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3.6 million refugees, or 25 percent.4 Even the ongoing surge in ref-
ugees to Europe is unlikely to change the existing unequal distribution. 
At the country level, the proportion of refugees is currently highest 
in Lebanon, accounting for 23.2 percent of the population, followed by 
8.7 percent in Jordan, and 2.9 percent in Turkey. However, with the 
exception of Turkey, to date none of the OECD countries rank among 
the top host countries in terms of absolute numbers or relative to 
their economic capacity (Figure 2). These rankings are dominated by 
developing countries, including not only Turkey but also Afghanistan, 
Jordan, Lebanon, Pakistan, and several African countries.

Refugee numbers may continue to rise in both developing and 
developed countries. Climate change-induced weather variations 
and the increased frequency and intensity of natural disasters are 
not only likely to directly propel migration but also may compound 
other security challenges in the future, as recently witnessed in the 
Horn of Africa and Syria.5 In addition, increased market volatility 
and related food price spikes may contribute to unrest and conflict, 
as the Arab Awakening has shown, likewise leading to internal and 
international migration.6

Reactions to the hundreds of thousands of people fleeing 
violence in the Middle East and elsewhere are mixed in the nations 
hosting these refugees and in desired destination countries. Obviously, 
large inflows of people create important logistical and security chal-
lenges. Refugee flows may also bring out the nationalistic, religious, 
or cultural biases of some local people. To ground the discussion, 
the remainder of this brief reviews research-based evidence on the 
challenges and opportunities that often come with hosting refugees 
and suggests possible solutions for managing the growing numbers 
of refugees in ways that reduce negative impacts and increase posi-
tive outcomes for both refugees and host countries.

SMALL IMPACTS ON HOST POPULATIONS
Refugees and migrants are often accused of “stealing the jobs of 
natives”, “freeloading on external aid or public benefits”, and “bring-
ing crime and diseases.” But the evidence from developed countries 
generally suggests that migration has only small economic effects in 
host countries. We can draw insights regarding refugee flows from 
evidence on migration impacts, with the caveat that large, rapid 

A  sharp rise in people fleeing conflict and persecution, mostly  
 from Syria, in 2014 boosted the number of refugees in the   
 European Union (EU) by almost 12 percent (Figure 1), and 

the increase has continued in 2015. Assuming this growth continues  
in the second half of 2015, and assuming all people reported to have 
entered the EU illegally are granted refugee status, the number of 
refugees in Europe would increase by about 720,000 people—a 
level last seen in the 1990s.1 While other estimates are consider-
ably higher (the German government expects Germany alone to 
receive 800,000 refugees in 2015, compared to 200,000 in 2014), 
the share of refugees will likely remain below 1 percent of the total  
population living in the EU.2

However, this dramatic increase hides an important reality— 
the current EU refugee crisis is just part of a much bigger global 
problem. Despite the huge media attention directed at the hun-
dreds of thousands of refugees crossing Europe’s borders, the 
world’s developing countries host the overwhelming majority of 
refugees from all conflict and disaster areas. Of the 14.4 million 
refugees recorded by the end of 2014 globally, developing countries 
hosted 86 percent.3 The Least Developed Countries alone hosted 
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Figure 1 Number of refugees globally compared to the EU,  
1960–2014, in millions



refugee inflows may carry higher absorption and resettlement 
costs than those of ordinary migration flows, which usually involve 
smaller numbers over longer time periods. In developing countries, 
the impacts could even be positive if sufficient donor assistance to 
refugees is forthcoming.

Developed countries
Research on migration to OECD countries suggests that—depending  
on the age, gender, and skill composition of the migrant population— 
migration can increase the working-age population, contribute to  
innovation, and fill important gaps in the labor force.7 But overall 
effects in labor markets, though generally positive, are often small.8  
The increase in population usually generates positive multiplier 
effects by stimulating local demand for goods and services. However, 
negative effects have been observed, primarily among the less- 
educated local population and earlier immigrant cohorts, who often 
face the most competition from new migrants.9 As for the fiscal 
implications of migrants, most empirical studies also find small overall 
impacts, which may be positive or negative depending on the migrant 
population composition, employment opportunities, and social safety 
nets in host countries.10 While there is insufficient research to sup-
port claims that migrants pose security problems for host countries, 
evidence suggests that the propensity of migrants to commit crimes 
is likely to depend on particular individual characteristics and the 
available employment opportunities in the host country.11

Developing countries
For developing countries, several studies show refugees have a 
positive and transformative impact on host economies as well as 
some negative effects, depending on the extent of aid flows to 
support refugees. A study of the impact of the more than one mil-
lion refugees who escaped from violence in Burundi and Rwanda to 
northwestern Tanzania in the mid-1990s found large price increases 
for some agricultural products, mainly non-aid food items, and 
more modest price effects for aid-related food items. These price 
changes affected the welfare of both rural and urban populations. 

