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Abstract

We estimate the causal effect of a large-scale cash assistance program for refugee re-
turnees on conflict in Afghanistan. The program led to a significant increase in repa-
triation. Leveraging historical returnee settlement patterns and previously unreleased
combat records, we find that policy-induced refugee return had cross-cutting effects,
reducing insurgent violence, but increasing social conflict. The program’s cash benefits
were substantial and may have raised reservation wages in communities where returnees
repatriated. Consistent with this hypothesis, policy-induced return had heterogeneous
effects on insurgent violence, decreasing use of labor-intensive combat, increasing the
lethality of capital-intensive insurgent attacks, and reducing the effectiveness of coun-
terinsurgent bomb neutralization missions. Additionally, social capital and local insti-
tutions for dispute resolution significantly offset the risks of refugee return for com-
munal violence. Our study provides the first causal evidence demonstrating the link
between aid-induced refugee return and sociopolitical conflict. These results are eco-
nomically significant, highlighting unintended consequences of repatriation assistance
programs, and clarifying the conditions under which refugee return affects conflict.
Supporting social capital and legitimate, local institutions are key antecedents for safe
refugee repatriation.
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1 Introduction

Today, more than 45 million people are forcibly displaced across international borders by

war and chronic insecurity. These refugees and asylum-seekers often find themselves in pro-

tracted displacement situations, facing acute vulnerabilities stemming from poverty, political

exclusion, poor access to services, and xenophobic hostility. Ensuring forcibly displaced peo-

ple have access to durable, safe, and dignified solutions is essential for making progress on

conflict resolution, economic development, and minority empowerment, and for upholding

normative and legal commitments on refugee protection. As such, addressing displacement

programmatically is a key priority of international policymakers.

Three pathways define the global solutions architecture for forcibly displaced people: re-

settlement in Global North countries; permanent integration in Global South host countries;

or repatriation to origin countries. Despite concerted humanitarian effort, exceedingly few

displaced people can access these solutions.1 The collapse of the international solutions archi-

tecture represents a profound economic and political challenge. Resettlement is hampered by

discriminatory, anti-migrant backlash across the world’s high-income democracies (Mayda,

2006; Hangartner et al., 2019). Opportunities for naturalization in Global South host states

are similarly constrained. One barrier is institutional—73% of refugees reside in developing

countries with low bureaucratic capacity. Another barrier is political—though host countries

increasingly encourage refugee self-reliance through integrative policies, citizenship remains

contentious (Blair, Grossman and Weinstein, 2022a,b).

Given these challenges, the international community regards repatriation as the preferred

solution for forcibly displaced people (Harrell-Bond, 1989; Zieck, 1997).2 Notwithstanding

significant humanitarian efforts to encourage voluntary return, however, repatriation has

declined over time (Figure A-1). In the ideal setting, displaced people return when conflict

abates in their home countries. Declining repatriation is the direct result of the growing

protraction of wars and sociopolitical crises in refugee-sending states (Fearon and Shaver,

2020). Insecurity is the main deterrent to return (Camarena and Hägerdal, 2020; Alrababa’h

et al., 2023), so as conflicts in origin countries become longer and more complex, fewer

opportunities exist for refugees to safely and voluntarily repatriate.

1Since 2013, fewer than 3.8% of the global stock of refugees and asylum-seekers has been resettled, naturalized,
or returned home (Figure A-1).

2For host country politicians, repatriation is attractive because it reduces the fiscal burden of refugee-hosting
(Chimni, 2002). For refugees themselves, returning home is fundamental to realizing rights of citizenship
and belonging (Bradley, 2013; Long, 2013).
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To promote refugee repatriation, international policymakers have innovated a number of

programs that directly incentivize return through cash and in-kind transfers. These material

inducements are intended to subsidize refugees' journeys home and ease their reintegration

into origin communities upon return.3 More than 30 countries, from Australia and Germany

to Ghana and Tanzania, operate repatriation assistance programs (Table A-1). In April

2025, the U.S. became the most recent country to pursue incentivized return, when o�cials

introduced a$1,000 credit for migrant \self-deportation" (Sanchez and Elba, 2025). Interna-

tional humanitarian organizations like the International Organization for Migration (IOM)

and the UN Refugee Agency (UNHCR) also administer repatriation assistance programs. In

2024, IOM sta� gave material inducements to more than 81,000 returnees across 121 host

countries (Figure A-2). The overwhelming share of refugee bene�ciaries of repatriation assis-

tance programs return to fragile, low-income origin countries like Afghanistan, Iraq, Somalia,

Mali, and Nigeria (IOM, 2025). Ongoing con
icts and institutional weakness render these

returnee-receiving states highly vulnerable to economic shocks and regional instability.

