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ABSTRACT
We examine how governance actors in first-asylum countries affect 
refugees’ relocation preferences. We argue that external 
humanitarian actors and host country actors can have different 
effects on refugees’ aspiration and perceived ability to relocate 
away from the first-asylum country. Using an original survey of 
Syrian refugees in Lebanon, we find that when refugees believe 
external actors are effective at dealing with refugee issues, they 
are significantly less likely to aspire to migrate but significantly 
more likely to feel able to do so. When refugees believe the 
host government is effective at providing security, they are 
significantly more likely to aspire to relocate but significantly less 
likely to feel able to do so. In other words, the effectiveness of 
host actors is associated with ‘involuntary immobility’. To probe 
this finding further, we rely on a modified conjoint experiment. In 
line with our observational findings, we find that refugees who 
believe host actors are effective are more likely to choose 
relocation over staying when presented with a legal opportunity, 
indicating involuntary immobility. Refugees who believe external 
actors are effective are no more likely than others to choose 
relocation when presented with a legal resettlement opportunity.
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Wealthy states in the Global North and refugee-receiving countries in the Global South 
have struck a ‘grand compromise’. Instead of accepting or resettling refugees, wealthy 
nations mostly send aid to the countries where refugees are being received and hosted 
(Cuéllar 2005). As a result, more than three-quarters of the world’s more than 100 
million refugees live in economically-impacted first-asylum countries (UNHCR 2024), 
with average durations of displacement between 10 and 26 years (Ferris 2018). Under 
the grand compromise, first-asylum countries refrain from refoulement and provide 
basic security to refugees. Wealthy nations, on the other hand, finance humanitarian 
efforts through the United Nations.
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A practical consequence of this international arrangement is that the UN High Com-
missioner for Refugees (UNHCR) and associated agencies function like an impoverished 
‘surrogate state’ in charge of providing refugees with food, healthcare, education and 
status determination (Abdelaaty 2021; Cuéllar 2005; Janmyr 2017; Kagan 2012; Miller 
2017; Slaughter and Crisp 2009)1. In first-asylum countries across Africa and the 
Middle East, refugees live below the poverty line with severe restrictions on their 
agency – or their ability to make choices regarding their and their family’s wellbeing 
(e.g. UNHCR 2018b; UNICEF 2017). This lack of agency in the first-asylum country, 
paired with a dearth of legal resettlement opportunities, leads some refugees to resort 
to ‘negative coping mechanisms’ such as ‘desperate onward movement by sea’ 
(UNHCR 2020). For most, however, this lack of agency likely leads to a state of ‘involun-
tary immobility’ (Carling and Schewel 2018), where desires for onward movement 
remain unfulfilled.

In this paper, we examine how international refugee governance under the ‘grand 
compromise’ shapes refugees’ feelings of involuntary immobility. Refugees in first- 
asylum countries are subject to the decisions of ‘street-level bureaucrats’ (Lipsky 1980) 
which, under the ‘grand compromise’, are charged with distinct tasks. Agents of the 
host state are primarily in charge of security and international humanitarian actors 
(who we refer to as ‘external actors’) provide aid, legal registration and other services.2

Because refugees face important barriers to self-sufficiency, they must routinely interact 
with these governance actors who, in turn, can expand and restrict their access to 
resources, shaping their day-to-day agency (Carlson, Jakli, and Linos 2018; Grabska 
2008; Hynes 2003; Kagan 2012; Ostrand and Statham 2021; Slaughter and Crisp 2009; 
Turner 2009).

We argue that external and host country actors can have different effects on refugees’ 
aspiration and perceived ability to relocate away from the first-asylum country (e.g. 
Carling and Schewel 2018; UNDP 2009) through the goods and services they are in 
charge of providing under the ‘grand compromise’ (e.g. Cuéllar 2005; Kagan 2012; 
Slaughter and Crisp 2009) and, thus, not solely in terms of the policies and laws they 
write (Crawley and Hagen-Zanker 2019). Specifically, we suggest that, if these two 
types of actors perform their roles effectively, they provide different quantities of 
agency-enhancing benefits. Host actors in charge of security provide a good that is 
agency-enhancing and suppressing at the same time – that is, they expand or facilitate 
refugees’ existing choices by directly suppressing others. A host state that provides pro-
tection is likely to do so at the expense of restricting (others’) freedom of movement. All 
in all, because external and host actors provide different amounts of these two distinct 
benefits under the ‘grand compromise’, they will also have distinct effects on refugees’ 
aspirations and perceived ability to relocate.

To address this argument requires that we pay close attention both to the roles played 
by governance actors in forming the richness of refugees’ lived experiences on the ground 
in host countries as well as refugees’ prospective evaluation of future relocation options. 
For this, we present evidence from an original, representative survey (N = 1, 750) among 
Syrian refugees hosted in Lebanon, which includes two forms of data. Given that refugees 
live complex lives in their host countries, we first draw upon rich observational data that 
enable us to explore the heterogeneity of respondents’ experiences and perceptions. Our 
findings demonstrate one clear way in which the ‘grand compromise’ affects refugee 
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decision-making and planning. We show that the perceived effectiveness of external 
humanitarian actors is associated with a lower aspiration, but a higher perceived 
ability for onward movement, reflecting a higher state of social and economic well- 
being. The perceived effectiveness of host country actors, on the other hand, is associated 
with a higher aspiration to relocate and a lower perceived ability to do so. This is consist-
ent with the tendency towards involuntary immobility (Carling 2002), as well as a remin-
der that providing refugees with effective security can simultaneously reduce their feeling 
protected and, thus, negatively impact their sense of agency.

