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ABSTRACT 

 What determines levels of repression targeting refugee populations? Do states hosting 

refugees specifically target these populations with increased repression? Why and when does this 

occur? There are vast discrepancies in the ways in which host states respond to refugees; 

however, as the number of refugees worldwide continually increases so does the amount of 

repression targeting them. Given that there is a direct and positive relationship between refugees 

and the use of repression, my aim is to discover the specific conditions that lead to the use of 

repression targeting refugee populations. In tackling the broader question relating to refugees and 

repression, I argue that the connection between refugees and repression can be determined by the 

following. First, factors inherent with the refugees themselves play a role in levels of host state 

repression targeting refugees. This pertains to refugee populations fleeing conflict, as well as 

refugee populations that can be tied to violent acts. Second, I argue that human rights 

organizations as well as institutionalized systems and norms within the state can mitigate host 

state repression targeting refugees. Finally, I explore the impact that state characteristics can 

have on its treatment of refugee populations, namely a state’s political stability and levels of state 

capacity. Using a new dataset that captures state repression of refugee populations, I find ample 

support for my proposed covariates of host state repression targeting refugees. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 Conflict has always been one of the primary drivers of forced migration and the creation 

of refugee populations. The conflicts of World War I and World War II themselves created 

millions of displaced persons. These tragedies brought the international community together and 

led to the formalization of international agreements relating to the status and care of refugee 

populations. Although the process was formally started by the League of Nations in 1921, it was 

not until 1951, when a diplomatic conference in Geneva resulted in the Convention relating to 

the Status of Refugees. This document provided a legal definition for a refugee and laid out the 

legal protections and rights to be afforded to them. While the 1951 Convention was largely 

geared towards refugees of European origin following World War II, the international 

community expanded these definitions to cover displacement globally in the 1967 Protocol 

relating to the Status of Refugees. Per the United Nations (UN) 1951 Convention relating to the 

Status of Refugees and the 1967 Protocol following it, refugees are defined as individuals 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 residence, is unable, or owing to such fear, is unwilling to return to 
it.  

 
Unfortunately, while the 1951 Convention and the 1967 protocol have made huge strides in 

identifying refugees and establishing protections afforded to them, the plight of refugees 

worldwide remains dire. According to the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 

(UNHCR), the UN Refugee Agency, there are close to 26 million refugees worldwide. This 
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includes over 20 million refugees under the UNHCR’s mandate, and approximately 5.5 million 

Palestinian refugees who fall under the mandate of the United Nations Relief and Works Agency 

for Palestine Refugees in the Near East (UNRWA).1 Given the prospect of continued civil and 

international conflict throughout the world, along with the increasing potential for climate related 

natural disasters, the likelihood of increased refugee populations remains high. This has led to 

increased attention paid to refugees and their plight within the media, non-governmental 

organizations (NGOs), policy makers, as well as the academic community. My own interactions 

and experiences with refugees and refugee camps has led me to develop a research program 

centered on the question of what determines the level of treatment of refugees by their respective 

host state. I specifically focus on the determinants of government, including government-

sanctioned, violence targeting refugees.  

Objectives 

 Forced migrations and the plight of refugees have unfortunately dominated much of the 

news-cycle recently. Throughout the world, refugees flow across borders traveling by land and 

sea. From the deadly Mediterranean Sea crossings, to the quality of camps in Southern Europe 

and the Manus Islands, to the plight of the Rohingya, among many others, there are countless 

stories everyday across all forms of media detailing the plight of these refugees. A cursory 

glance at the New York Times, Washington Post, or The Guardian, among others, would 

illustrate this phenomenon quite clearly.  

 Once refugees reach a host country, their suffering does not necessarily stop. Despite 

many similarities, Italy and Spain have adopted relatively different strategies and attitudes 

regarding migrants and refugees. While Italy used to be rather welcoming towards refugee 

populations, under new leadership they have begun to enact measures to prevent migrants and 
 

1 UNHCR Figures at a Glance: https://www.unhcr.org/en-us/figures-at-a-glance.html [accessed Jan. 14, 2020] 
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refugees from entering their territory (Der Spiegel Staff 2018). Now, Spain has become the 

preferred destination of migrants and refugees coming from Africa and the Middle East as they 

have shown a willingness to address this humanitarian crisis (Sánchez 2018). Differences in 

attitudes and treatment of refugee populations is not just limited to European states. For example, 

refugee camps in Jordan and Lebanon treat refugees quite differently, despite the fact that the 

refugees in question are of the same origin. Even with a renewed focus on refugees, the questions 

of why the treatment of refugees differs across states and how best to ensure the humane 

treatment of these populations by their respective host state remains understudied.    

While there has been an abundant amount of research looking into multiple different 

aspects of refugees including where they go and the impact they can have on their host state, 

there remains a dearth of scholarship that focuses directly on the treatment of refugees once they 

arrive at their respective host state. The closest the academic community has come to addressing 

this issue is by looking at the overall human rights situations of states that end up hosting refugee 

populations as seen in the work of Wright and Moorthy (2018). In this study the authors look at 

the impact that hosting refugees has on state repression and found that increased numbers of 

refugees lead to increased use of state repression. Additionally, they find that this relationship is 

conditional on the host state’s economic capacity (Wright and Moorthy 2018). While this study 

is one of the few that attempt to connect state repression and the presence of refugees, I believe 

there is a lacuna in the field as it relates to the treatment of refugees themselves at the hand of 

their host state.  

 There are vast discrepancies in the ways host states respond to refugees however, recent 

research has revealed a growing consensus that host state repression increases as the numbers of 

refugees within a host state increases (Fisk 2016; Wright and Moorthy 2018). Given that there is 
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a direct and positive relationship between refugees and the use of repression, my aim is to 

discover the specific conditions that lead to the use of government violence targeting refugee 

populations.  

 In tackling the broader question relating to refugees and repression, I will seek to focus 

on three related factors: (1) the impact on the repression of refugees due to factors inherent with 

the refugees themselves, (2) the impact on the repression of refugees by nongovernmental 

organizations working with or providing services to refugees, and finally (3) the impact on the 

repression of refugees based on characteristics of the host state and its governing body. We know 

that refugee populations are an already vulnerable population. However, I aim to dig deeper into 

whether there are characteristics inherent within these populations that increase the chances that 

they are targeted by repression by their host state. These factors include the initial cause of their 

forced migration, notably are refugees fleeing conflict more susceptible to violence. 

Additionally, I explore the potential impact of violence committed by refugee populations or 

even violent acts committed by ethnic or religious groups that can be tied to the refugee 

population and how that impacts state repression targeting refugees.      

 Beyond looking at the refugees themselves, I also explore the potential impact that NGOs 

have on levels of repression targeting refugees. For example, Human Rights Organizations 

(HROs) can mitigate the state’s choice to use repression through multiple avenues. These include 

the ability for HROs to provide information and resources which can decrease the state’s 

perceived need to use repression. Additionally, they can work with the refugees and local 

community directly to help mitigate any tension that may arise between the two communities 

ultimately lowering the level of threat posed by the refugee population. Finally, and perhaps 

most importantly, characteristics of the host state itself will ultimately contribute to the use of 
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repression targeting refugee populations within its borders. Notably, I focus on a state’s political 

stability and state capacity as indicators of how well the state would be able to handle a sudden 

influx of refugees on political, economic, and social levels.   

State of the Field 

 Scholarship on refugees has focused on multiple issues, including where refugees go, the 

impact refugees can have on their host state, the relationship between refugees and conflict, as 

well as the treatment of refugees in the international system. There has been considerable debate 

regarding the level of agency individual refugees have in where they end up once they have been 

forced to flee. Conventional wisdom would dictate that refugees fleeing conflict would 

undoubtedly seek a safe haven from violence, which is born out in the literature (Moore and 

Shellman 2007). Arguments have also been made that refugees would seek out states with secure 

democratic institutions and highly functioning civil societies (McAuliffe and Jayasuriya 2016), 

although studies have shown that those considerations often do not have much of an impact on 

refugees’ choice of locations (Moore and Shellman 2007). Additionally, it is argued that refugees 

are attracted to states with strong economies and higher wages. While those may be desirable for 

refugee populations, those locations tend to be further away from refugee-producing situations 

and the costs of getting to those places are often too high for refugees (Moore and Shellman 

2007). The strongest indicators for where refugees go are distance and trans-border ethnic 

linkages (Moore and Shellman 2007; Rüegger and Bohnet 2018). Approximately 90% of 

refugees end up settling in a neighboring state (Moore and Shellman 2007). Refugees tend to 

follow previous migratory and refugee flows often determined by presence of an ethnic kin 

population (Moore and Shellman 2007; Rüegger and Bohnet 2018).     
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 Beyond looking at where refugees go, the majority of scholarship on refugees to date has 

focused on the impact that they have on their host state. This tends to focus on two aspects, the 

costs they impose on a society as well as any potential links refugees may have with violence 

that can impact the host state. Through no fault of their own, refugees often impose costs upon 

on their host state, at least in the short run (Loescher 1994; Salehyan 2008). These costs often 

place a strain on the economic health of a state, impact public health, and have the possibility of 

altering demographic balances (Salehyan 2008). Refugee populations are often placed in 

overcrowded and under resourced camps, often leading to public health issues which can impact 

the surrounding area. Dealing with these situations requires resources which may have been 

earmarked for other uses, potentially creating friction with local communities (Collier et al 2003; 

Rowland and Nosten 2001; Salehyan 2008; Toole and Waldman 1997). Furthermore, once 

refugees arrive, they have the propensity to end up competing with the local population for jobs 

and resources (Martin 2005; Salehyan 2008). International foreign aid given to states to help 

them with the costs of hosting refugees often does not offset the actual short-term costs 

(Salehyan 2008).  

  In addition to the fact that hosting refugees is often costly, numerous studies have shown 

a link between refugees and violence. Refugee populations have been linked to increasing 

possibilities of both international and civil conflict (Lebson 2013; Salehyan 2008; Salehyan and 

Gleditsch 2006). Other studies have explored the factors that could lead to militarization by the 

refugees themselves (Lebson 2013). As mentioned earlier, refugees can upset delicate 

demographic balances in their host state which can increase the chances for tension and conflict 

(Salehyan 2008; Weiner 1992). Finally, refugees have also been linked to increasing levels of 

domestic and international terrorism (Choi and Salehyan 2013).  
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Structure of the Dissertation 

 The first chapter provides a brief overview of the existing scholarship relating refugees in 

international relations and how there is a lacuna in the scholarship relating to the decision of 

states to use repression targeting refugee populations. I then discuss how I plan on addressing 

this lacuna with my work relating to why and when states use violence targeting refugees. 

Chapter two revolves around how certain characteristics inherent of the refugee population itself 

impact the host state’s decision to use violence that targets refugees. Notably, I explore the 

impact that refugees fleeing conflict have on state repression targeting them. I also look at the 

impact that violent acts committed by, or at the very least can be attributed to, refugee 

populations can have on the decision by states to target those populations with violence. I find 

that refugees from conflict states do experience higher levels of targeted violence by their host 

state. Furthermore, refugee populations that commit violent acts, or can be associated with 

violent groups, are also more in line to be targeted by increased host state violence.  

 The third chapter switches the focus from the refugees themselves to the impact that 

HROs and institutionalized systems and norms within the state can have on the state’s decision 

to use violence targeting refugee populations. I find that HROs and conditions that favor equal 

opportunity and access for refugees mitigate the aforementioned link between refugees and 

increased levels of repression. Chapter four then focuses on characteristics of the host state itself 

and how they impact the decision-making process to target refugee populations with violence. 

Specifically, I measure the impact that political stability and state capacity have on this process. I 

find that increased levels of political stability and state capacity can reduce levels of government 

violence targeting refugees. The final chapter summarizes my findings and discusses potential 

avenues for future research on this topic.    
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CHAPTER 2 

THE DUALITY OF VIOLENCE AND ITS IMPACT ON REFUGEES2 

  

 
2 Bsisu, N. To be submitted to Journal of Conflict Resolution 
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Abstract 

Does associating refugees with conflict or violence lead to increased state repression targeting 

those refugee populations? Are refugees fleeing conflict zones treated differently than those who 

flee for other reasons? Do violent acts committed by refugees in turn lead to increased 

government violence targeting them? Are levels of repression altered if refugee violence directly 

targets the government as opposed to civilians of the state? Despite the burgeoning growth 

relating to the scholarship on refugees and the impact they may have on their respective host 

state, there remains a lacuna in the field relating to the relationship that an association to violence 

can have on the treatment of refugees by their host state. I examine levels of government 

violence targeting refugee populations by focusing on refugees fleeing conflict, as well as 

violence committed by the refugees themselves. In doing so, I argue that refugees fleeing conflict 

zones will be more likely to be targeted by increased repression. Additionally, when refugees 

commit acts of terror or commit acts of violence aimed towards the state or its representatives, 

refugees will be targeted by increased levels of repression. Using a new dataset that captures 

state repression of refugee populations together with a zero-inflated probit model, I find much 

support for my hypotheses.   

 

Introduction 

 The plight of refugees has been around for as long as conflict between organized groups 

has taken place. However, it has taken the great tragedies of the conflicts of World War I and 

World War II to bring the international community together to address the displacement of 

refugees on a global scale. These events brought the international community together, leading to 

the formalization of international agreements on the status and care of refugee populations. 
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Beginning with the League of Nations in 1921, the process finally culminated in an international 

agreement in 1951 when a diplomatic conference in Geneva resulted in the Convention relating 

to the Status of Refugees. This document provided a legal definition for a refugee and laid out 

the legal protections and rights to be afforded to them. While the 1951 Convention was largely 

geared towards refugees of European origin following World War II, the international 

community expanded these definitions in the 1967 Protocol to cover across the globe.  

While the 1951 Convention and the 1967 Protocol following it have made huge strides in 

addressing the global refugee crisis, the quandary facing refugees and the states hosting them 

remain ever present. In fact, according to current estimates, there are more displaced persons 

across the world today than ever before.3 Despite the seemingly never-ending stream of 

displacement following conflict and climate-related disasters, the international community seems 

poised to make renewed efforts to address the situation facing refugees. The UNHCR has 

championed a Global Compact on Refugees, which has been affirmed by the UN General 

Assembly in 2018. The four key objectives within the Global Compact on Refugees are as 

follows: (1) to ease pressures on host states, (2) to enhance refugee self-reliance, (3) expand 

access to third-country solutions, and finally (4) support conditions in countries of origin to 

facilitate safe returns for displaced populations.4 In order to ease pressures on host states and 

ensure a positive environment that is conducive to fostering a safe harbor for refugee 

populations, additional work is needed to discover what goes into the decision making process of 

states that chose to use repression targeting refugees. 

