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cohorts of Syrians seeking refuge
in Lebanon, Turkey, and Germany
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Germany, ?Berlin Institute for Empirical Integration and Migration Research, Faculty of Humanities and
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Introduction: An ample scholarly literature on voluntary migration has shown
that migration is a highly selective process, resulting in migrant populations that
often differ significantly from their respective population of origin in terms of their
socio-demographic characteristics. The literature attributes these differences to
either migrants’ active choice and agency in the migration decision (i.e., self-
selection), or to selectively applied external constraints. Although the socio-
demographic make-up of forced migrant populations has received significant
attention in public discourses in receiving countries such as Germany and Turkey,
the literature on migrant selection largely focuses on voluntary migration and
self-selection mechanisms. As a result, the selection mechanisms of forcibly
displaced persons are less well-understood. Particularly in the context of forced
migration, the conditions for migration fluctuate heavily within a relatively short
time span, e.g., regarding immigration policies and border controls. In this study
we contribute to that literature by exploring the changing conditions under
which Syrians sought international humanitarian protection between 2013 and
2017 and linking them to the selection outcomes in three major receiving
countries: Lebanon, Turkey, and Germany.

Methods: Based on novel household survey data, we compare age, gender,
socio-economic background, and family context of the Syrian populations in
Lebanon, Turkey, and Germany by arrival cohort (2013-2017). In a narrative
approach, we combine the cohort analysis of Syrians in Lebanon, Turkey, and
Germany with contextual analyses of the (changing) frameworks governing
refugee migration in transit and destination countries and descriptive analyses
of changing risk levels along migration routes into Europe.

Results: Our analyses reveal that higher external barriers coincide with a stronger
selection in migrants’ socio-demographic make-up. In particular, riskier routes
and higher entry barriers are associated with a lower share of female migrants,
a lower share traveling with family members, and a higher socio-economic
background.

Discussion: In this study, we describe differences in forced migrants’ selection
outcomes in countries of first refuge neighboring the origin country, relative
to a reception country in the global north. By establishing legal and political
frameworks as well as the accessibility of routes as external barriers to forced
migration we expand on the existing theoretical approaches to selection effects
and identify a need for policy intervention to ensure equitable access to
humanitarian protection.

KEYWORDS

refugees, forced migration, selection, migration processes, mobility, individual-level
data, fatality data
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1 Introduction

According to the UNHCR, the number of forcibly displaced
persons reached the landmark of 100 million for the first time
in May 2022, including 53.2 million people displaced inside their
borders. In other words, more than one percent of the global
population was forced to flee war, violence, human rights violations,
or persecution on political, ethnic, or religious grounds [United
Nations High Commissioner of Refugees (UNHCR), 2022a]. With
149 signatory states to the 1951 Geneva Convention relating to
the Status of Refugees or the related Protocol from 1967, most
countries currently recognize access to peace and security as a
fundamental right inherent to all human beings, regardless of
race, gender, nationality, ethnicity, language, religion, or any other
status. However, only a few of the 193 UN Member States bear the
largest share of responsibility for refugees—either by hosting large
refugee populations or by contributing financially to humanitarian
efforts. Three in four refugees are hosted by low and middle-income
countries such as Lebanon (UNHCR, 2022c¢), i.e., by countries that
only have limited resources and often face internal political or
economic challenges of their own. Hence, with the demand for
humanitarian protection rising globally, the imbalance between
the required and the available resources to provide humanitarian
protection increases.

Although contexts of civil war, violence, terror, and persecution
affect most societal groups simultaneously, people in vulnerable
situations are equipped unequally with the resources and abilities
to reach safe ground (Buber-Ennser et al., 2016; Guichard, 2020).
In other words, access to peace, security, and fundamental rights
depend on people’s individual resource endowments to move
and undertake journeys with uncertain outcomes. This concerns
financial means as well as social capital (e.g., family networks
abroad) and physical resources (e.g., health and fitness) required
to embark on long and risky escape routes that are particularly
penalizing for women, children, elderly, and disabled persons.
Given the commitment of many countries to provide protection
to those in need and the rising number of individuals seeking
international protection (United Nations High Commissioner of
Refugees (UNHCR), 2022a), it is crucial to examine the unequal
selection into humanitarian protection by socio-demographic
groups and its determinants. In our study, we focus on refugee
migration out of Syria into neighboring countries and Europe, with
the Syrian civil war representing one of the largest displacement
events of the past decade (UNHCR, 2022¢).