To probe this finding further, we rely on a modified conjoint experiment. In this 
experiment we present respondents with relocation alternatives with varying levels of leg-
ality, thereby increasing their ability to relocate. We then ask them their preference about 
relocating to a third country, staying in Lebanon, or returning to Syria given the reloca-
tion alternatives with which they were presented. The extent to which a respondent 
chooses to stay when given the opportunity to relocate legally reflects their degree of 
involuntary immobility. A voluntarily immobile refugee will choose to stay in Lebanon 
even when they are given the opportunity to resettle. An involuntarily immobile 
refugee, by contrast, will choose to resettle when given the opportunity. In line with 
our observational findings, we find that refugees who believe host actors are effective 
are more likely to choose relocation over staying when presented with a legal opportu-
nity. Refugees who view external actors as effective are no more likely than others to 
choose relocation when presented with a resettlement opportunity.

Our results show that effective governance by both sets of actors – host and external – 
within the ‘grand compromise’ arrangement will tend to decrease relocation – albeit in 
contrasting ways. When refugees believe the UNHCR is effective at dealing with 
refugee issues, they are significantly less likely to aspire to migrate but significantly 
more likely to feel able to do so.3 When refugees believe the host government is 
effective at providing security, they are significantly more likely to aspire to migrate 
but significantly less likely to feel able to do so. Confidence in the justice system displays 
the same pattern. Existing evidence suggests that, though most refugees consider a return 
to Syria in the near term unrealistic, many would prefer to remain close to home in case 
they can return, rather than resettling further away (Ghosn et al. 2021; Tiltnes, Zhang, 
and Pedersen 2019). This is, of course, contingent on whether refugees feel they are 
able to endure the remainder of their stay in the first-asylum host country. Here, govern-
ance actors appear to play an important role. Our results suggest that effective agency- 
enhancing actors may allow refugees to remain optimistic despite conditions that are 
objectively difficult (see, also, Tiltnes, Zhang, and Pedersen 2019, 135). On the other 
hand, effective host country actors appear to make refugees’ stay less tolerable.

This paper contributes to our understanding of refugee decision-making. First, by 
developing a distinct theory of subsequent movement to a third country – which 
draws on literature from different disciplines and subfields – we depart from the standard 
model of decisions to flee countries of origin. Second, we address the long-standing 
‘mobility bias’ in migration literature by examining the role of governance actors in creat-
ing different types of immobility. Research in migration has overwhelmingly focused on 
the determinants of migration, despite the fact that most people in the world do not 
migrate. This scholarly bias neglects not only the unique determinants of staying but 
also fails to disaggregate the types of immobility that are meaningful for refugees: For 

JOURNAL OF ETHNIC AND MIGRATION STUDIES 3



some, immobility may be voluntary decision and for others it may be involuntary 
(Braithwaite, Cox, and Ghosn 2020; Carling and Schewel 2018; Schewel 2020). Finally, 
we go beyond the standard push-pull framework by developing and testing a theory 
on the role of international refugee governance on refugee preferences.

Theory

In this paper, we argue that governance actors – following an internationally-agreed 
division of labor – affect refugees’ aspiration and perceived ability to relocate in 
different ways. We divide our theory in three parts. First, we discuss how governance 
actors affect agency – defined as the freedom to choose – by facilitating or restricting 
access to resources. We, then, discuss how the internationally-agreed division of 
labor – the ‘grand compromise’ of refugee policy – provides a schema for external 
and host country actors. This schema affects the extent to which each actor provides 
access to different resources – specifically to what we call agency-enhancing or par-
tially agency-suppressing benefits. Finally, we build on the above to derive our 
expectations on how the grand compromise shapes refugees’ aspiration and ability 
to relocate.

How governance actors affect agency

Refugees have traditionally been portrayed as ‘helpless victims’ and ‘passive aid recipi-
ents’ due to their extraordinary dependence on external and host actors. Nowadays, 
researchers generally reject the conception of refugees as passive or helpless (Krause 
and Schmidt 2020; Singh 2020). According to Singh (2020, 1), ‘while it is generally 
accepted that existing structures and institutions at best fail them and at worst violate 
their human rights, there is a growing body of literature on refugee camps that advances 
a material focus on the everyday life of the refugee camp’. This burgeoning literature 
examines how refugees retain a certain degree of agency despite limiting structures 
and institutions – for example, by engaging in entrepreneurship, or politics (e.g. Betts 
2021; Jacobsen 2005; Lecadet 2016; Sanyal 2014; Singh 2020).

However, while it is true that refugees will find ways to regain their agency despite the 
structures of refugee governance, governance actors should not be seen as uniformly sup-
pressing refugee agency. Indeed, according to Giddens (1976, 161), ‘structures must not 
be conceptualized as simply placing constraints on human agency, but as enabling’. A key 
way governance actors can affect refugee agency is by facilitating or constraining access 
to resources (Simon, Schwartz, and Hudson 2023). Refugee entrepreneurship in Kenya’s 
Kakuma and Kalobeyei camps, for example, is fuelled by aid provided, in large part, by 
UN agencies (Betts et al. 2019). This is not limited to camp settings. In urban settings like 
Lebanon, cash assistance provided by the UN can allow refugees to participate in the 
economy (Chaaban et al. 2020), and effective security provided by host governments 
can unburden refugees from fear when pursuing routine activities (though as we will 
discuss later, security also limits refugees’ agency) (Linn 2022). According to Sewell 
(1992), ‘part of what it means to conceive of human beings as agents is to conceive of 
them as empowered by access to resources of one kind or another’. Access to resources 
such as material goods or safety structures refugees’ choices and, therefore, their agency.
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Because governance actors play different roles in providing access to resources, 
they affect refugees’ agency in different ways. When governance actors effectively 
provide access to resources, refugees should generally perceive them to be primarily 
agency-enhancing. That is, they should expand choices or facilitate existing choices. By 
the same token, some governance actors may actively suppress agency. The benefits 
that governance actors provide may also be agency-enhancing and suppressing at the 
same time. Security is a key example. The co-existence of agency enhancement and sup-
pression are central to what we perceive to be the core function of security in a concep-
tual sense: Law enforcement protects individuals from harm by limiting (other) 
individuals’ actions. Effective security provision, therefore, both enhances agency by 
sometimes suppressing agency. We refer to these as partially agency-suppressing 
benefits4.