We know that one of the primary drivers of forced migration and ensuring creation of 

refugee populations is conflict (Betts and Loescher 2011). In fact, over half of all refugees in the 

 
3 UNHCR Figures at a Glance: https://www.unhcr.org/en-us/figures-at-a-glance.html [accessed Jan. 17, 2020] 
4 https://www.unhcr.org/the-global-compact-on-refugees.html [accessed Jan. 17, 2020] 
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care of the UNHCR today come from three states: Syria, Afghanistan, and South Sudan.5 Each of 

these states is currently experiencing some level of conflict. While the link between conflict and 

the creation of refugee populations is quite clear, less is known relative to the impact that fleeing 

from conflict has on the treatment of refugees once they reach their host state. In essence, what 

has yet to be determined is the role that conflict has in the treatment of refugees once they arrive 

at their host state. 

This chapter will examine the role that conflict plays in the reception and treatment of 

refugees by their host state. In doing so I focus on several key aspects of the proposed link 

between conflict and the treatment of refugees. These include: (1) refugees fleeing from conflict 

zones, (2) instances of refugee violence targeting the host state government and its agents, (3) 

acts of terror committed by the refugees within their new host state, (4) acts of refugee violence 

targeting citizens of their new host state, and finally (5) instances of refugee rioting. I argue that 

refugees fleeing conflict will be perceived to be more threatening relative to non-conflict 

refugees and thus will bear increased government violence. Additionally, refugee violence 

targeting the state or its representatives, as well as acts of terror carried out by refugees will also 

result in increased levels of government violence targeting the refugees. However, refugee 

violence targeting civilians or refugee riots, which often are contained to the refugee camps, will 

not be seen as threatening and will thus result in lower levels of government violence. To sum, 

an association with violence will negatively impact the treatment of refugees once they arrive at 

a host state. Once, refugees are present within a state, certain acts of violence will be seen as 

more threatening – those that directly challenge the state itself, and thus they will result in 

increased government violence. Other forms of violence, those that impact the refugees 

themselves or civilians of the state, will not result in increased government violence.  
 

5 UNHCR Figures at a Glance: https://www.unhcr.org/en-us/figures-at-a-glance.html [accessed Jan. 17, 2020] 
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The remainder of this chapter will begin with a brief discussion of the relevant literature 

relating to state repression, conflict and refugees, and finally the treatment of refugees. This will 

be followed by my theoretical arguments relating to the impact that conflict and certain forms of 

violence have on levels of state violence targeting refugee populations. From there I discuss how 

I set up my empirical analysis, including the operationalization of key variables and type of 

statistical model used to evaluate my theoretical claims. I conclude with a discussion of my 

results, including discussion on how my results fit into the literature, as well as recommendations 

for potential future research.    

Literature Review 

 As this study seeks to explain the role that conflict and violence play in the treatment of 

refugees by their respective host state, it makes sense to revisit the literature pertaining to state 

repression, links between refugees and conflict, and finally the treatment of refugees by their 

respective host state. All states have some measure of control over their citizens. Each 

government or ruling entity has different methods of obtaining and maintaining control. State 

repression is often considered to be one those tools available to most regimes (Poe 2004). There 

is an abundant amount of research that explores why and when states decide to use repression. 

One consensus that seems to have emerged is that states tend to use repression when they feel 

threatened (Poe 2004; Regan and Henderson 2002). Essentially, those in power wish to remain 

so (Bueno de Mesquita et al. 2005a), and any challenge to that position may result in state 

sanctioned repression. Furthermore, state repression is more likely if the group or individuals 

challenging the state adopt violent tactics (Chenoweth, Perkoski, and Kang 2017; Chenoweth 

and Stephan 2011; Stephan and Chenoweth 2008). This has often been dubbed the “law of 

coercive responsiveness” (Davenport 2007). In simplistic terms, states have multiple tools of 
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control at their disposal. Repression is one of those tools and states are most likely to use 

repression anytime they perceive a threat to their hold on power, especially when that threat itself 

is violent.  

 The notion that conflict generates refugees is widely adopted in the academic and policy 

communities. The fact that over half of the refugees under the care of the UNHCR originated 

from three countries (Syria, Afghanistan, and South Sudan) that have recently experienced 

conflict illustrates this point well.6 Further research into the link between refugees and conflict 

has tended to focus on the impact that admitting refugees can lead to increasing levels of conflict 

in the host state. Multiple studies have found that hosting refugees can lead to increased chances 

of both domestic and international conflict (Lebson 2013; Salehyan 2008; Salehyan and 

Gleditsch 2006). Lebson (2013) focuses on refugee militarization and how that impacts the host 

state with respect to stability and conflict. Besides increased militarization, refugees have been 

shown to upset delicate ethnic or religious balances within the state, which in turn can lead to 

increased levels of tension and ultimately conflict within the state (Salehyan 2008; Weiner 

1992). Salehyan and Gleditsch (2006) argue that refugee movements are one mechanism by 

which conflict spreads across regions. Finally, Salehyan (2008) shows that mass refugee flows 

can act as a source of international conflict and illustrates how they result in increased 

militarized interstate disputes. Beyond civil and international conflict, Choi and Salehyan (2013) 

have shown that a link exists between refugees and increasing levels of domestic and 

international terrorism.   

While there exists a hefty amount of research examining the link between refugees and 

conflict, there remains limited scholarly work that focuses on the treatment of refugees in their 

host state on a global scale. The work that has been done examining the treatment of refugees has 
 

6 UNHCR Figures at a Glance: https://www.unhcr.org/en-us/figures-at-a-glance.html [accessed Jan. 17, 2020] 
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focused on human rights scores within the host state more generally as in the case of Wright and 

Moorthy (2018), or on levels of one-sided violence (Fisk 2016). Overall, these studies found that 

as the number of refugees within a state increases, so too does the amount of repression and one-

sided violence (Fisk 2016; Wright and Moorthy 2018). Wright and Moorthy (2018) argue that 

the link between refugees and repression plays a role in the development of armed conflict. 

Through their analysis they find that an increase in the number of refugees increases the amount 

of state repression, however, this relationship is conditional on the host state’s economic capacity 

(Wright and Moorthy 2018). Fisk (2016) examines refugee-hosting areas in Africa in order to 

determine if refugee populations threaten the security of host states. She finds that hosting 

refugees is a significant predictor of one-sided violence, and this is especially true if the refugee 

population in the area is self-settled (Fisk 2016).  

Connections and exposure to violence can also impact attitudes towards hosting refugees. 

For example, Ghosn, Braithwaite, and Chu (2019) find that historical exposure to violence and 

displacement does not impact an individual’s attitude with regards to hosting refugees. In 

essence, personal or familial experience with violence and displacement does not make one more 

likely to support hosting refugee populations. They did find, however, that interactions with and 

exposure to refugee populations does lead to a willingness to host and employ refugees (Ghosn, 

Braithwaite, and Chu 2019). This goodwill, however, can be negated by acts of violence by 

groups that can be linked to refugee populations in the host state. Braithwaite et al. (2018) find 

that recent exposure to violent acts committed by Syrian militants does increase the perceived 

risk of hosting Syrian refugees.         

Despite all the attention relating to refugees and conflict, there is a dearth of academic 

research that has explored whether an association with violence illustrated by a refugee 
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originating from a conflict zone results in additional levels of repression targeting the refugee in 

their new host state. Moreover, we lack any systemic study relating to how instances of refugee 

violence targeting the state or its agents as well as how acts of terror by refugees ultimately 

impact levels of government violence targeting refugees. Furthermore, the scholarly community 

has yet to produce a comprehensive analysis of how refugee clashes with civilians of their new 

host state, as well as refugee riots, ultimately impact government violence targeting refugee 

populations. I intend to develop a theoretical model which will illustrates the systemic link 

between violence and the treatment of refugees at the hands of their respective host state.  

Theory 

 The decision to use repression, regardless of the target, is a conscious decision of a 

government entity or one of its representatives. In order to discover why and when governments 

or leaders decide to repress, in addition to who they target, it is useful to begin with the 

assumption that a government’s primary preference is survival. That is, it will take whatever 

action necessary to ensure that it remains in power (Bueno de Mesquita et al. 2005a). A state 

often has multiple options available to it in order to achieve its goals. These options are often 

variations of accommodation, co-optation, or repression. Most and Starr (2015) would describe 

this as the “choice (and process of choice) that is related to the selection of some behavioral 

option from a range of alternatives.” The key here is to identify when a state decides that 

repression is the best or lowest cost option for achieving their objectives. In order to accomplish 

this task, it is useful to think back to Weber’s (1965) definition of a state that describes it as a 

community that has a legitimate monopoly on the use of force within a set territory. At its most 

basic level, a state and the government in charge of the state whose primary desire is to remain in 

power, must at the very least maintain the monopoly on the legitimate use of force within their 
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territory. Any challenges to this monopoly can be seen as a direct challenge to the legitimacy of 

the state itself. When a population, especially one as vulnerable as refugees, poses a direct 

challenge to the legitimacy of the state through their connection to conflict or through direct acts 

of violence, the state can view this as a direct challenge to their own legitimacy and respond with 

violence of their own doing. Throughout this section, I will illustrate how the presence of 

conflict and acts of violence can alter the perception of threat posed by refugee populations. 

When this occurs, the state must decide which strategy available to them is the lowest cost option 

for ensuring their legitimacy and hold on power remains. In doing so, I will show the causal 

process of action and reaction by the refugees and state and ultimately illustrate which actions 

lead to government sanctioned repression targeting refugee populations. 

 As described earlier, the link between refugee populations and increased probability of 

conflict, militancy, and terrorism has been well established (Choi and Salehyan 2013; Fisk 2016; 

Lebson 2013; Salehyan 2008; Salehyan and Gledistch 2006). As discussed in Lebson (2013), 

refugees who have been forced to flee conflict in their home state are more prone to militarize 

for two reasons. First, they have the prerequisite political motivation which makes militarization 

easier, and second, there will be an increased amount of “militancy entrepreneurs” who serve to 

militarize forcibly displaced refugee populations (Lebson 2013). With this in mind, it would be 

easy to make the assumption that refugees fleeing conflict may be viewed differently, in terms of 

their perceived risk to the host state, relative to non-conflict refugees.  

I believe that conflict refugees will thus be seen as an increased threat of militancy, which 

in turn may lead to increased international and civil conflict, in addition to the potential for 

increased acts of terror originating from the host state. There are a number of factors why this 

perception would exist. First, refugees fleeing conflict may have already been militarized, 
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personally been involved in the fighting, or provided support to parties involved in the conflict. 

The potential that the incoming conflict refugees may have a demonstrated capacity for violence 

will almost assuredly increase the threat perception of the host state. Non-conflict refugees will 

not have demonstrated this capacity and thus will generate less of a threat. Furthermore, refugees 

fleeing violence can be expected to mandate a longer residency in a host state relative to non-

conflict refugees. Depending on the nature of the violence (for example in the case of ethnic 

cleansing) or the outcome of the conflict, certain conflict refugees may never have the option to 

return to their home state. The increased time and resource commitment required of conflict 

refugees may make them more vulnerable to increased state repression. Refugees are also, by 

their very nature, more vulnerable to state repression due to their lack of electoral power (Savun 

and Gineste 2019). If their arrival can be seen as a security threat, they can become strategically 

attractive targets of repression (Savun and Gineste 2019). The security threat itself may not even 

need to be from the refugee population itself. McAlexander (2020) found that an increase in 

migration is positively correlated to an increase in domestic right-wing terrorism. Any terrorist 

attack, even those that occur in neighboring states, are more likely to result in violence targeting 

refugee populations (Jäckle and König 2018).   

As noted earlier, states will have multiple options to ensure their legitimacy and control 

and they will seek the lowest cost option of maintaining that grip on power in the face of 

adversity. If conflict refugees constitute a greater cost relative to non-conflict refugees, the 

increase in cost may potentially justify the cost of using repression. In essence, the combination 

of the increased threat to state security posed by conflict refugees and the potential for a longer 

time horizon resulting in increased costs to the state, the host state may decide that the relative 
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cost of repressing this refugee population may in fact be less than those of not repressing them. 

This leads to my first testable hypothesis: 

Hypothesis 1: Conflict refugees will be subject to higher levels of government violence relative to 

non-conflict refugees.  

 While the previous hypothesis focused on acts prior to the arrival of the refugees and how 

that may ultimately impact levels of repression targeting them, I now turn my focus to acts of 

violence committed while the refugees are in their new host state. These acts, specifically 

looking at acts of refugee violence targeting the state or its agents, as well as acts of refugee 

terror, can be seen as directly challenging the state’s legitimacy and its monopoly on the use of 

force. Not only that but any act of violence targeting the state will almost invariably result in a 

violent response from the state as described in the “law of coercive responsiveness” (Davenport 

2007).  

 Acts of violence committed by refugees targeting the state or its agents, as well as acts of 

terror carried out by refugees undoubtedly raise the apparent threat level of hosting said refugee 

population. Evidence suggests that exposure to violence committed by refugees, or groups that 

can be linked to them, increases the perceived risk associated with hosting those refugees 

(Braithwaite et al. 2018). Similar to how violent acts directed towards the state and its agents will 

likely result in a violent response from the state, so too will any actions that increased the threat 

posed by a specific group. In the case of refugees, the increased threat of hosting a violent 

population will positively contribute to the willingness of the state to engage in repression as 

well as giving it justification for its own use of violence. As seen in Jäckle and König (2018), 

negative or anti-immigrant statements by elected officials relating to acts of terror by refugees, or 
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any group that can be publicly linked to them, is strongly linked to an increase in violence 

against refugees. This leads to my second and third testable hypotheses: 

Hypothesis 2: Refugees that engage in violence that targets the state or its agents will be subject 

to increased levels of state repression. 

Hypothesis 3: Refugees that engage in acts of terror will be subject to increased levels of state 

repression. 

