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The role of conflict and organized violence
in international forced migration

Alessandra Conte1

Silvia Migali2

Abstract

BACKGROUND
The growing relevance of migration in the policy agenda of both host and sending
countries asks for a better understanding of factors shaping migration processes. This
paper analyzes recent trends of increasing asylum applications and refugee stocks and
examines the influence of conflicts, as well as political and economic factors, as
primary push and pull factors.

OBJECTIVE
The main aim is to empirically investigate the relationship that armed conflicts have
with first-time asylum applications and refugee stocks in and outside Europe.

METHOD
We explore different measures that capture the severity and geographical spread of
armed conflicts and link them to the dependent variables by fitting a gravity model.

RESULTS
The intensity of the conflict and where the fighting is taking place explain an essential
portion of the variation in flows of asylum applications and stocks of refugees. Results
suggest that people flee terror and war but also violence and insecurity emerging from
non-conflict-affected areas and perpetrated by different criminal actors. Results also
show that economic conditions, the presence of previous migrant communities in the
destination country, distance, and presence of a common language between the origin
and destination countries are relevant drivers of new asylum applications. Higher rates
of asylum recognition by host countries act as an important pull factor, positively
correlated with receiving additional new asylum claims.

CONTRIBUTION
This paper contributes to the empirical literature on the determinants of international
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forced migration by empirically examining the latest bilateral migration data and the
associations with armed conflict and growing forms of organized violence in the origin
countries.

1. Introduction

Both the number of internally and internationally displaced people and the volume of
new asylum applications have increased in recent years as a result of intensifying
violent conflicts since 2010. According to the Office of the United Nations High
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR 2018), by the end of 2017 the number of
refugees worldwide rose to 25.4 million,3 40 million people were internally displaced,
and 3.1 million were asylum seekers. These figures are substantially higher than those
recorded in the preceding decades, with the last two years showing unprecedented
numbers of refugees and migrants fleeing conflict-affected zones.

Overall, academic literature has analyzed exposure to violence, armed conflicts,
and the effects of different forms of state fragility on new asylum flows. Hatton (2004)
analyzes the evolution of asylum flows across the EU and finds that both economic
forces and the presence of armed conflict in the source country are important
determinants of the size of asylum flows. When looking at the number of asylum
applications to OECD countries over the 1980s and 1990s, Thielemann (2006) finds
that the most powerful explanatory variables are existing migrant networks, job
opportunities, and the perceptions about the ‘liberalness’ of the host country. Hatton
(2009, 2016) finds evidence that the flow of asylum seekers is explained by weak
economic conditions, oppression, and terror. Hatton (2016) shows a significant and
positive relation between the stock of immigrants and the flows of asylum applications.
Civil liberties are positively correlated and significant, and in the presence of these
variables, the effect of civil war (measured by the number of battle-related casualties) is
not significant. When looking at refugees, previous cross-sectional analyses have found
genocide, civil war, repression, and political regime transitions as the primary driving
factors fueling these stocks, whereas nonviolent political movements and economic and
demographic factors exert less significant explanatory power (Schmeidl 1997; Moore
and Shellman 2004). Moore and Shellman (2006) show civil wars and high levels of
government insurgency, together with high levels of government oppression, as having

3 These numbers include about 4.9 million Palestinians living in the areas under the mandate of UNRWA.
These figures are excluded from UNHCR statistics that include only Palestinians living outside the areas of
operations of the UNRWA and are used in this paper. https://www.unhcr.org/statistics/country/45c06c662/
unhcr-statistical-online-population-database-sources-methods-data-considerations.html#refugees.
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significant and negative effects on the proportion of refugees to displaced people.
Melander and Öberg (2007) suggest that the geographical scope of the conflict and the
extent to which urban centers are affected by lethal violence explain a significant part
of the variation in the number of forced migrants, while the intensity of the armed
conflict is not significant. Moore and Shellman (2007) show that violent behavior of
combatants in an origin country force people to seek refuge abroad. They also
document that refugees do not distinguish among destinations by the action of these
actors in countries of asylum, with the only exception represented by the presence of
genocidal activity in potential host countries. Hoeffler (2013) provides evidence that
international and civil wars do result in more migrants and refugees, with a stronger
effect on refugees.

In this analysis, we assess the relationship between armed conflicts and organized
violence with new asylum applications and refugee stocks both in and outside of
Europe. A large number of aggregate-level studies have examined the effects of armed
conflict and organized violence on forced migration, mostly finding a significant
relationship between these variables. However, significant variation in international
migration streams from countries experiencing intrastate armed conflict, violence, and
repression is still unexplained. By using the most recent available data on conflicts, we
explore the relationship between these factors and international forced migration. We
focus on different dimensions of the severity of the fighting (i.e., the intensity of the
conflict) and the geographical extension of the battle.

When analyzing the determinants of new asylum applications, we find that all
dimensions of conflicts are significant drivers of new asylum applications, thus
confirming previous results on the association between conflict and asylum flows. Our
results also show that economic conditions in the country of origin and the presence of
migrant communities in the destination country are the most relevant drivers of new
asylum applications, even in the presence of high-intensity conflicts. Additionally,
when focusing on asylum claims lodged in European countries, we show that past
asylum recognition rates positively correlate with new asylum applications. We also
provide evidence illustrating the relationship between refugee stocks and conflict,
showing that conflicts tend to be positively associated with refugee stocks. Economic
conditions in the origin country, the presence of previous migrant communities at the
destination, and geographical factors are the drivers exerting a sizable influence on
creating refugee stocks.

The remainder of this paper proceeds as follows: Section 2 shows recent trends in
asylum applications and refugee stocks. Section 3 describes the model and data used in
the empirical analysis. Section 4 presents the results, and Section 5 concludes.

http://www.demographic-research.org/
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2. Facts and figures

2.1 New asylum applications

Since 2010 the number of individuals lodging an asylum application in Europe has
started to rise. Between 2014 and 2015, there was a steep increase in the number of new
asylum applications registered in the EU-28, followed by a decrease observed since
2016. The year 2017 show a marked decline in asylum applications in the EU, from
around 1.1 million new applications in 2016 to 0.7 million in 2017. Figure 1 shows the
global flow of asylum seeker applications lodged in and outside the EU-28 for the
period 1999–2017.4 According to these estimates, Europe accounts for the largest share
of the total number of new asylum applications registered.

Figure 1: New asylum applications to and outside EU-28, 1999–2017

Source: Authors’ calculation based on UNHCR data.