The ‘grand compromise’: a schema for for the provision of benefits

In this paper, we argue that governance actors’ effects on agency can be traced back to the 
‘grand compromise’ of refugee policy (Cuéllar 2005) – a schema that determines the 
responsibilities of host and external actors. According to Sewell (1992), schemas and 
resources (material or human), which jointly comprise structures, simultaneously 
effect one another. Resources are shaped by schemas and schemas are shaped by 
resources. As Sewell (1992, 11) puts it, ‘a given number of soldiers will generate 
different amounts and kinds of military power [resources] depending on the contempor-
ary conventions of warfare (such as chivalric codes), the notions of strategy and tactics 
available to the generals, and the regimes of training to which the troops have been sub-
jected [schema]’. In the same way, the grand compromise is the schema under which 
street-level bureaucrats facilitate or restrict refugees’ access to material or human 
resources.

According to the ‘grand compromise’, host states’ main role is to provide security to 
refugee communities and protect citizens from refugees5, while external actors take on 
many of the traditional roles of the state when dealing with refugee matters (Bidinger 
et al. 2014; Cuéllar 2005; Grabska 2008; Kagan 2012; Slaughter and Crisp 2009). Accord-
ing to Bidinger et al.’s (2014) legal review of refugee management responsibilities in first- 
asylum countries, the Lebanese state ‘functions primarily as a coordinator of services and 
a security gatekeeper’ (169); similarly, the Jordanian government ‘views its obligations 
towards refugees primarily through a national security lens’ (397). External actors, on 
the other hand, provide food, health, education, refugees’ registration and status deter-
mination, as well as managing refugee resettlement. In Lebanon and Jordan, substantial 
control over the refugee situation has been ‘relinquished’ to international actors (Bidin-
ger et al. 2014). All in all, external actors often function like a ‘surrogate state’ (Miller 
2017; Slaughter and Crisp 2009). In large refugee settlements across the Middle East, 
Africa, and Asia ‘one can find a humanitarian infrastructure dwarfing local government 
and dominated by international agencies based in the West, funded by Western states, 
and led by international staff’ (Kagan 2012, 4).

Refugees observe this division of labor and come to expect different things from host 
states and external actors (Grabska 2008; Kagan 2012; Slaughter and Crisp 2009; Turner 
1999). Grabska (2008, 86) suggests that urban refugees hosted in Egypt ‘do not see 
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themselves as the [host] government’s responsibility… Some refer to the UNHCR as 
their government: “we live in a country of UNHCR”’. Indeed, refugees in Egypt, 
Kenya, and Uganda, among other countries, have staged protests against the UNHCR 
rather than the host government, suggesting that refugees ‘perceived the UNHCR as 
somehow responsible for protecting the rights that the government was either not able 
or not willing to provide or to guarantee’ (Harrell-bond 2008, 223). On the other 
hand, the association between the host state and security is likely accentuated by secur-
ity’s ‘publicness’ (Sandler 2004); security is the ‘most visible and proximate instantiation 
of state power in many citizens’ lives’ (Soss and Weaver 2017, 574).

All in all, following the schema of the grand compromise, host country actors are more 
likely than external actors to be associated with providing larger quantities of a benefit 
that has an agency-suppressing element – security – and lower quantities of agency- 
enhancing benefits than external actors.

How the grand compromise affects relocation

Refugees who lack agency regarding their earning capacity, their health, and their chil-
dren’s education, for example, many are likely to aspire to move elsewhere (de Haas 
2014; Simon, Schwartz, and Hudson 2023). However, lacking agency where one lives 
is also often associated with a lack of freedom to choose whether to stay or to leave 
(de Haas and Rodríguez 2010; UNDP 2009). For example, individuals who lack oppor-
tunities to earn money and escape conditions of poverty are often those with the lowest 
ability to migrate (see, e.g. Hagen-Zanker, Mosler Vidal, and Sturge 2017). As such, lack 
of agency means simultaneously aspiring to relocate and being unable to do so (‘involun-
tary immobility’). Conversely, while greater agency may manifest in a greater ability to 
leave, it will also make temporary living in the first-asylum country more tolerable for 
refugees as they await return, thereby possibly lowering their aspiration to leave (‘volun-
tary (im)mobility’).

External actors. Following this logic, if external actors effectively provide higher quan-
tities of benefits that enhance refugees’ agency, staying in the host country may become 
more tolerable. This is not to say that humanitarian assistance can fulfill refugees’ needs, 
or make them feel less ‘out of place’ (Yotebieng, Syvertsen, and Wah 2019). However, 
refugees may be more willing to remain in the host state until they are able to return 
home if external actors do a good job providing the goods and services they require. 
In other words, refugees in an impacted host state should be better off (have greater 
agency) than they would have been without any humanitarian assistance. As such, we 
hypothesize that:

H1a: Perceived effectiveness of external actors will be associated with a lower aspiration to 
relocate.