Despite billions of dollars spent to incentivize refugee repatriation, cash-for-return pro-

grams have received little systematic evaluation. This represents an important gap given

the stark ethical questions surrounding these programs, and the potential for signi�cant,

unintended consequences of large-scale refugee return to fragile and con
ict-a�ected origin

countries. Proponents of assisted repatriation argue that these programs are critical for en-

abling destitute refugees to realize their return intentions and safely reintegrate into origin

communities (Ruben, van Houte and Davids, 2009). Others hail assisted return as a cheaper

and less coercive tool for migration control (Kalicki, 2020), or a \humane alternative to de-

portation" (IOM, 2011). Opponents counter that incentivized return is unjust if refugees'

only accept compensated repatriation to avoid punitive alternatives like immigration deten-

tion (Scalettaris and Gubert, 2019). The crux of the issue is that incentives can degrade

the voluntariness of refugees' choices to repatriate. Further normative issues arise if refugees

are not informed of the risks of returning, if material inducements are insu�cient to guaran-

tee program-induced returnees' safe reintegration, or if host states coerce refugees to accept

incentivized return o�ers (Gerver, 2017).4

At the center of normative and policy debates over repatriation assistance is the question

of how incentivized returns a�ect security and peacebuilding in returnee-receiving communi-

3Host country policymakers may hold other motivations when implementing incentivized repatriation policies,
like xenophobic desires to reduce migrant-hosting (Sanchez and Elba, 2025).

4We give a more comprehensive survey of normative debates over incentivized repatriation in section A.3.
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ties. Does large-scale, assisted refugee repatriation en
ame or dampen con
ict and promote

or degrade social cohesion?5 To answer this question, we consider a repatriation cash as-

sistance program for Afghan refugees in Pakistan, administered by the UNHCR in 2016.6

Motivated by Rozo and Vargas (2021), we identify the causal e�ect of encashed returns by

exploiting the program's quasi-random timing and historical returnee settlement patterns

in a di�erence-in-di�erences framework. Our �ndings represent the �rst plausibly causal

evidence on the consequences of incentivized repatriation for con
ict in returnee-receiving

communities. In addition to examining the e�ects of assisted returns on violence, we o�er

novel insights into economic incentives for combatant mobilization and the ways informal

institutions shape refugee reintegration.

UNHCR o�cials announced the sudden, unanticipated doubling of cash grants for Afghan

refugees repatriating from Pakistan in late June 2016. The magnitude of the grant was large,

representing several months of rent or wages. Using a combination of observational and

survey-based measures, we demonstrate that the introduction of the cash-for-repatriation

policy led to a surge in refugee returns from Pakistan to Afghanistan. The scale of repa-

triation following the intervention was unparalleled: more than 363,000 refugees returned

under the program, representing 66% of documented repatriates worldwide in 2016. The

timing of the cash transfer|during Afghanistan's annual �ghting season|o�ers a unique

opportunity to explore how assisted returns a�ected violence. Every summer during the war

in Afghanistan, Taliban commanders mobilized a large force of temporary �ghters. These

part-time recruits were chie
y income-motivated, and supported professional militant cadres

in major o�ensives (Malkasian, 2021). Impoverished Afghan returnees from Pakistan histori-

cally formed an important source of these recruits (Harpviken and Lischer, 2013; Lakhani and

Amiri, 2020). Mass repatriation during the �ghting season therefore creates ripe conditions

for accelerating insurgent violence. However, since each member of repatriating households

received cash under the repatriation assistance program, the return of each family represented

5Disentangling the e�ects of refugee return on con
ict is a thorny empirical challenge, and must confront
two inferential hurdles. First, data on repatriation varies starkly in quality across contexts. During complex
crises, �eld sta� face logistical challenges in tracking migrants across peripheral regions. Complicating
measurement further, returnees may conceal their identities due to safety concerns. Second, when and where
returnees 
ee is directly linked to security conditions in prospective destination communities (Ghosn et al.,
2021). Because returnees often eschew return as a result of ongoing (Alrababa'h et al., 2023) or past violence
(Camarena and H•agerdal, 2020), few quantitative studies have been able to credibly estimate the e�ects of
repatriation on subsequent con
ict.