“Food aid is shown to mitigate these [price] effects, though its 
impact is smaller than that of the increases in the refugee popula-
tion. Examination of household assets suggests positive wealth 
effects of refugee camps on nearby rural households and negative 
wealth effects on households in urban areas.”12 

The economic benefits resulted mainly from a large increase 
in demand for goods, which stimulated local production and cre-
ated new jobs, and the positive longer-term effects of infrastruc-
ture investment (funded by external donors) initially made to 
serve refugee camps.13 However, as in the OECD countries, evi-
dence showed that the impacts are not equally distributed among 
the host population. Examples from Kenya, Tanzania, Turkey, and 
Uganda show that lower-skilled workers often face fiercer compe-
tition for jobs, and net food-buyers (especially in urban areas) are 
more likely to suffer when food prices increase.14

In terms of health impacts, the longer-term evidence for devel-
oping countries is still limited. Nonetheless, evidence from Tanzania 
found that children living in refugee-hosting areas experienced 
negative health effects.15 A study of global malaria incidence found 
a significant increase in cases of malaria associated with inflows 
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of refugees from civil conflict only in tropical countries.16 A recent 
study of the consequences of the civil war in Syria warns against a 
possible surge in infectious disease in both Syria and neighboring 
countries.17 The authors attribute the risk in neighboring countries 
to the flow of refugees coming from areas where the healthcare sys-
tem is damaged. But proving a causal relationship between refugee 
inflows and health risks would require more research.

For impacts on security, the empirical evidence from developing 
countries seems insufficient, since it is often difficult to distinguish the 
direct security threat posed by refugees from threats related to con-
flict spillovers or the spread of weapons across borders.18

In summary, and despite large contextual and institutional dif-
ferences between developed and developing countries, the existing  
evidence suggests that refugee inflows are not a major threat to  
labor markets or public finances in OECD countries, and in develop-
ing countries, the impact of refugee inflows can be positive if there  
is sufficient donor aid. There is no strong evidence on links to crimi-
nality. Although hosting refugees in transitory locations and their 
ultimate absorption generate demands on public finances, OECD 
countries and other wealthy nations certainly have the economic and 
institutional capacity to deal with the resource and operational chal-
lenges induced by refugee inflows. However, political will is required 
to build a coordinated response to the growing numbers of refugees.

WHAT NEEDS TO BE DONE?
Where there is political will, the question is, what actions are needed  
to tackle the ongoing refugee crises? Solutions may include short- 
and medium-term measures to help refugees directly and longer-
term measures to address the root causes of crisis—people fleeing 
conflict and other disasters.

More and better support for refugees  
and their hosts 
Supporting refugees and their host countries can reduce incen-
tives for hazardous and costly cross-border moves. As a response 
to the growing numbers of refugees, contributions to key host-
ing nations and aid agencies have increased, but not enough to 
provide adequate living conditions for the growing number of 
refugees. For example, several times during the last year the 
World Food Programme (WFP), which provides emergency aid, 
was forced to cut, slow, or eliminate its food-voucher program 
for more than 1.7 million Syrian refugees.19 The UN High Com-
mission for Refugees (UNHCR), responsible for assisting internally 
displaced people (IDPs) and refugees, is also struggling to secure  
sufficient funds to meet the urgent needs of IDPs and refugees  
who are affected by conflict and by the complex interactions  
between conflict and natural calamities in the Middle East,  
Africa, and elsewhere.

Support for long-term solutions to  
protracted refugee situations 
For those refugees whose prospects of repatriation in the near 
and medium term are slim, host countries and the international 
community should consider long-term resettlement and support 
of local integration. As discussed above, such schemes are likely 
to have limited economic impacts on host countries. But to 
avoid negative distributional effects and ensure successful local 
integration, it seems essential to build the assets and capacity 
of the most vulnerable people within the host communities and 
to improve the provision of public goods (such as healthcare and 
infrastructure). Moreover, if refugees are provided with oppor-
tunities, especially related to education and employment, then 
these newcomers can bring benefits to their new countries.

More investments in fragile states and  
countries prone to natural calamities
The root causes of conflict vary greatly and often reflect a com-
plex combination of political, institutional, economic, and social 
stresses. The broad set of factors that have been shown to 
contribute to conflict include ethnic tension, religious competi-
tion, real or perceived discrimination, poor governance and state 
capacity, competition for land and natural resources, population 
pressure and rapid urbanization, and economic factors such as 
poverty, youth unemployment, and food insecurity.20 Addressing 
these root causes of conflict in fragile countries must be part of 
a comprehensive strategy to deal with the current refugee cri-
sis. It will require scaling up and better targeting of longer-term 
development aid. Such collaboration should focus on policies 
and investments that tackle critical economic causes of current 
conflict, namely poverty, unemployment, and food and nutrition 
insecurity. Beyond economic development, collaborative efforts 
are required to address the impacts of natural disasters, and 
more emphasis should be given to building resilience to climate 
change-related shocks, such as droughts and food price spikes, 
which are a potential source of future conflicts.

MOVING FORWARD
The current refugee movements undoubtedly constitute a huge 
challenge, yet existing evidence suggests that economic impacts 
are likely to be small in rich countries. Likewise in the developing 
countries that host refugees, impacts can be positive if sufficient 
external assistance is provided. The global community has a moral 
obligation to assist refugees. Richer countries should not only 
accept refugees for resettlement within their own borders, but 
also shoulder much of the financial burden for poorer host coun-
tries in order to assure positive and peaceful outcomes for both 
refugees and their host countries.
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