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Higher acceptance rates of asylum seekers lead to
slightly more asylum applications in the future

Hannes Weber1

Abstract

BACKGROUND
There is much discussion about whether high acceptance rates of asylum applications
lead to a greater inflow of asylum seekers to Europe. To date, little is known about this
relationship before and after the peak of the so-called refugee crisis of 2015. While
Syrian and Iraqi inflows decreased after 2015, African asylum seekers became more
numerous, their numbers tripling between 2008 and 2018.

OBJECTIVE
We study the two-way relationship between the number of asylum applications from
Africans and African refugee acceptance rates in Europe.

METHODS
We compile quarterly data from 2008 to 2018 on 1,488 country dyads of 48 African and
31 European countries and estimate fixed effects panel models with different lags of the
variables of interest.

RESULTS
We find robust evidence for a positive effect of acceptance rates on the number of
subsequent asylum applications in the respective countries. However, this effect is
rather small in size. Conversely, more applications can prompt authorities to accept
fewer asylum seekers, but evidence for this effect is much weaker.

CONCLUSIONS
Higher acceptance rates lead to a greater number of asylum seekers, but formal
protection rates cannot explain the substantial increase in asylum applicants from Africa
to Europe that has continued since the ‘refugee crisis’ of 2015. Besides informal
practices, which can play a role, the self-reinforcing nature of migration is a major
driver of the current increase in inflows.
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CONTRIBUTION
This is the first study to analyze country-to-country flows of asylum seekers on a fine-
grained timescale (quarters) focusing on recent developments before and after the
‘refugee crisis’ in Europe.

1. Introduction

Immigration to Europe has been the main concern for Europeans for several years.
When asked about the most important issues facing the European Union (EU),
immigration has been mentioned more often than any other issue in all Eurobarometer
surveys since 2015 (European Commission 2018). Specifically, the high inflow of
asylum seekers from other parts of the world that peaked during the so-called ‘refugee
crisis’ of 2015 is one of the dominant topics in public discourse in most EU member
states. While much attention has been given to refugees from civil wars in Syria, Iraq,
and Afghanistan, the number of asylum applications by African citizens in Europe
almost tripled between 2010 (78,000) and 2016 (200,000) (Eurostat 2018a). Moreover,
while the number of asylum applications from the Middle East decreased after the peak
in 2015, inflows from Africa continued to increase in subsequent years.

In the medium and long run, it is certainly plausible to expect that migration from
Africa will dominate future immigration to Europe. Most of the world’s population
growth in the 21st century will take place in Africa and fertility rates are still much
higher there compared with all other world regions (Shapiro and Hinde 2017).
Furthermore, it is now agreed that future progress in socioeconomic development will
most  likely  lead  to  more  rather  than  fewer  emigrants  from  Africa  (see,  e.g.,  de  Haas
2007).

One of the most controversial areas of discussion on this topic revolves around
whether European countries’ acceptance rates of asylum applications play a role in
determining the number of newcomers. Is there a dilemma associated with accepting
large numbers of refugees? That is, if a country recognizes many asylum seekers as
refugees under the Geneva Convention or provides subsidiary protection, will this
prompt more asylum seekers to target that particular country over other destinations in
the future? So far, research has found that recognition rates have a weak positive effect
on the future number of asylum applications (Holzer, Schneider, and Widmer 2000;
Hatton 2009; Keogh 2013; Toshkov 2014). Conversely, the number of applications has
a weak negative effect on future recognition rates (Neumayer 2005b; Toshkov 2014).
Importantly, Toshkov (2014) finds both of these effects only between countries, not
within countries over time.
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However, there are several uncertainties regarding the existing state of research.
First, previous studies mostly covered periods of low asylum migration to Europe,
which was particularly the case throughout the 2000s. As Toshkov (2014: 210) notes,
“the relative stability [in asylum flows] as such already implies little effect of national
policy changes.” This is of course not the case anymore, but little has been learned so
far about whether the recent increase in asylum inflows was fueled by changes in
acceptance rates. Moreover, data analyzed in previous studies often was not or was only
partly disaggregated by asylum seekers’ countries of origin (e.g., Toshkov 2014). This
is also an obvious problem because recognition rates in Europe drastically differ by
country of origin. For instance, between 2008 and 2018 81.2% of Eritreans applying for
asylum in Europe were accepted as refugees or received subsidiary protection, while
this applies to only 4.2% of Algerians (Eurostat 2018b). By not differentiating between
countries of origin, changes in the national composition of asylum seekers over time
might lead to over- or underestimation of the effect of acceptance rates. Finally,
virtually all previous research relied on yearly data. However, a lot can happen within
one year with regard to, for example, political violence in countries of origin or changes
in the acceptance rates in European countries.