6Rolled out amidst the world's most enduring displacement crisis, this program remains the largest incen-
tivized repatriation policy ever implemented.
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a meaningful stimulus to the local economy in returnee-receiving communities. In line with

recent evidence on the pacifying impacts of refugee aid (Taylor et al., 2016; Lehmann and

Masterson, 2020) and integrative policies (Couttenier et al., 2019), and broader evidence on

the violence-reducing e�ects of development programming (Rohner, 2024; Beath, Christia

and Enikolopov, 2025), we �nd that encashed returns reduced militancy.

We probe several mechanisms underpinning this result. First, inter-household, intra-

communal economic spillovers from returnees to non-migrants (i.e., stayees) in impacted

areas may have raised reservation wages, increasing the premium on part-time rebel mobi-

lization. Consistent with this mechanism, we �nd that insurgents substituted from labor-

intensive combat into capital-intensive attacks (which require fewer recruits) during the

program. This composition shift in violence was also associated with improving insurgent

lethality, implying a stark, negative welfare consequence. In addition, the community-level

economic boon from encashed returns may have constrained counterinsurgent tip-buying

by raising the price of information. We provide suggestive evidence of this dynamic. Pro-

gram exposure reduced the rate of counterinsurgent bomb neutralizations, which are highly

sensitive to civilian informing (Sonin and Wright, 2022).

We also use the policy intervention to study consequences of refugee return for social con-


ict. Existing research highlights property disputes as a crucial source of tension between

returnees and hosts (Schwartz, 2019; Ruiz and Vargas-Silva, 2022). In Afghanistan, repatri-

ation has sparked honor feuds and clashes over land rights (Murtazashvili, 2016). Exposure

to this violence has important welfare implications, increasing risk-taking and discounting

(Voors et al., 2012; Callen et al., 2014), undermining trust (Ruiz and Vargas-Silva, 2025),

and exacerbating poverty and trauma (Joireman, 2018). Using unique survey and event

data on relations between returnees and stayees, we �nd that social con
ict increased in

communities exposed to policy-induced return. We also explore how social capital and infor-

mal dispute resolution mechanisms help o�set risks of communal violence. We develop novel

measures of proximity to kin and the accessibility of village shuras in returnee-receiving com-

munities. Social networks and strong, local institutions dampen communal con
ict following

repatriation.

Our study makes three important contributions. First, we provide new evidence on the

risks associated with refugee return induced by a large-scale economic intervention. As gov-

ernments and international organizations scale repatriation assistance policies, it is critical

to examine the downstream economic, political, and social impacts of these policies. Doing

so is essential for understanding the humanitarian stakes, normative contours, practical ef-
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fects, and unintended consequences of cash-for-return programs, and for informing debates

over whether and how policymakers should facilitate refugee repatriation to fragile origin

countries. While ours is not a full program evaluation, we provide evidence on one key

aspect of incentivized return|how it shapes violence in returnee-receiving communities.7

Understanding this aspect of the broader policy marks an important �rst step in evaluating

the program's larger welfare implications.

Although we �nd that encashed returns are associated with a decline in insurgent vio-

lence overall, our results are not particularly sanguine. The incentivized repatriation program

caused a composition shift in militant attacks, leading rebels to substitute labor-intensive

gun�ghts for capital-intensive bombings. Increasing reliance on explosive tactics drove an

overall increase in insurgent lethality, implying the program boosted Taliban combat e�ec-

tiveness. We also document a reduction in counterinsurgent e�ectiveness attributable to

the repatriation cash program. The success rate of government bomb clearance missions de-

clined in returnee-receiving communities, likely because encashment constrained government

tip-buying. Improvised explosive attacks were the deadliest form of rebel violence for civil-

ians in Afghanistan, so declining success of bomb neutralizations represents a stark negative

consequence of the encashment program. Beyond militancy, we also �nd that incentivized

repatriation heightened tensions between returnees and stayees, exacerbating communal vi-

olence and property disputes. Together, these results underscore substantial practical and

ethical questions about the appropriateness of repatriation cash assistance programs. In-

centivizing large-scale return to fragile origin countries risks undermining the voluntariness

of return decisionmaking and exposing repatriates and their non-migrant neighbors to con-


ict. The international community has a strategic interest, a legal obligation, and a moral

imperative to ensure return only occurs when conditions are safe.