 Whereas the previous hypotheses looked at acts of violence committed by refugees that 

actively targeted the state, I do think it is important to also examine other types of violence 

committed by refugees and whether they have the same impact on triggering retribution in the 

form of government violence. For example, do acts of violence between refugee populations and 

civilians constitute a challenge to the state’s legitimacy on the use of force? Would they be 

conceived of threatening to the regime’s grip on power? I argue that violence between refugees 

and civilians will not be viewed in the same light as refugee violence targeting the state or its 

agents for a couple of reasons. First, refugee and civilian violence fails to meet the threshold of 

challenging the state’s legitimacy or its hold on power. Second, it fails to trigger the “law of 

coercive responsiveness” since it does not entail a direct attack on the state. In addition to this, I 

argue that refugee riots, which often are limited to refugee camps themselves, will fail to elicit a 

repressive response from the state. These riots often occur due to ethnic or religious tensions 

within the camp or in response to overcrowding and poor living conditions.7 Similar to the logic 

above regarding acts of violence between civilians and refugees, refugee riots do not directly 

target or challenge the state and thus will not prompt a repressive response from the state. For 

these reasons, I argue that acts of violence between refugees and civilians, in addition to refugee 

 
7 For examples, see: Faiola and Mekhennet 2015; Kitsantonis 2019 
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riots, will not incur an increase in government repression. This leads to my fourth and fifth 

testable hypotheses: 

Hypothesis 4: Acts of violence between refugees and civilians will not result in increased levels 

of state repression targeting refugee populations. 

Hypothesis 5: Acts of refugee rioting will not result in increased levels of state repression 

targeting refugee populations.  

Research Design 

  In summary, I focus on the duality of violence as it relates to refugees and their treatment 

in their host state. In doing so, I explore whether refugees fleeing conflict will be seen as more 

threatening relative to non-conflict refugees, and thus face increased levels of targeted state 

repression. Furthermore, I look at types of violence enacted by the refugees themselves and how 

this impacts state violence targeting them in response. I argue that acts of violence tied to 

refugees that either directly target the state or its agents will result in a violence response from 

the state as described in the “law of coercive responsiveness” (Davenport 2007). Additionally, 

acts of terror that can be tied to refugee populations will also result in a violent response from the 

state as acts of terror challenge the state and its legitimacy. Not all acts of violence are viewed 

the same, however. Acts of violence that do not meet these criteria, such as refugee on civilian 

violence or refugee rioting that is contained to refugee camps, will not incur the same violent 

response from the state.  

 Sample and Dependent Variable 

 I test my hypotheses using a time-series cross national dataset set at the country-year unit 

of analysis. My sample ranges from 1996-2015 based on data availability for key variables of 

interest. My dependent variable is a measure of government violence targeting refugee 
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populations from the POSVAR dataset (Gineste and Savun 2019). They define government 

violence against refugees as, “the intentional use of physical force against refugees by military 

personnel, police, other security officers, and any other individuals directly employed by the host 

government” (Gineste and Savun 2019). This variable is set as an ordinal scale and ranges from 

zero to three, with zero indicating no government violence targeting refugee populations and a 

three designating systematic violence (Gineste and Savun 2019). This is the preferred indicator 

of government violence as it directly captures the treatment of refugees, whereas other more 

commonly used measures only designate levels of repression facing the entire population. 

 Given that my dependent variable is heavily biased towards zero as indicated in Table 1, I 

have chosen to use a zero-inflated ordered probit model with robust standard errors. This allows 

me to account for the large number of zeros in the dependent variable by examining which cases 

are zero because repression was never a realistic option for the state, versus those cases where 

the measure is zero because the state actively chose a different strategy.89    

 

Table 1: Dependent Variable – Government Violence Against Refugees 

 

   
 

8 More information on this model can be found here: https://www.stata.com/manuals/rzioprobit.pdf (accessed March 
22, 2019). 
9 See Bagozzi et al. (2015) for an example of a zero-inflated ordered probit used in conflict research.  
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 Independent Variables 

 My first explanatory variable is captures whether the refugee population in a host state 

originated due to a conflict. This data was compiled from the UCDP/PRIO Armed Conflict 

Dataset, which is a joint project between the Uppsala Conflict Data Program and the 

International Peace Research Institute in Oslo (Gleditsch et al. 2002; Melander, Pettersson, and 

Themnér 2016; Teorell et al. 2017). There are four separate measures of conflict in this dataset, 

which include extrasystemic, interstate, internal, and internationalized internal armed conflict. I 

collapsed these measures and created a single dichotomous conflict measure that indicated if the 

state of origin for a refugee population was incurring a current conflict at the time of their 

departure. The refugee data came from the UNHCR Population Statistics time-series data 

(UNHCR 2019). For each state in any given year, I identified the state of origin for the largest 

group of refugees currently being hosted in that state.  

 Data for my second explanatory variable comes from the POSVAR dataset (Gineste and 

Savun 2019). It captures acts of refugee violence against the government. It specifically 

measures, “the intentional use of physical force against military personnel, police, other security 

officers, and any other individuals directly employed by the host government by refugees” 

(Gineste and Savun 2019).  Similarly, data for my third explanatory variable also comes from the 

POSVAR dataset. It captures threatened or actual acts of refugee terror. The primary source for 

this data in the POSVAR dataset originates from the Global Terrorism Database (GTB), which is 

part of the National Consortium for the Study of Terrorism and Responses to Terrorism database. 

They define terrorism as “the threatened or actual use of illegal force and violence by a non-state 

actor to attain a political, economic, religious, or social goal through fear, coercion, or 

intimidation (Miller, LaFree, and Dugan 2018). To create the POSVAR variable, they isolated 
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cases where the perpetrator was considered a refugee. Data for my fourth explanatory variable 

also comes from the POSVAR dataset. The refugee violence against civilians variable measures 

acts where intentional force was used by refugees against civilians of the host state. Finally, the 

fifth explanatory variable measured instances of refugee rioting. This is a dichotomous variable 

that captures if refugees are involved in rioting which can include instances of both physical and 

property damage (Gineste and Savun 2019). Descriptive statistics for the dependent and 

independent variables can be seen below in Table 2.  

 

Table 2: Chapter 2 Descriptive Statistics for DV and IVs 

 

 

 Control Variables 

 Looking through the extant literature, there are a number of variables which need to be 

controlled for in the host state in order to isolate the effect of my explanatory variables on my 

dependent variable. I begin with a measure of all refugees present within a state as several 

studies have shown that repression is positively correlated with the number of refugees (Fisk 

2016; Wright and Moorthy 2018). The number of refugees within a state was calculated from the 

UNHCR Population Statistics time-series dataset (2019). Increased population size and 

decreased economic performance has also been linked to increased repression (Poe and Tate 

1994; Poe, Tate, and Keith 1999). Data on population numbers is gathered from the Gleditsch 

data set, it captures the size of the population in 1000’s (2002). Similarly, I used Gleditsch’s data 
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on gross domestic product (GDP) per capita measured in 2005 US Dollars (2002). I also include 

a measure of a state’s human rights as one could see a correlation between a state’s willingness 

to repress their own population with a willingness to repress a refugee population that they are 

hosting. I measure a state’s respect for physical integrity rights from the CIRI dataset 

(Cingranelli, Richards, and Clay 2014). The CIRI physical integrity rights scores are an additive 

index that combines counts of disappearances, political imprisonments, extrajudicial killings, and 

torture (Cingranelli, Richards, and Clay 2014). Taking in refugees can be costly on the state, and 

states that are better equipped economically have been demonstrated to rely on less repression as 

seen in Wright and Moorthy (2018). In addition to a state’s GDP, I also include a measure to 

foreign aid. This measure is created by combining all officially directed aid provided to the host 

state in any given year (AidData 2016). Finally, as democracies have been shown to repress less 

often relative to non-democracies (Davenport and Armstrong 2004; Bueno de Mesquita et al. 

2005b; Hill and Jones 2014; Poe and Tate 1994; Poe, Tate, and Keith 1999), it seems natural to 

include a measure of regime type. I use Freedom House’s Polity scores to measure regime type, 

specifically the 0-10 level of democracy scale based on the average scores of the Freedom House 

and Polity measures (Freedom House 2016; Marshall, Jaggers, and Gurr 2014). On this scale, a 

higher number indicates a greater degree of democratization. In my analysis, I use logged 

versions of refugee count, population count, GDP, and total aid. Descriptive statistics for my 

control variables can be seen in Table 3 on the following page. Additionally, a correlation matrix 

for the dependent variable, government violence targeting refugees, and the CIRI physical 

integrity rights measure is shown on Table 4 on the following page. 
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Table 3: Chapter 2 Descriptive Statistics for Controls 

 

 

Table 4: Correlation Matrix for Government Violence Against Refugees and CIRI Physical 

Integrity Rights 

 

 

 Model 

 As discussed earlier, zero-inflated ordered probit models are most useful when the 

dependent variable is an ordered response with the data containing a high fraction of 

observations in the lowest category. When the model has a high concentration of zeros, it is 

commonly considered to be zero-inflated. As opposed to traditional ordered probit models, that 

treat all zero-valued outcomes as a homogenous group, zero-inflated ordered probit models 

assume that the zero observations could be part of two separate but unobservable groups. The 

first group, commonly called the nonparticipation group, is where no matter what else happens 

the observed outcome will always be zero. The second group, often called the participation 

group, is where the current observation is zero, but other factors could have influenced it to be 

another potential value.  
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In order to determine which observations fit into these two groups, the zero-inflated 

ordered probit model includes an “inflate” portion of the equation. This section of the equation is 

where you specify which variables in the model are the ones that determine which of the zeros 

are part of the nonparticipation group, and which of those are part of the participation group. In 

essence, it helps you to discover which observations are zero because they will always be zero, 

and which observations are zero, but could theoretically have been another value. In order to 

provide a comprehensive analysis of the model, I include all my control variables into the inflate 

portion of my equation. These include a count of refugees, population count, GDP per capita, 

CIRI physical integrity scores, total foreign aid, and polity scores.    

Results 

 When does violence affect the treatment of refugees by their host state? Tables 5 and 6 

show the results of my analyses. Overall, I find that conflict refugees are not met with increased 

host state violence, though I believe that this finding may be impacted by some preemptive 

screening by host states. I do find that instances where refugee acts of violence either directly 

target the state or its representatives or challenge the states legitimacy (as seen in hypotheses 2 

and 3), result in increased host state violence targeting refugees. These results are depicted in 

Table 5. However, acts of refugee violence that target civilians and refugee rioting do not trigger 

the same response from the state as they do not target the state directly or challenge its 

legitimacy and thus do not result in increased host state violence targeting refugees. These results 

can be seen in Table 6.  
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Table 5: Results for H1, H2, and H3 
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As you can see in the first column of Table 5, the relationship between conflict refugees and 

government violence targeting refugees is not statistically significant. This tells us that conflict 

refugees, that are admitted into the country, do not in fact face additional targeted state 

repression. I believe that rather than signaling that conflict refugees are less threatening to the 

state relative to non-conflict refugees, it illustrates that states are aware of the potential risks 

involved with allowing refugees that have been exposed to or participated in conflict. These 

states can then take measures to disallow high risk individuals or groups to enter the state, or if 

they are allowed to enter, they can be placed under increased scrutiny and/or held at the border, 

preventing their integration and interaction with the rest of the population.  

 The second column of Table 5 shows the results relating to the acts of refugee violence 

targeting the state or its representatives with government violence targeting refugee populations. 

As you can see, the relationship between these two variables is statistically significant and in the 

expected direction. Essentially, when refugees resort to violent acts directed towards the state, 

they are in turn met with state violence. This supports my argument that violence will be met 

with violence as deemed in the “law of coercive responsiveness.” This is especially true when 

that violence specifically targets the state or its representatives. Similarly, the results in the third 

column, which shows the relationship between acts of refugee terror and state violence targeting 

refugees shows a similar relationship. The relationship between refugee terror and state violence 

targeting refugees is both statistically significant and in the expected direction. Acts of terror 

committed by refugees serve to challenge a state’s legitimacy and its sole authority to use force. 

This goes along with my argument regarding when acts of violence committed by refugees will 

be met in kind by targeted state violence.       
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Table 6: Results for H4 and H5 
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The null results seen in Table 6 also support my argument. Unlike the previous acts of 

violence, clashes between refugees and civilians as well as cases of refugee rioting, will not 

serve to threaten the state. Since these acts of violence do not directly target the state or 

challenge its legitimacy, they will fail to elicit a violent response from the state. The results seen 

in Table 6 illustrate that there is no discernable statistically significant relationship between 

refugee on civilian violence or refugee riots, and state violence that targets refugees.  

As with all discrete model choices, it is often more useful to look at marginal effects for 

interpretation purposes. Figure 1 below illustrates the marginal effects of refugee violence 

targeting the state and acts of terror committed by refugee populations.  

 

 

Figure 1: Marginal Effects for Hypotheses 2 and 3 
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The top left quadrant of Figure 1 illustrated the marginal effect of refugee violence 

targeting refugees on the probability that the state will not target the refugees with violence. The 

top right quadrant shows the marginal effect of refugee violence targeting refugees on different 

levels of state sanctioned violence targeting refugee populations. As expected, increased levels of 

refugee violence targeting the state, or its agents decrease the likelihood that the state and its 

agents will refrain from using violence. Additionally, increasing levels of refugee violence 

targeting the state result in greater levels of state violence targeting refugees across all three 

metrics.  

The bottom half of Figure 1 illustrates the marginal effect of acts of terror committed by 

refugee populations on the probability that the state will use violence to target the refugees in 

response. Beginning with the bottom left quadrant of Figure 1, we can see that increasing levels 

of refugee acts of terror decrease the probability that the state will refrain from using violence. 

Furthermore, increasing levels of refugee terror lead to increased probability that the state will 

engage in systemic violence. There seems to be an inverted-u relationship between acts of terror 

committed by refugees and isolated or prevalent levels of state violence targeting refugees.  

To be thorough, I have also run my analysis using limited inflate zero inflated ordered 

probit models. As mentioned earlier, the inflate portion of the model is supposed to help the 

statistical model determine which zeroes are part of the nonparticipation group and which are 

part of the participation group. The nonparticipation group are those that will always be zero, 

whereas the participation group are those that are currently zero but could have been any of the 

possible alternatives. In my limited inflate models, as seen in Table 7, I rerun my five models, 

but this time I only include the number of refugees and a state’s physical integrity rights scores 



 

32 

in the inflate portion of the model. As you can see, the results are largely similar. The only 

primary different relates to hypothesis 2, which looks at refugee violence targeting the state or its 

representatives. It just barely misses the standard test of significance (a p-value of less than 0.05) 

with a p-value of 0.052. 
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 Table 7: Chapter 2 Results for Limited Inflate Models  
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Conclusion 

 When do acts of violence linked to refugee populations result in state violence targeting 

refugees? In this chapter, I find that when it comes to refugee populations, not all violence elicits 

the same response from the state. Conflict refugees do not seem to suffer from increased levels 

of state violence, though I suspect this may be a result of pre-emptive screening by the host state. 