In general, greater agency can help potential migrants finance the costs of migration – 
i.e. increase their ability to migrate. However, in the case of refugees, the UNHCR plays a 
unique role: It manages and coordinates movement to third countries. As such, a percep-
tion that the UNHCR is competent and acting in their best interests would increase refu-
gees’ perceived ability to relocate. This is the case regardless of whether their perception 
of effectiveness is well placed (e.g. Kvittingen et al. 2019; Yotebieng, Syvertsen, and Wah 
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2019). Kvittingen et al. (2019), for example, cite the case of asylum-seekers who are still in 
refugee status determination and resettlement processes and, ‘since UNHCR files remain 
open until a solution is found, those recognized as refugees many years earlier still held 
onto the slim possibility of resettlement, believing their files were “still being studied”’ 
(117). As such, we hypothesize that:

H1b: Perceived effectiveness of external actors will be associated with a higher perceived 
ability to relocate.

Host actors. Host country actors are likely to provide some quantity of agency-enhan-
cing benefits (more on this below). However, they are chiefly responsible for security 
which, we have argued, simultaneously enhances and suppresses refugee agency. 
Because effective security provision both enhances and suppresses agency, individuals 
are likely to have ambivalent attitudes about it, particularly if they are less-advantaged 
and, therefore, more vulnerable to both crime and police-related harm (Armenta and 
Rosales 2019; Hagan et al. 2018; Linn 2022; Pratto, Sidanius, and Levin 2006). For 
example, Linn’s (2022) fieldwork among Syrian women in Lebanon finds that ‘whilst 
[refugee] women perceive… security providers in ambivalent terms, they are deeply 
appreciative of State security presence in urban areas which seem vulnerable to 
tension and conflict’ (1). Surveys have shown that security (as we define it here) is 
among refugees’ top concerns (Alsharabati and Nammour 2017). Insecurity in camps, 
for example, can be so dire that refugees may fear simple routines like going to the bath-
room (Human Rights Watch 2019). As such, we might expect that law enforcement 
agents who are doing their job well will provide the security refugees need to complete 
routine activities, leading to a lower aspiration to relocate.

On the other hand, security also places significant constraints on refugees’ agency in 
other domains. Under an official mandate to protect refugees and citizens, security 
officials have a state-sanctioned power to restrict refugee movement. For example, 
Jordan penalized and prevented refugees from leaving camps, even when conditions 
inside are extremely dire (Human Rights Watch 2018). In Lebanon, access to spaces is 
regulated through curfews and checkpoints, resulting in refugees’ ‘criminalization and 
immobilization’ (Sanyal 2018, see also, Fakhoury 2020; Janmyr 2016; Nassar and Stel 
2019), thereby also restricting refugees’ access to essential services (e.g. Parkinson and 
Behrouzan 2015). Because refugees are likely to have conflicting attitudes towards the 
role of effective security provision on their well-being, we choose to remain agnostic 
on the effects of host country actors on refugees’ aspiration to relocate.

The effects of security on perceived ability to migrate are more clear, however. 
Effective security places significant constraints on refugees’ livelihood strategies and 
will, therefore, result in a lower perceived ability to meet the costs of onward movement 
(Kvittingen et al. 2019). However, there are many other ways in which effective security 
may reduce perceived ability to migrate. States may physically restrict refugees’ exit from 
the host country. For example, to leave Lebanon, Syrian refugees need to secure an exit 
visa. For many, an exit visa is impossible to attain because it would require regularizing 
their legal status and settling any unpaid residency bills. If attempting to leave Lebanon 
through an official border without an exit visa, refugees are likely to be stopped by Leba-
nese security and would have to either pay the unpaid fees or receive a re-entry ban 
(Janmyr 2016, 74). Accordingly, the UNHCR is more likely to intervene and possibly 
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provide resettlement based on individual protection needs if the state does not provide 
effective security (UNHCR 2011, 247). As such, regarding ability to relocate, we hypoth-
esize that:

H2: Perceived effectiveness of host actors will be associated with a lower perceived ability to 
relocate.

We have argued that if governance actors perform their duties effectively, they should 
increase refugees’ agency in general. Refugees’ agency, in turn, affects their aspiration and 
perceived ability to relocate resulting in either voluntary or involuntary immobility. We 
have also argued that security – the main duty of the host state enhances certain dimen-
sions of agency at the risk of suppressing others. And under the grand compromise, 
external actors are likely to provide a greater quantity of agency-enhancing benefits. 
Even if refugees are imperfectly aware of the division of labor, they should have a 
good idea of the relative role of each actor in providing higher or lower quantities of 
each kind of benefit (e.g. Grabska 2008; Harrell-bond 2008). In Appendix A, we 
examine how Syrian refugees in Lebanon access housing, household necessities, school-
ing and healthcare goods and services in Lebanon, and the governance actors with whom 
they interact in order to obtain these services. We complement a review of existing evi-
dence with original interviews with representatives of two aid organizations working with 
refugees in Lebanon.

Research design and sample

We surveyed 1,750 Syrian refugees throughout Lebanon during June and July 20186. Our 
sampling proceeded as follows. First, we grouped the 8 governorates of Lebanon into four 
contiguous governorate-pairs (regions) and used the known distribution of refugees in 
these regions to determine a proportionally representative survey distribution per 
region (See Table 1). We further distributed the governorate-pair survey quota across 
the 24 districts of the Lebanon, so that the number of responses per district would be pro-
portional to the size of the refugee population per district, as determined by the UNHCR 
in 2018. We then selected towns or settlements within each district with the probability of 
being selected proportional to the size of the refugee population in each town or 
settlement.

