).

UNHCR counts refugees that fall under this definition, but also includes other groups
of persons that are in similar circumstances as refugees such as asylum seekers,
returnees, and to some part also internally displaced people (IDPs) in their data re-
ferring to them together as “persons of concern”. Their data consist mainly of stock
numbers as well as limited data on the number of new arrivals. In general, the data
mainly is based on the country level. UNHCR provides demographic data like sex
and age, as well as data on the numbers of refugees per settlement; nevertheless,
they do not provide any data on the ethnicity of refugees and, consequently are very
limited in providing disaggregated refugee data. We understand that the ethnicity of
refugees can be a very sensitive issue, particularly, if refugees have fled because
of their ethnicity and are, thus, not willing to provide this information. However, we
ensure that the data presented in the following stays anonymous and will only be
used in an aggregated manner. In the end, providing information on ethnicity could
help refugees to be located in a safe area where they will not be harassed by a rival
ethnic group.
The United States Committee for Refugees (USCRI) also provides data on refugee
numbers in countries of asylum or countries of origin, but also does not systemati-
cally collect data on the ethnicity of refugees.
Information on Palestinian refugees can be obtained from the United Nations Relief
and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees (UNRWA 2010).
Although, all of these agencies have some information on the ethnicities of refugees
in their annual reports, they do not systematically collect data on this. However, the
ethnicity of refugees can be crucial for refugee protection and help to better under-
stand, in general, refugee movements and their effects.
Graph 1 illustrates the number of refugees worldwide between 1975 and 2011.
Towards the end of the Cold War, a clear peak can be observed during the early
1990s. Since then, refugee numbers slightly decreased but remain on a high level,
currently above 14 millions. Thus, a considerable amount of the world’s population
is directly or indirectly affected by forced migration.
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Figure 1: Number of refugees worldwide (UNHCR and UNRWA data)

3 The Relevance of Ethnicity

Several authors state that ethnic civil wars or genocide, where groups are tar-
geted based on cultural, religious or ethnic characteristics are the primary cause of
refugee movements (Weiner 1996, Schmeidl 1997, Iqbal & Zorn 2007) and conse-
quently, we argue that it is very important to assess the refugees’ ethnicity. How-
ever, so far, all quantitative forced migrant studies have neglected the ethnic group
membership of refugees and thus do not meet the complexity of most refugee situ-
ations. In order to introduce our data set on the ethnicity of refugees in the following
section, we will now provide a definition of the ethnicity concept and explain its rel-
evance.
We define an ethnic group as a self-perceived community with a shared culture and
a common ancestry, based on Cederman (2010, 3) who defines an ethnic group
as “a cultural community based on a common belief in a putative descent”. Eth-
nic group membership can be based on a common language, religion or somatic
features, but our definition does not include tribes or clans. This conceptualization
of “ethnicity” complies with the Ethnic Power Relations (EPR) data set (Cederman,
Wimmer & Min 2010) that identifies all politically relevant ethnic groups in a country
and records the level of access to state power by their representatives.
According to the constructivist view of ethnicity, interaction unifies people as ethnic
groups (Bayar 2009, 1643). Civil conflicts and wars increase interaction among
people belonging to the same targeted group and consequently, facilitate the en-
dogenous development of ethnic group awareness (Vorrath & Krebs 2009, 1). The
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group-based persecution and the experience of flight strengthen the ethnic identity
of a refugee group (Lischer 2005, 22 - 25) and create strong social and politicized
units among them (Lebson 2010, 12). Thus, we assume that refugees are strongly
aware of ethnic group membership, particularly, when fleeing from ethnic conflict or
ethnic persecution.
Civil wars are the major determinant of forced migration today (Melander & Öberg
2006, 130 - 131) and approximately 52 percent of the civil wars and conflicts fought
between 1946 and 2009 were ethnic conflicts2, which are identified by Weiner
(1996, 29) as the primary cause of refugee flows. Thus, most refugees flee be-
cause of ethnic persecution or violence and, therefore, their ethnic background
matters. Consequently, we argue that the ethnicity of refugees is a crucial element
to consider in order to be able to understand refugee movements.

4 Ethnicity of Refugee Data Set

The refugees’ ethnicity matters in two ways: First, ethnic group membership might
determine whether a person becomes a forced migrant or not. This applies, partic-
ularly, to ethnic conflicts, and second, it could determine how a refugee is received
in the asylum country, as, for instance, cultural similarities with the host popula-
tion facilitate integration (Newland 1993, Jacobsen 1996). Hence, we argue that
refugee movements should not only be analyzed on the country-level, but as well
on a more disaggregated sub-national ethnic group-level, because refugees are
“not one undifferentiated mass” (Lischer 2007). To fill this empirical and theoretical
gap in refugee studies, we created a data set on the ethnicity of refugees which we
present in the following section3.
Dyadic information on refugee movements between countries of asylum and coun-
tries of origin, as well as the sizes of the refugee movements were obtained from
UNHCR (2010) and from UNRWA (2010). Refugee groups are often not homoge-
neous but rather consist of several ethnic groups. Thus, within each refugee move-
ment, we systematically tried to identify up to the three largest ethnic groups and
indicated their share of the total refugee flow. Many countries receive refugee flows
from several countries that are not ethnically homogeneous but consist of several
ethnic groups. For instance, Syria currently hosts refugees from Iraq, Somalia, and
Afghanistan, as well as Palestinian refugees. Consequently, an ethnic group might

2A civil conflict is defined as ethnic when at least one party (the government or rebels and army
factions) has ethno-nationalist claims such as self-determination, autonomy, obtaining cultural rights
or ending ethnic discrimination (Wimmer, Cederman & Min 2009, 326).

3The data was collected by Seraina Rüegger, Heidrun Bohnet and Nadja Schloss under the SNIS
funded project "Refugee Flows and Transnational Ethnic Linkages", a co-operation between ETH
Zürich and the University of Geneva.
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have kin refugees from more than one country, like the Kurds in Iraq that received
kin refugees from Turkey and Iran. As a matter of feasibility, we collected the eth-
nicity data only for refugee flows that consisted of at least 2’000 refugees per year
between neighboring countries or countries within close proximity of each other,
that is a maximal distance of 950 kilometers between its borders (information on
borders obtained by CShapes: Weidmann, Kuse & Gleditsch (2010)). Within this
framework, we are able to provide worldwide information about the ethnic back-
ground of refugees for the years 1975 to 20094.
Although information on the ethnicity of refugees is not provided directly by UN-
HCR as they do not collect data on the ethnicity of refugees systematically, it was,
nevertheless, possible to collect information on the ethnicity of refugees relying
on reports from UNHCR, USCRI, several NGOs, conflict narratives and news ar-
ticles. We used the group list of the Ethnic Power Relations (EPR-ETH) data set
(Cederman, Min & Wimmer 2008) as a source to identify ethnic groups living in a
refugee sending country. In some cases refugees belonged to an ethnic group that
is considered politically irrelevant and is, thus, not recorded in the EPR-ETH data
set, nevertheless, we also included these groups in our refugee data set.
Precise numbers of refugees from each ethnic group were practically unavailable.
But organizations working with refugees, like UNHCR, USCRI or national Refugee
Councils, often indicate approximate numbers, estimations or at least evidence like
“more than 31,000 [people] from Afghanistan, mostly Hindus, fled to India during
the rise of the Taliban in the 1990s” (USCRI 2009), so that we were able to at least
indicate whether a certain ethnic group within a refugee flow was dominant, a ma-
jority or a minority.
Table 1 displays the most important variables collected in our data set on three
examples:

