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Refugee return and social cohesion

Isabel Ruiz*  and Carlos Vargas-Silva**

Abstract:  Refugee return often involves the re-encounter of individuals who were separated for years, 
but we know little about its impact on social cohesion. We explore this impact using data from a na-
tionwide survey that we conducted in Burundi, a country that experienced high levels of repatriation 
during the 2000s. We find 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 the 
feeling that the community is peaceful. The impacts on measures of reconciliation, post-conflict justice, 
trust, and participation in community groups are mostly statistically insignificant. We also explore how 
these effects differ across different sub-samples based on ethnic composition, pre-war land scarcity, 
and attitudes towards return. The results highlight the possible role of new migration-related societal 
divisions in affecting post-return social cohesion.
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I.  Introduction

The preferred ‘solution’ to their displacement for many refugees worldwide is to return 
home (UNHCR, 2019). For some this return will occur eventually, even if  years or 
sometimes decades have passed since they left their home communities. However, there 
is little understanding of the impact of repatriation on social cohesion in communities 
of return. As suggested in a recent World Bank review on the evidence of social cohe-
sion and forced displacement: ‘issues of return and repatriation are also largely invisible 
in the literature’ (De Berry and Roberts, 2018). They also add that ‘this absence weakens 
a programmatic ability to devise inclusive interventions in return areas’. This is a major 
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gap in the evidence as social cohesion is crucial to maintaining peace and stability in 
communities that are recovering from conflict (Langer et al., 2017). In this paper, we 
explore the impact of repatriation on social cohesion in communities of return.

While there is limited evidence on the impacts of refugee return on social cohesion, 
there is substantial evidence on the impact of exposure to conflict on social cohesion 
(Bauer et al., 2016). These studies provide insights on the possible impacts of repatri-
ation on social cohesion in communities of return. The evidence suggests that those 
more exposed to conflict tend to behave more cooperatively after the end of conflict 
(Bellows and Miguel, 2009; Voors et al., 2012; Gilligan et al., 2014; Hall et al., 2021; 
Skoog, 2021). Yet, studies suggest that the increase in cooperative behaviour is limited 
to in-group members and that those more exposed to conflict cooperate less with 
out-group members (Bauer et al., 2014; Cecchi et al., 2016).

Therefore, an important aspect is whether stayees (i.e. those who did not leave the 
country during the conflict) and returnees (i.e. those who left and returned) perceive 
each other in a way that would reduce social cohesion. Divisions that contributed to 
conflict, such as clan, ethnic, regional, or class lines, can still be present after conflict and 
can overlap with return patterns if  returnees or stayees are concentrated in a particular 
group. In this case, out-migration of particular groups can reify and reinforce conflict-era 
cleavages, and then reintroduce those cleavages through the process of refugee return.

The process of large-scale emigration during the conflict and return later on can also 
lead to the creation of new divisions in society. These divisions can either replace or 
get mixed with more traditional identity categories (Schwartz, 2019). In this case, out-
migration and return can affect social cohesion by creating new divisions (i.e. stayees 
versus returnees) within previously coherent social groups.

The impact of repatriation is not confined to identity issues only; there could be 
broader economic concerns. This is particularly the case in communities that have 
limited natural resources (Ruiz and Vargas-Silva, 2021). The influx of returnees can 
lead to more competition for those resources (e.g. land) and affect the level of social 
cohesion in the community.

To explore the impact of refugee return on social cohesion we use data that we col-
lected in Burundi in 2015. This country experienced a conflict during 1993–2005, in 
which 5 per cent of the population was killed and 10 per cent was displaced inter-
nationally (Ruiz and Vargas-Silva, 2015, 2016).1 The end of protection in neighbouring 
countries led to the return of over 500,000 refugees in the period of a few years. In the 
survey we collected information for households in 100 communities across the country, 
including detailed information on indicators of support across households, violence 
and reconciliation, trust, and participation in community groups.

In the analysis, we explore the impact of refugee return in general and by community 
sub-samples, including communities with more/less ethnic diversity, more/less pre-war 
land scarcity, and more/less negative attitudes towards migrant return. Our results 
suggest varying impacts of refugee return on different aspects of social cohesion. The 
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 the feeling that the community is peaceful. The estimated 
impacts of refugee return on measures of trust and participation in community groups 
are mostly statistically insignificant.