Because all refugees must register with municipalities, we obtained a household listing 
of Syrian refugees for each town. Typically, Syrian refugee households were clustered 
within a town. We used systematic sampling to select households from this listing: 
The starting household in each town or settlement was randomly selected from the list 
until an adult respondent willing to participate was found (the enumerator team only 

Table 1. Distribution of Survey Sampling Population For Syrian Refugees by Governorate-Pair.
Refugee Population Syrian Refugee Population Sample

North Lebanon & Akkar 251299 25% 472 (27%)
Beirut & Mount Lebanon 287651 27% 531 (30%)
South Lebanon & Nabitieh 117750 12% 148 (8%)
Bekaa & Baalbek-Hermel 360733 36% 600 (34%)
Total 1017433 100% 1751 (100%)
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selected one individual per household). The team then skipped three houses to go to the 
fifth house on the list to request their next respondent. We applied the same method in 
unofficial settlements: after the first tent was chosen, enumerators skipped the next three 
and chose the fifth tent7.

Table 2 shows descriptive statistics for our main variables of interest.

Analyses and results

We pursue two complementary modelling strategies drawing upon the data from these 
surveys. We use multivariate observational survey analysis followed by a survey exper-
iment to examine our theoretical expectations related to involuntary immobility (H1a, 
b and H2). Our strategy focuses on gauging respondents’ preferences for the future 
while considering their actual perceptions and experiences with governance actors in 
their time in Lebanon. We do so in order to learn from and convey refugees’ actual 
lived experiences and conditions in exile (see Appendix B.1. on the principle of benefi-
cence). For our observational analyses, we look at responses to two questions about relo-
cation. The first question asks refugees to identify their aspiration to relocate: ‘Whether 
or not you think you are ABLE to do so, how much would you like to move on to another 
country (not including Syria)?’ The second question asks them to assess their ability to 
relocate: ‘How easy do you think it will be for you to move on to another country 
(not including Syria)?’

To test hypotheses H1 and H2, respectively, we include indicators on the perceived 
effectiveness of the UNHCR (Effectiveness UNHCR) and the host government (Effective-
ness LBN Gov.) in dealing with issues affecting refugees. Specifically, these questions are 
worded: ‘How would you evaluate [UNHCR/ Lebanese Government] in dealing with the 
refugee issues in Lebanon?’ with a 5-point scale ranging from strongly negative to 
strongly positive. We have argued that the Lebanese government’s main role is that of 
security provider. As such, we also include a variable measuring confidence in the Leba-
nese justice system (Conf. Justice System). Specifically, this variable measures’ respon-
dents confidence that crime would be dealt with if reported to the municipal 

Table 2. Descriptive Statistics.
N (non-missing) Mean Std. Dev. Min Max

Aspiration to resettle 1,718 4.22 2.25 1 7
Ability to resettle 1,646 2.81 1.72 1 7
Effectiveness UNHCR 1,688 3.65 1.18 1 5
Effectiveness LBN. Gov 1,650 2.61 1.26 1 5
Conf. Justice System 1,638 0.43 0.49 0 1
Age 1,733 35.11 12.35 18 90
Displ. Duration (Yrs.) 1,746 4.73 1.74 0 8
Networks Abroad 1,751 0.06 0.24 0 1
Male 1,751 0.50 0.50 0 1
Married 1,746 0.88 0.32 0 1
Employed 1,746 0.19 0.40 0 1
Exp. Phys. Abuse, LBN 1,732 0.07 0.26 0 1
Exp. Verbal Abuse, LBN 1,736 0.29 0.45 0 1
Live in camp 1,750 0.30 0.46 0 1
Registered with UN 1,748 0.66 0.48 0 1
Sit. Worse LBN 1,745 0.24 0.43 0 1
Would never return to SYR 1,748 4.34 2.08 1 7
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authority, police and security forces, and the Lebanese army. For this analysis, we 
measure confidence in all three agencies as a combined indicator. According to Linn 
(2022, 13–14), Syrian refugees cannot readily distinguish between the army and other 
security forces8.

Our first analyses, shown in Table 3, test our expectations regarding the effect of per-
ceived effectiveness on respondents’ aspiration and perceived ability to relocate (H1 and 
H2). We present four models for each of our two dependent variables: Model 1 is our 
baseline model, presenting our main independent variables of interest, Effectiveness 
UNHCR and Effectiveness LBN Gov.; Model 2 includes standard demographics; Model 
3 is our fully specified model, including our baseline variables, standard demographics, 
current living conditions, as well as attitudes toward general host country conditions 
and towards an eventual return to Syria. Model 4 includes Conf. Justice System instead 
of Effectiveness LBN Gov..

We control for several factors in Models 2 and 3. Relating to the UNHCR, we pay atten-
tion to factors that may affect the probability that an individual will receive UNHCR aid 
(employment status, UNHCR registration, or residence in a camp or in a majority 
Syrian neighborhood) or will be prioritized in resettlement programs (crime victimization9, 
family abroad). Relating to the host country, we pay attention to factors that affect individ-
uals’ probability of interacting with security agents – for example, because of victimization 
or simply because of where they live – or may affect the experience of interacting with 
security agents due to, for example, their gender (Linn 2022) or legal registration 
(Sanyal 2018). Given the seven-point scale of our dependent variables, and for ease of 
interpretation, we use ordinary least squares (OLS) regression.