The literature on migrant selection outcomes is typically
based on utility maximization frameworks in which the cost and
benefit considerations of potential migrants predict their migration
decisions (Roy, 1951; Borjas, 1987). This literature typically refers
to voluntary migration and considers individual resources (such
as human capital) and contextual factors (e.g., labor market or
economic conditions in destination countries) in shaping migrant
selection. While these mechanisms may apply to forced migrants as
well (Guichard, 2020; Aksoy and Poutvaara, 2021; Briicker et al.,
2021), the mobility of forced migrants needs further exploration
for at least two reasons. Firstly, additional contextual factors
apply to the mobility choices of forced migrants: border and
immigration policies as well as risks and threats at home and
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on the route represent external constraints to the mobility of
individuals seeking humanitarian refuge (Guichard, 2020; Sporlein
et al., 2020). This reactive character of refugee migration derives
from a lack preparation and limited legal pathways (Richmond,
1993). Secondly, these external conditions can be highly time-
sensitive given the fluidity of wars and conflicts as well as the
policy responses of receiving countries, particularly in times of vast
international displacement. In the context of the recent refugee
migration from Syria, Afghanistan and Iraq into Europe, transit
and destination countries have adapted their immigration policies
and border practices various times, changing the accessibility
of countries and the permeability of borders within relatively
short time spans. Like most refugee populations, a large share of
displaced Syrians initially moved across borders without valid travel
documentation such as visas. Hence, the available options to claim
asylum were strongly influenced by the ability to overcome barriers
to mobility.

In this paper, we investigate how the selection outcomes among
Syrians seeking refuge in Lebanon, Turkey, and Germany relate
to the changing conditions governing their migration during the
peak of Syrian migration between 2013 and 2017. We argue
that national entry regulations and policy decisions governing
migration and asylum as well as the level of endangerment on
travel routes substantially shape the group compositions of refugees
in different destinations and at different points in time. More
restrictive immigration policies and higher risk en route represent
external barriers that are more permeable to men, those of higher
fitness (usually younger of age), those with a higher socioeconomic
background and solo travelers (in contrast to those traveling
with family members). To evaluate these assumptions, we analyze
historical fatality data on the main migration routes as well as
contextual information on relevant policy regulations and policy
changes in host and transit countries and relate the findings to
the selective mobility of Syrians in the three destination countries
under study.

From a quantitative perspective, studying the intertwined
role of external barriers and individual factors is challenging: it
requires comparable information on the characteristics of several
migration cohorts displaced by the same conflict but residing
in different locations. In this study, we take advantage of novel
survey data on Syrian refugees collected in Lebanon, Turkey, and
Germany to conduct a comparative analysis of different arrival
cohorts between 2013 and 2017 in the three host countries. To
assess the socio-demographic make-up of Syrians in Lebanon and
Turkey, we rely on ongoing longitudinal surveys of Syrian nationals
in both countries, jointly collected by the Berlin Institute for
Empirical Integration and Migration Research (BIM, Humboldt
University Berlin, Germany) and the Institute for Employment
Research (IAB, Nuremberg, Germany). Information on Syrians in
Germany stem from the longitudinal IAB-BAMEF-SOEP survey of
refugees. Employing a narrative approach, we furthermore describe
the changing external conditions governing migration based on
qualitative sources and descriptively explore changing levels of risk
over time on major migration routes in the period under study
(2013-2017). Our analyses show highly selective Syrian migrant
cohorts in Germany compared to Turkey and Lebanon. The results
suggest that immigration policy frameworks and endangerment
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levels on routes represent external barriers that are more exclusive
to women, family migrants and those with a lower socioeconomic
status. Our analysis of cohort differences both between destination
countries and over time not only contributes to the academic
literature on mechanisms of forced migrant selection but also bears
important policy implications.

2 Literature review: selection under
constrained agency

The contemporary empirical literature on migrant selectivity,
ie, on the question whether and how migrants systematically
differ from non-migrants, dates back to the seminal work of
Borjas (1987). His theoretical framework is in turn based on the
Roy-Model (Roy, 1951). This discourse is firmly situated in what
de Haas (2021) has described as the functionalized paradigm of
migration theory. Within this paradigm, the migration decision
is typically modeled as a utility-maximization process such that a
potential migrant only engages in migration if the expected gains
from migration (e.g., higher returns on education, better living
standards) outweigh the pecuniary and non-pecuniary costs of
migration (travel costs, loss of social networks) (Sjaastad, 1962).
While this distinctly neoclassical theory with its focus on labor
market outcomes has been gradually refined to incorporate more
nuanced aspects of the migration decision such as household
and family decision-making (e.g., Stark, 1991), social networks
(e.g., Munshi, 2020), health status (e.g., Riosmena et al., 2017), or
cultural preferences (e.g., Docquier et al., 2020), the assumption
that migrants represent a selective sub-sample of the population
of origin has been consistently confirmed across a variety of
geographic contexts. Despite this breadth in theoretical and
empirical advancements on the causes and nature of migrant
selection, refugees and displaced populations remained long absent
from this literature.