1  While Burundi has experienced another wave of political tensions and displacement since then, our 
analysis precedes these events.
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II.  Theoretical motivation

In order to develop a conceptual basis for the study of social cohesion in the refugee 
return context, we combine four strands of literature. First, the effect of violence on 
out-group cooperation. Second, the effect of international displacement and return 
on identity formation. Third, the implications of threats to community homogeneity. 
Fourth, the role of resource scarcity in affecting social cohesion.

(i)  Out-group cooperation after conflict

The evidence from multiple countries suggests that exposure to violence leads to more 
prosocial behaviour (Bauer et al., 2016). This includes a myriad activities from behaving 
more altruistically (including in lab games) to a higher likelihood of joining social 
groups (Bellows and Miguel, 2009; Voors et al., 2012; Gilligan et al., 2014).

The increase in prosocial behaviour is towards one’s own identity group. In fact, 
conflict reinforces societal divisions between groups. For example, Bauer et al. (2014) 
conducted several experiments to explore in-group and out-group cooperation in Sierra 
Leone. They found that those more exposed to violence behaved more altruistically to-
wards in-group members compared to those less exposed. However, this effect was not 
present for out-group members.

The explanations behind these changes in response to violence exposure remain un-
clear. Bauer et al. (2016), in a review of the subject, suggest that changes in parochial 
norms and preferences are likely to play a role in the explanation. In particular, evo-
lutionary research suggests that the historical process of intergroup competition leads 
to adaptive psychological responses that promote in-group success (Boyd et al., 2003). 
This behaviour intensifies when there is more intergroup competition.

(ii)  International displacement, return, and identity formation

It is important to relate the distinct effect of violence on cooperation with in-group 
and out-group members to repatriation. Group membership is often based around a 
marker of identity such as belonging to a clan or ethnic group. Exclusion of others is 
more likely when it is possible to form groups along one of these identity lines (Caselli 
and Coleman, 2013).

Based on the literature on conflict, identify formation, and forced migration, we posit 
that location during the war can be a clear marker of identity and 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 re-
turn). Stayees, on the other hand, can have different perceptions on patriotism, nation-
hood, and deservedness of limited community resources given their role in protecting 
these resources during the conflict.

There is evidence of group identification based on location during the war. Schwartz 
(2019) conducted ethnographic work in Burundi during 2015 and found that individ-
uals in different communities made a distinction between the Les Rapatriés and Les 
Résidents and even used other labels such as ‘the Tanzanians’ in reference to returnees. 
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She explains that ‘migration-related divisions not only cut across ethnicity, but fre-
quently divided families where members had lived on either side of the border dur-
ing the war. As such, migration-related categorizations existed independent of, though 
sometimes associated with, ethnic categorizations’ (Schwartz, 2019).

This supports the idea that returnees are likely to be seen as out-group members by 
stayees and vice versa. These divisions have implications for social cohesion in commu-
nities that have been exposed to conflict and in which we would expect less cooperation 
with out-group members. This leads us to expect that repatriation will have a negative 
impact on social cohesion and for that effect to be stronger in communities with more 
signs of migration-related divisions.

(iii)  Community homogeneity

The level of diversity of the receiving community in terms of key markers of identity 
also plays a role. For instance, there is a literature on the implications of multicultur-
alism (Crisp and Meleady, 2012) and the evidence suggests that individuals often react 
negatively to threats to homogeneity, at least in the short term. Human evolution mod-
els suggest that the brain evolved to sustain motivated cognition and behaviour relevant 
to in-group survival and cooperation, and to protect against threats from out-groups 
(Ramos et al., 2019).

In communities that are more homogeneous in relation to other key markers of iden-
tity, the arrival of returnees with a different identity can have a more adverse effect on 
social cohesion.2 Therefore, we would expect the effect of repatriation on social cohe-
sion to be more negative in communities with less diversity related to other factors.

(iv)  Competition for scarce resources

Finally, in addition to pure identity issues, refugee return could reduce social cohesion be-
cause of the additional competition for scarce resources. For example, Prediger et al. (2014)  
present evidence from Namibia on the positive link between scarcity and antisocial be-
haviour. This effect should be greater for those resources (e.g. fertile land) in which the 
scarcity cannot be solved in the short term. Based on this we would expect the effect of 
repatriation on social cohesion to be more negative in communities in which resources 
are scarcer.