4 Asylum claims outside the EU-28 include applications lodged to Albania, Australia, Bosnia and
Herzegovina, Canada, Switzerland, Iceland, Japan, Republic of Korea, Liechtenstein, Macedonia,
Montenegro, Norway, New Zealand, Turkey, Serbia and Kosovo, and the United States.

http://www.demographic-research.org/
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Figure 2 displays how these applications were lodged in 2017 over 44 destinations.
In 2017, the United States received the highest number, in absolute terms, of new
asylum applications. Specifically, the United States has seen an increase of almost 30%
in new asylum applications between 2016 and 2017, mainly due to the increasing
number of people from South and Central America seeking asylum in the country.
Germany, which received the highest number of new applications in 2016 worldwide,
saw a decrease of about 73% between 2016 and 2017. This substantial decrease can be
attributed to the closure of a route through the Balkans commonly used to reach the
country at the peak of the refugee crisis in 2015 and to an EU migration agreement with
Turkey in 2016 (UNHCR 2018).

Figure 2: Asylum applications in and outside EU-28, 2017

Source: Authors’ calculation based on UNHCR data.

2.2 Refugee stocks

Globally, there were 19.9 million refugees under UNHCR’s mandate at the end of
2017, representing the highest level observed in the past decades. Figure 3 shows the
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trends of refugee population (stocks) in and outside the EU-28 and for the period 1989–
2017.5

Figure 3: Refugee stocks (absolute number) in and outside EU-28, 1989–2017

Source: Authors’ calculation based on UNHCR data.

In 2017, more than 70% of the total refugee population lived in non-European
hosting countries. At the end of 2017, Turkey hosted the most refugees with almost 3.5
million from Syria.6 Pakistan hosted the second largest number of refugees in 2017
(about 1.4 million, with an increase of 3% with respect to the previous year7) and was

5 According to UNHCR, refugees include individuals recognized under the 1951 Convention Relating to the
Status of Refugees, its 1967 protocol, and the 1969 Organization of African Unity Convention Governing the
Specific Aspects of Refugee Problems in Africa; those recognized in accordance with the UNHCR Statute;
individuals granted complementary forms of protection; and those enjoying temporary protection. The
refugee population also includes people in refugee-like situations from 2007. UNHCR statistics on refugees
include Palestinians living outside the areas of operation of the United Nations Relief and Works Agency
(UNRWA) and exclude those living inside the areas of the UNRWA.
6 At the end of 2017, large populations of refugees from Syria were also residing in Lebanon, Jordan,
Germany, Iraq, Egypt, and Sweden (UNHCR 2018).
7 This increase was mainly due to new births, partially balanced by the repatriation of 60,000 Afghan refugees
(UNHCR 2018).

http://www.demographic-research.org/
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followed by Uganda, which hosts refugees mainly from South Sudan, Congo, Burundi,
Somalia, and Rwanda. The number of refugees registered in Lebanon, the fourth largest
refugee-host country, remained unchanged from 2016. Iran ranked fifth among the
world’s refugee host countries at the end of 2017, followed by Germany, where the
refugee population increased by 45% (UNHCR 2018).8

The distribution of the refugee population across the 28 European countries is
displayed in Figure 4. In 2017 the highest refugee numbers were recorded in Germany,
France, Sweden, Italy, and the United Kingdom. The recent increase in the refugee
population in Germany was mainly due to positive decisions on the applications of
asylum seekers already under examination and arrivals for resettlement (UNHCR
2018).

Figure 4: Refugee stocks (absolute number) in EU-28, 2017

Source: Authors’ calculation based on UNHCR data.

8 By the end of 2017, most refugees in Germany were from Syria, Iraq, Afghanistan, Eritrea, and Iran.

http://www.demographic-research.org/
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2.3 Where people are fleeing from

The overall number of new asylum applications and refugees in the EU-28, from the
main countries of origin, are shown in Table A-1 in the Appendix. Asylum claims from
Syria dominate the global statistics over the whole period in addition to the last few
years. Throughout the last decade, as well as for 2017, the major sources of asylum
applications in the EU-28 came from Syria, Afghanistan, and Iraq. The most important
African sources of new applicants and refugees are the Democratic Republic of Congo,
Somalia, Nigeria, and Eritrea.

The intensification of organized violence and conflicts offers a clear explanation
for the surge of new asylum applications in Europe from Syria, Afghanistan, and Iraq.
However, some countries affected by conflict are both receivers as well as senders of
asylum seekers and refugees. Figure 5 shows the evolution of the refugee population of
the 2017 top six sending countries to the EU-28.

Figure 5: Refugee stocks in EU-28 by country of origin (countries with the
highest total numbers in 2017)

Source: Authors’ calculation based on UNHCR data.

http://www.demographic-research.org/
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3. Empirical implementation

This section describes the model and data we employ in the empirical analysis.

3.1 Model and data

We estimate panel data models using data disaggregated by the origin country of the
asylum seekers (or refugees) and the destination country receiving the application (or
hosting the refugee). For asylum seekers, we use UNHCR monthly data on new asylum
applications lodged in 44 destination countries, including the EU-28 member states,
from 172 (non-European) origin countries for the period 1999–2017.9 Precisely, these
data refer to new applications received by the destination countries, excluding repeated
and reopened applications.10

Regarding refugees, we use UNHCR data on refugees (including refugee-like
situations11), available for the years 1989–2017. The data have information on the
population of refugees from about 220 origin countries hosted in 181 destination
countries. Annual refugee stocks data reflect not only the number of new individuals
granted refugee status but also those already recognized as in need of protection.12

Additionally, we use the residence permits database from Eurostat, available for
the period 2008–2017 for all the European countries serving as destinations. These data
can be used as a proxy for the flows of new refugees and individuals granted some form
of protection.13

9 The country of origin usually refers to place of origin/habitual residence of the asylum claimant. The origin-
destination dyads contain the number of applications equal to zero (around 4% of the observations are equal
to 0 in the model for the 44 destinations; the number 0 represents around 3% of the total sample in the model
for the 28 European destinations).
10 It should be noted that UNHCR provides monthly data on new asylum applications. Since we sum monthly
data to have the annual value, possible issues of double-counting may arise if, for instance, an individual
submits his asylum application twice in a given year. Double-counting may also arise when individuals
submit their applications in two different EU countries (e.g., an asylum seeker in Italy who applies in Sweden
and then Germany). We try to mitigate this issue by dropping applications from EU-28 countries lodged in
another EU-28 country from our sample (precisely, we dropped 4,799 observations corresponding to the 9%
of the total sample from the original data).
11 For the definition of refugees, see Footnote 5.
12 It should be noted that the change of stocks between two periods could be affected by measurement error
due to return migration and demographic factors (Ramos 2016). Hence, analyzing stocks data through gravity
models is more problematic than analyzing flows. Therefore, the results based on refugee stocks data should
be interpreted as robustness checks.
13 Data on residence permits contain yearly information on the number of first residence permits (i.e., any
authorization issued to a third-country national (TCN) for the first time allowing the TCN to stay legally in
Europe). For our analysis, we select residence permits for those granted refugee status, subsidiary protection,
and humanitarian reasons.

http://www.demographic-research.org/
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Following the literature on gravity models of migration (Beine, Bertoli, and
Fernández-Huertas Moraga 2016; Bertoli and Fernandez-Huertas Moraga 2013), we use
the following log-linearized equation with panel data model:

ln( ) = + + + + + + ,

where o indicates the country of origin of the asylum seekers/refugees, d the
destination, and t the year.  is the ratio between asylum flows (or refugee stocks)
from a given origin country to a given destination in a specific year, and the population
of the origin country in the same year. Data on the annual total population at the origin
country are from the World Bank. The control variable  refers to the drivers relative
to the origin countries, among them conflict, political terror scale, democracy, and the
economic conditions.  is the potential destination country-specific pull factors of
these international migrations streams.  is the time-variant and time-invariant
dyadic controls.