Table 1: Example of ECORF data set

Country
of asylum

Country
of origin

Year Number
of
refugees

Largest
ethnic
group

Share of
largest
ethnic
group

2nd
largest
ethnic
group

Share of
2nd largest
ethnic
group

3rd
largest
ethnic
group

Share of
3rd largest
ethnic
group

Macedonia Serbia 1999 21’000 Albanians DOM Roma MIN Serbs MIN
Syria Iraq 2006 700’000 Sunni

Arabs
MAJ Shiia

Arabs
MIN Christians MIN

Ethiopia Eritrea 2008 21’018 Tigrinya MAJ Afar MIN Kunama MIN

4Countries that became independent after the beginning of our sample, for instance the former
Soviet countries, appear in the data set according to their independence. Further, UNHCR, for in-
stance, treats Namibia as independent country before 1990, but we added Namibian refugees before
1990 to South Africa. Furthermore, UNHCR distinguishes between Tibetian and Chinese refugees,
but we counted them all as being from China. A complete list of all coding decisions is available from
the authors upon request
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Further, coders were asked to specify the source of their coding, where they ob-
tained the information on the refugees’ ethnic background, and to indicate on a
three-point scale their security about the coding, so that cases with lacking sources
or insecurity can be excluded from analyses if required. Also, we provide the cow-
groupid of each identified politically relevant ethnic refugee group. This allows to
merge the ECORF data with other data sets of interest, for instance conflict data or
the Ethnic Power Relations (EPR) data set in order to obtain the access to power
or the size of the refugee group in the country of origin. The original data set is
shaped in country of origin - country of asylum dyadic form, but it can easily be
reshaped to a country of origin or country of asylum focus as well as to the ethnic
refugee group-level.
The ratio of refugees belonging to a certain ethnic group and the entire refugee
flow is only estimated as either being dominant, majority or minority as exact num-
bers are often not available. Based on these estimations, we then calculated the
absolute size of each ethnic refugee group. Of course, bearing in mind that these
absolute sizes have to be regarded with great caution since the shares are estima-
tions only. We applied the rule that if the refugee flow consisted of one dominant
ethnic group, then we multiplied the size of the refugee movement, i.e. the number
obtained from UNHCR, by the factor .95, since there is confidence that at least 95
percent of the flow belong to the concerned group. If there was one majority eth-
nic group within the refugee flow, we multiplied it by .65. If several ethnic groups
were identified within a refugee movement, whereas our coding rules allowed for
maximally three ethnic groups, the multiplying factors were readjusted according to
the rules displayed in table 25. The shares were defined according to the approx-
imately 50 cases where we have precise information of the ethnic refugee group
sizes: Dominant ethnic groups comprise on average 92 percent, majority groups
59 percent and minorities 19 percent of the refugee movement6.
Finally, in some countries of asylum we were not yet able to determine the ethnicity
of the refugees due to lacking information. The countries concerned are Indonesia,
Vietnam, Thailand and Malaysia. Thus, we suggest to exclude those countries in
analyses using the Ethnic Composition Of Refugee Flows (ECORF) data set.
Although we stress the need for a sub-national refugee-focus, we do not cover
individual refugee experiences of (fear of) violence or persecution and consequent

5The total share is mostly below 1 in order to account for insecurity.
6We assume that the actual ethnic refugee group sizes are underestimated because the underlying

UNHCR numbers are end year figures. We considered to control for conflict duration (i.e. conflicts
that last more than a year produce more refugees) or the end date of the conflict (more refugees
from conflicts that end at the end of the year reported in UNHCR data set), but decided against it,
because this would possibly lead to biased results with only better estimated numbers of refugees
caused by conflict but still underestimated sizes of refugees caused by violent persecution or threat
of persecution or conflict.
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Table 2: Share of ethnic refugee group within refugee movement

Largest
group

Share
in %

Second
group

Share
in %

Third
group

Share
in %

Dominant 0.95
Dominant 0.95 Minority 0.05
Dominant 0.9 Minority 0.05 Minority 0.05
Majority 0.65
Majority 0.6 Minority 0.3
Majority 0.6 Minority 0.3 Minority 0.05
Minority 0.3
Minority 0.3 Minority 0.1
Minority 0.3 Minority 0.1 Minority 0.05

flight. Moreover, we still analyze forced migrant movements on the macro-level as
this allows a quantitative global comparison.

5 Descriptive Statistics of the Data

In the following section, we briefly present the descriptive statistics of our data.
3’129 country-dyad-years in the UNHCR data set qualified for our ethnicity coding,
that is the refugee movement consists of minimally 2’000 refugees and the coun-
tries are contiguous or in a maximal distance of 950km from each other, wherefrom
we were able to code 2’836. In other words, approximately 9 percent of the rele-
vant country-dyad-years are missing in our data set, which is a low value given the
difficulty to find reliable refugee sources.
Among the 2’836 country-dyad-years we identified 5’339 ethnic group-years, which
are composed of 516 individual ethnic refugee groups from 189 countries of ori-
gin. Among the 5’197 ethnic refugee groups, of which we estimated the size, 1’895
(36 percent) belong to the category dominant, 939 (18 percent) are a majority and
the remaining 2’363 (46 percent) a minority. The average ethnic refugee group-
year, calculated according to the previously presented estimation rules, consists
of 60’000 refugees, and the median ethnic refugee group size is 7’000, while four
groups constitute more than a million people: the Hutu from Rwanda in the Demo-
cratic Republic of Congo (DRC) (1994 - 1995), the Palestinians in Jordan (1992 -
2009), the Somali in Ethiopia (1979 - 1980) and the Pashtun from Afghanistan in
Pakistan (1980 - 2009).
Approximately 60 percent of the identified relevant dyadic refugee movements are
ethnically homogeneous, that is they are composed of one dominant ethnic group
with only small additional minority ethnic groups. The remaining 40 percent are
either composed of a majority with one or two minorities or several minority eth-
nic groups. Thus, not pursuing a disaggregated approach towards refugees would
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clearly underestimate the ethnic complexity of refugee movements.
Thanks to the compatibility of our data with the EPR data set, we are able to an-
alyze the political power status the refugees had in their home country. 3’955 (76
percent) ethnic refugee groups were politically relevant in their country of origin,
among those 57 percent were excluded, had no access to state decision making,
and 43 percent were included in the government at home. Among the politically
excluded groups, 1’066 groups, 27 percent, were discriminated supporting the as-
sumption that political discrimination by oppressive regimes is an important cause
of refugee movements (Schmeidl 1997, 287). However, the relevance of the re-
fugees’ political status at home should not be overestimated since refugees have
crossed country borders due to violence or persecution and thus did not enjoy an
appropriate political situation before their flight irrespective of their ethnic group’s
access to state power.