When it comes to violence directly associated with refugee populations, I find that when 

refugees violence targets the state or is considered an act of terror, refugee populations face 

additional levels of state violence. This does not hold true for acts of violence targeting civilians 

or acts of rioting. I argue that this distinction is tied to the fact that the first two types of violence 

either challenge the state’s legitimacy and its monopoly on the use of force. Furthermore, being 

that these acts target the state directly, they will almost always result in a violent response. 

Clashes between refugees and civilians and refugee rioting, that is most often constrained to 

refugee camps, does not prompt a violent response from the state due to the fact that these acts 

do not directly challenge the state or its legitimacy.  

 As conflicts across the globe continue seemingly unabated, combined with the increased 

potential for climate change to generate additional forced migrations, the plight of refugees will 

remain a pressing issue throughout the globe. The 1951 Convention Relating to the Status of 

Refugees and the 1967 Protocol following it were a huge step in the right direction as it relates to 

protections afforded to refugee populations. Despite this, refugees continue to face innumerable 

challenges in a continuously evolving international system. The Global Compact on Refugees, 

affirmed in 2018 by the UN General Assembly, was a much-needed boost to assist with updated 

and comprehensive strategies relating to the treatment of refugees. The ensuing Comprehensive 

Refugee Response Framework illustrates a clear global commitment to refugee populations and 
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the states who host them. Not only that, but the global community has agreed to organize and 

participate in a Global Refugee Forum, which is to take place every four years to ensure that 

refugees and host states continue to receive the support they need for the betterment of both 

parties.  

 My results suggest many potential avenues for future research. I believe that increased 

attention needs to be paid to the treatment of different types of refugees. While the results do not 

show a difference in treatment for conflict and non-conflict refugees, I wonder if there are cases 

of under or altogether unreported preemptive repression taking place that fails to show up in the 

data. Furthermore, I think there is potential room for growth as it relates to whether host states 

have any avenues for conflict management available to refugee populations, such as mediation, 

that would possibly prevent situations from devolving into a cycle of violence between the 

refugees and the state. I also think that the role of NGOs, and specifically human rights based 

NGOs, needs to be explored in the role that they can play to assist with refugee integration and a 

reduction in conflictual relations between refugees and the host state. Can a robust civil society 

assist with this as well? Finally, are there certain state characteristics that can influence the 

relationship between refugees and violence? We know that economic capacity can mitigate the 

relationship between repression and refugees (Wright and Moorthy 2018), but how about 

political factors such as political stability or even the ideological leanings of the ruling party? In 

essence, are some states better equipped to deal with an influx of refugees, and if so why? There 

remains a considerable amount that we as a research community do not know about how to best 

ensure a smooth and equitable process of accepting and taking care of refugee populations, but I 

hope that this work contributes to the overall puzzle.    
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CHAPTER 3 

HUMAN RIGHTS ORGANIZATIONS, EQUAL OPPORTUNITY, AND VIOLENCE 

AGAINST REFUGEES10 

   

 
10 Bsisu, N. To be submitted to Journal of Global Security Studies 
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Abstract 

What determines levels of repression targeting refugee populations? Do states hosting refugees 

specifically target these populations with increased repression? Why and when does this occur? 

There are vast discrepancies in the ways in which host states respond to refugees; however, as 

the numbers of refugees worldwide continually increases so does the amount of repression 

targeting them. Focusing on government violence targeting refugee populations, I explore the 

ability of human rights organizations and institutionalized systems and norms within the state to 

condition the relationship between refugees and government violence. In doing so, I argue that 

this repressive relationship can be mitigated through proper accommodation and integration of 

the refugee populations in addition to institutionalized equal opportunities for education and 

employment. Using a new dataset that captures state violence targeting refugee populations 

together with a zero-inflated ordered probit model, I find much support for my hypotheses.  

 

Introduction 

 The plight of refugees, beginning with the issues that lead to their forced migration, their 

perilous journey in search of a safe harbor, and their impact they have on their host state and vice 

versa, has been covered in media ad nauseum. NGOs and International Organizations such as the 

UNHCR, Amnesty International, and the International Rescue Committee also contribute to the 

growing awareness surrounding refugees and the struggles they face. The academic community 

has also shown itself attuned to research questions relating to refugees as seen by a recent special 

issue in the Journal of Peace Research. This recent attention has started to pay dividends as it 

relates to the well-being of refugee populations as the UN has come together to affirm the Global 

Compact on Refugees discussed earlier which seeks to ease pressure on host states while 
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boosting the care of refugees while also working to assist with their ability to return home when 

feasible. These efforts have also resulted in a Comprehensive Refugee Response Framework 

which lays out concrete measures for accepting and incorporating refugee populations while also 

stressing how non-host states can assist with this process. Despite all these efforts, however, the 

predicaments facing refugee populations remain dire.  

Scholarship on refugees has focused on multiple issues, including the initial causes of 

refugees, the treatment of refugees in the international system, the relationship between refugee 

flows and conflict, as well as solutions to the global epidemic of forced migrations. There are 

vast discrepancies in the ways in which host states respond to refugees; however, recent research 

has revealed a growing consensus that host state repression increases as the number of refugees 

within a host state increases (Fisk 2016; Wright and Moorthy 2018). Given that there is a direct 

and positive relationship between increased refugees and repression, my aim is to discover the 

specific conditions which determine why host states utilize repression when hosting refugees. I 

argue that the use of repression targeting refugees can be mitigated through proper integration of 

the refugee populations, a robust civil society sector, and institutionalized equal access to pursue 

education and employment opportunities. This question is important and timely, since 

ascertaining the root causes behind the relationship between repression and hosting refugees can 

help governments, as well as international and domestic organizations, to combat repressive 

behavior and potentially alleviate the suffering of refugees and host populations across the world. 

It should also be of interest to human rights scholars, who to date have largely focused on state 

repression targeting their own citizens rather than refuge populations.   

The remainder of the paper will begin with a brief discussion of the relevant literature 

relating to refugees and repression, followed by my theoretical arguments and how they relate to 
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levels of repression and refugee populations. Following that, I discuss how I set up my empirical 

analysis, including the operationalization of key variables, and discussion of the empirical tests 

themselves. I conclude with a discussion of the results, including discussion on how my results 

fit into the literature, as well as recommendations for potential future research.  

Literature Review 

State repression against its own domestic population is often considered to be a tool of 

control available to most regimes (Poe 2004). Why states decide to use these tactics against their 

own population has rightfully garnered a lot of attention within the research and policy 

communities. States are theorized to use repression for a multitude of reasons, with the most 

basic being that states repress when they feel threatened (Poe 2004; Regan and Henderson 2002). 

When a regime feels that the population is actively posing a threat to the regime itself, they have 

the ability to forcibly repress that segment of the population, and this is especially true when the 

internal challengers have adopted violent methods of their own (Chenoweth, Perkoski, and Kang 

2017; Chenoweth and Stephan 2011; Stephan and Chenoweth 2008). This has even been deemed 

the “law of coercive responsiveness” (Davenport 2007). In addition to factors impacting 

repression due to their impact on the threat perception of the regime, one can also look to factors 

which impact the regime’s perception of their own strength and stability (Poe 2004). Poe (Poe 

2004, 17) describes the relationship between perception of threat posed by others relative to a 

regime’s perception of their own strength as the “strength/threat ratio.” Beyond looking at factors 

influencing the “strength/threat ratio,” one must also look at the factors that affect the availability 

of tools or strategic options obtainable by the regime itself. The final set of factors to consider 

when looking at the decision to use repressive tactics are the ones which impact the regime’s 

willingness to use certain tactics (Poe 2004).   
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In addition to looking at why states repress their own populations, there has been 

considerable work on factors and events that reduce state repression. For example, situations 

where domestic populations have the ability to hold leaders accountable tend to have lower 

levels of repression. This has led to the belief that democracies are inherently less likely to 

repress their populations than non-democracies (Davenport and Armstrong 2004; Bueno de 

Mesquita, et al. 2005b; Hill and Jones 2014; Poe and Tate 1994). Similarly, besides forms of 

governance, others have looked at the ability of a robust civil society and the actions of 

international non-governmental organizations (INGOs), in reducing levels of state repression as 

they can also hold leadership accountable (Bell, Clay, and Murdie 2012; Keck and Sikkink 1998; 

Murdie 2014). This reduction in human rights violations can incur via numerous methods, with 

one of the most common being the “naming and shaming” mechanism through the actions of 

NGOs (Franklin 2008; Hafner-Burton 2008; Murdie and Davis 2012).  

In addition to that, refugee populations have been linked with increasing levels of 

conflict, both domestic and international (Lebson 2013; Salehyan 2008; Salehyan and Gleditsch 

2006). Notably, refugee population movements have been linked with increased chances of 

international conflict (Salehyan 2008). Furthermore, they have been linked with increased 

chances of civil conflict (Salehyan and Gleditsch 2006). Beyond refugee population movements 

as a source of conflict diffusion, work has been done looking at the militarization of refugee 

populations themselves (Lebson 2013). Refugee population movements can also sometimes 

upset delicate ethnic or religious population balances in the host state, potentially inflating 

tensions and leading to increased conflict (Salehyan 2008; Weiner 1992). Finally, refugee 

populations have been linked to increasing levels of both domestic and international terrorism 

(Choi and Salehyan 2013).  
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Recent research has also looked at the connections between repression and refugee 

populations. It has resulted in a growing consensus that host state repression increases as the 

amount of refugees within a host state increases (Fisk 2016; Wright and Moorthy 2018). Despite 

this apparent link, researchers still need to identify specific causal mechanisms linking the 

presence of refugees and increased host state repression that extend beyond the basic notion of 

refugee population size, focusing on economic capacity (Wright and Moorthy 2018) and 

integration within the local community (Fisk 2016). 

Theory 

 The decision to repress refugees necessarily contains both the willingness to carry out 

this action, as well as the opportunity for that action to occur. Given that the opportunity for 

repression is always available and that the primary concern of any regime is to maintain its grip 

on power, the willingness to use repression relies on the belief that a certain refugee population 

challenges this grip on power. This occurs any time the presence of a refugee population 

negatively influences the current regime’s perception of their own strength or increases the 

perception of threat facing the regime. In this case the regime will want to take some action. 

Repression, along with accommodation and co-optation, are often part of the options available to 

a host state. The remaining section will demonstrate how and why states decide that repression of 

refugee populations under their care is their best and lowest cost option for remaining in power. 

 This process can be seen in the unfortunate treatment of Rohingya refugees fleeing 

Myanmar after enduring decades of violence and systemic repression. Rohingya villages within 

the Rakhine State in Myanmar have been destroyed to make room for government facilities such 

as police barracks in acts described as ethnic cleansing by the United Nations (Head 2019). 

Those that have been able to flee find themselves in squalid conditions in refugee camps across 
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Bangladesh. Bangladesh, an impoverished state in its own right, has struggled to accommodate 

the Rohingya refugees and has resorted to various forms of repression in response. “Citing ‘state 

security’ and ‘public safety,’ the Bangledeshi telecommunications minister ordered a halt this 

week to mobile phone service in camps crowded with Rohingya Muslims who fled ethnic 

cleansing in their native Myanmar” (Beech 2019). Beyond shutting down telecommunications, 

Bangladeshi authorities have increased the military presence around camps and restricted 

freedom of movement for refugees, leading to clashes between refugees and security forces 

resulting in multiple refugee deaths (Human Rights Watch 2019b). These actions are not just 

limited to Bangladeshi authorities acting in response to the arrival of Rohingya refugees, as 

recently Lebanese armed forces demolished approximately twenty Syrian refugee shelters. “This 

crackdown on housing code violations should be seen for what it is, which is illegitimate 

pressure on Syrian refugees to leave Lebanon” (Human Rights Watch 2019a). 

Human rights focused INGOs (HROs) can influence the decision a host state makes in 

deciding whether or not to repress a refugee population. They can positively influence the 

interaction between refugees and the state in multiple ways. First, they can provide information 

and resources which can reinforce a state’s position. Second, they can reduce the level of 

localized conflict or strife between the refugees and the domestic population they come into 

contact with, ultimately lowering the level of threat posed by the refugees to the state.  

The state can use HROs, including the aid and services they provide, as a form of 

appeasement to refugee and impacted populations. In essence, by granting HROs the ability to 

work with refugees and the domestic populations most impacted by the presence of refugees, the 

state can take credit for the services and goods provided by the HROs, often at no or limited 

costs to themselves. For example, the International Rescue Committee (IRC) is the largest 
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provider of healthcare to refugees located outside of refugee camps in Jordan.11 They may even 

use these goods and services as bargaining chips when working to appease refugee populations. 

In instances where states resort to repression, it is often because appeasement is not feasible due 

to material or political constraints. Recently in Jakarta, Indonesia, more than 1,000 asylum 

seekers and refugees were forced to move out of temporary shelters because city officials said 

that they could no longer help provide aid for them (Jakarta Post 2019). This left the asylum 

seekers and refugees stranded with no ability to seek shelter or security. Working through an 

established NGO sector, the state can expand their opportunities for alternative options to 

repression. Furthermore, HROs are also valuable to the state relating to their ability to collect 

information on the refugee population. Information provided by HROs relating to where people 

are settling and the manner in which they do so, may help decrease a state’s belief that a negative 

security situation is being created on the ground. For instance, an HRO sharing that they have 

assisted 500 families settle in a specific region and have provided them with shelter and 

sustenance can help assuage any security concerns a state may harbor towards the refugees. 

Beyond looking at how HROs can help strengthen a state’s position, we can now look at 

the ability of HROs to reduce localized conflict and ultimately overall levels of threat perception 

by the state. Once a refugee population has entered a new state, they inevitably interact with the 

local population in the area where they are received or settled. Studies have shown that self-

settled refugees, those who have integrated themselves within the local population without any 

government assistance, are linked with greater levels of one-sided state violence relative to those 

refugees who are settled by the government into camps (Fisk 2016). Essentially refugee 

accommodation, and the manner that it takes place, impacts levels of violence. With proper HRO 

 
11 (https://www.rescue.org/country/jordan, accessed Sept. 10, 2019) 
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assistance in the settlement and integration of refugee populations, there should be lower levels 

of one-sided violence.  