The model is estimated using least squares (OLS) dummy variables (year dummies
 and origin country and destination dummies  and ); therefore, all specifications

include destination and origin countries fixed effects and have robust standard errors
adjusted for clustering at the country-pair level.14

3.2 Conflict and organized violence measures

We use data from the Uppsala Conflict Data Program (UCDP) Georeferenced Event
Dataset Global version 18.1 (2017), which reports information on events of organized
violence (incidents of lethal violence at a given time and place) according to three types
of violence: state-based armed conflicts, non-state conflicts, and one-sided violence.
State-based armed conflicts include all conflicts fought over political issues, between
and within states, where the confrontation is between the government and a rebel group.
UCDP defines state-based armed conflict as a contested incompatibility that concerns
government and territory, where the use of armed force between two parties results in at
least 25 battle-related deaths in one calendar year.15 Second, non-state conflicts include
all incidents where the use of armed forces between two (formally or informally)

14 Given the presence of a high number of zeros in the observed residence permits variable (around 40% of
the total sample), we estimate the model on flows of residence permits using a Poisson pseudo-maximum
likelihood (Santos Silva and Tenreyro 2006, 2011).
15 The minimum of 25 battle-related deaths (per calendar year) is required for the inclusion of a new conflict
into the UCDP database (Wallensteen 2011).

http://www.demographic-research.org/
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organized groups results in at least 25 battle-related deaths in a year.16 Lastly, the one-
sided violence category involves lethal violence used by a state (or a formally
organized group) against unarmed civilians, identified as the target of the violent
attacks.17

We use battle-related deaths as a proxy of the intensity of the conflict.18 The binary
indicator of whether there is conflict or peace in a specific year is the presence of 25 or
more battle deaths. We assign a value of 0 if there is peace in a given year and a value
of 1 if the lethal events satisfy the UCDP definition of minimum 25 battle-related
deaths. The 25 to 1,000 battle deaths dummy indicates the intensity of the armed
conflict, and it is equal to 1 if the country reports between 25 and 999 battle deaths in a
specific year, and 0 otherwise. The 1,000 or more battle deaths variable is equal to 1 if a
country has experienced a conflict with more than 1,000 battle deaths in a specific year
and 0 otherwise.19

We think that a critical source of the variation in migration could be explained by
the extent to which the territory is affected by organized violence; the larger the area
affected by combat, the more people are likely to feel in danger. Therefore, the intensity
of conflict measured by the area of the combat might change threat perceptions and
insecurity and hence increase the extent of emigration. In our analysis, we calculate the
‘area’ indicator, which indicates the extent to which a country is affected by lethal
violence in a state-based armed conflict. Since all events in the UCDP dataset are geo-
referenced at the village level, we measure the area associated with every event of a
state-based armed conflict on an annual basis and by country.20 Our area measure is the
sum of all conflict zones expressed as percentages of the area of the country (km2) in
which UCDP records lethal events. We recoded the variable as a categorical variable,

16 This category includes, for instance, the confrontations between the Islamic State and Taliban in
Afghanistan or the battles over the drug market by cartels in Mexico.
17 This category includes, among others, the killing of civilians in 1998 by the Afghan Taliban government
and the massacre perpetrated across northern Uganda by the Ugandan rebel group the Lord’s Resistance
Army.
18 This measure includes military and civilian deaths related to battlefield fighting, guerrilla activities, and all
kinds of bombardments.
19 The empirical literature refers to conflicts with more than 25 deaths per battle as civil conflicts, while those
with more than 1,000 deaths per battle in a given year as civil wars (Blattman and Miguel 2010). While most
datasets offer binary indicators to show the presence of conflicts and civil wars, the UCDP dataset provides
the number of battle-related casualties, thus allowing for continuous measurement. Our results are consistent
when we use both binary indicators of the intensity of the fight and continuous measurement of violence. The
corresponding results are presented in Tables 1 and 2.
20 We use the geographical coordinates of all violent incidents and we consider this information as the
centroid of the area affected by such an event. We assume that the radius of the affected area is ten
kilometers.

http://www.demographic-research.org/
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ranging from 0 to 2 (0 = no conflict or area ≤0.1, 1 if area >0.1 and ≤0.25, and 2 if area
>0.25).21

Even if our analysis mainly focuses on the lethal violence generated in state-based
armed conflicts, to get a more comprehensive picture of the most recent global violence
landscape, we examine all the categories of organized violence separately.22 Results
from UCDP data show a very complex landscape of violence, with growing forms of
organized violence, and some societies living simultaneously with multiple forms of
violence. The number of casualties due to one-sided violence and non-state conflicts in
the origin country’s territory during a specific year (as a share of its population) are our
measures of the intensity of these types of organized violence.

In the last few decades, lethal violence has mainly been driven by domestic
political violence (state-based armed conflict); however, a still significant proportion of
deaths occurred outside of war zones. Regarding the intensity of state-based armed
conflicts, the year 2014 was the most violent in the entire post–Cold War period, with
the highest number of casualties; this extraordinary increase in fatalities was mainly
produced by the escalation of the conflicts in Syria, Iraq, Afghanistan, and Nigeria and
by the expansion of the Islamic State (Melander, Pettersson, and Lotta 2016). Since
2014, there has been a decrease both in the number of casualties in state-based armed
conflicts and the number of conflicts.23 Figure 6 shows the evolution of the total
number of casualties by the type of organized violence for the period 1989–2017. In
1994, the vast majority of deaths (500,000 civilian deaths) occurred in the Rwandan
genocide (one-sided violence). See Appendix for a description of the most recent
regional trends for all forms of organized violence.

21 We measure the intersecting areas only once, thus the resulting conflict zones have no overlap. We use
GRASS GIS as geo-computation software and the Python Pandas Library as data analysis tools.
22 UCDP defines and records these three types of violence as mutually exclusive.
23 In 2017, UCDP records 49 state-based conflicts, 15 being internationalized (Allansson, Melander, and
Themnér 2017; Balch-Lindsay, Enterline, and Joyce 2008). Only one of the conflicts was a war between two
countries: India and Pakistan, on the disputed territory of Kashmir.

http://www.demographic-research.org/
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Figure 6: Battle-related deaths in organized violence, 1989–2017

Source: Authors’ elaboration using UCDP data.