6 Application: Do Refugees Flee Along Ethnic Linkages?

Thanks to the new data set on the ethnicity of refugees, we are able to test the
widespread assumption that refugees often flee along transnational ethnic linkages
to countries with fellow group members (Weiner 1996, Newland 1993).
From the total 5’339 ethnic refugee group-years identified, approximately 25 per-
cent, 1310, fled to a country with politically relevant ethnic kin. Focusing on the
absolute refugee numbers, the refugees that fled along transnational ethnic link-
ages make up even more: 46 percent. Furthermore, 80 percent of the refugees
between 1975 and 2009 fled to a neighboring or a country in proximity of their
home state and among those, 58 percent found ethnic kin in the country of asylum.
Thus, although many refugees do not have kin in their receiving state, those that
do flee along border-crossing ethnic linkages constitute a considerable share. In
order to assess those descriptive findings statistically, we conduct a directed-dyad
focused zero-inflated negative binomial regression analysis including all directed
dyad-years in which the origin country of the dyad (i.e. side a) produced refugees
presenting a first application of our data.

6.1 Literature Review

Refugees are forced to involuntarily live outside their home country and are, thus,
caused by so called push factors. The most important push factors identified as
producing refugees are political change (Weiner 1993, 95) like regime collapse
(Melander & Öberg 2006, 144) or reorganizations of political communities (Zol-
berg, Suhrke & Aguayo 1986, 153; Davenport, Moore & Poe 2003, 43, Keely 1996,
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1052). Furthermore, lack of political freedom and oppressive regimes are major
sources of refugee emigration (Schmeidl 1997, 287; Moore & Shellman 2004, 729;
Stanley 1987, 133) and, first of all, civil conflicts and wars (Weiner 1996, 6; Rubin
& Moore 2007, 101; Martineau 2010, 145) and political violence occurring during
ethnic, religious or tribal wars or genocides (Schmeidl 1997, 302; Wood 1994, 611;
Newland 1993, 85-86).
Besides the stressed notion that refugees are forced to leave their country of origin
and are, thus, "pushed out" of their home, several studies analyzed the direction
of refugee movements and found that they are not random: refugees traditionally
flee along ethnic or colonial ties into neighboring countries (Schmeidl 1997, 295),
because of existing networks and low assimilation costs (Newland 1993, 86; Moore
& Shellman 2007, 818). But none of these studies provides empirical support for
the stated assumptions. The assumption that refugees make choices in the di-
rection of their flight indicates that not only push factors, making the people leave
their home country, but also pull factors, drawing the refugees in a certain direc-
tion, have to be included. An exclusive focus on push factors is too short-sighted
and pull factors must be considered as well, as has been argued by Davenport,
Moore & Poe (2003). Iqbal & Zorn (2007) analyze the probability of forced migra-
tion between country-dyads considering push and pull factors but neither include
cultural connections nor account for the size of the refugee movement and they
focus on African refugees only. Melander & Öberg (2007), on the other hand, focus
on refugee numbers but consider push factors only. Thus, there is a huge gap on
pull factors in the refugee literature which we will contribute to fill with our new data
set.
We distinguish among three major pull categories: cultural, economic and political
pull factors and in the following analysis, we focus on cultural pull factors. First, refu-
gees fleeing along ethnic linkages because of existing networks and expected facil-
itated integration in countries with cultural similarities are culturally pulled. Thereby
network theories become important. Refugees differ from other migrants because
they involuntarily left their country without an initial motivation, thus, emigrated
mainly due to the push factor violence. This leads to a stronger orientation or
even political activism of the refugees towards the home country compared to other
migrants who rather left their home because of pull factors like economy or family.
However, pull factors such as cultural ties can also play a role for refugees. The
strong distinction of refugees and other migrants is in general disputed. Refugees
should also be regarded within theories of diaspora or transnationalism. Wahlbeck
(2002, 234) argues that the refugees’ “dual orientation both towards the society of
origin and the society of settlement is not as contradictory and paradoxical as it
seems” and Crisp (1999, 6) states that the process of refugee migration is affected
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by transnational social networks, because migration costs are lower, if refugees
can follow past refugee movement or long-term migrants from a particular country
of origin (Neumayer 2004, 164).
Second, Neumayer (2004, 165) asks whether refugees are bogus and finds that
richer countries in Western Europe receive a higher share of asylum applicants
giving evidence that refugees are also drawn by economic pull factors. As utility-
maximizers, refugees compare economic opportunities in their home country with
possible countries of asylum and this affects their decision to flee (Morrison 1993,
819).
Finally, refugees are pulled by political factors. Fleeing violence and persecu-
tion or the threat thereof, refugees have incentives to relocate to places offering
better security conditions, that is first, countries not experiencing conflict or war
(Iqbal & Zorn 2007, 201) and second, countries with better democratic performance
(Iqbal 2007, 109).
In addition, almost all authors emphasize geography, that is distance and gen-
eral accessibility between country of origin and asylum, as a determinant factor
for refugee flight (Iqbal 2007, Iqbal & Zorn 2007, Melander & Öberg 2007, Sale-
hyan & Gleditsch 2006, Schmeidl 1997). Many refugees flee by foot and overland
by restricted means (Schmeidl 1997, 296) and are, thus, not entirely free in their
destination choice. Iqbal & Zorn (2007) found that the effect of pull factors like
conflict or democracy on destination choice decreases with distance. Alike, many
authors stress that time is an important factor in refugee analysis and that refugee
flows are temporally dependent on earlier migration movements. While Iqbal & Zorn
(2007) and Rubin & Moore (2007) find that previous refugee movements positively
affect future movements, that is refugees relocate to where other refugees have
gone to before, Melander & Öberg (2007, 165) argue, on the contrary, that previ-
ous refugee flows negatively impact future flows because those most willing to flee
leave first generating a selection effect over time as the population remaining in the
sending country will be very unwilling or unable to relocate.
Hence, we suggest that only a model including push and pull factors considering
characteristics of the country of origin as well as the country of asylum accounts
for the complexity of refugee movements, because a mere push focus is too short-
sighted. This will be elaborated more detailed in the following section.