If refugee integration can take place without leading to greater instances of conflict and 

grievance formation with the local population, levels of violence between and amongst local and 

refugee populations should decrease. Less conflict and upheaval at the local level, will decrease 

the need for national governments to intervene with violence and repression ultimately 

decreasing levels of state repression overall. I argue that HROs can assist with the process of 

integration, in a manner that limits conflicts between the local and refugee populations. HROs 

can assist in this integration process via several mechanisms. First, they can provide information 

to both the local and refugee populations (Bell, Clay, and Murdie 2012; Keck and Sikkink 1998). 

This can be done to combat rumors and fear mongering, as well as to illustrate the role that the 

HROs themselves will be playing in ensuring a smooth and seamless integration. HROs have 

also been known to provide mediation services, either between refugees and local populations or 

between differing refugee groups. For example, NGO activity in Slovenia and Croatia that 

actively worked towards facilitating positive interactions between locals and Roma populations 

was shown to reduce discrimination targeting the Roma (Bracic 2016). HROs can also help this 

process by providing tangible resources including financial aid, medical services, housing, jobs, 

and education training. Ensuring that refugees can work towards earning a living wage and 

become self-sustainable helps reduce pressure on the local community, the HROs working with 

them as well as the state hosting them. This can be done by providing short term cash assistance, 

which in of itself can help in the long run as the additional cash obviates the need for parents to 

pull their children out of school so that they can work. This type of preemptive action prevents 

the long-term dependency of refugee populations. 
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 Additionally, HROs can provide advocacy support to the refugee populations by 

working on their behalf to guarantee state and local protection and services for the refugees in 

the form of leverage politics (Keck and Sikkink 1998). NGOs, such as the UNHCR and the IRC 

actively “work with local and national governments as well as non-state actors to make sure that 

policies and practices serve all people equally.”12 “Naming and shaming” is one common tool 

used by HROs as a form of leverage politics which has been shown to have a positive impact 

(Franklin 2008; Murdie and Davis 2012). Finally, HROs can also assist with the integration 

process by holding actors accountable to local and international actors (Keck and Sikkink 1998). 

Less conflict and friction at the local level decreases the threat perception of incorporating a new 

refugee population ultimately decreasing the willingness for the use of state repression.  

Ultimately, the presence of HROs can impact the cost/benefit of different strategies, 

including repression, impacting the state’s choice among alternatives in their menu of options. 

HROs can use their international networks to report on the activities of the state placing 

additional costs on the use of repression. This would increase the costs associated with 

repression and decrease the chances that it is seen as a viable tactic. This leads to my first 

testable hypothesis:     

Hypothesis 1: The more HROs in a given state assisting refugee settlement and integration, the 

lower overall levels of government violence targeting refugees will be.    

 Relatedly, equal opportunities for individuals, including refugees, to pursue an education 

and employment can perform similar functions. Whereas the previous hypothesis focused on a 

more top-down approach to reducing violence facing refugees, this focuses on the ability of 

refugees themselves to impact this relationship in a more bottom-up approach. Equal opportunity 

 
12 (https://www.rescue.org/page/our-goals-power, accessed Aug. 29, 2019); 
(https://www.unhcr.org/en-us/advocacy.html, accessed Aug. 29, 2019) 
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can be seen in states where “women and members of ethnic or religious groups have equal access 

to education, public office and employment” (Teorell 2019; Bertelsmann Stiftung 2018).  This 

includes a robust institutional and legal framework for the protection against discrimination. 

Having a society built on equal opportunity can empower and enable refugee populations and 

assist with their ability to seamlessly integrate within their new host state. The empowerment of 

refugees is seen as crucial for the success of refugees and their new communities and has become 

hallmark of HRO strategies in the IRC and UNHCR13.  States that have enacted these protections 

for their domestic constituents are also more likely to offer similar opportunities for refugee 

populations. Relatedly, these values often become ingrained with the civil society of a state and 

they will be more likely to extend or be open to extending these same opportunities to refugee 

populations. Similar to the previous hypothesis, this process of constructive integration geared 

towards reducing tension and conflict, will ultimately lead to reduced levels of state repression. 

This leads to my second hypothesis:    

Hypothesis 2a: Increased equal opportunities will lower the amount of government violence 

facing refugee populations.  

 Another way to look at equal opportunity is through equal access to public services. 

Following the same logic described above, when access to public services are not conditioned on 

either social group or socio-economic position, one can posit that those states are prime 

exhibitors of equal opportunity. Essentially, the ability for refugees, who often belong to 

different social groups or socio-economic positions, to access goods and services will decrease 

tensions with the local community. This occurs because the ability for refugees to be able to 

work within the system to access necessary deliverables negates the need for them to resort to 

 
13 https://www.rescue.org/page/our-goals-power, accessed Aug. 29, 2019); 
(https://www.unhcr.org/en-us/advocacy.html, accessed Aug. 29, 2019) 
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illegal or dangerous acts which can inflame tensions with local communities. It also decreases 

the burden placed upon the state as the sole provider of goods and services given that refugees 

would be more likely to be able to access them for themselves. Furthermore, equal access also 

means that security agents themselves are able to access the necessary goods and services for 

own families, regardless of their social group or socio-economic position, thus negating the need 

for them to feel like they need to take from material resources from refugees and refugee camps. 

These factors working in conjunction with one another decrease the chances that the state would 

feel compelled to carry out repressive acts against the refugee population. I include tests of both, 

equal access to public services distributed by social group and by socio-economic position in my 

analysis.   

Hypothesis 2b: Equal access to public services that are not conditioned by social group will 

lower the amount of government violence facing refugee populations.  

Hypothesis 2c: Equal access to public services that are not conditioned by socio-economic 

position will lower the amount of government violence facing refugee populations.  

Research Design 

 In summary, I focus on HROs and a society built on equal opportunity working in 

conjunction with one another to reduce state repression targeting refugee populations. I argue 

that HROs work to prevent grievance formation and conflict between the local and refugee 

populations often seen during flawed or unregulated integration. HROs and equal opportunities 

can reduce the perception of threat posed by refugee populations, which often leads to decreased 

state repression. In addition to reducing the perceived threat posed by these populations, HROs, 

through their settlement assistance, reduce the financial cost of hosting and monitoring refugee 

populations. Equal opportunities for everyone can empower refugee populations and is indicative 
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of an inclusive society. This will reduce levels of friction between domestic and refugee 

populations leading to less conflict. Without this, increased tension and competition for resources 

may leave the state feeling like repression is their only option. Finally, the presence of HROs, 

whether explicitly stated in their mandate or not, often can provide a monitoring servicing 

through information sharing with other INGOs and foreign states, which may place a cost on 

state repression. Combined these factors reduce the amount of state repression targeting refugee 

populations.    

 Dependent Variable and Sample 

 The unit of analysis in this study is the country-year and my sample includes all available 

data from 1996-2015. My dependent variable is a measure of government violence against 

refugees from the POSVAR dataset (Gineste and Savun 2019). “Government violence against 

refugees refers to the intentional use of physical force against refugees by military personnel, 

police, other security officers, and any other individuals directly employed by the host 

government” (Gineste and Savun 2019). This is preferable to other more common measures of 

repression since it directly captures repression targeting refugees. The ordinal scale ranges from 

zero to three, with zero indicating no mention of violence and a three indicating systematic 

violence (Gineste and Savun 2019).  

 Being that my dependent variable is heavily biased towards zero, I have chosen to use a 

zero-inflated ordered probit model with robust standard errors. This allows me account for the 

large numbers of zeros in the dependent variable by examining which cases are zero because 

repression was never a realistic option for the state, versus those cases where the measure is zero 

because the state actively chose a different strategy. 
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Independent Variables 

 My first explanatory variable is a measure of HROs within a state. This variable is a 

count of human rights focused INGOs, based on available data from the Yearbook of 

International Organizations, working in the host state (Smith and Wiest 2005). It ranges from 

one to 139 in my sample. Data for my second hypothesis comes from the Bertelsmann 

Transformation Index (Bertelsmann Stiftung 2018; Teorell 2019). It is an ordinal measure of 

equal opportunity within states that ranges from one to ten, with a score of ten indicating higher 

equal opportunity. Because this data was only available in alternative years, I used ipolate14 in 

STATA v15.1 which uses linear interpolation to fill in the missing data. I have run the same 

model with both versions of equal opportunity with similar results. The full results of the non-

linear interpolated version of equal opportunity is available in the appendix. I also have two 

measures from the Varieties of Democracy (V-Dem) dataset (Coppedge et al. 2019; Pemstein et 

al. 2019), which capture the same effect that equal opportunity has on the process of empowering 

refugees and being indicative of a plural society that would not be conducive to government 

violence against refugee populations. These measures explore access to public services and 

whether they are impacted by either social group or socio-economic standing. Both of these 

measures are ordinal15 from zero to four with a zero indicating extreme levels of unequal 

distribution based on social group or socio-economic position respectively, whereas a four 

indicates equal access to public services irrespective of social group or socio-economic position 

(Coppedge et al. 2019; Pemstein et al. 2019). Table 8 depicts the descriptive statistics for the 

dependent and independent variables below.  

 
14 More information on ipolate can be found here: https://www.stata.com/manuals/dipolate.pdf (accessed Aug. 8, 
2019) 
15 Each measure has been converted to interval by the measurement model (Coppedge et al. 2019; Pemstein et al. 
2019) 
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Table 8: Chapter 3 Descriptive Statistics for Dependent and Independent Variables 

 

 

 Controls 

Looking through the existing literature, there are a number of variables, which need to be 

controlled for in the host state in order to isolate the effect of my independent variables on the 

dependent variable. Several studies have shown that repression within a state increases as the 

number of refugees increases (Fisk 2016; Wright and Moorthy 2018). The number of refugees 

within a state was calculated from the World Bank’s World Development Indicators dataset 

(2016). Population size and economic performance have also been linked to increased repression 

(Poe and Tate 1994; Poe, Tate, and Keith 1999). Data on population numbers is gathered from 

the Gleditsch data set, it captures the size of the population in 1000’s (2002). Similarly, I used 

Gleditsch’s data on GDP per capita measured in 2005 US Dollars (2002). It seems reasonable to 

think that states that have demonstrated their willingness to repress their own populations will 

also see repression as a viable tool to be used towards refugee populations within their borders. 

Respect for physical integrity rights comes from CIRI (Cingranelli, Richards, and Clay 2014). 

CIRI physical integrity rights scores are an additive index that combines counts of torture, 

extrajudicial killings, political imprisonments, and disappearances (Cingranelli, Richards, and 

Clay 2014). Given that taking in refugees impose costs upon a state, those that receive foreign 
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aid may be better equipped to handle the integration and accommodation of refugee populations, 

potentially decreasing the chances the state decides to use repression. Total aid is captured by 

adding all officially directed aid provided to the host state in that year (AidData 2016). Finally, 

as democracies have been posited to repress less than non-democracies (Davenport and 

Armstrong 2004; Bueno de Mesquita, et al. 2005b; Hill and Jones 2014; Poe and Tate 1994; Poe, 

Tate, and Keith 1999), it seemed natural to include a measure of regime type. My measure of 

regime type is based on an average of Freedom House’s and Polity scores. I use the 0-10 level of 

democracy scale which is based on the average scores of the Freedom House and Polity 

measures (Freedom House 2016; Marshall, Jaggers, and Gurr 2014). On this scale, a higher 

number indicates that the state is more democratic. 

 As stated earlier, zero-inflated ordered probit models are most useful when “the outcome 

of interest in an ordered response variable and the data exhibit a high fraction of observations in 

the lowest category.”16 The concentration of zeros in the model is commonly referred to as zero 

inflation. Unlike traditional ordered probit models, which treat all zero-valued outcomes as a 

homogenous group, zero-inflated ordered probit models assume that the zero observations could 

be part of two distinct, but unobservable groups. The first group is considered the always zero 

group, those observations that will always be zero. This is often called the nonparticipation 

group. The second group represents those observations that are currently zero, but actually have 

the ability to be any of the other potential values. This group is often called the participation 

group.17  

 In order to determine which observations fit into these two groups, the zero-inflated 

ordered probit model includes an “inflate” portion of the equation. This is where you specify the 

 
16 https://www.stata.com/manuals/rzioprobit.pdf (accessed March 22, 2019)  
17 https://www.stata.com/manuals/rzioprobit.pdf (accessed March 22, 2019) 
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variables in the equation that determine which of the zeros are part of the nonparticipation group, 

and which of those are part of the participation group. In my analysis, I have run two separate 

models for each of my independent variables. The first model for each of my independent 

variables contains a full inflate, where I include the respective independent variable alongside all 

the control variables in the inflate portion of the statistical model. In the second version of each 

model, I use a limited inflate consisting of the respective independent variable, the number of 

refugees, population size, CIRI physical integrity rights scores, and the polity score.  

Results 

  In order to test my hypotheses, I run four zero-inflated ordered probit models with robust 

standard errors. The first model isolates HROs on the dependent variable measuring government 

repression against refugees, and all the control variables. The second model isolates my second 

independent variable, a measure of equal opportunity on the dependent variable and the control 

variables. The third and fourth models use the equal access to public services measures from V-

Dem to further reinforce the theoretical logic and argument of my second explanatory variable 

and how it relates to decreasing government violence targeting refugees. Full results of these 

models can be seen below in Table 9.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

53 

Table 9: Results for HROs and Equal Opportunity 

 

 



 

54 

 

In Model 1, the relationship between the number of HROs within the state and 

government repression is statistically significant and in the expected direction. Essentially, the 

presence of HROs within a state is shown to reduce government repression targeting refugee 

populations holding everything else constant. This supports my argument that HROs can provide 

valuable services and assistance to refugee populations ultimately reducing their perceived level 

of threat to the host state, which in turn reduces the likelihood that states will choose to use 

repressive tactics against them. Similarly, in Model 2a, I find a statistically significant 

relationship between equal opportunity and a reduction in state repression in the expected 

direction. Societies with institutionalized avenues for the pursuit of employment and educational 

opportunities, that are protected by law, can empower refugees to seek these for themselves. As 

the results show, increased equal opportunity is linked to lower levels of government repression 

targeting refugees. Furthermore, Models 2b and 2c, which include the V-Dem measures of equal 

access to public services are also statistically significant in the expected direction. Essentially, as 

societies have increased equal access to public services that are not determined by either social 

group or socio-economic position, they are more likely to also foster equal access for refugee 

populations. This ultimately decreases local competition and friction between residents and 

newly arriving refugee populations, which in turn decreases the perceived need for government 

violence towards refugees.  