III.  Research design

(i)  Context

In order to explore the conceptual ideas presented above we looked for case studies 
with three characteristics. First, in order for the effects to be perceivable, we need the 
volume of repatriation to be substantial relative to the size of the country’s population. 

2  Please note that in this study we were not allowed to collect information on ethnic identity of either 
stayees or returnees.
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Therefore, we need to consider countries that have experienced large outflows of refu-
gees and inflows of returnees later on. Second, we need a substantial portion of the 
refugees to spend about a decade or more abroad (protracted displacement) in order to 
allow enough time for the possible development of separate identities between stayees 
and returnees. Third, we need a country in which there is scarcity of natural resources, 
such as fertile land.

In the analysis, we focus on Burundi, a country that has these three characteristics. 
While we explore a single case study, there are multiple countries (e.g. Afghanistan, 
Somalia, and South Sudan) which have these three characteristics (i.e. large inflows of 
returnees, long period abroad, scarce natural resources) and for which the results are 
relevant. The research could also be relevant for countries in which the initial emigra-
tion was due to reasons other than widespread conflict, including natural disasters (e.g. 
El Salvador, Haiti).

There are four different stages related to Burundi–Tanzania displacement (Figure 1). 
There were over 150,000 Burundian refugees in Tanzania prior to 1993. These refu-
gees fled Burundi in 1972 and most of them have since been offered citizenship by 
Tanzania. Burundi experienced a conflict from 1993 to 2005, which led to another 
major refugee outflow. Ethnic rivalries (Hutus versus Tutsis) have historically played 
a key role in Burundian conflicts, although the 1993 conflict dynamics expand beyond 
simple ethnic tensions (Ndikumana, 2005). At the peak of the crisis there were over 
500,000 Burundian refugees in Tanzania.

Note that while there were some Burundian refugees in other countries in the region, 
Tanzania was by far the main host of Burundian refugees from the 1993 conflict, with 
over 90 per cent of the total from 1996 onwards (Figure 2).

In Burundi, most of the displacement occurred on foot, and distance to the safe 
haven (i.e. Tanzania) played a key role in international displacement patterns. As shown 

Figure 1:  Displacement and conflict stages: stock of Burundian refugees in Tanzania.

Source: UNHCR, 2021.
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in Figure 3, those provinces which are closer to Tanzania generally had higher levels of 
international displacement than other provinces.

After the signing and implementation of the peace agreement, Tanzania closed the 
camps for the 1993 conflict refugees, ended official protection for this group and pushed 
them to return home.3 By 2009, the large majority of refugees from the 1993 conflict 
had returned to Burundi, along with about 50,000 of the 1972 refugees. This period 
of return lasted for a few years until late 2015 when there was a new spike of displace-
ment following an announcement from the President of Burundi that he was running 
for a third term in office, considered by some a violation of the peace agreements. As 
we explain in the next sub-section, this occurred after the end of data collection for this 
paper, therefore in our analysis we focus on the return period.

The agreement to end the conflict stated that refugees must be able to recover their 
property (Republic of Burundi, 2000), ‘especially their land’ (Protocol IV, Chapter 1, 
Article 8, 80). This was a strong incentive for former refugees to return to their com-
munities of origin, the place in which they could claim land. The main challenge with 
this promise was that in practice there was insufficient land available to give returnees 
a landholding equivalent to their pre-exile land (van Leeuwen, 2010). Many of the so-
lutions to land disputes involved land-sharing agreements (Ndayirukiye and Takeuchi, 
2014).

There is no direct quantitative evidence on migration-related societal divisions in the 
country (i.e. returnees versus stayees). However, we do have data on attitudes towards 
emigration, remittances, and return that provide evidence of possible migration-related 
societal divisions.

Figure 2:  Main locations of Burundian refugees (% in each country).

Source: UNHCR, 2021.

3  The peace agreement, officially known as The Arusha Peace and Reconciliation Agreement, was ori-
ginally signed in 2000, but it took several more years for all major parties involved in the conflict to agree to 
a ceasefire.
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Table 1 reports the share of respondents who agreed with different statements re-
garding emigration, remittances, and return.4 A third of respondents agree that emi-
gration makes life harder for those who stay behind, 62 per cent do not agree that 
Burundians abroad still contribute to their country, and a quarter agreed that they have 
abandoned Burundi. Panel C of Table 1 provides responses to questions that are spe-
cific about returnees. Close to a quarter of respondents agree that returnees do not fit 
in, and close to 67 per cent agree that they get preferential treatment.