2. Data and measures

We compiled a dataset consisting of aggregated numbers of asylum applications from
48 African countries of origin (essentially, all countries except small island states and
the Republic of Congo for reasons of data availability) in 31 European countries (the 28
EU member states as of 2018, plus Norway, Iceland, and Switzerland) between the first
quarter of 2008 and the first quarter of 2018 (from Eurostat 2018a). Observations are
thus country dyads (n = 48 * 31 = 1,488) with quarters as time units (T = 41) ranging
from “Algeria–Austria 1/2008” to “Zimbabwe–United Kingdom 1/2018,” resulting in a
total sample size of N = 61,008. The distribution of asylum applications is heavily
skewed, which is why we took the log of this variable. Since this kind of data is often
misinterpreted in the form of the ecological fallacy (this is the case in, e.g., Neumayer
2005a and Moore and Shellman 2007), we emphasize at this point that we cannot make
inferences from aggregate data about, for example, whether or not individuals from a
specific country were rightfully granted protection (or were rejected).

We added bilateral acceptance rates during the same period from Eurostat (2018b):
that is, for instance, out of all asylum decisions by Austrian authorities regarding
Algerian  applicants,  what  proportion  was  positive  in  the  sense  that  the  applicant  was
accepted as a refugee under the Geneva Convention or received some other form of
(subsidiary) protection. Our primary indicator thus measures the proportion of positive
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decisions on asylum applications from a specific country of origin in a specific
receiving country within a given quarter. As robustness checks, we also calculate two
aggregated indicators, because bilateral flows are often zero for many country pairs. On
the one hand, we measure how many sending-country nationals were accepted across
all of Europe within a given quarter, because high acceptance rates in, say, Sweden or
Germany might encourage more people to come to Europe who then formally apply for
asylum in Italy or Spain. On the other hand, we calculate the share of accepted
applications from all African countries in the respective receiving country, which might
be of importance for asylum seekers who have little experience from compatriots in the
receiving country (due to few applications in the past) but rely on evidence from other
sending countries. Since these are percentage values that are bounded 0–1, we apply the
logit-transformation with logit(x) = ln(x/(1–x)) (adding and subtracting very small
numbers to 0 and from 1 respectively).

As control variables we consider the quarterly unemployment and GDP growth
rates  in  the  destination  countries  (Eurostat  2018c),  as  well  as  the  quarterly  number  of
incidents of violent conflict in the country of origin (aggregated by country and quarter
from the Armed Conflict Location and Event Data Project (ACLED): see Raleigh et al.
2010). Of course, there are a large number of other conceivable variables that have been
shown to affect asylum flows: for example, geographic distance and population size.
However, we are interested here in explaining short-term changes in asylum flows and
acceptance rates which cannot possibly be affected by time-constant factors (distance,
colonial past, etc.) or slowly changing and highly path-dependent variables (total GDP,
population size, etc.) (see, e.g., Halaby 2004: 523).

Our approach is thus to eliminate time-constant heterogeneity between country
pairs by estimating fixed effects panel models that apply the within-country
transformation to create unit fixed effects for the 1,488 country dyads and time fixed
effects for the 41 quarters. We add lags of the dependent as well as the independent
variables of interest to the models to examine the temporal dynamics of how acceptance
rates affect asylum inflows and vice versa. A lagged dependent variable for asylum
flows models the self-reinforcing nature of migration that is well established in theory
using terms such as migration networks, social capital, or “cumulative causation”
(Massey et al. 1993). We use the plm package (Croissant and Millo 2008) for R (R
Core Team 2018) to estimate panel models. Since a small amount of missing data exists
especially for acceptance rates, we use Amelia II (Honaker, King, and Blackwell 2011)
for multiple imputation, run all models in ten different datasets, and average the results.