6.2 Tempo-Spatial Push and Pull Model to Explain the Direction of
Refugee Movements

In order to answer the question whether refugees flee along cultural lines, we pro-
pose a "push and pull" model with tempo-spatial features as illustrated in figure 2 to
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analyze the direction of refugee movements, whereupon we focus on cultural pull
factors in this paper, that is ethnic linkages. Since refugees share similarities with
other migrants as has been suggested by Crisp (1999) and Wahlbeck (2002), a
focus on push factors only would be too short-sighted, and, thus, also pull factors,
like family and ethnic ties, should be taken into account when considering whereto
refugees flee.

Figure 2: Tempo-Spatial Push and Pull Model of Refugee Flight

A transnational ethnic kin group is defined as a group that lives in more than one
country, for instance the Kurds who are found in different countries: Turkey, Syria,
Iraq, Iran and others. Since border-crossing groups are often caused by arbitrary
border definitions from greater powers, transnational ethnic kin groups are mostly
found in neighboring countries. A group with transnational kin linkages affected
by conflict has several consequences: First, the group is likely to draw interna-
tional attention and involvement, particularly from the trans-border kin which may
cause the diffusion of conflict along these cultural linkages (Gleditsch 2007, Ce-
derman et al. 2012). Second, the conflict-affected group is likely to seek refuge
among the kin group across the border. Transnational kin groups often feature
established border-crossing networks, that is transborder kin facilitates the flow
of information as a consequence of shared media, personal contacts or “cogni-
tive shortcuts” and shared values (Zhukov & Stewart Forthcoming, Simmons &
Elkins 2004), so that refugees will know about the current situation in a possi-
ble host country with transnational ethnic kin. Further, cultural similarities be-
tween refugees and the host population facilitate integration and accommodation
(Newland 1993, Schmeidl 1997, Moore & Shellman 2004). Assuming that refugees
are pulled by cultural factors, we, therefore, hypothesize that:

Hypothesis: Refugees move along transnational ethnic linkages.

Although we present the above illustrated pull factors separately, we strongly as-
sume that they are interlinked, that is, that refugees particularly follow cultural ties
if the economic and political situation in the host country is better compared to the
sending country.
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Refugees are also pulled by political factors, that is refugees tend to flee to coun-
tries with a better political performance and to countries that do not experience
conflict. First, we define a country as politically performing well if its political system
complies with democratic values like basic rights, separation of powers, freedom
of speech etc. and if representatives of all groups in the country have access to
governmental power. Since refugee flee persecution and violence, they have com-
prehensible incentives to move to a country of asylum where the risk of being the
target of violence again is low. Democratic countries are less likely to repress or dis-
criminate their population or certain groups within the population. Hence, refugees
are better off in democratic host countries where their basic rights are secured.
Referring to refugees with transborder ethnic kin groups, the above described ex-
change of information along transnational networks will ensure that refugees know
about the political situation of their border-crossing kin and they are unlikely to flee
to countries where their kin group is excluded from the government, as this means
that the kin group has no power at the national level to advocate for their kin refu-
gees, for instance, to release financial resources for better refugee accommodation.
Second, refugees will also refrain from moving to possible countries of asylum that
experience conflict themselves and particularly where their kin group is involved in
conflict as the chances are high of suffering from persecution and violence again or
being treated equally bad by the host government as at home.
While refugees do not participate in state politics in the host country as they lack cit-
izenship rights, the political pull argument still holds in this respect, because, first,
democratic and inclusive governments tend to respect human rights which affect
refugees and, second, refugees might be interested in participation possibilities in
case they do not return to their country of origin and are naturalized in the future.
In addition, economic pull factors affect refugees’ destination choice. Similar to the
above political mechanism, refugees, seen as rational utility maximizers, should flee
to countries with a better economic performance than their home country because
wealthier countries have more resources to accommodate refugees. Moreover, the
prospects of personal well-being at a later stage of integration are better. This
causal effect similarly applies to refugees fleeing along transnational ethnic net-
works. They are likely to consider the economic performance of their host country
and particularly of their ethnic kin group, since not all groups in a country are eco-
nomically in the same position. By observing the economic position of their ethnic
kin group in the various possible host countries, we assume, refugees choose the
one where the ethnic kin group is best off in economic terms.
Consequently, we will control for both political and economic pull factors impacting
refugee movements along ethnic linkages.
Besides the push and pull factors, tempo-spatial mechanism affect refugee move-
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ments. First, refugees are more likely to flee to non-distant countries because of
feasibility. Second, refugees are temporally dependent on previous refugee move-
ments because previous flows facilitate future flows thanks to established networks
of transportation and information exchange. Thus, we assume that the above de-
scribed pull factors are conditional on the distance between the country of origin
and the country of asylum and the time, that is previous refugee movements.
As we focus on pull factors, we will only analyze countries producing refugees in or-
der to control for push factors. This will be explained in more detail after presenting
the measurement of our theoretical concepts in the next chapter.

6.3 Operationalization and Descriptive Statistics

The dependent variable is the number of refugees belonging to the same ethnic
group moving within a country dyad, that is the count of refugees sharing ethnic
group membership from the same country of origin in the same country of asylum
in each year. We use our newly compiled data set in order to identify ethnic refugee
groups and their sizes7. Since conflicts and consequent refugee movements are
rare events, most countries do neither produce nor host refugees. The average
ethnic refugee group identified in our data set consists of approximately 60’000 re-
fugees, the minimum are 100 refugees and the maximum 3 million refugees (ethnic
Pashtun from Afghanistan in Pakistan in the late 1980s).
The main explanatory variable is whether the refugees are connected by ethnic ties
to their possible country of asylum. Hence, we need to know if the country of origin
and the possible country of asylum are linked by ethnic ties. The transnational eth-
nic kin (TEK) data (International Conflict Research Group, ETH Zürich 2011) enu-
merates all politically relevant ethnic groups that are present in more than one state.
The group list is based on the Ethnic Power Relations (EPR-ETH) data set that iden-
tifies all politically relevant ethnic groups in a state and records the level of access
to state power for the representatives of each (Cederman, Min & Wimmer 2008).
TEK linkages are not endogenous to previous refugee movements, because trans-
border ties are coded only for politically relevant ethnic groups. Migrant groups like
refugees are per definition of EPR never politically relevant. The dummy variable is
coded 1 for all country-dyads where the refugee group is affected by ethnic linkages
and 0 for those without. Transnational ethnic linkages, indeed, affect most coun-
tries: Only 15 countries worldwide do not have major TEK linkages, for example,
New Zealand, Norway, Portugal, or Sierra Leone.