In the analysis we also explore how the results change for different sub-samples based 
on the ethnic composition of the communities. The initial expectation is that in less 
diverse communities refugee return can have a more adverse effect on social cohesion.

4  For Table 1 the sample is limited to stayee households in the 2011 round of the main survey that we 
used for the empirical analysis. In the main analysis we focus on the 2015 round of the survey. Details of the 
survey are provided in section III(ii).

Figure 3:  Refugees in Tanzania in 2005 by province of origin in Burundi.

Notes: Square brackets = number of refugees in Tanzania in 2005 which was originally from the given province 
in Burundi (UNHCR, 2021). Parenthesis = that number as a percentage share of the population of the provinces 
as estimated in the 1990 Burundi Census.

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/oxrep/article/38/3/678/6701688 by guest on 16 Septem

ber 2024



Refugee return and social cohesion 685

Regarding ethnic composition, the Hutu group accounts for close to 85 per cent of 
Burundi’s population, with Tutsis and the Twa accounting for 14 and 1 per cent, respect-
ively. We consider a community less ethnically diverse if  the majority group accounts 
for 90 per cent or more of the population. Close to 45 per cent of the respondents in 
our sample live in less ethnically diverse communities.

Table 1 suggests that some attitudes towards emigration, remittances, and return 
are different for less and more ethnically diverse communities. For instance, the share 
agreeing that returnees help the country is lower in less ethnically diverse communities 
(54 versus 61 per cent). Yet, the direction of the difference changes across questions.

We also divide the communities based on land scarcity before the 1993 conflict in 
order to explore the possible role of posterior rules regarding land provision to re-
turnees. Respondents in communities that had more and less pre-war land available 
have broadly similar attitudes towards return.

(ii)  The survey

We collected the data during January to March 2015 as part of a nationwide survey. 
The survey had two components. First was a household survey in which 15 households 
were interviewed in 100 communities (i.e. sous-collines) across the 17 provinces of the 
country. The person providing the information on social cohesion measures was the 
household head. Second was a community survey in which a local leader was inter-
viewed in each community. The number of communities selected in each province was 
based on information from the 2008 Census. Figure 4 indicates the location of the com-
munities surveyed.

In the analysis below we focus on rural areas. In particular, we exclude from the ana-
lysis Bujumbura, which is the largest city of the country and the centre of commercial 

Table 1:  Attitude towards emigration and return (share agree %, 2011, stayees only) 

  Ethnic diversity
Land availability 
(pre-1993 war)

All Less More Less More 

 Panel A: When people leave the country
It makes life harder for those who stay 32.01 22.10 39.34 29.41 35.39
They still contribute to the country of origin 38.24 39.61 37.15 34.84 42.52
They are able to support families in country of origin 68.38 64.34 71.51 67.08 70.43
They abandon their country 25.42 24.65 26.01 22.55 27.83
They get rich 59.54 60.15 59.09 57.70 61.61
 Panel B: When people receive money from 

abroad
They become lazier 18.48 16.36 20.06 16.97 19.87
It leads to resentment from others 64.17 63.77 64.46 61.79 66.36
They get rich 51.91 54.04 50.38 52.02 51.62
It helps develop our country 48.33 42.63 52.44 47.42 49.32
 Panel C: When people who have lived abroad 

come back they
Help the country 57.98 53.85 61.01 58.50 56.85
Do not fit in 23.47 25.00 22.32 23.47 23.83
Bring new ideas, knowledge, and technology 68.65 68.35 68.87 68.28 68.59
Receive preferential treatment 66.83 64.62 68.51 66.45 67.00
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activity. Excluding Bujumbura from the analysis is common in studies in Burundi given 
the different dynamics in the city (Verwimp and Van Bavel, 2014; Fransen et al., 2017).

The survey is a follow-up to one conducted with the same households in 2011. 
However, most of the variables related to social cohesion were only collected in 2015, 
hence the analysis in this paper focuses on that round.