Finally, we test whether our results are sensitive to the inclusion or exclusion of
specific countries or control variables. We use a bootstrap-type approach to randomly
calibrate 1,000 different models and assess to what extent the main effects of interest
change depending on modeling specifications. In machine learning this approach is
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commonly implemented in techniques such as random forests. This can guard against a
problem that is acute in quantitative studies: That is, researchers often investigate the
same question using identical data but come to different conclusions because of slightly
different (but a priori equally plausible) models and controls (see Schrodt 2014). Our
algorithm proceeds as follows: (1) Randomly select one of the multiply imputed
datasets; (2) Randomly select several countries of origin and countries of destination
and drop them from the dataset; (3) Randomly select one of the three time-variant
control variables and add it to the equation; (4) Estimate the model with unit and period
fixed effects and save the coefficients of interest (e.g., t-value for the effect of lagged
asylum flows on recognition rates); (5) Repeat (1)–(4) 1,000 times and plot the
distribution of the obtained coefficients.

3. Results

A descriptive overview of the geographic patterns of recent asylum migration from
Africa to Europe is given in Figure 1. Italy (262,000 asylum applications by African
citizens between January 2008 and March 2018), France (238,000), and Germany
(219,000) have received the largest numbers of refugees from Africa in the past decade.
Expressed as the number of newcomers as a share of the total resident population (see
bottom panel of Figure 1), the figures are highest for Malta, where the inflows over one
decade amount to 3.6% of the total population, Switzerland (1.3%), and Sweden (1%).
By contrast, the share of recent African asylum seekers among the total population is
only 0.001% in Poland (and 0.004% in the Czech Republic). Among the countries of
origin, Somalis (182,000), Eritreans (147,000), and Nigerians (132,000) arrived in
Europe in six-digit figures to apply for asylum. As a percentage of the total population,
most people left the Gambia (3.2% of the entire population), Eritrea (2.9%), and
Somalia (1.8%) for Europe between 2008 and 2018.

http://www.demographic-research.org/
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Figure 1: Asylum seekers by African country of origin and European country
of application, 2008–2018
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Figure  2  shows  normalized  aggregate  time  series  of  inflows  to  Europe  and
acceptance rates. Between 2015 and 2018 the average acceptance rate was indeed
somewhat higher (41.8%) compared with the period 2008–2012 (30.1%). However, the
number of inflows increased considerably and there is no obvious visual evidence of a
surge in acceptance rates preceding the upward slope of asylum flows. Disaggregating
these trends, Figure 3 picks out examples of high (Somalia), low (Algeria), and medium
but increasing acceptance rates (Nigeria). Clearly, the rise in Algerian asylum
applications had nothing to do with the formal acceptance rate, which had remained
very low throughout the previous decade. The acceptance rate for Somalis was high but
rather  stable  over  time  and  so  were  the  inflows.  For  Nigerians,  by  contrast,  the
acceptance rate was higher during 2013–2018 compared with the earlier period (2008–
2012) and asylum applications were also higher on average, although there were strong
fluctuations.

Figure 2: Quarterly asylum applications and acceptance rates of Africans in
Europe, 2008–2018
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Figure 3: Trends in asylum seekers from three selected countries and their
acceptance rates in Europe, 2000–2008
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Table 1: The two-way relationship between asylum applications and
acceptance rates, 2008–2018 (quarterly panel models)

Dependent variable

Asylum applications Acceptance rate

(1) (2)

Asylum applications (t–1) 0.300*** –0.056**

(0.009) (0.020)

Asylum applications (t–2) 0.146*** –0.015

(0.013) (0.022)

Asylum applications (t–3) 0.092*** 0.035

(0.011) (0.024)

Asylum applications (t–4) 0.084*** 0.012

(0.008) (0.020)

CO acceptance rate in CD (t–1) 0.004*** 0.066***

(0.001) (0.006)

CO acceptance rate in CD (t–2) 0.003** 0.040***

(0.001) (0.007)

CO acceptance rate in CD (t–3) 0.002 0.026***

(0.001) (0.006)

CO acceptance rate in CD (t–4) 0.003* 0.014**

(0.001) (0.005)

Violent conflicts in CO (t–1) 0.013*** 0.190***

(0.003) (0.019)

Unemployment rate in CD (t–1) –0.003** –0.026***

(0.001) (0.008)

GDP growth rate in CD (t–1) 0.004 0.051***

(0.002) (0.011)

Time fixed effects Yes Yes

Country fixed effects Yes Yes

Observations 55,056 55,056

R2 0.239 0.016

Notes: CO = country of origin, CD = country of destination. Asylum applications and violent conflicts are logged,
acceptance rate is logit-transformed. Data sources: see text. *p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001.