7Since refugee numbers are end-year figures, we do not need to lag the independent variable
as we are able to clearly identify the causal mechanisms that produced the refugees as a temporal
function.
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Further, we include several control variables to account for alternative explanations
of refugee movements, whereas we distinguish, on the one hand, between pull and
tempo-spatial factors and, on the other hand, between ethnic group- or country-
related factors.
To account for group-related pull factors affecting the direction of refugee flows
we include several variables: First, we created two dummy variables that indicate
whether the TEK link of the refugees concerns a politically powerful or powerless
group in the country of asylum. Information on the political status of ethnic groups
was obtained through the EPR-ETH data set, whereas we distinguish between ex-
cluded and included groups. Powerless or marginalized groups (meg) have one of
the following EPR statuses: powerless, discriminated, regional or separatist auton-
omy (Cederman, Wimmer & Min 2010, 100-101), as opposed to either monopoly,
dominant, senior or junior partner groups that are coded as ethnic groups in power
(egip). Second, to account for the fact that refugees rather flee to countries with
a large ethnic kin population, because a bigger population can more easily absorb
the inflow of people (Iqbal 2007, 108), we include the relative size of the ethnic kin
group. We assume that kin refugees of a relatively large ethnic group experience a
facilitated accommodation and integration. Data on group sizes is taken from EPR-
ETH.
Third, we assume that refugees fleeing violence, persecution and conflict in their
home country intend to avoid such situations in their asylum state and thus, only flee
towards ethnic kin groups who do not experience conflict themselves. Also on the
the country-level, we control for ongoing conflict. Therefore, we include two dummy
variables of whether the kin group and/or the country of asylum experiences con-
flict. In order to avoid reverse causality, since refugees are also a possible cause
of conflict (Salehyan & Gleditsch 2006), we lagged these variables one year. Data
on conflict incidences was obtained from UCDP/PRIO. The UCDP/PRIO Armed
Conflict data set (Gleditsch et al. 2002, Version V.4_2010) records all instances of
civil conflicts and wars with a minimum of 25 battle deaths. The Uppsala Conflict
Data Project defines an armed conflict “as a contested incompatibility that concerns
government or territory or both where the use of armed force between two parties
results in at least 25 battle-related deaths. Of these two parties, at least one is the
government of a state” (Gleditsch et al. 2002, 618-619). Group-related conflict data
is drawn from the Non State Actor Docking Project (Wucherpfennig et al. 2012)
which identifies rebel groups with ethnic claims or recruitment along ethnic lines
within the updated Expanded Uppsala Armed Conflict Data (EACD) (Cunningham,
Gleditsch & Salehyan 2009) upon which ethnic conflicts are identified.
Further, we consider country-related factors: To test the assumption that refugees
are pulled by the political performance of a country, we include the difference in
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the share of excluded population between the host and the origin country given by
EPR-ETH, because we assume that refugees move towards host countries where
a high share of people is included in state politics, that is where the political perfor-
mance is fair and better than in the origin country. As an alternative measurement
of the political performance of a host country, we include the difference in the Polity
IV index (Marshall, Jaggers & Gurr 2012) between the host and the source coun-
try. We assume that refugees flee to countries that are more democratic than their
country of origin. However, a curvilinear relationship between the Polity IV value of
the host country and the number of refugees could also be considered, because
anocratic or weak states are less able to secure their borders and, thus, could re-
ceive more refugees (Adamson 2006).
In addition, we assume that refugees are pulled towards wealthier countries than
their home country, because poor countries have less capacities to accommodate
refugees, since providing shelter and food depends on financial and natural re-
sources. Therefore, we include the difference in the annual gross domestic product
(PPP adjusted real per capita GDP) between the host and the source country. GDP
data are taken from several sources (Heston, Summers & Aten 2011, Fearon &
Laitin 2003, World Bank 2011, Gleditsch 2008). And we include the population size
(logged) of the country of asylum, because, as mentioned above, more populous
countries more easily absorb a high amount of refugees. Population data are taken
from Penn World Tables (Heston, Summers & Aten 2011).
In the above presented country-level control variables we use the difference be-
tween the sending and the receiving country and not only the political and eco-
nomic performance of the refugee-receiving country alone, because otherwise, we
would neglect the refugees’ orientation towards their country of origin. Further-
more, economic and political factors often cluster spatially, meaning that countries
in the same region often have similar values in global comparison and many refu-
gees flee to neighboring countries, because of a shorter distance.
Although we focus on pull factors exclusively, we consider the push mechanism
violence and control for the severity of the conflict that produced the refugees by
including the number of battle deaths provided by Lacina & Gleditsch (2005) in the
country of origin, because a severe conflict is likely to produce more refugees.
We consider the spatial dimension of refugee movements by controlling for the
minimal distance between the origin and the host country (Weidmann, Kuse &
Gleditsch 2010), because refugees are more likely to relocate to neighboring coun-
tries, that is when the minimal distance equals zero. Finally, to account for the tem-
poral dependence we measure the years with refugee movements within a dyad.
To account for duration dependence, we use natural cubic splines of years with no
refugee movement with three knots (Beck, Katz & Tucker 1998).
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Table 3 displays the descriptive statistics of the variables used in the following anal-
ysis of the direction of refugee flows.

Table 3: Summary statistics

Variable Mean Std. Dev. Min. Max. N
Group size 7503.906 77299.667 0 3108675.5 42517
TEK linkage 0.137 0.344 0 1 42564
TEK group egip 0.045 0.206 0 1 42564
TEK group meg 0.087 0.282 0 1 42564
TEK group size 0.028 0.124 0 1 42564
TEK group conflict (lagged) 0.006 0.077 0 1 42564
Conflict in CoA (lagged) 0.229 0.42 0 1 39463
D_Exclusion -0.139 0.368 -0.97 0.98 39798
D_Polity 2 1.085 7.157 -20 19 33330
D_GDP 2937.758 8301.549 -23947.91 80206.883 39091
Population in CoA (ln) 9.388 1.447 5.432 14.096 40605
Battle deaths 3884.868 9121.380 0 80000 20871
Neighbors 0.294 0.455 0 1 42564
Flow years 1.006 3.837 0 35 42564