Our second contribution is to the growing literature on return migration (e.g., Bucheli,

Fontenla and Waddell, 2019; Ruiz and Vargas-Silva, 2021, 2022, 2025; Bahar et al., 2024;

Godlonton and Theoharides, 2025), and wider scholarship on the economics of displacement

(e.g., Boustan, 2010; Couttenier et al., 2019; Brell, Dustmann and Preston, 2020; Bahar,

Ib�a~nez and Rozo, 2021; Ruiz and Vargas-Silva, 2022). While this work carefully interro-

7Our analysis abstracts from potential direct e�ects on household income, asset accumulation, investment
decisions, or consumption, since we lack data (e.g., on wages) to test these outcomes. Our objective is
to identify whether and how a �nancial transfer accompanying refugee return shaped local equilibrium
dynamics related to security and social stability, not to benchmark overall program performance or cost-
e�ectiveness. Future work using alternative data and research designs should examine the direct economic
e�ects of repatriation cash assistance on household welfare, as well as other downstream impacts on health,
education, political participation, and women's empowerment.
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gates the ways migration and return shape security and development in migrants' origin and

destination communities, the extant empirical record is mixed. Reconciling existing �ndings

requires disentangling diverse theoretical mechanisms and probing the ways displacement in-

teracts with economic, institutional, and policy factors. We begin to �ll this gap by studying

an important and costly economic intervention intended to incentivize refugee repatriation,

and by leveraging a quasi-experimental design. In so doing, we o�er a quantitative micro-

foundation for future studies of repatriation policy. Credibly identifying the downstream

consequences of repatriation is crucial given the prevailing view that return is the best avail-

able solution to forced displacement.

Our third contribution is to scholarship on the political economy of violence. Although

canonical work recognizes a diversity of events that occur within substate con
icts (e.g.,

Berman, Shapiro and Felter, 2011; Berman et al., 2017; Fetzer et al., 2021; Bazzi et al.,

2022), ranging from anti-government attacks and state repression to warlordism and social

con
ict, these outcomes tend to be studied in isolation. The prevailing focus on speci�c

forms of violence limits our ability to craft generalized theories of con
ict. Our empirical

investigation explicitly considers how varieties of violence relate to mass repatriation. By

distinguishing con
ict tactics, we gain a window into wartime civilian agency, as well as eco-

nomic incentives for combatant mobilization, and the pacifying e�ects of social and political

institutions. We document divergent e�ects of refugee return on di�erent forms of con
ict,

highlighting the unique and nuanced ways displacement shocks, resources, social capital, and

local institutions interact to shape wartime violence in its various forms. This paper deepens

our understanding of these dynamics in a highly relevant context, and provides actionable

insights about how to improve future e�orts to help displaced people return home.

2 The Consequences of Return Migration

Our inquiry extends a growing literature on the consequences of return migration for secu-

rity and social cohesion in returnee-receiving communities. Findings across this literature

are mixed, and generalizing from prior work is di�cult given the diversity of contexts, het-

erogeneous composition of returnees, and variation in policy environments. In some settings,

repatriation has fueled economic prosperity (Bucheli and Fontenla, 2025), productivity and

employment growth (Hausmann and Nedelkoska, 2018; Bahar et al., 2024), institutional

rejuvenation (Chauvet and Mercier, 2014; M•uller-Funk and Fransen, 2023), and infrastruc-

tural investment (Kibreab, 2002; Davies et al., 2011)|e�ects that can dampen con
ict and
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foster social accord between returnees and their non-migrant neighbors (Bucheli, Fontenla

and Waddell, 2019). In other cases, returns have worsened violence by intensifying com-

petition over land, jobs, and housing (Allen and Morsink, 1994; Schwartz, 2019; Ruiz and