The second set of coefficients in each model, which represent the inflate portion of the 

equation, relate to the factors which determine which cases are zero because they will always be 

zero, and those which are zero due to a decision by the state not to use repression. As you can see 

in Table 9, the coefficients for HROs and equal opportunity are in the opposite direction of those 



 

55 

in the first equation. This is actually not uncommon for the sign of the coefficients to be flipped 

from the first to second equation.  

I have also run these models with a limited inflate and the results are quite similar to the 

full inflate models. These results can be seen in Table 10. While the above models have been run 

on a sample of states that host refugees, I have also run the analysis on a sample of all states with 

available data and the results remain largely similar as you can see in Table 11.   
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Table 10: Limited Inflate Results for HROs and Equal Opportunity 
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Table 11: Results for All States 
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As with all discrete choice models, it is often more useful to look at marginal effects for 

interpretation purposes. Figure 2 below illustrates the marginal effect of HROs and equal 

opportunity on government violence towards refugees. 

 

 

Figure 2: Marginal Effects of Model 1 and Model 2a 

 

The top left quadrant of Figure 2 illustrates the marginal effect of HROs on the 

probability of no violence targeting refugee populations, whereas the top right quadrant shows 

the marginal effect of HROs on the probability of different levels of violence targeting refugee 

populations. As expected, increasing numbers of HROs seems to increase the probability that 

there will be no targeted government violence facing refugee populations. Similarly, as the count 
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of HROs increases, the propensity for violence also seems to decrease. However, it is interesting 

to note that in both cases, there seems to be a slight threshold effect, where the positive impact of 

HROs can only be definitively seen at a minimum of twenty HROs. Any less than that number, 

and there is just too much variation to conclude one way or another just how much of an impact 

HROs can have on this relationship.  

The bottom half of Figure 2 illustrates the marginal effect of increasing equal opportunity 

on either the probability of no violence or violence. The bottom left quadrant illustrates the 

marginal effect of equal opportunity on no violence targeting refugees and as you can see 

increasing levels of equal opportunity tend to lead to increased probability of no government 

violence. Furthermore, on the bottom right, it is quite clear that increasing equal opportunity is 

also linked to decreased probability of government violence targeting refugee populations. 18 The 

marginal effects of Models 2b and 2c are illustrated below in Figure 3.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
18 Whereas in Model 1, we had instances of systemic violence, we did not observe any of these in Model 2a. This is 
not altogether surprising giving how many few instances of this were in the complete sample to begin with.  
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Figure 3: Marginal Effects of Model 2b and 2c 

 

As you can see on the left side of Figure 3, equal access to public services within both the 

social group and socio-economic position measures are positively related to the probability of no 

violence targeting refugee populations. Increasing levels of equal access are indeed linked to an 

increasing marginal effect relating to the probability that a state will not use violence to target 

their refugee populations. Additionally, on the right-hand side of Figure 3, both measures also 

decrease the chances that government violence targeting refugee populations will occur. This 

results largely mirror those in Model 2a, which represents the marginal effects of equal 

opportunity, further strengthening the belief that equal opportunity and access can contribute to 

decreasing and/or preventing state violence towards refugee populations. These models 
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collectively capture the process by which HROs and a society built on equal opportunity and 

access, can reduce situations where states may decide that repression of refugees is in their best 

interest.    

Conclusion 

Research on the relationship between refugees and state repression is still a nascent 

literature, which has barely begun to scratch the surface of a thoroughly complex and important 

field. I have argued that repression in refugee-hosting states can be mitigated by HROs and a 

society built upon equal opportunity. Refugee populations enact costs on their host populations 

and states. If the integration of these refugee populations is done in the absence of HROs and a 

strong civil society, which can assist in handling an influx of refugees without exacerbating any 

local cleavages, then the chances of conflict and grievance formation between the local and 

refugee populations increases. In this case, the chances the state responds with repression also 

increases. HROs can alleviate some of the pressures and costs refugee populations enact on a 

state, and they can also provide necessary information and resources to assist with this 

integration process. Similarly, I argued that a state that has legal protections for an 

institutionalized system of equal opportunity allows refugees to pursue educational and 

employment opportunities on their own. With these opportunities available to them, the refugees 

will ultimately require less assistance from the state and will be less likely to rely on acquiring 

basic necessities from outside the system. This reduces the strain and potential for grievance 

formation. These factors, whether simultaneously or independently, can both reduce the 

willingness for states to engage in repressive behavior, as well as offer other options in the menu 

of available tools for states when faced with an influx of refugees. I have found ample support 

for this argument in my empirical results.  
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The number of refugees worldwide is ever increasing and the problem of forced 

migrations and refugees shows no signs of abating. It is imperative to continue the study of 

refugees, as this is not an isolated issue and has ramifications for states and populations all over 

the world. Figuring out why refugee-hosting states use repression will go a long way to alleviate 

the suffering of an already victimized population. Additional research is needed to pursue both 

short and long-term solutions for refugee populations and their respective host states.  
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CHAPTER 4 

HOST STATE CHARACTERISTICS AND VIOLENCE AGAINST REFUGEES19 

   

 
19 Bsisu, N. To be submitted to Journal of Peace Research 
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Abstract 

What role do individual state characteristics have on their treatment of refugee populations? Are 

certain states more likely to target refugees with violence? While there has been an increase in 

the literature regarding the impact refugees have on their host state, the link between refugees 

and violence, the link between refugees and overall human rights conditions, there has been 

limited analysis on how certain state characteristics can impact state violence targeting refugee 

populations. I argue that certain state characteristics can positively impact the level of violence a 

state may decide is necessary when dealing with a refugee population within its borders. 

Building off established links between refugees and violence, I show that political stability and 

state capacity impact levels of state violence targeting refugees. Specifically, increased levels of 

political stability and state capacity reduce levels of state violence targeting refugees. Using a 

new dataset that captures state repression of refugee populations together with a zero-inflated 

probit model, I find much support for my hypotheses.   

 

Introduction 

“Before, I thought that Greece would be one of the best places to live…Now I feel it would have 

been better to drown while crossing the sea.”  - Patrick Kingsley, New York Times 2018. 

 

Sadly, this sentiment captures the feelings of despair and despondency felt by many 

migrants and refugees throughout their journey. This is especially true when they finally reach a 

place they think will be able to afford them a better and safer life. On the Greek Island of Lesbos 

migrants and refugees suffer in dire conditions in Camp Moria, one of Europe’s largest refugee 

camps. A lack of resources and extreme levels of overcrowding have resulted in a powder keg 
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situation where violence and protests lead to clashes with local police and security forces. For 

example, there are over 42,000 migrants and refugees held in Greek Islands that were designed 

to hold no more than 5,400 (Smith 2020). In what is becoming an altogether too familiar scene, 

Greek police and security forces routinely clash with refugees and migrants who feel they have 

no choice but to protest the untenable living conditions provided for them (Da Silva 2020; 

Maltezou 2020).  

 This situation in Greece is not an outlier as similar events have occurred all over refugee 

receiving areas. As the number of refugees worldwide continues to grow, one can foresee how 

this problem will not only persist, but also likely get worse, as the issues with overcrowding and 

a lack of resources begin to compound. Are certain states better equipped to handle an influx of 

refugees without the situation devolving into violent clashes and the use of repression? If so, are 

their specific state characteristics that indicate when and where state repression of refugee 

populations will occur? While there has been a tremendous growth relating to the research on 

refugee populations and their global impact, there remains a void that examines the relationship 

between state characteristics and their treatment of refugee populations.  

 This chapter will examine the role that certain state characteristics have on the state’s 

decision-making process that ultimately decides if they end up using repression targeting refugee 

populations within their borders. In doing so, I focus on two main criteria: state capacity and 

political stability. I begin with examining how state capacity impacts levels of state sanctioned 

violence targeting refugee populations. A state’s resources have been shown to impact levels of 

state repression (Cingranelli, Fajardo-Heyward, and Filipov 2014; Englehart 2009; Wright and 

Moorthy 2018). Fundamentally, the more resources a state possesses, both economically and 

politically, the greater their respect for human rights (Cingranelli, Fajardo-Heyward, and 
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Filippov 2014; Englehart 2009; Wright and Moorthy 2018). Without the capability to 

accommodate refugee populations, the propensity for conflict between refugees and state 

security and police forces, as well as between refugees and civilians, increases. Increased levels 

of state capacity should help moderate the relationship between refugees and repression and 

decrease the threat posed by hosting refugees as it would decrease the number of clashes brought 

upon by a lack of resources and overcrowding. Second, I look at political stability and the role 

that it plays in a regime’s choice to use repression that targets refugees. The more secure a 

governing entity, the less likely it will be to feel threatened by the influx of large populations of 

refugees. This is key as threat, or the perception of threat, has been shown to be related to 

increased repression (Regan and Henderson 2002). Politically stable regimes will feel less 

vulnerable to any potential changes in balance of power within the state through the introduction 

of refugee populations. They will also feel more secure in their ability to navigate the challenges 

posed by accepting refugee populations, ultimately reducing the perceived need to target refugee 

populations with violence.  

 The remainder of this chapter will begin with a brief discussion of the relevant literature 

relating to state repression, state capacity, political stability, and the treatment of refugee 

populations. This will be followed by my theoretical arguments relating to the impact that state 

capacity and political stability have on levels of state sanctioned violence targeting refugees. I 

will then transition to a discussion on how I organize my empirical analysis, including the 

operationalization of key variables and type of statistical model used to evaluate my theoretical 

claims. I then conclude with a discussion of my results, including discussion on how my results 

fit into the literature, as well as recommendations for future research.  

State Repression 
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 State repression continues to be a prominent topic within the scholarly research 

communities. Through extensive study, there seem to be a few commonly asserted and accepted 

notions relating to state repression and its utilization. First, repression as a tactic is always 

available to the state. It is commonly considered to be a tool available to all regimes as a form of 

ensuring and maintaining control over their domestic population (Poe 2004). The most pressing 

issue relating to state repression, however, is knowing when states will decide to use repression. 

For this, the consensus that seems to have emerged is that states will repress when they feel 

threatened (Poe 2004; Regan and Henderson 2002). Furthermore, state governments will be more 

likely to use repression as a tactic whenever an internal challenger has also adopted violent 

tactics of their own (Chenoweth, Perkoski, and Kang 2017; Chenoweth and Stephan 2011; 

Stephan and Chenoweth 2008). This is often dubbed the “law of coercive responsiveness” 

(Davenport 2007). In essence, states will meet violence with violence. Poe (2004) conceptualizes 

state decisions to use repression by focusing on what he calls a state’s strength to threat ratio. 

This ratio looks at a state’s perception of their strength relative to the perceived level of threat 

posed by any other group or situation. When a group or event negatively impact a state’s 

perception of their own strength, the state will be more likely to decide to use repression. 

Additionally, when a group or event pose an elevated sense of threat, the state will also be more 

likely to use repression (Poe 2004). 

 Beyond looking at when states use repression, there has also been considerable work that 

explores potential factors that may mitigate the use of state repression. The most prominent link 

relating to state repression is a state’s form of government. The consensus that has formed to 

date indicates that democracies will be less likely to use repression on domestic populations 

(Davenport and Armstrong 2004; Bueno de Mesquita et al. 2005b; Hill and Jones 2014; Poe and 
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Tate 1994). In looking at the impact that democracy has on human rights violations Davenport 

and Armstrong (2004) argue that democracies will be more constrained in their use of repression 

due to inherent constraints that democratic systems place upon those in authority. For example, 

citizens have the capability to vote and can work to remove leaders who violate their human 

rights. In conjunction with institutional checks and balances on the state’s ability to take coercive 

action, democracies should end up with lower levels of human rights abuses. Davenport and 

Armstrong (2004) do argue, however, that there exists some level of threshold in relation to 

democracies and human rights abuses with the mitigating power of democracies coming through 

at higher ends of the democratic spectrum. In an in-depth analysis of democracies and their 

human rights practices, Bueno de Mesquita et al. (2005b) find that certain characteristics of 

democracies have a higher impact than others. First, they find that political participation and 

multi-party competition to be one of the strongest indicators that a democracy will respect their 

citizens’ human rights. Furthermore, and similar to Davenport and Armstrong (2004), they also 

find that full developed democracies are more likely to respect human rights within their states. 

They argue that this is due to the high levels of accountability present in fully functioning 

democratic states (Bueno de Mesquita et al. 2005b).  

 While the above studies focus on the ability of democratic institutions to limit human 

rights abuses and state repression, they focus on the human rights of citizens of the state. 

Refugees are not afforded the same protections as citizens and they lack the ability to respond to 

state violence through institutionalized and legislative means, which provides the basis for the 

argument linking strong democracies with improved respect for human rights. While the 

improved human rights practices within democracies will likely also result in reduced levels of 
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state violence targeting refugee populations, there are likely other state characteristics that can 

provide for a more comprehensive causal story.  

 

Refugees and State Violence  

The growing consensus in the refugee literature is that refugees and host state repression 

are linked (Fisk 2016: Wright and Moorthy 2018). In studying refugee populations in Africa, 

Fisk (2016) finds refugee accommodation to be a significant predictor of one-sided violence. The 

findings are especially strong with self-settled refugee populations. Wright and Moorthy (2018) 

also find a link between larger numbers of refugees and overall levels of repression, but they find 

that this relationship can be mitigated by a state’s economic capacity. The links between refugees 

and violence directly targeting them are less developed. One particular study (Jäckle and König 

2018) addresses this question by exploring a potential link between threatening events and anti-

refugee violence. They find that terrorist attacks in neighboring states, especially when those 

attacks are highly publicized, result in increased levels of violence that targets refugee 

populations. Similarly, Savun and Gineste (2019) find that repression of refugee populations is 

more likely following terrorist attacks in the host state.  

 Links between refugees and conflict exist. This is in addition to the aforementioned links 

between refugees and repression. Refugees alter the status quo and can decrease perceptions of a 

state’s strength or increase perceptions of threat facing the regime (Poe 2004). Admitting 

refugees can also lead to increased political and economic pressure on the state (Wright and 

Moorthy 2018). There are also established links between refugee populations and international 

and civil conflict (Fisk 2016; Lebson 2013; Salehyan 2008; Salehyan and Gleditsch 2006). All of 

these factors can indicate an increased chance for repression. However, not all refugee hosting 
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states decide to target their refugee populations with repression. Are there certain state 

characteristics that can help indicate why and when a state would decide to target refugees within 

their borders with violence? I argue that both state capacity and political stability can help 

explain why and when state sanctioned violence is used targeting refugee populations under their 

care.  