(iii)  Measuring social cohesion

Social cohesion is a multi-dimensional concept. Therefore, we use different variables to 
measure it, including: (A) measures of support across households, (B) feelings towards 
conflict and reconciliation, (C) trust in others and in specific groups, and (D) participa-
tion in different community organizations.

Table 2 reports means for the dependent variables and the Online Appendix provides 
a description of all the variables included in the analysis (Table A1). We present the re-
sults for all respondents and then for sub-samples based on more/less ethnically diverse 
communities, those in communities with more/less pre-war land availability, and those 
in communities with better/worse attitudes towards return migration.

In order to construct an index to proxy migration-related divisions at the community 
level we add the four responses to the return question in Table 1, Panel C (i.e. help the 
country, fit in, bring new ideas, and receive preferential treatment), in a way in which 

Figure 4:  Location of communities surveyed.

Note: Geolocation of the 100 communities sampled in the survey.
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higher values indicate worse attitudes, and create a dummy to indicate that the commu-
nity is above the mean for this variable.

We start the analysis by looking at two variables to measure the degree to which indi-
viduals and households support each other (Panel A of Table 2). The first is a dummy 
indicating that the individual agrees that people in the community help each other at 
least most of the time. The second variable is a dummy that indicates that in case of an 
emergency the respondent could borrow money from someone in the community who 
was not a household member.

Next, we explore the role of factors related to violence and reconciliation (Panel B 
of Table 2). The first variable is a dummy indicating that the respondent considers that 
the community is mainly peaceful. The next variable is a dummy for those responding 
that a new conflict is unlikely. The third variable related to violence and reconciliation 
indicates that the respondent feels reconciled with the atrocities of the war. Finally, we 
use a dummy variable indicating that the respondent agrees that justice has been done 
to those who committed crimes during the war.

The next set of independent variables measures trust in different groups, including 
other ethnic groups, returnees, and ex-combatants (Panel C of Table 2). The last set of 
independent variables measures if  a household member participates in different organ-
izations, such as political and religious groups (Panel D of Table 2).

(iv)  Regression specification

In the analysis we estimate a series of regressions along the following lines:

Yi = δj + βRc +∅Hi + ρCc + εi� (1)

where Yi represents one of the indicators of social cohesion explained above, δj is the 
province indicator, Rc  is the share of returnees in the community, Hi  indicates a series 
of household level controls, and Cc are a series of community level of controls. The 
Online Appendix (Table A2) includes the descriptive statistics for the control variables. 
We present results for the full sample and sub-samples based on communities with 
lower/higher ethnic diversity, less/more pre-1993 war land availability, and better/worse 
attitudes towards return.

Before presenting our identification strategy it is important to highlight that there 
is evidence that exposure to conflict in Burundi was generalized (Uvin, 1999). In par-
ticular, that it was unrelated to political allegiances or wealth levels (Voors et al., 2012). 
In the analysis, we include multiple variables to account for conflict exposure at the 
household and community level. These include: experiencing land disputes, the death/
disablement of a family member during the conflict, and experiencing restrictions on 
movement.

(v)  Identification

Tanzania mandated the return of Burundian refugees from the 1993 conflict. Returnees 
had a strong incentive to return to their communities of origin as this was the place 
in which they could claim land. The main concern regarding identification is that 
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communities with large levels of displacement, and more returnees later on, could be 
inherently different from other communities.

In the estimation, we use the geographical characteristics of the communities of 
origin for identification purposes. In particular, we use the logarithm of the inverse of 
distance to the border of Tanzania (proximity) and the logarithm of the inverse of alti-
tude (flatness) as instruments for the share of returnees in the population.

The idea is that once we control for conflict exposure, displacement largely depends 
on the accessibility of a safe haven. In Burundi, most of the displacement occurred on 
foot and therefore distance to the border and altitude affected the level of international 
displacement from any given community (see Figure 3).

The Online Appendix (Table A4) reports the results of the first-stage estimation 
along with relevant tests. The estimation complies with the standard required tests. 
The main concern about the instruments is that proximity and flatness could relate to 
unobserved factors that affect variables related to social cohesion. We conduct several 
analyses to explore this possibility and feel confident that this is not the case. See Table 
A5 in the Online Appendix for further details.