3.3 Control variables

As additional controls, we include in our analysis those variables that have been found
to influence forced migration in previous studies (Hatton 2005, 2009, 2011; Neumayer
2004, 2005; Thielemann 2004; Vink and Meijerink 2003). We use the political terror
scale (PTS) as an additional measure of one-sided violence and in accordance with the
empirical research on asylum flows (Davenport, Moore, and Poe 2003; Moore and
Shellman 2004). This index measures the intensity of terror and human rights abuse
committed by the state, and it ranges from 1 (no terror) to 5 (terror expanded to the
whole population).24 The democracy index is from the Polity IV database and measures
the level of institutionalized democracy in the origin country and the extent of civil

24 PTS data are from the annual reports of human rights practices that are published by Amnesty International
and the US State Department (and occasionally by the Human Rights Watch report). We use the score of the
PTS from Amnesty International. In the presence of more indicators, we calculate the average of the values
derived from the reports of US State Department and Amnesty International.

http://www.demographic-research.org/
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liberties granted to citizens in their daily lives.25 Futhermore, the control of corruption
index is a governance indicator that captures all forms of corruption and the extent to
which public power is exercised for private gain. Data are from the World Bank, and
the index ranges from approximately –2.5 to 2.5. To control for the effects of poverty
and economic insecurity, we include the gross domestic product per capita (GDP per
capita) in the sending country.26 The economic attractiveness of the destination country
is captured by the employment rate, expressed as the proportion of a country’s working-
age population that is employed. Data are from the World Bank. As further controls, we
use the World Bank indicators of the annual population growth and the percentage of
15- to 19-year-old males of the total population.

To capture bilateral relationships between countries, we use both time-invariant
and time-varying factors. Specifically, migration costs are proxied by the variables
distance, language, and colony. The variable (log) distance measures the kilometers
between one capital city to the other; the language dummy measures the presence of a
common official language, and it equals to unity in case of common language; colony is
a dummy picking up post-1945 colonial ties and indicates if a country has been a
former colony of a destination country. All those dummies are time-invariant and are
taken from the Centre d’Etudes Prospectives et d’Informations Internationales dataset.
Moreover, we include the (lagged) stock of total migrants from the same origin country
of those individuals asking for asylum (or having the refugee status) to control for
network effects.27 The migrant stocks from a given origin country residing in a given
destination are from the United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs.

As an additional control variable of the bilateral relationship between the origin
country and a destination within the EU, we use the total recognition rate of asylum
application claims (Hatton 2004, 2009; Neumayer 2005; Keogh 2013; Toshkov 2014;
Vink and Meijerink 2003; Toshkov and de Haan 2013).28 We measure this variable as
the share of the first-instance positive decisions on the total number of decisions at first
instance (including recognition for humanitarian status) with data from Eurostat. In this
analysis, we use the recognition rate as a proxy for the destination country’s propensity
to recognize claims of individuals from a given origin country. To partially address the
issue of reverse causality between asylum applications and the recognition rate, we use

25 We recoded the original variable as a dummy variable, and we assigned the value of 1 to countries with at
least 4 (on the scale of 0 to 10) and 0 otherwise. The democracy dummy received yearly value of 0 in the
recoding during interruption or transition cases.
26 Data are taken from the World Bank and are at purchaser’s prices and in constant 2010 US dollars.
27 We use the natural log of the migration stock to reduce its distributional spread. Similarly, in our analysis,
GDP per capita is log transformed.
28 Findings in the literature looking at recognition rate as a driver of new asylum applications are mixed.
Hatton (2009) finds scant confirmation for the impact of recognition rates on asylum applications in 19
OECD countries between 1997 and 2006. Neumayer (2004) estimates that a “10 percentage points reduction
in the recognition rate reduces a country’s share of applications by 0.2 percentage points.”
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the recognition rate lagged by one year, as already done by Holzer and Schneider
(2002) and Neumayer (2004).

4. Findings

4.1 Estimates of new asylum flows

Table 1 reports estimation results for the model on asylum applications. Columns 1 to 3
show the results for 44 destination countries, whereas Columns 4 and 5 restrict the
sample to 28 European member states as destinations. Starting with Column 1, we use
the definition of at least 25 battle-related deaths caused by a (lagged) conflict.29 Column
2 adds a more strict definition of conflict, using the two conflict incidence measures. In
this specification, we include the dummy 25 to 1,000 battle deaths to check whether
people left their country before the situation had escalated into a conflict of more than
1,000 deaths in a given year, as well as the dummy indicating more than 1,000 battle-
related deaths in a conflict zone. Column 3 adds the area affected by high-intensity
conflicts. Columns 4 and 5 display results for 28 destination European countries, with
Column 4 recalling the specifications of Column 3 of Table 1 for comparison purposes.

The PTS is one of the most critical source country variables affecting asylum
applications in our regressions. The PTS is positively associated with new asylum
claims and statistically significant at 1% in all specifications in Table 1. Regression
results show a positive cross-lagged relation between the origin country exposure to
conflict violence and new asylum seekers from that origin country (Column 1 of
Table 1). In Column 2, we find a positive and significant relation between low-intensity
conflicts and the number of people applying for asylum. However, this association is
low when compared with the asylum claims of applicants from countries affected by
conflict with more than 1,000 battle-related casualties. Therefore, the higher the
severity of lethal events in the country of origin, the higher the flows of those seeking
asylum are. Conflict area significantly influences new applications of asylum seekers in
the predicted way. Indeed, results (Columns 3 and 4) suggest the greater the geographic
extent of the fighting in high-intensity conflicts, the higher the dependent variable is
toward each destination sample.30

29 In all specifications, we include the variables on conflicts lagged by one year to account for the time lag
between conflicts and the concrete application for asylum.
30 In the section of results, we present the results using the ten kilometer radius area. Similar results are found
when we employ the area measure calculated with the twenty-five kilometer radius.
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Table 1: OLS regressions: Estimates of new asylum flows
Dep. variable:

 , ,

,

44 destinations 28 European destinations

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Political terror scale (or) 0.169*** 0.156*** 0.149*** 0.135*** 0.0873***
(0.137 – 0.200) (0.125 – 0.187) (0.118 – 0.181) (0.0973 – 0.172) (0.0371 – 0.137)

25+ battle deaths (or) 0.139***
(0.0734 – 0.205)

25–1,000 battle deaths (or) 0.0810** 0.0562* 0.0743* 0.0463
(0.0166 – 0.145) (–0.00779 – 0.120) (–0.00417 – 0.153) (–0.0461 – 0.139)

1,000+ battle deaths (or) 0.363*** 0.249*** 0.267*** 0.187**
(0.251 – 0.475) (0.136 – 0.362) (0.133 – 0.401) (0.0203 – 0.354)

Area of conflict (or) 0.564*** 0.563*** 0.246
(0.408 – 0.719) (0.381 – 0.746) (–0.0955 – 0.587)