Vargas-Silva, 2021, 2022, 2025), entrenching intergroup divisions (Joireman, 2017), straining

fragile state institutions (Scalettaris and Gubert, 2019; Ambrosius and Meseguer, 2020), and

bolstering rebel recruitment (Lischer, 2011; Schultz, 2011; Haer and Hecker, 2018). Counter-

vailing economic, institutional, structural, and individual mechanisms shape these processes

and condition the e�ects of repatriation on di�erent forms of con
ict.8

Considering the impact of cash assistance layered atop these underlying dynamics com-

plicates the picture further. Repatriation assistance may stimulate local economies and

ease returnee reintegration, mitigating con
ict and fostering social cohesion (Ruben, van

Houte and Davids, 2009; Kamminga and Zaki, 2018). If positive externalities of repatri-

ation assistance are su�ciently large that they spillover from returnees to stayees, rising

community-wide living standards can dampen militant mobilization and communal tensions

(Kibreab, 2002; Harild, Christensen and Zetter, 2015). Yet, encashment can also act as an

accelerant of violence if armed groups extort assisted returnees to �nance their operations, or

if stayees, resentful of repatriates' access to aid, engage in anti-returnee discrimination (van

Houte, 2014; Schwartz, 2019). Given these o�setting channels, it is not possible to a priori

predict which mechanisms will dominate. The question of how cash-for-return policies a�ect

con
ict is therefore, ultimately, an empirical one. For exposition, we outline key theoretical

channels that inform our empirical investigation in appendix section A.4.

3 Background

Afghanistan's modern history is de�ned by cycles of displacement and return. Since 1979, no

country has produced more refugees and asylum-seekers. Pakistan has been their primary

host. The population of Afghan refugees in Pakistan has been among the world's six largest

refugee populations every year since 1980. For most of the past four decades, Afghans in Pak-

istan have formed the world's single largest displaced population. In appendix �gure A-3, we

plot displacement and return 
ows between Afghanistan and Pakistan. Intuitively, migration

patterns track major con
ict trends. Mass out
ows of Afghan refugees to Pakistan followed

8Tables A-2 { A-3 o�er a more detailed mapping of pathways identi�ed in prior scholarship. As Ruiz and
Vargas-Silva (2022, p. 696) note, \there is not a single mechanism related to refugee return that can cover
all aspects of a complex concept such as [con
ict and] social cohesion."
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the 1979 Soviet invasion, the 2001 U.S. invasion, and the 2006 Taliban resurgence. Brief

moments of stability, such as the 1992 collapse of the Soviet-backed communist government

and the 2001 toppling of the Taliban, have precipitated returns from Pakistan.

We study a sudden, exogenous increase in returns from Pakistan to Afghanistan in 2016,

following the unanticipated expansion of UNHCR's repatriation cash assistance program.

Since 2002, UNHCR o�cials have o�ered small, one-time grants to Afghan returnees to

facilitate repatriation.9 Prior to the implementation of the expanded cash assistance policy

we study, returnees received$200|an amount UNHCR sta� deemed just su�cient to cover

the costs of transportation and essentials during returnees' journeys home. On June 23, 2016,

while visiting Pakistan, UNHCR Commissioner Filippo Grandi announced that repatriation

cash assistance for Afghan returnees from Pakistan would be doubled|with grants increasing

from $200 to $400 per person. Six days later, UNHCR sta� began disbursing payments at

this higher rate. At the time the program was announced, nearly 1.6 million Afghan refugees

resided in Pakistan.10 This entire population was eligible for repatriation assistance|any

Afghan refugee who registered with UNHCR prior to returning from Pakistan could receive

the grant.11 The encashment program operated from June 29 { December 7, 2016, when

UNHCR declared a winter pause in assisted returns. UNHCR o�cials initially planned to

continue the program in 2017, but budget constraints prevented renewal. When assisted

returns resumed on April 3, 2017, grants reverted to the pre-program level.

Process Assisted returns followed a standardized, closely-monitored sequence, which we

describe in detail in appendix section A.8. This process and the administrative infrastructure

that enabled encashment were well established before 2016. First, Afghan refugees wishing to

return had to approach a UNHCR Voluntary Repatriation Centre (VRC) in Pakistan. Two

VRCs operated in Baleli (Quetta) and Chamkani (Peshawar); a third opened at Azakhel

(Peshawar) in September 2016 to help process the mass in
ux of intended returnees during

the encashment program. At VRCs, refugees were deregistered from the Pakistani refugee

management system, and were issued Voluntary Repatriation Forms (VRFs). All returning

9We plot the evolution of UNHCR repatriation cash assistance grants for Afghan returnees in Figure A-5.
The size of the 2016 grant expansion was unparalleled.