We find robust results in support of hypotheses H1 and H2 across all four models. 
When refugees believe that the UNHCR deals effectively with refugee issues they have 
a significantly lower aspiration to relocate but a higher ability to do so. When refugees 
believe that the host government – which is in charge of providing security – is 
effective, they have a significantly higher aspiration to relocate but a lower ability to 
do so. Confidence in the justice system displays the same pattern. These results indicate 
that, while perceived competence of host actors, who provide a partially agency-suppres-
sing benefit, is associated with a tendency towards involuntary immobility, the perceived 
competence of external actors is associated with higher levels of voluntary immobility. 
That voluntary immobility is associated with the perceived effectiveness of external 
actors – even after we account for variation in current host country conditions and atti-
tudes about the future – is an important finding. This suggests that strengthening the 
capacity of external actors (which are consistently underfunded) to increase overall effec-
tiveness may allow refugees to remain optimistic despite their objectively difficult living 
situations. Many refugees prefer to remain close to home in case they can return, rather 
than resettling further away (Ghosn et al. 2021; Tiltnes, Zhang, and Pedersen 2019). This 
finding suggests that well-functioning organizations that enhance refugees’ agency may 
have an important and positive influence on refugees’ well-being, and help them endure 
the remainder of their stay in the host country10.

Turning to our control variables, we find that unemployment is associated with a 
higher aspiration to relocate but we do not see statistically significant effects for perceived 
ability to relocate. In Lebanon, refugee employment is often infrequent and informal; 
refugees often rotate in and out of precarious jobs (Harb, Kassem, and Najdi 2019). 
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As such, the general welfare of the host country may be a more stable indicator of future 
economic prospects than whether one is currently employed. Those who perceived the 
situation in Lebanon to be deteriorating perceived a lower ability to relocate. This is to 
be expected: The host country’s economic and institutional environment is likely to 
affect refugees’ economic prospects and ability to meet the costs of onward movement. 
We also find that whether an individual has suffered physical or verbal abuse in 
Lebanon does not have significant effects on aspirations to relocate. However, we do 
see a strong and positive relationship between individuals’ experiences with verbal 
abuse and their perceived ability to relocate. Those who have been victimized are 
more likely to be prioritized for UNHCR resettlement (Grandi, Mansour, and Holloway 
2018; UNHCR 2011)11. As expected, we find that having networks abroad is associated 
with a higher aspiration to migrate, but we do not find significant effects between this 
variable and perceived ability to migrate.

Survey experiment

To probe these findings further, we can also examine how perceptions of governance effec-
tiveness affect involuntary immobility by randomly varying one of its components. Specifi-
cally, our next analysis examines whether refugees’ perceptions of our two governance 
actors affects their aspiration to relocate when given a legal opportunity to do so. We 
expect that refugees with a more positive perception of external actors are less likely to 
aspire to relocate even when a legal opportunity is available (their ability to relocate is 
increased), relative to those with a more negative perception. This would indicate a 
lower level of involuntary immobility associated with the perceived effectiveness of external 
actors. We are theoretically agnostic about the role of host country actors but, if experimen-
tal results align with our observational results, refugees with a more positive perception of 
host actors are more likely to aspire to relocate when a legal opportunity, relative to those 
with a more negative perception, indicating higher levels of involuntary immobility.

To create two randomly assigned ‘ability’ conditions and examine their effects on 
aspiration to relocate, we used a modified choice-based conjoint experiment. Conjoint 
experiments ask respondents to evaluate and choose from different pairs of hypothetical 
alternatives described by randomized levels of a set of attributes. They are generally used 
to examine the influence of attributes (i.e. features) on choices – in our case, the choice to 
relocate. Conjoint experiments have a number of design advantages for our purposes. 
First, they present respondents with a more realistic multidimensional choice framework 
(Horiuchi, Markovich, and Yamamoto 2022). Relocation alternatives vary a great deal 
(Brekke and Brochmann 2015) and, with a conjoint, we can make this variation explicit 
and identifiable. An additional advantage of this approach is that rather than directly 
asking for attitudes, preferences are calculated indirectly from the alternative selections, 
thereby minimizing social desirability bias related to irregular movement (Horiuchi, 
Markovich, and Yamamoto 2022).

The conjoint experiment was embedded into our survey. A randomly-selected sub- 
sample of 402 respondents were given 5 choice tasks, giving us a total of 1,828 complete 
observations split into two treatment conditions (more details below)12. The choice tasks 
asked respondents to choose between two relocation alternatives, each described by four 
attributes: the level of abuse that refugees might expect to experience in the country; the 
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ease of finding work there; the diaspora present in that location; and whether legal reset-
tlement was offered13. The level for a given attribute in each choice alternative was ran-
domly selected from three or four options shown in Table 4.

The modified conjoint

Every time, after choosing a relocation alternative from the two alternatives given, 
respondents were asked a follow-up question asking them whether they preferred the 
relocation option they had just selected over staying in Lebanon or returning to Syria. 
We focus on this latter post-conjoint question in our subsequent analysis, but present a 
standard conjoint analysis examining the influence of each factor in their choice in 
Appendix F. The post-conjoint question is asked at the choice task level. Specifically, 
respondents are asked: ‘Keep in mind the answer you just provided us [referring to 
their consideration of conjoint task pairs]. Now, I would like to consider a situation 
where you and your family can return to your hometown in Syria without fear of vio-
lence. Please note that it is OK to change your answer. I would now like you to consider 
3 options: (1) Resettle to the new country you chose (2) Return to Syria or (3) Stay in 
Lebanon. Which of these three options would you choose?’.

As such, when conducting our analysis, we pooled choice tasks (the pairs of options 
that subjects were given in the conjoint) into a legal category, comprised of choice 
tasks with at least one legal resettlement alternative from which to choose, and a no 
legal category. The no legal category was comprised of choice tasks with two no-resettle-
ment alternatives, such that refugees had no legal options from which to choose.14 In 
Appendix G we present an alternative specification, where the legal category is composed 
of choice tasks with strictly two legal resettlement alternatives, mirroring the no legal cat-
egory and we find substantively similar results. Recall that attribute levels and, therefore, 
choice task combinations are randomly assigned. As such we may consider the legal and 
no legal categories to be randomly assigned experimental conditions.