6.4 Analysis

In order to assess the direction of refugee movements, we analyze all possible
countries of asylum of an ethnic refugee group and try to identify the factors pulling
the refugees towards a certain destination. We define possible countries of asy-
lum as all countries that are situated in proximity, that is no farther than 950km8, to
the refugee’s country of origin. Hence, the unit of analysis are directed dyad-years
where the origin country in the dyad produced refugees. Since we disaggregate
refugee movements to the ethnic group level, dyad-years may appear up to three
times in the data set, for instance ethnic Azande and ethnic Dinka fled from Sudan
to the Central African Republic simultaneously.
The main dependent variable, the number ethnic refugees, is a count variable with
overdispersion and zero-inflation and consequently, we use zero-inflated negative
binomial regression with country of origin-clustered robust standard errors to esti-
mate the impact of the above described pull factors on the direction of forced mi-
grants. The zero-inflated negative binomial regression model consists of two parts,
first, a count equation estimating the number of refugees in a dyad and, second, the
inflation equation where the probability of zero refugees in a dyad is estimated. The
strong zero-inflated count of refugees yields from the fact that most dyads do not ex-
perience refugee movements, because either the two countries are non-contiguous

8The 950 kilometer threshold is of course arbitrary. We assume that a distance of 950km is still
feasible to cross with restricted means, i.e. car, bus, train, as is often the case for refugees.
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and do not have any ties like cultural linkages or established networks of exchange
or because refugees often do not flee to all possible countries of asylum.
Table 4 shows the results of the regression models. The first model displays a
refugee count equation for all directed-dyads with possible countries of asylum and
the according logit model of the probability of no refugees. The main independent
variable is whether the refugees have transnational ethnic linkages to the country
of asylum. The polity and the battle deaths control variables are omitted in the
second model resulting in a higher number of observations as well as non-zero
observations. In the third model, the refugees’ TEK linkages are disaggregated to
whether they affect politically included (ethnic groups in power - egip) or excluded
(marginalized ethnic groups - meg) ethnic groups.
The first model confirms our assumption that refugees move along transnational
ethnic linkages: Country-dyads where the refugees produced in the origin coun-
try have transborder ethnic ties with a possible country of asylum receive signif-
icantly higher numbers of refugees than those country-dyads without ethnic link-
ages. Thus, pull factors matter and the hypothesis that refugees are pulled by
ethnic ties is supported. However, if the TEK group is involved in conflict, less
refugees are likely to move to the concerned possible country of asylum, as the co-
efficient is negative and significant at the 5 percent error level. In contrast, against
expectations, more refugees tend to flee to countries experiencing conflict. Since
we lagged the conflict variable one year, we are certain, that this conflict is not in-
duced by the refugees. The positive and significant impact of the conflict variable
might be explained by the fact, that conflicts cluster spatially, thus, that countries
neighboring a refugee-producing country that is very likely affected by conflict do
also likely experience conflict. Consequently, refugees are rather not pulled by
conflict, but the positive impact of conflict on refugees is a spatial effect. The re-
maining control variables do not have a significant impact indicating that refugees
do rather not consider the political or economic performance of the host country.
But temporal factors have a strong impact on the count of refugees: the number of
refugees within a dyad is positively and significantly affected by previous refugee
movements.
The inflation equation in the first model reveals that the absence of transborder
ethnic ties increases the chances of not hosting refugees. However, the probabil-
ity of zero refugees is mainly determined by tempo-spatial factors: non-contiguous
countries have a significantly increased chance of not hosting refugees. Neighbor-
ing dyads are more likely to observe refugee movements. Hence, distance matters
and refugees due to their restricted means of transportation most likely relocate to
neighboring countries. Further, the probability of receiving no refugees significantly
increases with every year the dyad did not observe refugees. Thus, temporal dy-
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19Table 4: Regression Results, Number of ethnic refugees

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
Transnational ethnic linkage 1.212∗∗∗ 1.007∗∗∗

(0.297) (0.288)
TEK group in CoA included 0.665

(0.463)
TEK group in CoA excluded 0.847∗∗∗

(0.298)
TEK group size 0.486 0.181 0.464

(0.956) (0.729) (0.786)
TEK group conflict (lagged) −1.240∗∗ −1.099∗∗ −1.069∗∗

(0.592) (0.464) (0.477)
Conflict in CoA (lagged) 0.401∗∗∗ 0.516∗∗∗ 0.479∗∗∗

(0.149) (0.177) (0.163)
D_Exclusion 0.530∗ 0.475 0.244

(0.283) (0.341) (0.377)
D_Polity 2 −0.011

(0.013)
D_GDP −0.000 −0.000 −0.000

(0.000) (0.000) (0.000)
Population in CoA (ln) −0.000 0.000 0.000

(0.000) (0.000) (0.000)
Battle deaths in CoO −0.000

(0.000)
Neighbors 0.651∗∗ 0.619 0.710∗

(0.309) (0.420) (0.391)
Flow years 0.097∗∗∗ 0.065∗∗∗ 0.058∗∗∗

(0.024) (0.012) (0.014)
Constant 9.051∗∗∗ 9.216∗∗∗ 9.328∗∗∗

(0.356) (0.308) (0.310)
Inflation
Transnational ethnic linkage −1.080∗∗∗ −0.938∗∗∗ −0.944∗∗∗

(0.329) (0.205) (0.203)
Conflict in CoA (lagged) −0.169 −0.155 −0.155

(0.192) (0.169) (0.169)
Neighbors −1.804∗∗∗ −1.796∗∗∗ −1.796∗∗∗

(0.290) (0.235) (0.236)
No flow years 3.002∗∗∗ 3.154∗∗∗ 3.156∗∗∗

(0.206) (0.168) (0.168)
Spline 1 0.148∗∗∗ 0.156∗∗∗ 0.156∗∗∗

(0.011) (0.008) (0.008)
Spline 2 −0.055∗∗∗ −0.059∗∗∗ −0.059∗∗∗

(0.005) (0.004) (0.004)
Spline 3 0.007∗∗∗ 0.008∗∗∗ 0.008∗∗∗

(0.002) (0.001) (0.001)
Constant 0.875∗∗∗ 0.721∗∗∗ 0.720∗∗∗

(0.275) (0.217) (0.217)
Observations 16959 38722 38722
Non-zero Observations 2093 4374 4374
chi2 127.257 85.406 94.090