IV.  Results

In the discussion we focus on the coefficient on the population share of refugees from 
IV regressions with full controls. Each table presents the coefficients on the refugee 
share of the population from separate regressions: full sample, less diverse communi-
ties, more diverse communities, communities with less pre-war land availability, com-
munities with more pre-war land availability, communities with less negative attitudes 
towards return, and communities with more negative attitudes towards return.

(i)  Support measures

Table 3 reports the results measuring the degree to which individuals and households 
support each other. First, we measure the impact of refugee return on the perception 
that members of the community help each other at least most of the time (Panel A). 
The coefficient is negative and statistically significant in the specification with the full 
sample. The results suggest that a 10 percentage point increase in the population share 
of returnees in a community leads to a 10.3 percentage point reduction in the likelihood 
of stating that community members mostly help each other. This is consistent with the 
expectations discussed in section II.

Note that the coefficient is substantially larger in communities with more negative 
attitudes towards return, which are less ethnically diverse and with less pre-war land 
availability. This supports our initial expectations regarding the communities in which 
the impact of refugee return should be more negative.

Next, we explore the impact of refugee return on the possibility of borrowing money 
for emergencies from individuals outside the household (Panel B). Here also the coef-
ficients are negative. Looking at the main estimation, the coefficient suggests that a 10 
percentage point increase in the population share of returnees decreases the possibility 
of borrowing money this way by 8.4 percentage points.
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However, the dynamics across sub-samples of communities are different than for the 
previous variable. Now the coefficient is larger for more ethnically diverse communities 
and for communities with more positive attitudes towards return. This is contrary to 
our original expectations and can reflect, among other things, the degree to which indi-
cators of social cohesion, even the ones related to support among community members, 
reflect different factors. It is still the case that the coefficient for communities with less 
pre-war land availability is larger than for other communities.

(ii)  Violence and reconciliation measures

Table 4 presents the results for the impact of refugee return on violence and reconcili-
ation measures. First, we consider the question of whether the community is generally 
perceived as a peaceful community (Panel A). The results in Table 4 suggest that a 10 
percentage point increase in the population share of refugees leads to a 5.6 percentage 
point reduction in the likelihood of perceiving the community as a peaceful one. The 
coefficient is similar across more and less diverse communities. The story changes if  we 
divide communities on attitudes towards return. In those communities with more nega-
tive attitudes towards return the coefficient is larger and statically significant.

The coefficients are mostly statistically insignificant for the other three measures of 
violence and reconciliation. Key exceptions are the coefficients on war reconciliation 
and justice for communities with more negative attitudes towards return. In both cases 
the coefficient is negative, larger than for other communities and statistically significant.

(iii)  Trust

Table 5 presents the results related to trust towards different groups. There are several 
interesting patterns in the results. First, looking at the main coefficients we see that, 
even if  none is statically significant, all are positive. This contrasts with the previous 
results in which refugee return had negative effects on different measures related to so-
cial cohesion.

Second, the effect of refugee return is substantially more positive in communities 
that are less diverse. In other words, the effect on trust is more positive in the same 
types of communities in which the effect on other measures of social cohesion was 
more negative. In this case, the coefficients are significant for trust towards other ethnic 
groups (Panel C) and community leaders (Panel D). A 10 percentage point increase in 
the population share of returnees increases trust in other ethnic groups and commu-
nity leaders by 6.5 and 9.7 percentage points, respectively. The increase in trust towards 
other ethnic groups is not necessarily at odds with our expectations. It could be the re-
sult of the gradual process of replacing ethnic identification as a social marker (and the 
associated ethnic tensions) by migration-related divisions.

Third, higher levels of refugee return lead to greater trust in returnees in communities 
with higher pre-war levels of land availability. Finally, the impact of refugee return on 
social trust is higher on those communities with more positive attitudes towards return. 
In this case, the coefficient is statistically significant for trust towards other people in the 
community and community leaders.
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(iv)  Community participation

Table 6 reports the results for the level of participation in community activities. Overall, 
the results suggest mixed dynamics regarding the impact of refugee return on participa-
tion in community activities. Refugee return leads to more participation in agricultural 
cooperatives in communities with less ethnic diversity, more pre-war land availability, 
and worse attitudes towards return.

The coefficients that are statistically significant for the other three types of commu-
nity participation are all negative. Repatriation has a negative impact on participation 
in credit/savings associations in more diverse communities and in those with higher 
pre-war land availability. Refugee return has a negative impact on participation in pol-
itical organizations in communities with less pre-war land availability and more positive 
attitudes towards return.