Having constructed our legal and no legal conditions, we examine: (i) whether a ran-
domly assigned ability to relocate increases the likelihood of choosing relocation over 
staying or returning to Syria, and most importantly (ii) whether this effect is moderated 
by perceptions on the effectiveness of each governance actor.

Table 4. Attributes and Levels.
Attributes Levels

Level of abuse No verbal or physical
Some verbal

Some physical and verbal
Frequent physical and verbal

Ease of finding work Easy
Moderate
Difficult

Size of diaspora Syrian diaspora Syrian diaspora
Only Middle Eastern diaspora

No Middle Eastern or Syrian diaspora
Resettlement Resettlement for you and your family

Resettlement for you only
No legal resettlement so would have to make your own way

No legal resettlement so would have to use a smuggler
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Survey experiment results

Overall, we find that respondents are significantly more likely to choose relocation when 
it is legal (the ‘high ability’ condition) (b = 0.14, p<0.001). Figure 1 presents our main 
results. In the first model, we examine whether refugees’ perceptions of each governance 
actor affects their preference to relocate (relative to staying or returning) when given the 
option to resettle legally. For completeness, the figure also separately models the prefer-
ence to stay and the preference to return relative to the remaining two options. For ease 
of interpretation, we estimate linear models, as recommended by Gomila (2021). In all 
models, standard errors are clustered by respondent, and we include fixed effects for gov-
ernorate to adjust for the sampling strategy (see ‘Research design and sample’ section). 
Each coefficient represents the interaction between the treatment – legal resettlement 
– and our effectiveness indicator.

We find that UNHCR effectiveness does not significantly moderate refugees’ prefer-
ence for relocation. In other words, refugees that consider the UNHCR to be effective 
are as likely to choose relocation as those who do not. Taken together with our survey 
results, we may conclude that the perceived effectiveness of external actors may have 
null to negative effects on aspiration to relocate. However, our results for Government 
Effectiveness align with our previous results: The more effective the government is per-
ceived to be, the more likely refugees are to choose relocation relative to staying or return-
ing. This is, perhaps, our most counter-intuitive finding, because it forces us to move 
beyond viewing effective security as being equivalent to effective protection. Instead, it 
appears that effective security might strip away or undermine a refugee’s sense of agency.

Alternative explanations

Some alternative interpretations may explain our observational findings. First, our theory 
suggests that if refugees perceive the UNHCR to be more effective, they will be less likely 
to desire relocation. However, it is also possible that if refugees have a stronger desire to 
migrate, they will also be more likely to believe the UNHCR is less effective. The most 

Figure 1. Survey experiment results. Treatment is the opportunity to relocate legally. Coefficients 
reflect interactions between treatment and perceived effectiveness of external (UNHCR) or host gov-
ernment. OLS Models include standard errors clustered by respondent, and Governorate-level fixed 
effects.
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straightforward mechanisms through which this might happen are as follows. First, refu-
gees with a higher desire to relocate are more likely to approach UN agents multiple 
times to ask them about resettlement and become frustrated at the UNHCR’s lack of 
response. Alternatively, they might wish to apply for resettlement directly and find 
that they cannot do so (UNHCR 2022). These mechanism would lead to observation-
ally-equivalent results: A higher aspiration to relocate would be associated with a percep-
tion that the UNHCR is less effective.

We control for refugee characteristics that make a refugee more or less likely to receive 
relocation assistance by the UNHCR. The UNHCR prioritizes people who are at most risk 
of serious harm in the host country and their prospects for returning safely to their home 
country, considering family unity (UNHCR 2022). In Models 3 and 4 in Table 3, we control 
for refugees’ experience with verbal abuse, and their experience with physical abuse in 
Lebanon. We also control for whether they believe the living situation in Lebanon has dete-
riorated and whether they live in a camp. We also control for whether they consider a 
return to Syria viable, as a proxy for their prospects of returning safely to Syria, and 
whether they have networks abroad – as a proxy for family unity. We also control for 
whether they are registered with the UNHCR. The inclusion of these control variables 
does not affect the sign and only weakly affects the magnitude of our main effects.

We might also suggest an alternative mechanism with observationally-equivalent 
results: If a refugee has a lower aspiration to migrate, they will likely perceive a longer 
time horizon for their stay in Lebanon. Consequently, we may argue, refugees with a 
lower desire to migrate may choose to be positive about how the UNHCR is managing 
refugee situations. However, to convincingly support this mechanism, we would have 
to also observe a positive attitude toward the Lebanese government among individuals 
with a lower desire to relocate. Both actors jointly constitute refugees’ ‘context of recep-
tion’ and will affect their future experiences.

Second, our theory suggests that if the UNHCR is perceived to be more effective, then 
refugees will have a higher perceived ability to relocate. Reverse causality would suggest that 
a higher perceived ability to relocate will cause refugees to perceive the UNHCR to be more 
effective. Here, we could argue that refugees who have a higher perceived ability to migrate 
legally are more likely to engage with the UNHCR to obtain resettlement. Moreover, we 
may argue that, rather than feeling frustrated, refugees’ engagement with the UNHCR 
causes them to believe that the UNHCR is more effective. In other words, refugees may 
simply be participating in ‘wishful thinking’: They want the UNHCR to be effective, there-
fore they convince themselves of this fact. We may also doubt this mechanism, however, 
because high aspiration to relocate – which should be a necessary condition for engaging 
with the UNHCR for this purpose – is negatively associated with UNHCR effectiveness.