Standard errors in parentheses (clustered on country of origin)
* p<0.1, ** p<0.05, *** p<0.01



namics are important because refugees follow previous forced migrants.
In the second model, we excluded the control variable measuring the difference
in the Polity value between the country of origin and the country of asylum and
the number of battle deaths in the country of origin, because of the many missing
values. Now we have an increased number of observation and also more non-
zero observations, that is directed dyads experiencing a refugee movement. As in
model 1, the predicted number of refugees is higher in country-dyads where the re-
fugees have ethnic ties with the country of asylum. But the significant and negative
coefficient for whether the TEK group experiences conflict again reveals that refu-
gees are less likely to follow ethnic ties if the ethnic linkages concern a kin group
that is involved in conflict. Thus, refugees tend to avoid host countries where their
kin group experiences violent conflict. This is comprehensible since refugees were
forced to flee due to conflict and, consequently, do not want to experience the same
conditions again.
In order to test the assumption that refugees consider the political status of their kin
groups, in model 3, the main explanatory variable is divided into two dummy vari-
ables that measure, first, whether the transnational ethnic kin group of the refugees
is politically powerful or, second, whether it is excluded from central decision mak-
ing. The hypothesis that refugees flee towards politically powerful ethnic kin groups
is not supported. To the contrary, the predicted count of refugees is significantly
higher if the refugees have cross-border ties to a politically marginalized group, but
the coefficient for included TEK groups is insignificant. This leads to the conclusion
that refugees only consider cultural similarities in their destination choice but not
political arguments. Two reasons explain why the political status of transnational
kin groups does not deter or pull refugees: First, much more TEK groups are po-
litically excluded than included, so that the insignificant impact of the powerful TEK
variable might steam from the lower number of observations. Second, refugees, as
long as they do not naturalize, will not have political rights in the country of asylum
and, thus, political opportunities play a less important role, particularly in the short-
term. Further, there is a neighborhood effect because significantly more refugees
move to countries contiguous to their home state. But country-level factors like the
difference in the political or economic performance of the home and the possible
host country or the population size do not affect the destination choice of the refu-
gees.
The inflation models of model 2 and 3 do not differ from the first inflation. The prob-
ability of hosting refugees depends on transnational ethnic linkages, distance and
particularly time, i.e. previous refugee movements.
In neither of the three models, the population size, the share of excluded population
or the GDP play an important role since the coefficients are insignificant and zero.
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Thus, refugee movements are not affected by a better political or economic perfor-
mances of the host compared to the source country. The low impact of the GDP
on refugee flow direction could be explained by the fact that refugees significantly
move to neighboring or nearby countries and wealth often clusters regionally, that is
poor countries often neighbor poor countries. Neither has the size of the refugees’
ethnic kin a significant impact in any of the three models. An explanation for the
insignificance of the refugees’ ethnic kin group’s size is that the relevant threshold
for refugees to move towards a certain direction is already met if any TEK links exist
no matter how big the concerned group is.
In all models, we tested for overdispersion of the data with the parameter α. The
positive and significant α confirms that the observations are overdispersed, hence,
we use a negative binomial and not a poisson distribution. The Vuong test con-
ducted on the first model without robust standard errors confirms that the zero-
inflated binomial regression model fits our data better than a negative binomial
model, because we have so many zero observations.

6.5 Sensitivity Analysis

As a robustness check of the results supporting our hypothesis that refugees follow
ethnic ties, we calculate three additional models displayed in table 5.
Model 4 includes dummy variables for the region of the country of origin in order to
correct for unit-specific heterogeneity. They comprise Europe (baseline category),
America, Subsaharan Africa, North Africa, Middle East, West Asia and South-East
Asia. The partially significant coefficients for the world regions reveal that their
are regional differences, but the general positive and significant impact of border-
crossing ethnic connections on the predicted count of ethnic refugees does not
change. Similarly, the negative and significant effect of kin groups experiencing
conflict on the number of refugees withstands. In an additional model, that is not
displayed in the paper due to lack of space, we included country dummies for the 69
countries of origin that produced refugees instead of the regional dummies. This,
however, does neither affect our results.
The fifth model is estimated for ethnic refugee movements consisting of less than
100’000 refugees only. It excludes the observations above the 98.5th percentile
and allows to control for whether the outliers with high numbers of refugees up
to above a million have strong leverage on the results. The coefficient for ethnic
linkages is still positive and significant, although only with a 10 percent error margin.
Likewise, the effect of TEK groups that experience conflict is still negative but with
slightly higher standard errors, which in both cases might be a consequence of the
smaller number of observations. Again, the positive impact of conflict is, counter-
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Table 5: Robustness Checks

Model 4 Model 5 Model 6
Transnational ethnic linkage 0.718∗∗ 0.350∗ 0.467∗∗

(0.297) (0.193) (0.208)
TEK group size 0.107 −0.041 1.891∗∗∗

(0.715) (0.333) (0.541)
TEK group conflict (lagged) −0.829∗∗ −0.453∗ 0.127

(0.389) (0.239) (0.323)
Conflict in CoA (lagged) 0.193 0.338∗∗ 0.168

(0.173) (0.132) (0.159)
D_Exclusion 0.362 0.155 0.054

(0.260) (0.162) (0.184)
D_GDP −0.000 −0.000 0.000

(0.000) (0.000) (0.000)
Population in CoA (ln) 0.000 0.000 0.000

(0.000) (0.000) (0.000)
Neighbors 0.400 0.284 1.875∗∗∗

(0.264) (0.215) (0.243)
Flow years 0.042∗∗∗ 0.019∗∗

(0.009) (0.007)
America −0.581∗

(0.344)
Subsahara Africa 0.217

(0.401)
North Africa 0.572∗∗

(0.232)
Middle East 1.292∗∗

(0.608)
West Asia 2.005∗∗∗

(0.492)
Southeast Asia 0.499

(0.485)
No flow years −3.075∗∗∗

(0.173)
Spline 1 −0.152∗∗∗

(0.009)
Spline 2 0.057∗∗∗

(0.004)
Spline 3 −0.008∗∗∗

(0.001)
Constant 9.236∗∗∗ 9.008∗∗∗ −0.887∗∗∗

(0.387) (0.198) (0.280)
Inflation
Transnational ethnic linkage −0.929∗∗∗ −0.780∗∗∗

(0.202) (0.165)
Conflict in CoA (lagged) −0.160 −0.125

(0.168) (0.153)
Neighbors −1.781∗∗∗ −1.696∗∗∗

(0.231) (0.231)
No flow years 3.137∗∗∗ 3.017∗∗∗

(0.168) (0.174)
Spline 1 0.155∗∗∗ 0.149∗∗∗

(0.009) (0.009)
Spline 2 −0.058∗∗∗ −0.056∗∗∗

(0.004) (0.004)
Spline 3 0.008∗∗∗ 0.008∗∗∗

(0.001) (0.001)
Constant 0.740∗∗∗ 0.792∗∗∗

(0.215) (0.216)
Observations 38722 38108 38758
Non-zero Observations 4374 3760
chi2 364.819 37.508 1259.189

Standard errors in parentheses (clustered on country of origin)
* p<0.1, ** p<0.05, *** p<0.01



intuitively, significant indicating that more refugees flee to countries experiencing
conflict, even if conflict experiencing kin groups still have a negative and significant
effect on refugees.
In the sixth model we estimate the probability of receiving ethnic kin refugees with a
simple logit model, thus the dependent variable is binary (1 for country-dyads with
refugees and 0 without). Same as in the count models, countries where refugees
find ethnic kin have a higher probability of hosting those refugees. Further, again,
time dynamics and space affect the chances of receiving refugees. In contrary
to the previous models, on the one hand, the coefficient for the relative size of
the TEK group is positive and significant. Thus, if not considering the size of the
refugee movement but only whether any refugees are present or not, larger ethnic
kin groups have a higher probability of hosting refugees. On the other hand, conflict
experiencing TEK groups do not have a significant impact on the probability of
attracting refugees. Since most countries never or seldom host refugees, we also
estimated the same model with a rare events logit (King & Zeng 2001), but, besides
minor changes in the standard errors, the results remain the same.