Democracy (or) –0.162*** –0.178*** –0.142*** –0.187*** –0.203***
(–0.255 – –0.0688) (–0.269 – –0.0862) (–0.234 – –0.0506) (–0.293 – –0.0814) (–0.331 – –0.0759)

Control corruption (or) –0.0145 –0.0269 –0.0477 –0.0240 0.154
(–0.139 – 0.110) (–0.150 – 0.0967) (–0.171 – 0.0755) (–0.173 – 0.125) (–0.0678 – 0.376)

Log migrant stock (lag dyad) 0.339*** 0.339*** 0.340*** 0.319*** 0.339***
(0.303 – 0.376) (0.303 – 0.375) (0.303 – 0.376) (0.280 – 0.357) (0.296 – 0.383)

Log GDP per capita (or) –1.004*** –0.969*** –1.026*** –1.159*** –1.486***
(–1.202 – –0.806) (–1.167 – –0.772) (–1.223 – –0.830) (–1.389 – –0.929) (–1.866 – –1.105)

Employment rate (dest) 0.0461*** 0.0457*** 0.0457*** 0.0435*** 0.0654***
(0.0317 – 0.0604) (0.0314 – 0.0601) (0.0315 – 0.0600) (0.0279 – 0.0591) (0.0454 – 0.0853)

Common language (dyad) 0.220*** 0.220*** 0.219*** 0.475*** 0.381***
(0.0551 – 0.384) (0.0550 – 0.384) (0.0546 – 0.384) (0.248 – 0.703) (0.139 – 0.622)

Log distance (dyad) –0.773*** –0.773*** –0.774*** –0.107 0.0129
(–0.930 – –0.617) (–0.930 – –0.617) (–0.930 – –0.617) (–0.350 – 0.136) (–0.252 – 0.278)

Colony (dyad) 0.144 0.146 0.145 0.153 0.182
(–0.120 – 0.408) (–0.118 – 0.410) (–0.119 – 0.409) (–0.129 – 0.436) (–0.118 – 0.482)

Population growth (or) –0.0557** –0.0535** –0.0323 –0.0362 –0.0750**
(–0.0986 –

–0.0128)
(–0.0964 –

–0.0106)
(–0.0746 –

0.0101)
(–0.0880 –

0.0155)
(–0.145 –
–0.00487)

Young male pop. (or) 0.0483** 0.0461** 0.0483** 0.0694*** 0.0360
(0.00837 – 0.0882) (0.00633 – 0.0859) (0.00864 – 0.0879) (0.0212 – 0.118) (–0.0357 – 0.108)

Recognition rates (lag) (dyad) 11.66***
(8.759 – 14.55)

Constant –9.404*** –9.706*** –9.769*** –9.406*** –8.639***
(–11.41 – –7.397) (–11.71 – –7.700) (–11.77 – –7.772) (–12.19 – –6.627) (–12.34 – –4.944)

Observations 27,057 27,057 27,057 19,154 10,004
R-squared 0.703 0.704 0.705 0.712 0.744
Adjusted R-Squared 0.701 0.701 0.702 0.708 0.739
Country (or, dest) dummies YES YES YES YES YES
Year dummies YES YES YES YES YES

Note: 95% confidence intervals level are in parentheses, and robust standard errors are clustered at the country-pair level. ***
p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1. Specifications (1) to (4) are estimated for the period 1999–2017. Specification (5) is estimated for the
period 2008–2017.

The lack of democracy in the country of origin is another factor pushing
individuals to request asylum. The highest levels of the democracy indicator have, as
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shown in Columns 1 through 5, a significant and negative association with the
dependent variable. The presence of democratic institutions at the origin country,
resulting in the general respect of human rights and the rule of law, is highly
(negatively) influential on new asylum seekers. On the other hand, the perception of a
less corrupt system in the country of origin is not significantly associated with filing
asylum applications.31 Overall, these results confirm that threats stemming from
political terror, human rights violations, and civil wars are positively associated with
asylum flows. Our results are in line with the existing empirical evidence that is used to
predict asylum applications (Hatton 2009; Neumayer 2005; Moore and Shellman 2007).

Economic conditions, both in destination and origin countries, significantly
influence the flows of new asylum seekers. Increasing GDP per capita at the country of
origin is significantly related to lower asylum claims for all destinations. The (log)
coefficient of the GDP has a negative and 1% significant effect in all specifications: A
1% increase in GDP per capita tends to reduce our dependent variable by about 1%.
The economic attractiveness of a destination country, captured by employment rates,
acts as a pull for asylum claims. Countries with better economic and labor opportunities
are more attractive. Both economic and conflict-related variables are significant in all
specifications, suggesting that individuals seeking asylum escape from adverse and
unfavorable conditions related to war, violence, and weak economic conditions.

In the destination country, the presence of previous migrant communities is a key
pull factor attracting new asylum applications. The presence of migrant stock is
significant at 1% for all specifications, with a positive relation to our dependent
variable. Therefore, these estimations suggest that members from the same community
who have already moved to another country can reduce the risks, costs, and complexity
of migration by providing support and assistance. Our results confirm the migration
networks effect as a critical pull factor for new asylum applications (Davenport, Moore,
and Poe 2003; Neumayer 2004; Hatton 2009; Keogh 2013).

Geographical distance between capital cities tends to discourage applications for
asylum (Columns 1 through 3 of Table 1). However, distance is no longer a significant
factor associated with new asylum applications when we restrict the sample to EU-28
destinations. The presence of a former colonial link does not affect the dependent
variable,32 whereas the existence of the same official or predominant spoken language
in the origin and destination countries facilitates asylum applications in all
specifications. The common language variable has a higher association with asylum
applications in the model restricted to European destinations. This result could be

31 Only few studies have analyzed the relationship between corruption and migration. Results show that
corruption leads to migration, especially for highly skilled migrants. However, in the case of low-skilled
migrants from low- and middle-income countries, the effect of corruption decreases once a certain level of
corruption is reached (Cooray and Schneider 2014).
32 This effect is possibly captured by the migration network effect.
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primarily driven by Africa- and Latin America–specific migration patterns to France,
Spain, Italy, and the United Kingdom (Columns 4 and 5). Linguistic proximity
therefore exerts a significant effect in shaping the incentives to migrate internationally
and has an additional effect beyond its influence through diasporas; familiarity with
languages could lower the cost of adapting to a new country (Toomet 2011). In line
with previous empirical evidence, the historical migration patterns and a common
spoken official language (but not colonial legacies) suggest that some destination
countries are more attractive than others (Neumayer 2004).

