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Background: Crucial to maintain peace

Preferred “solution” to displacement for many refugees is to return
home (UNHCR 2019).

For some of these refugees return will occur eventually, even if decades
have passed since they left their home communities.

Some will be “forced” to return by their host countries.

Scarce evidence of the impact of repatriation on social cohesion in
communities of return.

Crucial to maintain peace in communities that are recovering from
conflict.
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In this paper...

We explore the impact of repatriation on social cohesion in
communities of return.

We focus on Burundi for the empirical analysis.

We also explore how these effects differ across different sub-samples
based on ethnic composition, (pre-war) land scarcity and attitudes
towards returnees.
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Conceptual Motivation

Out-group and in-group cooperation after conflict.

International displacement, return and identity formation.

Community homogeneity.

Competition for scarce resources.
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1. Out-group and in-group cooperation after conflict

Exposure to violence and conflict leads to more prosocial behaviour
(Bauer et al., 2016).

Myriad of activities: from behaving more altruistically (including in
lab games) to a higher likelihood of joining social groups (Bellows and
Miguel 2009; Gilligan et al. 2014; Voors et al. 2012).

Increase in prosocial behaviour is towards one’s own identity group
members (Bauer et al. 2014; Cecchi, Leuveld, and Voors 2016).

Conflict reinforces societal divisions between groups (i.e. less
cooperation with out-group members).
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2. Displacement, return and identity formation

We posit that the process of displacement and return can create
diverging identities between returnees and stayees.

Returnees share the common experience of escaping conflict,
adapting to life abroad, sometimes even growing up abroad, and
returning home (with many being forced to return).

Stayees can have different perceptions on patriotism, nationhood and
deservedness of limited community resources given their role in
protecting these resources during the conflict.

Schwartz (2019) ethnographic work provides evidence of group
identification based on the location during war: Les repatriés and
Les résidents.
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“Migration-related divisions not only cut across ethnicity, but frequently
divided families where members had lived on either side of the border
during the war. As such, migration-related categorizations existed
independent of, though sometimes associated with, ethnic categorizations”
(Schwartz 2019).
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Returnees are likely to be seen as out-group members by stayees and vice
versa.

This leads to our first two hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1:

Repatriation will have a negative impact on social cohesion.

Hypothesis 2:

The effect of repatriation on social cohesion should be more negative (less
positive) in communities with stronger signs of migration-related divisions.
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3. Community Homogeneity

The level of diversity of the receiving community in terms of key markers
of identity also plays a role.

Large literature on the implications of multiculturalism (Crisp and
Meleady 2012).

Individuals often react negatively to threats to homogeneity, at least
in the short-term (Ramos et al. 2019).

In communities that are more homogenous in relation to other key
markers of identity, the arrival of returnees with a clearly different
identity can have a more adverse effect on social cohesion.
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This leads to our third hypothesis:

Hypothesis 3:

The effect of repatriation on social cohesion should be more negative (less
positive) in communities with less diversity related to other factors.
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4. Competition for scarce resources

The impact of repatriation is not confined to identity issues only, there
could be broader economic concerns (Ruiz and Vargas-Silva 2021).

Refugee return could also reduce social cohesion because of the
additional competition for scarce resources.

This effect should be greater for those resources (e.g. fertile land), in
which the scarcity cannot be solved in the short-term.
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This leads to our last hypothesis:

Hypothesis 4:

The effect of repatriation on social cohesion should be more negative (less
positive) in communities in which resources are scarcer.
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Context: Burundi

Conflict during 1993-2005: 5% of the population killed, 10% was
internationally displaced.

Most displacement occurred by foot: most refugees in Tanzania
(regional safe haven).

Tanzania pushed them out: closing refugee camps, ending
protection and services.

Large return: Over 500,000 refugees returned in the period of a few
years.

Returnees able to reclaim land in their communities of origin:
scarce resource in the country. Recovery of the “promised”
agricultural land was very problematic.
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Number of Burundian refugees in Tanzania
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Data

Household survey in which 15 households were interviewed in 100
communities (i.e. sous-collines) across the 17 provinces of the
country.

Community survey in which a local leader was interviewed in each of
the 100 communities.

The number of communities selected in each province was based on
information from the 2008 Census.

Analysis excludes Bujumbura.

Data collected in 2011 and 2015 but use 2015 for the analysis.
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Location of communities surveyed in Burundi
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Measuring social cohesion (with examples)

Social cohesion is a multi-dimensional concept.

Support:

How well do people in your community help each other out these days?.

Conflict and reconciliation:

In your opinion, is this community generally peaceful or marked by
violence?.

Trust:

Please indicate the extent to which you trust the following people,
groups, and institutions.

Household members participation:

How many household members are active members of any of the
following organizations?.
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Measuring social cohesion (with means)
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Regression

Yi = δj + βRc + ϕHi + ρCc + ϵi ,

Yi is one of the indicators of social cohesion.

