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Refugee Return and Conflict:
Evidence from a Natural Experiment

Christopher W. Blair, University of Pennsylvania; and Austin L. Wright, Assistant Professor,

UChicago’s Harris School of Public Policy

A large cash assistance program for refugee returnees can lead to a significant
increase in repatriation while reducing insurgent violence, and local institutions for
conflict mediation can lead to reductions in social conflict.

As of 2020, more than 38 million people were displaced
across borders, with most fleeing war or chronic insecurity
in their origin countries, often for long durations. As a
result, these forcibly displaced people, or FDP, are acutely
vulnerable, facing tenuous legal status, political exclusion,
poverty, poor access to services, and outright hostility,
which can be exacerbated by hostilities directed toward
people of differing identities.

Despite the magnitude of this challenge, few practicable
policy responses exist. Fewer than 2% of all FDP

have accessed any of the three “durable solutions”—
resettlement in the Global North, naturalization in host
countries, or repatriation to origin countries—in recent
years, while efforts within the Global South are politically
contentious. Since 2000, the number of resettled FDP
has never exceeded 0.61% of the global displaced

stock. Similarly, since 85% of FDP reside in developing

Figure 1- Afghan Refugee Flight to and Return from Pakistan
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countries with weak institutional capacity, naturalization
in host states is complicated. Finally, though refugee
return is widely regarded as the preferred solution,
protracted conflicts in origin countries often render
repatriation infeasible.

A number of recent policies have employed cash transfers
to ease reintegration for FDPs, but there is little causal
evidence for their effectiveness to date. This article
advances understanding of refugee return by leveraging
granular microdata on repatriation and violence, in tandem
with a large cash grant scheme implemented by the
United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR)
in 2016. The cash program was aimed at Afghan returnees
from Pakistan, and saw a temporary doubling of cash
assistance offered to voluntary repatriates. Using a novel
combination of observational and survey-based measures,
the authors find the following, among other results:

(b) Afghan Refugee Returns from Pakistan
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Note: Panel A depicts stocks of Afghan refugees in Pakistan over time. Panel B depicts documented Afghan refugee returns from Pakistan over time. Data come from the UNHCR PopStats database.
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Figure 2 - The Encashment Program Triggered Mass
Refugee Return
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* Refugee return is associated with an overall reduction,
as well as a composition shift, in insurgent violence.
The authors note that the cash transfer that induced
repatriation may have stimulated local economic
activity in areas where returnees settled.

* Social capital and preexisting kinship ties moderate
the potential for refugee repatriation to spark local
conflicts. Recent work has shed light on optimal
settlement strategies when refugees aim to rebuild
their lives in host countries, and this research clarifies
how a similar intervention could be used to evaluate
when, where, and with whom returning refugees
should be located.

* Local institutions for conflict mediation may play
a critical role for preempting conflicts before they
emerge or resolve disputes after they have. The
authors anticipate that local support for conflict
resolution could also be tied to preexisting risk factors
including customary land tenure, livestock grazing
patterns, vulnerability of irrigation networks, and
heterogeneous ethnic settlement patterns.

As the authors stress, and as their full paper describes,
the impacts of refugee repatriation are nuanced, as are
the ethical considerations relevant to programmatic
interventions aimed at facilitating return. Active conflict
further complicates matters. If repatriation assistance is
employed to appease asylum countries eager to reduce
their refugee-hosting burden, it risks inadvertently
incentivizing coercive tactics and degrading the
voluntariness of repatriation. Crafting sound policies
requires considering the illicit, armed actors that may
benefit from the return of vulnerable populations, the
quality of institutions available to manage tensions
around mass repatriation, and the ethical obligations of
host countries.