10This represents the number of Afghan refugees holding Proof of Registration (PoR) cards issued by the
Pakistani government.

11Refugees who �rst registered with UNHCR are called \documented" or \assisted." Refugees who returned
without UNHCR facilitation are considered \undocumented" or \spontaneous." Spontaneous returnees could
not receive UNHCR cash assistance, though a small number received supplemental assistance ($20-50) from
IOM sta� at border crossings.
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family members had to be present at a VRC to declare their return, and a biometric scan

was conducted to prevent duplicate claims. Once deregistered, returnees lost legal status

in Pakistan, but were permitted to travel under UNHCR supervision to designated border

crossings at Torkham, Chaman, or Kharlachi. Upon entry into Afghanistan, all documented

returnees were directed to report to one of three Encashment Centres (EC) in Kabul, Kanda-

har, or Nangarhar. To ensure timely return, UNHCR required that repatriates arrive at an

EC within seven days of having been issued a VRF in Pakistan.12 At ECs, UNHCR veri�ed

each VRF, conducted brief interviews, and delivered cash payments. Following encashment,

returnees were free to leave the EC and repatriate to their intended destination communities.

Economic Signi�cance and Behavioral Response The size of UNHCR's expanded

repatriation assistance package was economically meaningful (Table A-4). Under the re-

vised policy, each documented returnee received$400|equivalent to 79% of Afghan GDP

per capita, 1.3 months of wages as a Taliban recruit, and at least 2.5 months of licit-sector

wages. For the median returnee household, this amounted to an average cash grant of

$3,600.13 With three working- or recruitment-age males in the typical returnee household,

this level of cumulative cash assistance was equivalent to combined income from 8{16 months

of employment in the licit economy, or an entire �ghting season of potential income from

temporary Taliban mobilization.14 Measured against local housing costs, the median house-

hold's grant was su�cient to cover about 15 months of rent.

Figure 1 shows that refugee returns from Pakistan to Afghanistan increased sharply in

response to the encashment program. In the �rst half of 2016, Afghanistan received 40,769

returnees from Pakistan, including 6,875 assisted and 33,894 spontaneous returnees. In the

second half of 2016, when grants were doubled, 577,387 Afghans repatriated from Pakistan,

including 363,227 assisted and 214,160 spontaneous returnees.15 Historically, spontaneous re-

turns have exceeded documented (i.e., assisted) returns in Afghanistan because the process of

12Returnees who failed to arrive at an EC in the requisite seven day period would not receive cash assistance,
though exceptions were made for groups who experienced death or serious illness of a family member between
the time of VRF issuance and EC arrival. No cash assistance was ever provided to returnees arriving more
than 15 days after VRF issuance.

13The median size of each returnee household in 2016 was 9. Observed household sizes ranged from 1{643.
Most returnee households consisted of immediate family members, but occasionally extended families or
entire communities relocated. 70% of returnees were women (any age) or male children (under 18).

14Working- and recruitment-age males are those aged 12{64 years old. Returnee women had very low labor
force participation ( � 13%) (Haroon et al., 2019). Table A-4 benchmarks average licit and Taliban wages.

15Put di�erently, assisted returns increased 5183% during the program, relative to the pre-program period.
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Figure 1: The Encashment Program Triggered Mass Refugee Return

Note: The solid line shows assisted (documented) refugee returns from Pakistan to Afghanistan. The
dashed line shows spontaneous (undocumented) refugee returns from Pakistan to Afghanistan. Assisted
returnees received cash, while spontaneous returnees did not. Gray bars denote the encashment period.
Sources: UNHCR provides comprehensive information on documented returns. We use reports �led by
IOM o�cials to reconstruct country-wide, monthly 
ows of undocumented returnees into Afghanistan.

assisted return is slower and more bureaucratically complex (Harild, Christensen and Zetter,

2015, p. 66).16 This trend reversed under the encashment program, suggesting a deliberate

e�ort of returnees to repatriate through the formal channel in order to take advantage of cash

assistance. We use data from a survey of Afghan returnees, described in greater detail below,

to further validate that the encashment program spurred refugee return. We cannot directly

observe which survey respondents received the incentivized repatriation grant in 2016, but

use information on respondents' countries of asylum, return timing, and registration status

to identify likely program bene�ciaries. Encashment-eligble respondents were signi�cantly

more likely to report �nancing repatriation through UNHCR cash assistance (Table A-5).