The argument detailing how a host state’s state capacity and political stability impact 

their treatment of refugee populations begins with the premise that a leadership’s primary desire 

is to remain in power (Bueno de Mesquita et al. 2005a). An influx of refugees, which can be seen 

as the introduction of a previously foreign population, has the potential to challenge the current 

leadership’s grip on power by altering the status quo and also has the potential to upset the 

coalition that helps the leadership stay in power. This challenge is largely based on established 

links between refugees and conflict as well as refugees and repression detailed above. Refugees, 

through no fault of their own, place pressure on their host state. Due to the elevated risks 

associated with hosting refugees, as compared to migrant or any other type of foreign population, 

influxes of refugee populations garner a close watch by the state’s leadership. It is incumbent 

upon the leadership to handle this situation well as they are ultimately responsible for the 

accommodation and/or integration of refugee populations within their state. The inability to do 

so places pressure upon the police and security forces of the state, which can lead to clashes and 

situations of repression targeting both the refugees and broader population in more generally. 

The inability to handle the accommodation and/or integration of refugee populations can also 

lead to domestic unrest as competition between refugees and local citizens may arise. This 

competition may be economic in nature as state resources become more difficult to access as 

additional resources are required to handle the influx of refugees. The competition may also be 
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social or political in nature if the arrival of refugees upsets delicate demographic balances within 

the state. In any of these situations, the inability to handle the accommodation and/or integration 

of refugees can lead to conflict and repression.  

 An influx of foreign aid or cash assistance from international organizations may not be 

enough. This can be seen in the Greek Asylum efforts, especially within the conditions evident in 

the Moria Camp. To assist Greece with the inflow of asylum seekers, the European Union (EU) 

committed 1.62 billion euros, the equivalent of approximately $1.9 billion dollars. Of that 1.1 

billion euros have already been paid to the Greek authorities (Kingsley 2018). Despite this 

massive amount of financial support, the conditions that Greek asylum seekers find themselves 

in remain dire. Due to a combination of extreme overcrowding and a lack of resources, 

representatives of the International Rescue Committee estimate that just under one-third of all 

camp residents have attempted suicide (Kingsley 2018). According the head of the Doctors 

without Borders mission in Greece, who admits that they have seen some “horrendous camps 

and situations,” the Camp in Moria represents “the camp in which I’ve seen the highest level of 

suffering” (Kingsley 2018). Despite tremendous financial support from the EU and the tireless 

work of numerous NGOs, asylum seekers in Greece in addition to the communities that host 

them, are struggling. The issue is more than just a lack of resources, it also requires an effective 

governing structure and high levels of state capacity.  

 The quality of governance and government performance are instrumental in ensuring that 

refugee inflows can be handled in a humane and effective manner. This will increase the chances 

that refugees are afforded the resources they need while decreasing the chances that conflict will 

arise between refugees and security forces as well as between refuges and local populations. 

Increased levels of state capacity will ensure that both state and foreign funding allocated to 
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assist with the accommodation of refugee populations actually gets to the facilities and 

individuals that need them and will not be commandeered or lost due to corruption. Furthermore, 

effective state capacity will assist with the maintenance of law order by being able to provide 

effective training to police and security forces to help in their ability to handle the inflow of 

refugee populations. It will also assist in preventing clashes between refugees and locals by 

ensuring that government resources are going where they are supposed to go and doing what 

they are directed to do. Overall bureaucratic quality and state capacity will increase chances that 

refugees and their hosts are taken care of and decrease the need for state police and security 

forces to get involved which ultimately decreases the chances that government violence targeting 

refugee populations will be needed. This leads to my first testable hypothesis. 

Hypothesis 1: Increased levels of state capacity and government performance will lead decrease 

levels of government violence targeting refugee populations.  

 Beyond state capacity, I also argue that political stability is a key determinant for if and 

when states decide to target refugee populations with violence. To build this argument I begin 

with the same theoretical foundation that those in power wish to remain so and will do whatever 

is necessary to do so (Bueno de Mesquita et al. 2005a). Any challenges to the status quo have the 

potential to disrupt the leadership’s coalition and threaten their grip on power. The arrival of a 

previously foreign population in the form of refugees has the potential to alter the status quo and 

potentially negatively impact the coalition that the leadership currently relies upon. The fact that 

refugees have also been linked to elevated chances of conflict, terrorism, and repression further 

complicate matters (Choi and Salehyan 2013; Fisk 2016; Lebson 2013; Salehyan and Gleditsch 

2006; Wright and Moorthy 2018). 



 

73 

 As mentioned earlier, repression is a tool available to all regimes (Poe 2004). However, 

the utilization of state repression comes with its own set of risks to the leadership of the state. 

Repression can lead to a cycle of tit-for-tat violence seen in the dynamic relationship between 

protest and repression (Carey 2006). This can ultimately lead to an erosion of support for the 

ruling regime. Furthermore, the use of repression can also bring about both international and 

domestic condemnation, potentially resulting in naming and shaming campaigns, sanctions, 

international interventions, loss of foreign direct investment and trade, among other things. In 

essence, the decision to use repression is not without its risks. It does, however, remain an 

effective tool at the state’s disposal when the potential benefits outweigh the costs of using it. 

Politically stable regimes, with strong winning coalitions, should have the demonstrated capacity 

and ability to weather the short-term costs of hosting refugees. However, less stable regimes may 

view the arrival of a foreign population as too much of threat to their precarious hold on power 

and may be willing to risk the potential international and domestic blowback that comes with 

using repression. In this case, the costs of using repression will be lower than the costs of losing 

power. This leads to my second testable hypothesis. 

Hypothesis 2: Less politically stable regimes will be more likely to use violence targeting refugee 

populations.  

Research Design 

 In summary, I argue that certain state characteristics can help explain when repression 

that targets refugees would be used. I believe that state capacity and political stability are key 

indicators of if and when a state would use violence targeting refugee populations. The influx of 

a previously foreign population, as indicated by refugees, necessarily constitutes an alteration to 

the status quo with the potential to upset the coalition responsible for helping the present 
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leadership remain in power. A leader’s primary desire is to remain in power, and they will 

ultimately be held responsible for the accommodation of refugee populations within their 

borders. A state that has been demonstrated to possess effective levels of state capacity will be 

more likely to be able to handle the integration of refugees into their population without the need 

to resort of the use of violence. This is based on the fact that they will be more likely to be able 

to marshal the resources available to them and then effectively distribute those resources to assist 

with provision and care of refugee populations without negatively impacting the local population 

and especially the coalition that helps keep them in power. Beyond that, I argue that political 

stability is another key factor. Less politically stable regimes will be more likely to risk the 

international and domestic blowback from using repression that targets refugees in order to 

maintain power as they will be less likely to be able to withstand the short-term costs and 

potential consequences of hosting refugees.   

 Sample and Dependent Variable 

 I use a time-series cross national dataset set at the country-year unit of analysis to test my 

hypotheses. Within this dataset, my sample ranges from 1996-2015 based on data availability for 

key variables of interest. My dependent variable is a measure of government violence targeting 

refugee populations from the POSVAR dataset (Gineste and Savun 2019). They use an ordinal 

scale to measure levels of government violence that explicitly targets refugees and the scale 

rnges from zero to three, with a zero indicating no government violence targeting refugee 

populations with a three designating systemic violence at the hands of the state (Gineste and 

Savun 2019). Within the context of their dataset, they define government violence that targets 

refugees as, “the intentional use of physical force against refugees by military personnel, police, 

other security officers, and any other individuals directly employed by the host government” 
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(Gineste and Savun 2019). The POSVAR dataset is the preferred data for this type of analysis, as 

compared to other more commonly used measures of repression as it explicitly counts abuse 

targeting refugee populations by the state, whereas others focus on repression or human rights 

violations that impact the entire population.  

 As depicted earlier in Table 1, my dependent variable is heavily biased with regards to 

the count of zero observations. Given the high number of zeros, I have chosen to use a zero-

inflated ordered probit model with robust standard errors. This type of model accounts for large 

numbers of zeros in the dependent variable by examining which cases are zero because 

repression was never a realistic option for the state, relative to those cases where the measure is 

zero because state leadership actively decided against using repression. 

 Independent Variables 

 My first independent variable is supposed to capture state capacity and quality of 

governance. To accomplish this, I use data from the International Country Risk Guide (IRCG), 

which is compiled by the PRS Group (PRS Group et al. 2019; Teorell et al. 2019). Specifically, I 

use the ICRG Indicator of Quality of Government measure. This measure of the quality of 

government, which is placed on a 0-1 scale, is created by taking the mean value of three separate 

ICRG variables, each of which captures levels of corruption, law and order, and bureaucracy 

quality. Measuring corruption is an integral part of the quality of governance in a state as high 

levels of corruption can negatively impact the quality of life for refugees and create conditions 

where the state may be more likely to target them with violence. For example, high levels of 

corruption can distort the economic environment within a state, making it difficult to conduct 

business to provide aid. Corruption also leads to a reduction in the efficiency of governance by 

allowing patronage rather than meritocracy to flourish. Finally, it brings about inherent 
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instability into the political process. All of these factors can negatively impact state capacity and 

quality of governance. Beyond corruption, this variable also includes a measure of law and order. 

The law and order measurement captures both an assessment of the strength and impartiality of 

the legal system as well as an assessment of popular observance of the law. Essentially, how well 

does the judicial system function and do the citizens actually follow the law. Finally, 

bureaucracy quality measures whether an existing state bureaucracy has the strength and capacity 

to govern without drastic changes in their policies or suffer from interruptions in state services 

(PRS Group et al. 2019; Teorell et al. 2019). This is essential as a large influx of refugees has the 

capacity to act as an exogenous shock and having strong institutions and a quality bureaucracy 

have the ability to act as shock absorbers and maintain effective government. Combined, these 

three elements provide for an effective measure of the quality of governance within a state. 

 I also include two robustness checks for my first hypothesis. Both of these variables 

come from the Bertelsmann Transformation Index provided by Bertelsmann Stiftung 

(Bertelsmann Stiftung 2018; Teorell et al. 2019). The first variable measures the extent that basic 

administrative structures exist within the state. It ranges on an ordinal scale that goes from 1 to 

10 with a score of 1 indicating that the territorial scope of administrative structures is extremely 

limited, and their administrative abilities are limited to maintaining peace as well as basic law 

and order. At the other end of the spectrum, a score of 10 indicates that the state as differentiated 

administrative structures that operate throughout the country and provide all basic public services 

to their citizens. The second variable used as a robustness check is also from the Bertelsmann 

Transformation Index and it measures governance performance. This variable also measures on 

an ordinal scale that ranges from 1 to 10, which a score of 1 indicating limited steering 
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capabilities, resource efficiency, consensus building and international cooperation. A 10 score 

would indicate high levels of the aforementioned metrics.     

 Regarding my second independent variable, I use a measure from from the Center of 

Systemic Peace and their State Fragility Index variable (Marshall and Elzinga-Marshall 2017; 

Teorell et al. 2019). The State Fragility Index measures a state’s fragility by examining its 

capacity to “manage conflict; make and implement public policy; and deliver essential services 

and its systemic resilience in maintain system coherence, cohesion, and quality of life; 

responding effectively to challenges and crises, and sustaining progressive development” 

(Marshall and Elzinga-Marshall 2017; Teorell et al. 2019). A higher score indicates a more 

fragile state. As a robustness check I use a measure from the Boix-Miller-Rosato dataset (Boix et 

al. 2014; Teorell et al. 2019). It measures the number of consecutive years of the current regime 

type, which would indicate that there is political stability in the state. Table 12, located below, 

depicts the descriptive statistics for my dependent and independent variables.  

 

Table 12: Chapter Four Descriptive Statistics for Dependent and Independent Variables 

 

 

 Control Variables 

 In order to isolate the effect of my explanatory variables on my dependent variable, there 

are a number of variables that need to be accounted for. Looking through the literature, I have 

identified six such variables. The first is a measure of all refugees present within the state as 

multiple studies have shown that repression can be positively correlated with the number of 
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refugees (Fisk 2016; Wright and Moorthy 2018). The number of refugees in the state is 

calculated from the UNHCR Population Statistics time-series dataset (2019). Decreased 

economic performance and increased population size has also been linked to increased repression 

and thus must be accounted for (Poe and Tate 1994; Poe, Tate, and Keith 1999). I use 

Gleditsch’s data on GDP per capita measured in 2005 US Dollars (2002). Similarly, Data on a 

state’s population comes from the Gleditsch data set (2002). It measures population size in terms 

of 1,000s. I also include a measure of a state’s human rights practices as one there likely exists 

some form of correlation between a state’s willingness to use repression targeting their own 

population with their willingness to use repression targeting refugee populations within their 

borders. I measure a state’s respect for physical integrity rights from the CIRI data set 

(Cingranelli, Richards, and Clay 2014). The CIRI physical integrity rights scores are an additive 

index that combines counts of political imprisonments, extrajudicial killings, disappearances, and 

torture (Cingranelli, Richards, and Clay 2014). Taking in refugees can impose tremendous 

financial costs on the state, and states that are better equipped economically have been 

demonstrated to use less repression (Wright and Moorthy 2018). I have also included a measure 

of foreign aid. This measure is a combination of all officially directed foreign aid given to the 

host state in any given year (Aid Data 2016). Finally, as democracies have been shown to repress 

less often relative to non-democracies (Davenport and Armstrong 2004; Bueno de Mesquita et al. 

2005b; Hill and Jones 2014; Poe and Tate 1994; Poe, Tate and Keith 1999), it seems natural to 

include a measure of regime type. I use Freedom House’s Polity scores to measure regime type, 

specifically the 0-10 level of democracy scale based on the average scores of the Freedom House 

and Polity measures (Freedom House 2016; Marshall, Jaggers, and Gurr 2014). On this scale, a 



 

79 

higher number indicates a greater degree of democratization. In my analysis, I use logged 

versions of refugee count, population count, GDP, and foreign aid.  

 Model 

 As stated earlier, zero-inflated ordered probit models are most useful when “the outcome 

of interest in an ordered response variable and the data exhibit a high fraction of observations in 

the lowest category.”20 The concentration of zeros in the model is commonly referred to as zero 

inflation. Unlike traditional ordered probit models, which treat all zero-valued outcomes as a 

homogenous group, zero-inflated ordered probit models assume that the zero observations could 

be part of two distinct, but unobservable groups. The first group is considered the always zero 

group, those observations that will always be zero. This is often called the nonparticipation 

group. The second group represents those observations that are currently zero, but actually have 

the ability to be any of the other potential values. This group is often called the participation 

group.21 In order to determine which observations fit into these two groups, the zero-inflated 

ordered probit model includes an “inflate” portion of the equation. This is where you specify the 

variables in the equation that determine which of the zeros are part of the nonparticipation group, 

and which of those are part of the participation group. For this analysis, I include the dependent 

variable, a count of the number of refugees within the state, the state’s population size, as well as 

a state’s CIRI physical integrity rights score.  