Table 1 presents multivariate results for the pooled sample of all country dyads. It
first becomes clear that asylum migration is an autoregressive process, with lagged
flows having a strong effect on current flows even in the presence of country dyad and
time fixed effects. The main result of interest here is the positive and significant effect
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of the acceptance rate on subsequent asylum flows.2 Note that these are regressions
within country dyads, not between. This means that if, say, more Nigerians are accepted
as refugees in Germany, then slightly more Nigerians will apply for asylum in Germany
in the following quarter.3 By contrast, the effect of the number of asylum applications
on subsequent acceptance rates is negative: That is, more applications are usually
followed by a slightly lower acceptance rate.

Among the other variables in the model, violent conflict in the source country
leads to more people seeking refuge in Europe and also positively affects the
acceptance rate in the destination. Rising unemployment in the receiving country, by
contrast, is associated with fewer refugees targeting the respective country and also
with a lower acceptance rate by the government, although these effects are weak in
scale.

Figure 4 shows the results of robustness tests assessing whether these results are
sensitive to the inclusion or exclusion of certain countries or variables. As is evident in
the upper panel, the positive effect of the acceptance rate on subsequent asylum flows is
robust and statistically significant at p<.05 in 92.5% of all randomly specified models.
The substantive effect size is small, however, averaging b = 0.045 for the
untransformed indicator, indicating that a 10% increase in the acceptance rate is on
average followed by a 0.5% increase in the number of applications. By contrast, in only
52.3% of all models can a negative and significant effect of receiving more asylum
applications be found on subsequent asylum acceptance rates. Thus, evidence for this
reverse effect is much weaker and model dependency is a big issue here.

2 This effect can also be found if the acceptance rate of nationals from a given African country in all of
Europe is used, although it is weaker in scale. By contrast, the acceptance rate of all Africans in a given
European country has no significant effect on subsequent flows into this country.
3 For many country dyads (646 out of 1,488), quarterly flows are always zero (e.g., Botswana‒Estonia). Since
this is a fixed effects model that removes between-country variation, these cases do not contribute to the
variance that can be explained in the model. In fact, dropping all zero-value country pairs only marginally
alters the main effects of interest (the effect of lagged acceptance rate on subsequent flows remains
statistically significant and even increases somewhat in size). The same is true when we run the models
without multiple imputation: that is, the general patterns remain the same.

http://www.demographic-research.org/
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Figure 4:  Robustness tests with 1,000 randomly specified models

4. Conclusion

We find robust evidence for the assumption that a high acceptance rate of asylum
applications is associated with a greater number of asylum seekers coming to the
specific country in the future. However, this effect is small in size and outweighed by
country-specific peculiarities, as well as by the autoregressive character of asylum
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migration. The latter means that once a sizeable diaspora of asylum seekers has formed
in a specific destination country, more asylum applications will usually follow from the
respective group in the future, notwithstanding changes in acceptance rates or the
economic context.

As a result, the number of asylum seekers from Africa tripled between 2008 and
2018 although the average acceptance rate increased only modestly (from around 30%
to 40%). It is evident that while high acceptance rates might be associated with an
increase in asylum seekers from some countries, for others the formal acceptance rates
did not matter at all. This was the case, for instance, regarding Algerians, who came in
ever greater numbers despite their acceptance rate stalling at just 4%.

This also hints at the less easily observable way that authorities treat rejected
asylum seekers. Future research would benefit enormously from cross-country
comparative information on governments’ formal and informal practices regarding
rejected asylum seekers. In addition, there are many aspects to asylum policy, as well as
other factors and their interactions, that can affect asylum migration – for example, the
role of the welfare state and attitudes toward immigrants among the host population –
that go beyond the scope of this paper.
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