16During the encashment program, UNHCR rapidly scaled logistical capacity to reduce cumbersome adminis-
trative processes and expedite return facilitation (UNHCR, 2016b).
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The spike in spontaneous returns during the �rst two months of the encashment program

mainly re
ects information scarcity.17 Refugees in Pakistan lived in an information-poor

environment: media penetration, literacy, and schooling were low (Haroon et al., 2019).

Word-of-mouth was the main way Afghans learned about repatriation opportunities: be-

fore the 2016 cash-for-return program, UNHCR found that 84% of Afghan refugees either

had no knowledge of the voluntary return process, or learned about it through rumor net-

works (UNHCR, 2016a). Thus, though the program was announced suddenly on June 23,

2016, information about eligibility and procedures spread slowly, reaching many prospective

returnee households only weeks later. In August 2016, UNHCR launched \mass and tar-

geted information campaigns" to publicize how returnees could access assistance (UNHCR,

2016b).18 Qualitative UNHCR surveys suggest these e�orts worked: the share of refugees

learning about repatriation from media or o�cial channels rose from 5{24% during the pro-

gram, helping explain why undocumented returns declined from September 2016 (UNHCR,

2017). Accounting for these spontaneous returns does not impact our results.

Motivation Understanding the genesis of the 2016 encashment program is important for

evaluating its exogeneity and broader ethical appropriateness. O�cially, UNHCR framed

the 2016 policy as a humanitarian enhancement. However, the implementation decision ulti-

mately resulted from more than a year of secret negotiations between UNHCR leadership and

the Pakistani government. As described in greater detail in appendix section A.11, the pol-

icy's proximate cause was Pakistani political pressure to accelerate refugee repatriation and

thereby shrink Pakistan's refugee-hosting burden. Ultimately, the roots of this pressure lie

in Pakistani domestic politics: a school massacre perpetrated by Tehrik-i-Taliban Pakistan

(TTP) militants in December 2014 spurred a surge in popular, anti-Afghan xenophobia.19 In

response, Afghan refugees in Pakistan reported retributive evictions, job losses, and police

harassment (Bjelica, 2016). Pakistani politicians issued public calls for forced repatriation,

and repeatedly threatened not to renew refugees' Proof-of-Registration (PoR) cards, which

governed access to work, mobile phones, and other basic services. Rising anti-refugee senti-

ment gained particular salience during Pakistan's 2015 local elections.

17Section A.9 gives a more detailed explanation.

18The main campaign, \Khpal Watan, Gul Watan" (\My country, my beautiful country"), advertised in
refugee-populated areas of Pakistan.

19The TTP is also known as the Pakistani Taliban. Their relationship with the Afghan Taliban is fraught,
and the latter often condemn TTP violence against Pakistani targets. We refer to the Pakistani Taliban as
TTP and the Afghan Taliban as the Taliban.
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For UNHCR, securing continued legal status for Afghan refugees in Pakistan was a top

priority. Amidst Pakistani threats, UNHCR initiated high-level, secret negotiations with

the Pakistani government in 2015.20 Importantly, these negotiations were conducted at

the diplomatic level, and bore no relationship to con
ict trends inside Afghanistan. As

negotiations stalled, Pakistani o�cials brie
y allowed PoR cards to lapse in early 2016.

After emergency UNHCR intercession, PoR cards were quickly renewed, but the episode

lent new urgency to negotiations. Critically, Pakistan' renewal of PoR cards in January

2016 bore a �rm expiration deadline|June 30, 2016. In the face of Pakistani intransigence,

and with this looming deadline, UNHCR agreed to expand repatriation cash assistance to

incentivize returns and satisfy Pakistani government calls for a reduction in Afghan refugee-

hosting. The repatriation assistance program was publicly revealed on June 23, 2016, one

week before the slated expiration. In exchange, Pakistan renewed PoR cards through 2016.