The composition and age structure of the population may also explain asylum
application patterns since some segments of the population are more likely to migrate
than others. Specifically, we find that the higher the share of the young males aged 15
to 19 years old in the country of origin, the higher number of asylum claims there are
(Columns 1 through 4 in Table 1). Therefore, young cohorts are much more willing to
migrate than old groups. Rapid population growth is significantly correlated with lower
forced emigration (Columns 1, 2, and 5). One possible reason for this negative
association might be that population growth is concentrated in the least developed
countries, where poverty limits the mobility of citizens, including forced migration.33

Another critical dyadic component of the asylum destination choice within Europe
is the recognition rate. Column 5 of Table 1 adds past recognition rates of asylum
applications as a proxy for the destination country’s propensity to accept applications of
asylum seekers from a given origin country.34 We look at decisions, either positive or
total, including all kinds of categories of protection (i.e., humanitarian, subsidiary,
temporary, and Geneva Convention protection). As expected, the recognition rate of
applications from a given origin country positively influences the rate of inflows of new
claims from that origin country to a specific European destination. As found in
Neumayer (2004), a higher recognition rate in the previous year is associated with a
higher share of asylum seekers the following year.

33 See European Commission (2018).
34 It should be noted that Eurostat provides data on the total decision on asylum claims and the ones with
positive outcomes from 2008, hence the sample should be restricted to the years 2008–2017.
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4.2 Estimates of new asylum flows and different forms of organized violence

We examine all the categories of organized violence separately to get a more accurate
picture of the recent worldwide violence landscape.35 Regression results by type of
organized violence are reported in Table 2. Our findings show that the number of total
casualties generated by civil wars, non-state based violence, and one-sided violence
against unarmed civilians (on the population at the country of origin) is positively
associated to new asylum applications. The higher the number of deaths caused by any
form of organized violence, the higher the number of first asylum applications. These
results suggest that people not only flee terror and war but also violence and insecurity
emerging from non-conflict-affected areas and perpetrated by different criminal actors.

Column 1 and 4 of Table 2 report fixed-effects results on new asylum applications
with the continuous measure of casualties in the battlefield. Overall, these results
confirm findings presented in Table 1. Political terror and conflicts are primary
explanatory variables of new asylum applications in all destination countries, with a
positive and significant coefficient. Column 2 and 5 report the results of the association
between non-state violence and asylum applications, which suggest a significant and
positive association. Column 3 and 6 explore the impact of one-sided violence
(committed by state and non-state actors).36 Our results suggest that the intensity of
state and non-state violence is positively associated with the increasing number of
asylum claims. Most of the countries with lethal events of one-sided violence also
produce external forced migration.

35 For the impact of organized crime on international security, see De Boer and Rosetti (2015); Bosetti,
Cockayne, and De Boer (2016); Briscoe (2015). For the interaction between organized violence and war, see
the analysis of Lacher (2012) for Mali, and Goodhand (2008) for Afghanistan.
36 It is important to note that in our sample, most of one-sided violence occurs in countries affected by civil
war; therefore the exact association with asylum seekers is difficult to establish, especially when several
criminal actors are involved simultaneously.
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Table 2: OLS regressions: Estimates of new asylum flows, by type of
organized violence

Dep. variable:

 , ,

,

Conflict
Non-state
violence

One-sided
violence Conflict

Non-state
violence

One-sided
violence

44 Dest 44 Dest 44 Dest 28 Dest 28 Dest 28 Dest
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Political terror scale (or) 0.0947*** 0.0335 0.101*** 0.0639* –0.0107 0.0864***
(0.0409 –
0.149)

(–0.0291 –
0.0961)

(0.0484 –
0.153)

(–0.00345 –
0.131)

(–0.0876 –
0.0663)

(0.0210 –
0.152)

(log) Conflict deaths/origin pop 0.0633*** 0.0623***
(0.0428 –
0.0839)

(0.0384 –
0.0862)

(log) Non-state deaths/origin pop 0.0545*** 0.0689***
(0.0314 –
0.0776)

(0.0402 –
0.0976)

(log) One-sided deaths/origin pop 0.0555*** 0.0442***
(0.0335 –
0.0776)

(0.0184 –
0.0700)

Democracy (or) –0.0893 –0.132 –0.0297 –0.170** –0.166 –0.0639
(–0.241 –

0.0626)
(–0.308 –

0.0443)
(–0.176 –

0.116)
(–0.337 –
–0.00169)

(–0.367 –
0.0357)

(–0.226 –
0.0978)

Control corruption (or) –0.153 0.193 0.120 –0.125 0.163 0.176
(–0.349 –

0.0430)
(–0.104 –

0.490)
(–0.108 –

0.348)
(–0.352 –

0.102)
(–0.160 –

0.485)
(–0.0890 –

0.441)
Log migrant stock (lag dyad) 0.389*** 0.424*** 0.403*** 0.386*** 0.434*** 0.404***

(0.333 –
0.446)

(0.356 –
0.493)

(0.337 –
0.469)

(0.324 –
0.449)

(0.360 –
0.509)

(0.327 –
0.481)

Log GDP per capita (or) –0.588*** –0.653*** –0.573*** –0.690*** –0.977*** –0.747***
(–0.898 –
–0.278)

(–1.046 –
–0.260)

(–0.929 –
–0.217)

(–1.071 –
–0.310)

(–1.460 –
–0.493)

(–1.189 –
–0.305)

Employment rate (dest) 0.0545*** 0.0477*** 0.0541*** 0.0494*** 0.0482*** 0.0483***
(0.0326 –
0.0765)

(0.0192 –
0.0762)

(0.0309 –
0.0774)

(0.0255 –
0.0734)

(0.0179 –
0.0786)

(0.0228 –
0.0737)

Common language (dyad) 0.349*** 0.230 0.349*** 0.374** 0.448** 0.474***
(0.113 –
0.586)

(–0.0532 –
0.513)

(0.116 –
0.581)

(0.0598 –
0.687)

(0.0946 –
0.801)

(0.169 –
0.778)

Distance (dyad) –0.900*** –1.048*** –1.189*** –0.324 –0.240 –0.484**
(–1.173 –
–0.627)

(–1.418 –
–0.678)

(–1.463 –
–0.914)

(–0.754 –
0.106)

(–0.853 –
0.374)

(–0.958 –
–0.0106)

Colony (dyad) –0.202 0.168 –0.1000 –0.185 0.0376 –0.135
(–0.597 –

0.193)
(–0.228 –

0.564)
(–0.472 –

0.272)
(–0.562 –

0.193)
(–0.376 –

0.451)
(–0.498 –

0.229)
Population growth (or) –0.198*** –0.0991*** –0.156*** –0.200*** –0.0974** –0.154***

(–0.284 –
–0.111)

(–0.169 –
–0.0296)

(–0.240 –
–0.0712)

(–0.300 –
–0.101)

(–0.177 –
–0.0182)

(–0.250 –
–0.0574)

Young male pop. (or) 0.0607** –0.122* 0.105** 0.0630* –0.138* 0.123**
(0.00492 –
0.116)

(–0.248 –
0.00380)

(0.0245 –
0.185)

(–0.00630 –
0.132)

(–0.297 –
0.0203)

(0.0212 –
0.224)