 Results 

  Can state capacity and political stability mitigate government violence targeting 

refugees? Overall, I find support for both my hypothesized relationships that argue that both state 

capacity and political stability reduce levels of government violence targeting refugee 

 
20 https://www.stata.com/manuals/rzioprobit.pdf (accessed March 22, 2019)  
21 https://www.stata.com/manuals/rzioprobit.pdf (accessed March 22, 2019) 
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populations. Table 13 displays the results for my first hypothesis relating to state capacity as well 

as two of my robustness checks for that variable. As you can see below, I find strong empirical 

support for my theory.  
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Table 13: Results for State Capacity 
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The results indicated by Model 1 in Table 13 indicate that the hypothesized relationship between 

state capacity and government violence targeting refugees is statistically significant and in the 

expected direction. Essentially, as state capacity increases, government violence targeting 

refugees is decreased. This supports my argument that state capacity is instrumental in properly 

handling the arrival of a previously foreign population, where the state is able to provide basic 

goods and services to provide for the refugees reducing chances of conflict between the state and 

refugee populations. Additionally, they are able to accomplish this without upsetting the status 

quo within the state that would have the propensity to lead to conflict and ultimately repression. 

My two robustness checks for state capacity are also statistically significant and in the expected 

direction. These variables, which measure basic government administrative capacity and 

governance performance, reinforce the finding evident in my first hypothesis, namely that state 

capacity can reduce levels of state violence targeting refugees.  

 Table 14 displays the results of my empirical analysis assessing the impact that political 

stability can have on state violence targeting refugee populations. These results can be seen 

below. As you can see in Model 1 of Table 2, the relationship between state fragility and 

government violence targeting refugee populations is statistically significant and in the expected 

direction. Increased levels of state fragility lead to increased state sanctioned government 

violence targeting refugees. This reinforces my theoretical argument that those in power in more 

fragile states are more willing to risk the international condemnation and potential domestic 

blowback of targeting refugees with violence in order to maintain control in the face of an 

exogenous shock represented by the arrival of refugee populations.  
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Table 14: Results for Political Stability  
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 As with all discrete model choices, it is often more useful to look at marginal 

effects for interpretation purposes. Figure 4 below illustrates the marginal effect of state capacity 

and political stability on government violence targeting refugees. The top left quadrant of Figure 

4 illustrated the marginal effect of state capacity on the probability that the state will not target 

the refugees with violence. The top right quadrant shows the marginal effect of state capacity on 

different levels of state sanctioned violence targeting refugee populations. State capacity’s 

impact on the likelihood that a state will refrain from targeting refugees with violence appears to 

be highest at the lowest and highest levels of state capacity. Whereas high levels of state capacity 

correspond to lower probability for systemic and prevalent levels of state violence targeting 

refugees, probabilities of isolated violence increase with state capacity until the top levels 

whereby the probability of isolated violence then decreases.  

The bottom half of Figure 4 illustrates the marginal effect of acts of political stability on 

the probability that the state will use violence to target the refugees in response. Beginning with 

the bottom left quadrant of Figure 4, we can see that the relationship between political stability 

and the probably that the state will refrain from violence resembles a “U”. That is, the probability 

that the state will refrain from targeting refugees with violence occurs at the lowest and highest 

levels of political stability. Political stability seems to decrease the probability of isolated and 

prevalent government violence targeting refugees beyond a certain threshold, although it may 

actually increase some levels of violence at lower levels. Finally, systemic violence seems to 

decrease as levels of political stability increase.  

 

  

 



 

85 

 

Figure 4: Marginal Effects for Hypotheses 1 and 2 

 

Conclusion 

 Research relating to refugees has largely focused on events that create refugees, where 

refugees go, and the impact that refugees have on their host states. Partially due to limited data, 

there has been limited research that examines the treatment of refugee populations at the hands 

of their respective host states. I hope that this work has in some way worked towards filling this 

lacuna in the literature. Throughout this piece, I have made the argument that certain state 

characteristics can explain variation in the treatment of refugee populations. I specifically focus 

on state capacity and political stability. I argue and then empirical test the assertion that 

increased levels of state capacity will ultimately decrease levels of state violence targeting 
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refugees. As refugees enter a state, they act as an introduction of a previously foreign population. 

Their arrival will almost inevitably create both economic pressure and security concerns. It is the 

regime’s responsibility to manage the absorption of this new population without upsetting the 

status quo and alienating their winning coalition. The inability to do so will lead to changes 

within the status quo, ultimately threatening the regime and stability within the state. This in turn 

increases the chances that the state would consider using violence targeting refugees. I argue that 

political stability is another indicator of the likelihood that a state will resort to violence when 

dealing with refugees within their borders. More stable regimes will be less threatened by the 

arrival of a foreign population and thus be less likely to risk the international condemnation and 

potential domestic blowback of using repression targeting a vulnerable population. Less stable 

regimes, however, may feel like repression, as a tool of coercion, is one of their only options. 

Using a new dataset that explicitly captures state violence targeting refugee populations, I find 

support for these arguments in my empirical results.  

 While a state’s characteristics are not the only part of the puzzle when it comes to host 

state and refugee relations, they nonetheless play a major role in the outcomes relating to the 

treatment of refugee populations. Opportunities for further research into other considerations 

abound. Beyond focusing on refugees, I believe that it would be interesting to study mixed-

flows, instances where you have dual migrant and refugee inflows into the host state. There 

seems like there could be a natural convergence within the migration and refugee scholarly 

communities. Furthermore, I believe that a deeper examination of domestic politics and the 

domestic political climate could lead to interesting results. For example, would the results be 

consistent depending on different political parties and their ideological leanings? Would the 

presence of xenophobic attacks, such as the recent attack in Germany that left nine dead, signal 
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that the government would be more willing to use targeted violence against refugees (Oltermann 

2020)? Unfortunately, the factors across the globe that lead to the creation of refugees do not 

seem to be slowing down. This makes it imperative to continue to study why and when states 

sign off on government sanctioned violence towards refugee populations. Only when we begin to 

understand the decision making process can we begin to work towards reducing and eradicating 

targeted violence aimed at refugee populations.  
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CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSION 

Summary of the Main Findings 

 This dissertation has explored different factors and how they impact the treatment of 

refugee populations by their host state. In doing so, I am addressing a lacuna in the field relating 

to the treatment of refugee populations their treatment at the hands of their respective host state. I 

focus on factors that can help explain why and when host states target refugee populations with 

violence. In tackling the broader question relating to refugees and state repression, I concentrated 

my efforts in examining the impact of three related factors. I began with an examination of 

factors inherent with the refugees themselves and how that can impact levels of state sanctioned 

violence targeting refugees. Next, I examined the impact that HROs and civil society can have 

on the treatment of refugees by the host state. Finally, I looked at certain characteristics of the 

host state, namely state capacity and political stability in relation to their treatment of refugee 

populations within their borders. In each case, I find much empirical support for my hypothesis.  

 Chapter two of the dissertation looks at the refugees themselves and sees how a refugee’s 

connection to violence and violent acts can impact their treatment by their host state. I begin the 

examination by looking at conflict refugees with the expectation that conflict refugees will incur 

increased levels of state violence relative to non-conflict refugees. I expected that this would 

incur due to the increased threat posed to state security by conflict refugees, as well as the 

increased time horizon for a conflict refugee’s displacement. My empirical analysis did not find 

this to be the case. I suspect that states more than likely have the same expectations regarding 
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conflict refugees and engage in preemptive screenings or repression to prevent their entry in the 

first place. This would then artificially decrease cases of host state violence targeting refugees 

within their borders, potentially resulting in a null finding. My second and third hypotheses 

examine instances of violence committed by refugee populations. Hypothesis two measures 

instances where refugees commit acts of violence targeting the state or its agents, whereas, 

hypothesis three examines acts of refugee terror. In both of these cases refugees acts of violence 

challenge the state’s legitimacy and its monopoly on the use of force. When this occurs, it will 

almost invariably result in the state responding with violence in kind, as described in the “law of 

coercive responsiveness” (Davenport 2007). My empirical results bear this out as I find strong 

evidence of a positive relationship between refugee acts of violence and state violence targeting 

refugee populations. To distinguish between types of violence and to illustrate that no all 

violence is seen in the same light, I also included two measures of violence that capture refugee 

on civilian violence and finally instances of refugee rioting. The expectation is that these types of 

violence, given that they are not directly targeting the state or its agents, will not result in a 

violent response from the state. My empirical results support this believe as I do not find any 

support that these events are connected.  

 Chapter three of the dissertation looks at whether HROs and institutionalized systems and 

norms and how they may reduce levels of state violence targeting refugee populations. I begin by 

examining the role that HROs can play in this process and illustrate how they are able to mitigate 

a potential repressive relationship between a host state and refugees within its borders. I argue 

that HROs can assist with the accommodation and integration of refugee populations, which 

studies have shown can lead to a reduction in one-sided violence (Fisk 2016). HROs can assist 

the state by providing information to the state about the refugee populations, as well as take 
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pressure off the state by directly providing necessary resources and services to refugee 

populations. Furthermore, HROs can also reduce levels of localized strife between refugee 

populations and the local population, decreasing the need for police and state security agents to 

get involved, ultimately reducing instances of state violence. In addition to the impact of HROs, I 

also examine the impact that institutionalized equal opportunities and access have on the 

reduction of state violence targeting refugees. Allowing refugees access to employment and 

education empowers them and assists in their ability to integrate into society and ultimately 

become self-sufficient. Institutionalized and legal protections against discrimination also serve to 

reduce repression targeting refugees. Moreover, equal access to these opportunities that are not 

restricted by social group or socio-economic standing further reinforce refugee’s abilities to 

thrive without incurring increased host state violence. An empirical analysis of the impact of 

HROs and equal opportunity and access shows strong support for my hypotheses.  

 Chapter four of the dissertation looks at the impact that certain host state characteristics 

can have on state violence targeting refugee populations. I focus on both state capacity and 

political stability. State capacity, which takes into account levels of corruption, law and order, 

and bureaucratic quality, impacts the ability of the state to handle an influx of a previously 

foreign population without upsetting the status quo, which if impacted, could lead to dissent, 

conflict, and ultimately repression. Political stability is also an important indicator as less 

politically stable regimes may be more willing to use repression relative to more politically 

stable regimes. Less politically stable regimes would be more willing to incur the potential 

domestic and international backlash from the use of repression as their hold on power is weaker 

and may feel like repression is one of the only options available to them. In an empirical analysis 

of both state capacity and political stability I find empirical support for my hypotheses.        
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Implications for Protecting Refugees 

 Based on the analysis, what are some strategies that can be adopted to ensure that 

refugees are afforded a welcoming and safe haven throughout their journey. For starters, given 

that one of the strongest indicators of state violence targeting refugees are acts of refugee 

violence, it makes sense to target the underlying causes leading to refugee violence. First, it 

would help if the state and others working with refugees within the state, such as international 

organizations and HROs, adopted some techniques used in conflict management to help prevent 

grievances that refugees may have with the state or vice versa from devolving into a tit-for-tat 

cycle of violence. For example, mediation efforts between refugee populations and state 

representatives could help prevent an onset of violence. Furthermore, having institutionalized 

and accepted means for refugee populations to petition the state or representatives in public 

offices could also help prevent an escalation of violence between the two parties. Having an 

opportunity to work within the system should reduce the likelihood that refugees would feel the 

need to resort to extralegal strategies such as taking up arms against the state or it’s 

representatives. Institutionalized access to employment and education opportunities can also 

assist with the integration process of refugees as well as bring them closer to self-sufficiency 

which further reduces the potential for negative interactions with the state.  

 Beyond that, further support for HROs working with refugees, whether it comes from the 

state or the international community more broadly, can be of great assistance to reducing the 

chances that the state would feel the need to use repression targeting refugee populations within 

their borders. HROs can assist with the accommodation an integration of refugee populations. 

This would be of tremendous help to states without the resources to take care of refugee 

populations. HROs can also be a source of information for both the state and the refugees 
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themselves, further decreasing the chances that misperceptions or miscommunications could lead 

to further violence. Additionally, as the analysis has shown that state’s with high state capacity 

are less likely to target refugee populations with violence, it makes sense to assist low capacity 

states with the administration and accommodation of refugee populations. International 

organizations such as the UNHCR or HROs can provide this function. Furthermore, the 

international community can encourage high capacity states to increase the number of refugees 

they choose to accept. Relatedly, states with high levels of political stability also prove to use 

less violence when dealing with refugee populations and the international community can also 

encourage those states to accept more refugees.   

Suggestions for Future Research 

 While I hope that this dissertation has made a contribution to the study of refugees and 

their treatment by their respective host state, there remain copious avenues for more in depth 

analysis. Although the POSVAR dataset provides a much-needed look at state violence targeting 

refugees, more data is always helpful, especially when addressing these issues on a cross-

national basis. Beyond the need for more data, it is imperative to discover some ways to account 

for the preemptive repression that occurs prior to refugees crossing a state’s border. This is 

important since preemptive forms of repression and that strategy’s ability to prevent refugees 

from crossing a state’s borders are more than likely impacting the levels of repression targeting 

refugees found in available data. Next, I would be interested in exploring the success or failures 

of various conflict management techniques used by states and NGOs and how they can impact 

relations between refugees, their host state, as well as the local population. Perhaps there would 

be some merit in combining the disparate literature of conflict management and peace and the 

scholarship on refugees. There has also been recent debate about the impact that push-pull 
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factors have on the creation of refugees, their flight patterns, and where they ultimately end up. I 

would be curious to ascertain whether these push-pull factors also impact their treatment at the 

hands of their host state. There has also been recent discussion on mixed flows, which are 

population movements that contain both migrants and refugees. While the literature concerning 

refugees and migrants has been largely separate, I believe that it would be interesting to gauge 

whether the presence of one impacts the other. Finally, I also believe that the length of time that 

a refugee has been within a state impacts their treatment at the hands of their host state. I think it 

would be interesting to study whether longer term refugees are treated differently than recently 

arrived refugees.   
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