(v)  Robustness

We conduct two key robustness checks. First, we explore the results if  we limit the 
sample to stayees only, which can be a way of isolating the effects of return. Limiting 
the sample does not change the results in substantial ways (see Table A6 in the Online 
Appendix).

In a second robustness check, we check the implications of changing our measure of 
the returnee share of the population. In the main estimations, the share of returnees in 
the population is constructed with information from the survey roster. This information 
is more accurate for some communities than others, given the variation in community 
size. Therefore, we also present results with an alternative measure constructed from 
the information provided by community leaders, which includes information on the 
number of returnees in the community as well as overall population. The results are 
also similar with this alternative measure (see Table A6 in the Online Appendix).

V.  Summary and policy implications

Repatriation involves the re-encounter of individuals who were separated for years and 
often decades and can have major implications for social cohesion at the community 
level. However, while there is a growing body of evidence on the impacts of forced mi-
gration on host communities (Ruiz and Vargas-Silva, 2013; Becker and Ferrara, 2019; 
Verme and Schuettler, 2021), there is scarce research on the impacts of refugee return 
and particularly, on return and social cohesion (De Berry and Roberts, 2018). In order 
to fill this gap, we explore these issues in Burundi, a country that experienced a major 
conflict and outflow of people, followed by large flows of refugee return a decade later.

Social cohesion is a multidimensional concept. We focus on aspects related to sup-
port across households, violence and reconciliation, trust, and participation in commu-
nity groups. The results suggest varying impacts of refugee return on different aspects 
of social cohesion. The stronger effects suggest that refugee return has a negative im-
pact on the feeling that community members help each other, could borrow money for 
emergencies from non-household members, and that the community is peaceful. The 
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estimated impacts on measures of reconciliation, post-conflict justice, trust, and par-
ticipation in community groups are mostly statistically insignificant.

Given that the effect was stronger for the feeling that community members help each 
other, we focus more on this variable to explore the results related to the sub-sam-
ples. Our expectation based on the conceptual framework is that the effect of repatri-
ation on social cohesion should be more negative in communities with stronger signs 
of migration-related divisions. We place particular attention on attitudes towards re-
turnees, which we take as a proxy of ‘us’ versus ‘them’, that is, for the possible existence 
of migration-related identities (i.e. stayees versus returnees). The results confirm 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.

We also expected the effect of repatriation on social cohesion to be more negative in 
communities with less diversity related to other factors. We place particular attention 
on ethnicity, which is a major marker of identity in Burundi. The results confirm that 
the negative effect on the feeling that community members help each other tends to be 
stronger in communities with less ethnic diversity.

Finally, we posit that the effect of repatriation on social cohesion should be more 
negative in communities in which resources are scarcer. In the analysis we focus on land, 
which is scarce in Burundi. The results confirm that the negative effect on the feeling 
that community members help each other tends to be stronger in communities with less 
pre-war land availability.

Overall, the results suggest that there is not a single mechanism related to refugee 
return that can cover all aspects of a complex concept such as social cohesion. In add-
ition, there are important difficulties in measuring these outcomes, which range from 
social desirability bias to definition issues. However, even with these limitations, the 
results do suggest that the process of out-migration and return could lead to new divi-
sions 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. Moreover, while we focus on refugee return, similar 
dynamics related to migration-driven divisions could be present in other situations of 
return migration, such as the return of economic migrants, or even other situations of 
forced displacement, such as those displaced by natural disasters.

What does this mean for policy interventions in societies experiencing high levels of 
repatriation? Social cohesion is an area for which it is difficult to isolate single factors 
and shape policy around them. However, it is possible to identify the type of issues and 
communities that need particular attention at the policy design stage. For instance, 
policy efforts will require understanding the dynamics behind new migration-related 
divisions. We cannot expect returnees and stayees to assume their previous identities 
after repatriation.

Our results suggest that one policy priority would be to tailor the support provided 
to returnees to the characteristics of the communities to which they return, or at least 
to provide some customized support in communities which are identified as more nega-
tively predisposed toward returnees. It is also important to understand that returning 
refugees to their communities of origin may not always be the best option. A strategic 
matching process which offers returnees more realistic options to select other areas of 
return could lead to better social cohesion outcomes.
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