Constant –9.960*** –1.756 –8.201*** –8.707*** –5.434 –7.907***
(–13.07 –

–6.848)
(–6.752 –

3.240)
(–11.66 –

–4.742)
(–13.31 –

–4.106)
(–12.28 –

1.415)
(–13.26 –

–2.555)
Observations 10,127 5,913 9,020 7,295 4,180 6,424
R-squared 0.709 0.754 0.728 0.715 0.764 0.729
Country (or, dest) dummies YES YES YES YES YES YES
Year dummies YES YES YES YES YES YES

Note: 95% confidence intervals level are in parentheses, and robust standard errors are clustered at the country-pair level. ***
p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1. Specifications (1) to (6) are estimated for the period 1999–2017.
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4.3 Estimates of refugee stocks

Table 3 shows results of refugee stocks. In this set of analyses, as the dependent
variable we use the stock of refugees from a given country of origin (or last residence)
residing either in any of the EU-28 member states or the 181 receiving countries with
available data, over the total population in the country of origin, in natural logarithm.
The period covered by these data is 1989–2017. It should be noted that while for
asylum we use data on new applications (i.e., flows), UNHCR data on refugees and
refugee-like situations are taken from stocks. As previously mentioned, annual stock
data reflect the number of not only new individuals granted refugee status but also those
already recognized as in need of protection.

Table 3: OLS regressions: Estimates of refugee stocks
Dep. variable:

, ,

,

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

181 Dest 181 Dest 181 Dest 28 Dest 28 Dest 28 Dest

Political terror scale (or) 0.0998*** 0.0978*** 0.0967*** 0.119*** –0.0247 –0.0348
(0.0699 –
0.130)

(0.0683 –
0.127)

(0.0670 –
0.126)

(0.0838 –
0.155)

(–0.0595 –
0.0101)

(–0.141 –
0.0709)

25+ battle deaths (or) 0.134***
(0.0699 –
0.198)

25–1,000 battle deaths (or) 0.124*** 0.121*** 0.108*** 0.0546 –0.119
(0.0591 –
0.190)

(0.0551 –
0.186)

(0.0302 –
0.185)

(–0.0195 –
0.129)

(–0.280 –
0.0415)

1000+ battle deaths (or) 0.173*** 0.159*** 0.143** 0.0830 0.151
(0.0780 –
0.268)

(0.0628 –
0.256)

(0.0293 –
0.257)

(–0.0487 –
0.215)

(–0.114 –
0.416)

Area of conflict (or) 0.0716 0.0902 –0.307* 0.123
(–0.0680 –

0.211)
(–0.0705 –

0.251)
(–0.659 –

0.0442)
(–0.258 –

0.504)
Democracy (or) 0.0179 0.0148 0.0199 0.0463 0.107** –0.287*

(–0.0669 –
0.103)

(–0.0697 –
0.0993)

(–0.0644 –
0.104)

(–0.0538 –
0.146)

(0.00868 –
0.206)

(–0.617 –
0.0440)

Control corruption (or) –0.127* –0.128* –0.131* –0.106 0.0780 –0.623*
(–0.260 –

0.00642)
(–0.261 –

0.00474)
(–0.264 –

0.00218)
(–0.266 –

0.0549)
(–0.0965 –

0.253)
(–1.272 –

0.0274)
Log migrant stock (lag dyad) 0.429*** 0.429*** 0.429*** 0.411*** 0.393*** 0.494***

(0.392 –
0.466)

(0.392 –
0.466)

(0.392 –
0.466)

(0.367 –
0.455)

(0.347 –
0.439)

(0.383 –
0.605)

Log GDP per capita (or) –0.495*** –0.491*** –0.497*** –0.451*** –0.739*** –0.921
(–0.709 –
–0.281)

(–0.704 –
–0.277)

(–0.712 –
–0.283)

(–0.707 –
–0.195)

(–1.026 –
–0.452)

(–2.099 –
0.258)

Employment rate (dest) –0.0306*** –0.0307*** –0.0306*** –0.0301*** –0.0579*** 0.0566*
(–0.0442 –
–0.0170)

(–0.0443 –
–0.0171)

(–0.0442 –
–0.0170)

(–0.0448 –
–0.0155)

(–0.0760 –
–0.0398)

(–0.00144 –
0.115)

Common language (dyad) 0.114 0.114 0.114 0.257* 0.273* 0.628**
(–0.0632 –

0.291)
(–0.0631 –

0.291)
(–0.0632 –

0.291)
(–0.0264 –

0.541)
(–0.00877 –

0.555)
(0.0616 –
1.194)

Log distance (dyad) –0.152** –0.152** –0.152** 0.265** 0.257* –1.298***
(–0.284 –
–0.0200)

(–0.284 –
–0.0200)

(–0.285 –
–0.0201)

(0.0169 –
0.514)

(–0.00279 –
0.517)

(–2.093 – –
0.503)
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Table 3: OLS regressions: Estimates of refugee stocks
Dep. variable:

, ,

,

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

181 Dest 181 Dest 181 Dest 28 Dest 28 Dest 28 Dest

Colony (dyad) 0.221 0.221 0.222 0.265 0.349* –0.876***
(–0.0857 –

0.528)
(–0.0854 –

0.528)
(–0.0853 –

0.528)
(–0.0992 –

0.630)
(–0.00367 –

0.701)
(–1.525 – –

0.227)
Population growth (or) 0.0584*** 0.0589*** 0.0614*** 0.0678** 0.0174 –0.257*

(0.0155 –
0.101)

(0.0160 –
0.102)

(0.0184 –
0.104)

(0.0141 –
0.121)

(–0.0377 –
0.0725)

(–0.547 –
0.0339)

Young male pop. (or) 0.0531*** 0.0524*** 0.0523*** 0.0453** 0.00747 0.115*
(0.0149 –
0.0912)

(0.0143 –
0.0906)

(0.0141 –
0.0905)

(0.000603 –
0.0900)

(–0.0495 –
0.0645)

(–0.0152 –
0.246)

Recognition rates (lag) (dyad) 15.18***
(11.64 –
18.71)

Constant –12.64*** –12.69*** –12.69*** –12.61*** –7.063*** 13.15**
(–14.57 –
–10.72)

(–14.61 –
–10.76)

(–14.62 –
–10.77)

(–15.41 –
–9.819)

(–10.29 –
–3.832)

(1.804 –
24.50)

Observations 33,754 33,754 33,754 23,493 11,932 20,743
R-squared 0.753 0.753 0.753 0.755 0.801 0.497
Country (or, dest) dummies YES YES YES YES YES YES
Year dummies YES YES YES YES YES YES

Note: 95% confidence intervals level are in parentheses, and robust standard errors are clustered at the country-pair level. ***
p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1. While specifications (1) to (4) are estimated for the period 1989–2017, specification (5) is estimated for
the period 2008–2017 and specification (6) is estimated for the period 2008–2017 with a PPML estimator on Flows of Residence
Permits.