δj is the province indicator.

Rc is the share of returnees in the community.

Hi indicates a series of household level controls.

Cc are a series of community level of controls.
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Subsample

Ethnicity: Hutu group 85%, Tutsi 14%, others 1%.

A community is less ethnically diverse if the majority group accounts
for 90% of population.
45% of respondents live in less ethnically diverse communities.

Pre-war land availability: A community has more pre-war land
availability if the community leader indicated that:

Pre-war land availability was very high and pre-war land quality was
high.
Pre-war land availability was high and pre-war land quality was very
high.

Attitude towards return: add the four responses to the return
question (i.e. help the country, fit in, bring new ideas, and receive
preferential treatment), higher values indicate worse attitudes. Divide
above and below the mean.

Ruiz and Vargas-Silva (Univ Oxford) Refugee Return and Social Cohesion January 21, 2022 20 / 49



Identification

Tanzania mandated the return of all Burundian refugees from the
1993 conflict.

Returnees also had a very strong incentive to return to their
communities of origin as this was the place in which they were
entitled to land, a scarce resource in the country.

Concern: communities with initially large levels of international
displacement, and more return later on, could be inherently different
from other communities and that this is what may be driving the
results regarding social cohesion.
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Instrument for the share of returnees in the population

Instruments:

Proximity = Logarithm of the inverse of distance to the border of
Tanzania.
Flatness = Logarithm of the inverse of altitude.

Once we control for conflict exposure, international displacement
largely depends on the accessibility of a safe haven.

Displacement occurred by foot and distance to the border and
altitude affected the level of international displacement from a given
community.

Traditional tests on instruments and use of pre-conflict information to
show that proximity and flatness do not relate to unobserved factors
that affect variables related to social cohesion.
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Results I: Impact of refugee return on different measures
of support
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Results II: Impact of refugee return on violence and
reconciliation measures
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Results II: Impact of refugee return on violence and
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Results III: Impact of refugee return on trust measures

Ruiz and Vargas-Silva (Univ Oxford) Refugee Return and Social Cohesion January 21, 2022 29 / 49



Results III: Impact of refugee return on trust measures
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Results IV:Impact of refugee return on household
participation in community activities
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Results IV:Impact of refugee return on household
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Robustness

Limit the sample to stayees only.

Slightly larger coefficients, somewhat more significance, but main story
remains the same.

Changing our measure of the returnee share of the population.

From relying on the household roster, to the information from the
community leader. Again story remains the same.
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Conclusion: summary

Repatriation involves the reencounter of groups that were separated
for many years and often decades. This process could lead to the
reestablishment of old societal divisions or to the creation of new ones.

The results suggest varying impacts of refugee return on different
aspects of social cohesion.

Stronger effects, suggest that refugee return has a negative impact on
the feeling that community members help each other, could borrow
money for emergencies from non-household members and felt that the
community is peaceful.

Estimated impacts on measures of reconciliation, post-conflict justice,
trust and participation in community groups are mostly statistically
insignificant.
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Conclusion: sub-sample

Results from sub-samples suggest that:

The negative effect on the feeling that community members help each
other tends to be stronger in communities with worse attitudes towards
refugee return.
The negative effect on the feeling that community members help each
other tends to be stronger in communities with less ethnic diversity.
The negative effect on the feeling that community members help each
other tends to be stronger in communities with less pre-war land
availability.
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Conclusion: general results

Overall, the results suggest that there is not a single driver or
mechanism related to refugee return that can cover all aspects of a
complex concept such as social cohesion.

However, the results do suggest that the process of out-migration and
return could lead to new divisions in society based on the location of
individuals during the conflict.

These effects could be present in other countries and even supersede
(or get mixed with) previous societal divisions.
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Thank you!

Email us:

carlos.vargas-silva@ox.ac.uk

isabel.ruiz@bsg.ox.ac.uk

Ruiz and Vargas-Silva (Univ Oxford) Refugee Return and Social Cohesion January 21, 2022 39 / 49



Main locations of Burundian refugees (% in each country)
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Refugees in Tanzania in 2005 by province of origin in
Burundi
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Means of control variables
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Means of independent variables
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Descriptive statistics of the instruments
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First Stage Results
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Impact of proximity and flatness on pre-war household and
community characteristics
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Attitude towards emigration and return I

Panel A: When people leave the country % share agree
It makes life harder for those who stay 32.01
They still contribute to the country of origin 38.24
They are able to support families in country
of origin

68.38

They abandon their country 25.42
They get rich 59.54
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Attitude towards emigration and return II

Panel B: When people receive money
from abroad

% share agree

They become lazier 18.48
It leads to resentment from others 64.17
They get rich 51.91
It helps develop our country 48.33
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Attitude towards emigration and return III

Panel C: When people who have lived
abroad come back they

% share agree

Help the country 57.98
Do not fit in 23.47
Bring new ideas, knowledge and technology 68.65
Receive preferential treatment 66.83
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