Throughout the pre-program negotiating period, Pakistani o�cials engaged in anti-

refugee coercion as a lever for pressuring UNHCR. This targeted coercion continued at lower

levels after the encashment program began.21 Afghan refugees in Pakistan faced extortion,

rent hikes, and arbitrary increases in fees for access to documents and services throughout

summer 2016 (Human Rights Watch, 2017, p. 18-27). This abuse was economic in nature,

and likely calibrated to encourage refugee uptake of the repatriation assistance program, as

well as to capitalize on the unexpected windfall in returnee support. Concurrent coercion

in Pakistan raises natural concerns about identi�cation. To this end, we provide multiple

pieces of evidence. First, we formalize our design with a directed graph, which clari�es key

parameters of interest (Figure A-8). Second, in Tables A-6 { A-7 we present survey evidence

on returnees' self-reported reasons for return. We �nd no evidence that program bene�cia-

ries were more likely to report repatriating because of repressive conditions in Pakistan.22

Third, in section A.12 we highlight qualitative evidence that underscores the importance of

cash assistance in enabling repatriation (Human Rights Watch, 2017).

20The Pakistani negotiating position was normatively problematic: incentivized repatriation was o�ered purely
as an alternative to mass deportation. From UNHCR's perspective, the policy could be ethically defensible if
organizational leadership, having exhausted all channels for opposing anti-refugee restrictions, opted instead
to mitigate harm through repatriation cash assistance (Gerver, 2017, p. 639). See also section A.3.

21Figure A-7 plots the number of Afghans deported by Pakistan each month, a proxy for broader anti-Afghan
coercion (Human Rights Watch, 2017; Seefar, 2019). The level of deportations was lower during the encash-
ment program than in the 18 months preceding the program.

22The survey did not ask directly about encashment as a pull factor. However, we also �nd that program
bene�ciaries were more likely to report repatriating because of improved economic conditions in Afghanistan
(Table A-7), a fact likely attributable to encashment.
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4 Data

In this section we describe our microdata. Summary statistics for all variables are described

in Tables B-8 and B-9. Variable de�nitions and sources are discussed in appendix C. Details

on data collection and related ethical considerations are described in appendix D.

Combat Records Our investigation exploits newly-released, sensitive but unclassi�ed

military records from the International Distributed Uni�ed Reporting Environment (IN-

DURE), which catalog insurgent and counterinsurgent combat engagements in Afghanistan

between 2015{2017. The INDURE platform was populated using detailed signi�cant activity

(SIGACT) reports logged by Afghan security forces and NATO troops, and o�ers extremely

high resolution. Data are time-stamped down to the minute, geo-referenced down to the

meter, and include additional details about the event type, units involved, and casualties.

Section D.2 o�ers additional details about the data collection process. These data are most

directly comparable to data described in Condra et al. (2018) and Fetzer et al. (2021). How-

ever, whereas extant combat records from Afghanistan cover the period from 2006{2014,

our records cover the period from 2015{2017. The records we draw on o�er a substantial

improvement in coverage and precision over media-based collection e�orts, representing the

virtual universe of anti-government violence.

To understand how refugee return shapes con
ict, we focus on insurgent-initiated attacks

against Afghan security forces or their NATO partners. The detailed nature of our con
ict

microdata allows us to track several types of insurgent activity, including direct �re, indirect

�re, and explosive hazards. Direct �re attacks are line-of-sight, close combat operations, like

frontal assaults on convoys or patrolling troops. Indirect �res consist of rocket and mortar

attacks perpetrated at long-range. Explosive hazards include improvised explosive devices

(IEDs) and landmines.23 We depict the spatial distribution of these attacks in Figure 2.

Survey of Returnees Our military records o�er a comprehensive portrait of combat

between insurgent and counterinsurgent forces. However, these data do not track social

con
icts occurring between civilians, tribes, or other groups. We draw on rich survey data

to understand communal violence and returnee relations with their non-migrant neighbors.

Speci�cally, we leverage individual-level data from the Survey of Afghan Returnees, �elded

23We focus on detonated rather than emplaced hazards in the main speci�cations because explosives can only
achieve intended e�ects when they are successfully detonated. Results are substantively similar when we
study emplaced hazards.
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