The exposure to conflict (lagged by one year) is positive and significantly related
to stocks of refugees (Column 1 in Table 3). Higher values of the PTS (Columns 1
through 4) and presence of low- and high-intensity conflicts (Columns 2 through 4) are
positively and significantly linked to refugees, with the effect of the more extreme
political events (high-intensity conflict) found to be slightly higher in comparison to
low-intensity violence; the geographic spread of previous conflicts is not significantly
associated with the relative number of refugees. The lack of democracy does not appear
to be a key push factor since it is significant only in Columns 5 and 6 (and with
opposite signs); this is perhaps because “severe autocracies manage to control their
borders more tightly and make emigration more difficult” (Hoeffler 2013). The control
of corruption in the exercise of public power is slightly associated with lower stocks of
refugees.

As for asylum, these results suggest that the presence of migrant stocks from the
same origin countries and the geographic and economic factors are those having the
highest relevance in explaining the relative number of refugees. A primary determinant
of migration is the stock of existing diaspora communities; the larger the existing
diaspora, the higher the stock of refugees is, confirming previous empirical results.
Moreover, GDP per capita in countries of origin is negatively associated with refugee
stocks. Geography is important too; the variable indicating the distance between
countries suggests that neighboring countries receive more refugees; the further away
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from the destination country the fewer refugees we observe. Former colonial
relationships do not in themselves explain refugee patterns. We find a high correlation
between (lagged) recognition rates and refugee stocks in the EU-28 (Column 5).

Column 6 displays the results on first residence permits (flows) issued to non-EU
citizens. The dependent variable is the total number of residence permits from an origin
country to a European destination. As previously mentioned, we use a Ppml estimator
due to the presence of zeros in approximately 40% of the country dyads. Our measures
of conflict-related violence and the proportion of territory affected are not significantly
associated with new resident permits granted in Europe.

5. Conclusions

In this paper we conducted an econometric exploration of the factors associated with
new asylum applications and growing refugee stocks in and outside Europe by using
data disaggregated by the origin country of asylum seekers (or those granted the
refugee status) and by the destination receiving the asylum claims (or hosting refugees).

Results show that the relative number of recent asylum applications is explained
by the intensity of the fight and the geographical spread of lethal violence in state-based
armed conflicts. By using the most recent available data with information on direct
battle-related casualties, we find a strong and positive association between new asylum
applications and conflicts with the highest concentration of lethal violence in the
country of origin. By analyzing geographic information of all events of lethal violence
in high-intensity conflicts, we find that the proportion of the territory affected is a key
factor in explaining the magnitude of new asylum applications. Therefore, the severity
of conflict measured by the area of the combat might change threat perceptions and
hence increase the magnitude of forced migration. Importantly, we have also provided
evidence that past conflicts and their intensity exert influence on the size of the refugee
population. Other forms of organized violence and political terror exert their influence
on the number of new asylum applications, showing that people also flee violence and
insecurity emerging from non-conflict-affected areas. Overall, these results suggest that
future research on the determinants of forced international migration should consider
both the intensity of all violence types but also the effects that different forms of
organized violence may have depending on the location, goals, criminal actors
involved, and economic and social relationship to the populations.

Despite the significant effect of conflicts, organized violence, and state fragility in
shaping asylum seeker and refugee models, we provided evidence that the presence of
past migrant communities in the destination country and economic and cultural factors
are among the most relevant drivers of asylum flows and refugee stocks. When looking
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at the EU-28, we confirm that destination country policies, as measured by the
recognition rates, are significantly associated with encouraging higher numbers of
asylum applications.

Overall, our findings suggest that besides exposure to insecurity, organized
violence, war, and terror, other drivers exert a substantial role in explaining forced
international migration. Namely, individuals tend to escape from unfavorable economic
and political conditions, and they are strongly attracted by the presence of previous
migrant communities in the destination country and a common spoken language.
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Appendix: Descriptive statistics

Table A-1: Total numbers of asylum seekers and refugees by top-20 sending
countries into EU-28

Asylum seekers, 1999–2017 Refugee stocks, 2017
Syria 1,038,819 Syria 786,641
Afghanistan 736,573 Afghanistan 220,100
Iraq 651,271 Iraq 204,305
Serbia and Kosovo 558,309 Eritrea 124,765
Russian Federation 362,703 Somalia 96,065
Pakistan 302,584 Iran 81,358
Nigeria 263,405 Russian Federation 52,342
Iran 252,282 Turkey 38,071
Somalia 244,605 Sri Lanka 36,012

Turkey 218,083 Pakistan 34,196

Eritrea 190,363 Nigeria 28,722
Albania 179,917 Serbia and Kosovo 27,527
Bangladesh 146,771 Sudan 26,309
China 140,740 Dem. Rep. of the Congo 22,197
Dem. Rep. of the Congo 127,927 Mali 18,052
Georgia 125,027 Guinea 16,971
Algeria 115,220 Bangladesh 13,521
Sri Lanka 111,625 Gambia 12,829
India 107,756 Ethiopia 11,852
Armenia 100,757 Cambodia 11,413

Source: Authors’ elaboration using UNHCR data.

Regional trends by type of organized violence, 1989–2017

Figure A-1 shows the main trends of state-based armed conflict deaths between regions.
This category of violence includes both small-scale conflicts briefly active and large-
scale and prolonged wars, such as the government conflict in Afghanistan was active at
high intensity since 1978. In Africa, the majority of fatalities in state-based conflicts is
observed in the late 1980s and 1990s, with these trends driven by developments on the
Horn. During the 2000s, most lethal violence is concentrated in Asia, with the year
2012 marking this tendency sharply. Major events that have caused the largest numbers
of casualties in the region include the invasion of Iraq by the United States and its allies
in 2003, the confrontations between the Afghan government and the Taleban and IS in
Afghanistan, the Sri Lankan Civil War in 2008–2009, and the wars in Syria, which
escalated sharply in 2012.
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Figure A-1: Casualties in state-based armed conflicts by regions, 1989–2017

Source: Author’s elaboration using UCDP data.

The most common type of non-state conflict in the last few years was between
rebel groups and militias in Syria, and drug cartels in Mexico (Melander, Pettersson,
and Lotta 2016). In 2016–2017, the majority of non-state conflicts took place in Africa,
while the Middle East experienced a slight decrease in the last year. America is in
second place, with violence mostly driven by the cartels war in Mexico; in Asia, the
trend was mainly driven by violent events in Syria, Afghanistan, Myanmar (Burma),
and Pakistan.

UCDP data show that almost 8,000 civilians were killed by a state or organized
criminal actor in 2017. In 2017, Africa was the region most affected by one-sided
violence in terms of both the number of actors and the number of civilians killed; Asia
is in second place, even though the highest number of deaths has been recorded in the
Middle East in recent years.
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Figure A-2: Casualties in non-state conflicts by regions, 2000–2017

Source: Authors’ elaboration using UCDP data.

Figure A-3: Casualties in one-sided violence by regions, 2000–2017

Source: Authors’ elaboration using UCDP data.
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