Relating to the host government, our theory suggests that the perceived effectiveness 
of host actors will be associated with a lower perceived ability to relocate (our theory is 
agnostic on the effect of host actors on aspiration to relocate). It is possible that refugees 
who apriori consider themselves unable to relocate will think the government is more 
effective. This is akin to a ‘sour grapes’ hypothesis: Refugees who do not believe they 
are able to relocate might convince themselves that their current situation is better. 
However, once again, this causal relationship should also generalize to our findings on 
the UNHCR. In other words, refugees with a lower ability to relocate should believe 
all actors managing refugee situations are more effective; we should see parallel rather 
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than opposing effects across H1 and H2. That the relationships between ability and the 
perceived effectiveness of each actor go in opposite directions suggests that the actors 
themselves are more likely to be the causal agents.

Discussion

In the ‘grand compromise’ of refugee policy (Cuéllar 2005), poorer host countries agree 
to provide security and keep refugee populations locally hosted, while wealthy nations 
fund international humanitarian efforts on the ground but take in fewer than one fifth 
of the world’s refugees. We examine the ‘grand compromise’ from refugees’ perspectives. 
We argue that refugees’ preferences on whether to stay or relocate are a function of their 
perceptions of the effectiveness of host state and external governance actors managing 
refugee situations on the ground.

Using an original survey among Syrian refugees hosted in Lebanon, we find that when 
refugees believe external actors are performing well, they are significantly less likely to 
aspire to migrate but significantly more likely to feel able to do so, reflecting greater 
agency. On the other hand, when refugees believe the host government is effective at pro-
viding security – a partially agency-suppressing benefit – they are significantly more 
likely to aspire to migrate but significantly less likely to feel able to do so, indicating a 
greater sense of involuntary immobility. This finding appears to reflect a reality in 
which refugee agency is undermined by effective security for the very reason that this 
does not necessarily provide them with effective protection. Our second set of results 
– a survey experiment – show similar results for our host country actor. When refugees 
are given a hypothetical opportunity to relocate (legal resettlement), they are more likely 
to choose to relocate when they perceive the host country government to be effective than 
when they perceive it to be ineffective. In the survey analysis, we do not find any effects – 
positive or negative – for external actors.

Our results show that international arrangements like the ‘grand compromise’ can have 
clear implications on refugee preferences. First, if external actors are able to perform more 
effectively, their perceived ability to relocate increases – but refugees’ preference for staying 
in the first asylum country may increase as well. In other words, enhancing refugee agency 
by strengthening the UNHCR works in the interest of donors who are, primarily, interested 
in containing refugee movement (Betts 2021). Paradoxically, domestic actors – who are 
often uninterested in hosting refugees – are likely to render refugees involuntarily 
immobile by restricting their agency. All in all, this explanation has two implications on 
our understanding of the grand compromise. First, this international arrangement may 
explain why so few refugees relocate despite dire living conditions. Second, it speaks to 
debates on whether the UNHCR – as a surrogate state – should be providing security to 
refugees (e.g. Cuéllar 2005; Kagan 2012). As the arrangement stands, host and external 
actors appear to be working at cross-purposes. A coherent policy framework that priori-
tizes enhancing refugee agency is in all parties best interest: donors, hosts and refugees.

Notes

1. In 2018, less than 3% of refugees in first-asylum countries returned home, and fewer than 
1% were formally resettled to a wealthy third country (UNHCR 2018a).
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2. It is worth noting, as well, growing attention is paid to extraterritorial management of immi-
gration through which countries of the Global North seek to regulate immigration in 
advance of their own physical borders. In other words, we can add representatives of 
foreign governments to the list of potential ‘street-level bureaucrats’ (Ostrand 2020). 
However, we do not consider these foreign agents in our discussion, because they were 
not present in the Lebanese case with respect to the hosting of Syrian refugees in 2018.

3. Given that international humanitarian actors appear to be increasingly taking on important 
roles in the wealthier states in this process, e.g. Micinski (2022) discussion of EU, UNHCR, 
and charitable organizations’ efforts to support refugees in Italy and Spain, these findings 
may now travel beyond our initial dichotomy of wealthy vs. first asylum countries.

4. This definition relates to security measures and practices at an aggregate level: Not every 
security measure, taken independently, will enhance and suppress agency for a given 
individual.

5. Following Cuéllar (2005), we consider security in a refugee context to refer to: (1) the pro-
tection of refugees’ physical integrity from threats of violence, or non-violent acts which 
may deprive them of resources (e.g. theft). These acts may originate from other refugees 
or surrounding populations, or (2) protection of citizens from risks that refugees may be 
perceived to pose, such as criminal activity or conflict. We do not mean to claim that 
host states adequately protect refugees and citizens in this way; we simply claim that this 
is their role.

6. Approved by University of Arizona Human Subjects Committee, number: 1612089212. 
Please see Appendix B for a full account of ethical considerations such as minimizing 
risk to respondents and data security, and how we have addressed them.

7. About 70% of refugees live in residential buildings and 30% in unofficial settlements or 
camps. We aimed to ensure that the distribution of survey responses reflected the geo-
graphic distribution of the refugee population.

8. There is significant overlap in responses: 98% of respondents either had no confidence in 
any of the three agencies or had confidence in all of them.

9. This relates to resettlement due to lack of effective protection. See UNHCR (2011).
10. In Appendix E, we examine the the extent to which these factors moderate our relationships 

of interest.
11. Threat to an individual’s physical safety or fundamental human rights may qualify an individ-

ual for resettlement based on ‘individual protection needs’. Resettlement is commonly 
pursued only if protection by the host state cannot be re-established (UNHCR 2011, 247–249).

12. 91% of all generated choice tasks were completed, the rest were non-response.
13. We keep the task simple and short to minimize fatigue among over-researched respondents 

(Sukarieh and Tannock 2013, see also Appendix B).
14. In constructing these two groups, we placed no restrictions on all other characteristics of the 

choice.
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