6.6 Results

Our analysis of the direction of refugee movements reveals three main findings:
First, we find strong empirical support that refugees move along transnational eth-
nic connections, because countries that are linked by ethnic ties to a refugee group
have a higher predicted count of refugees than those countries without. Thus,
although forced to leave their country of origin due to violence or persecution, refu-
gees are not only affected by push factors but do also consider pull factors directing
them towards certain countries of asylum. Particularly, cultural pull factors affect the
refugees’ destination choice, because, on the one hand, cultural connections pro-
vide established networks of transportation facilitating the flight and, on the other
hand, cultural commonalities with the host population facilitate integration.
Second, with the application of our new data set that disaggregates refugee move-
ments between two countries on to the ethnic group-level, we also find strong em-
piric support that refugee movements along transnational ethnic ties depend on the
living conditions of the refugees’ ethnic kin group. Country-dyads where the refu-
gees’ kin group is involved in conflict have a lower predicted count of refugees. The
causal mechanism behind is that refugees fleeing violence and persecution do not
want to be confronted with the same conditions in a possible asylum country. How-
ever, our results do not support the assumption that refugees consider the political
status of their kin group that is that refugees are pulled towards border-crossing kin
that is politically powerful.
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Finally, our models reveal a strong tempo-spatial dependence of refugee move-
ments: Refugees are more likely to move to neighboring states and often refugees
follow previous migration movements and existing networks of flight.

7 Conclusion

In this paper we introduce a new data set on the ethnicity of refugees. Previous
quantitative refugee-research focused on the refugee-receiving or sending coun-
tries only and neglected sub-national refugee characteristics. As Lischer (2005)
states refugees are not an “undifferentiated mass” but instead refugee movements
are often highly heterogenous and composed of different ethnic groups with differ-
ent relations to their home and asylum country. With the new global data set on the
ethnic composition of refugee flows we fill this gap and allow to conduct disaggre-
gated analyses on refugees beyond the country-level. Our data set indicates up to
the three largest ethnic refugee groups within each country-dyadic refugee move-
ment for each year with at least 2’000 refugees from 1975 to 2009. As a matter
of feasibility, we collected ethnicity data for refugee flows between contiguous and
nearby countries only, but we are still able to cover more than 80 percent of the
world’s refugee movements.
We then proceed by presenting an application of our data with a test of the as-
sumption that the direction of refugee flows is not random but that refugees flee
along transnational ethnic linkages. Assuming that refugees are not only affected
by so-called push factors, that is violence and persecution in the country of origin,
but also pull factors impacting the direction of the refugee movement, we apply
a push and pull approach with tempo-spatial features to analyze the direction of
refugee flows. While previous studies particularly analyzed the different push fac-
tors producing refugees, only few authors focused on pull mechanism finding out
that refugees tend to be pulled to democratic and wealthy states. Furthermore,
earlier studies stressed that both political and economic pull factors highly depend
on tempo-spatial measures, that is refugees tend to flee to less distant countries
and they are subjected to strong temporal dependence. However, no study so far
has focussed on cultural pull factors. Our application fills this gap. We assume, that
refugees flee along ethnic ties and that this is conditional on the political and eco-
nomic performance of the host country in comparison to the sending country. To
test this hypothesis, we conduct zero-inflated negative binomial regression models
with the number of ethnic refugees as dependent variable and directed country-
dyad-years of all possible countries of asylum as units of analysis. We find strong
empirical support that country-dyads with ethnic ties observe higher numbers of
refugees. Moreover, refugees consider the living conditions of their kin groups and
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are deterred by kin groups experiencing conflict themselves since refugees fleeing
conflict and violence do not want to experience such situations in the asylum state
again. However, we did not find evidence that refugees are pulled by other political
or economic factors. Finally, spatio-temporal factors matter significantly: Most re-
fugees flee to nearby or neighboring countries and previous refugees movements
positively affect future flows.
As we already demonstrated, our data allows for different research designs, for in-
stance, with a focus on ethnic refugee groups and directed country-dyads of the
refugee sending and all possible countries of asylum, as in our approach. Further
research on the direction of refugee flows could use country-dyads or ethnic groups
as unit of analysis and assess which ethnic groups have the highest chance of host-
ing refugees. And of course other fields might use our data as well, for instance,
the growing literature on the protection and security challenges of refugees in the
country of asylum or the impact of the ethnicity of the refugees on refugee policies.
Since not only the causes why refugees flee along ethnic linkages but also the con-
sequences thereof are important to be studied.
In general, detailed information and data on refugees is crucial, for example, refugee
camp statistics are necessary in order to calculate how much resources, food and
general assistance is needed (Alix-Garcia & Saah 2008, 7). Further, UNHCR pro-
vides information on the age and the sex of most refugees, because such social
factors determine the type and amount of aid needed. In the same way, we sug-
gest, that knowledge about the ethnicity of refugees is important in order to help
and assist the refugees according to their precise needs. For instance, putting
challenging ethnic groups that might have been opposite parties in the conflict at
home together in one camp could create insecurity, such as has been observed
in Kenya (Crisp 1999, 9, 29). Information about the ethnic composition of refugee
movements allows for more appropriate planning, to guarantee safety to refugees
and prevent future rivalries between ethnic groups. Finally, data on the ethnicity of
refugees could also help to better understand integration mechanism and, conse-
quently, help to achieve successful local integration.
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Appendix

Table 6: Refugee Flows and Transnational Ethnic Linkages

Transnational Ethnic Linkage
Refugee Flow No Yes Total
No 33’997 3’991 37’988

(92.58%) (68.32%) (89.25)%)
Yes 2’725 1’851 4’576

(7.42%) (31.68%) (10.75)%)
Total 36’722 5’842 42’564

(100%) (100%) (100%)
Note: χ2 = 3100, p = 0.000
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