This absence can in part be attributed to the dichotomization
of forced and voluntary migration and the fact that the migration
decision of refugees was long assumed to be void of agency
and thus rarely conceptualized at all (Kunz, 1973). Gradually
though, it was recognized that, while highly constrained by
external factors (exposure to conflict, asylum and border regimes,
physical accessibility and danger of flight routes), refugees do
retain some level of proactive planning and decision-making
capacity (Richmond, 1993; McAuliffe and Jayasuriya, 2016). Rather
than aligning with a forced-voluntary dichotomy, refugees, like
all migrants, find themselves somewhere along a continuum
between forced and voluntary migration. Refugees often react
to strong push factors that leave little choice in the timing of
outmigration. Nevertheless, refugees retain agency in the choice
of destination when several options are available. Consequently,
the same mechanisms that have been identified as influencing
the migration decision of voluntary and labor migrants may also
apply to refugee populations. Within this constrained agency,
the expected gains from migration may feature in the migration
decision-making of refugees, including in their destination choice.
Highly educated refugees may, for instance, prefer to seek asylum
in a country with relatively higher returns to education, resulting
in self-selection outcomes of refugee cohorts. Refugees, however,
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face additional constraints, such that not all individuals are able
to act on their preferences. For the majority seeking refuge, no
legal pathways into sheltering countries exist. Irregular migration is
costly, both in monetary and physical terms, constraining refugees’
agency. It is thus plausible to expect some self-selection effects
among refugees in economically relevant characteristics (such as
education and age) albeit less pronounced than for other forms
of migration - depending on the degree to which their agency is
constrained (Chiswick, 1999; Chin and Cortes, 2015).

But external constraints may not only dampen selection effects
among refugees. Since constraints and enabling factors affect
different sub-groups of a heterogenous refugee population to a
different degree (McAuliffe, 2017), they may also amplify selection
outcomes. The often-substantial financial cost of (irregular)
migration may for instance be more manageable for highly
educated members of elevated social strata (Buber-Ennser et al.,
2016; Guichard, 2020). Moreover, female refugees, the elderly and
those traveling with families are more exposed to physical dangers
during transit. They may thus have to abstain from migration
or their migration attempts remain unsuccessful (Sporlein et al.,
2020; Aksoy and Poutvaara, 2021). As access to asylum is
considered a basic human right that is not to be applied selectively,
selective refugee migration resulting from external constraints
(such as deliberate policy decisions) have important normative
implications. Distinguishing between selection outcomes that result
from self-selection based on utility maximization motives and those
resulting from external constraints is thus of importance both on
theoretical as well as humanitarian grounds.

We argue that framing the migration decision of refugees
as either void of agency or a result of unconstrained utility
maximization bears the risk of overlooking essential political,
legal, and economic conditions associated with displacement that
limit access to asylum for selected sub-groups of refugees. We
understand the concepts of migrant self-selection and selective
external constraints as complementary rather than competing in
explaining forced migrant selection patterns. Specifically, previous
research mostly focused on structural factors of benefits and
costs of migration that evolve slowly over time, such as income
differences, cultural aspects, distance, ethnic networks, etc. In
contrast, external constraints (such as border policies) can change
quickly over a short time period in reaction to political or
environmental factors. They determine the number of possible
choices as well as the conditions and costs to reach a destination.
Therefore, alongside the established expectations on costs and
benefits, we investigate the role of (1) legal and political frameworks
in transit and destination countries at the time of migration
and (2) risk levels on main migration routes in shaping refuge
migration outcomes.

In line with the theoretical literature described above, the
otherwise broad empirical literature on selection rarely features
refugees. The relatively scarce existing empirical evidence on
selection outcomes among forced migrants aligns with the
theoretical assumption of positive selection of refugees along
economically relevant factors. Studies consistently show refugees
to have higher educational attainment than the average member of
their population of origin (Chin and Cortes, 2015; Buber-Ennser
et al., 2016; Birgier et al.,, 2018; Blum and Rei, 2018; Lange and
Pfeiffer, 2019; Guichard, 2020; Sporlein et al., 2020; Aksoy and
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Poutvaara, 2021; Welker, 2022). Some studies suggest that this
selection effect is less pronounced than among labor migrants in the
same arrival context (Chin and Cortes, 2015; Blum and Rei, 2018),
while others find mixed results (Sporlein et al., 2020). Sporlein et al.
(2020) further provide evidence on selection on gender, with the
refugee population under study (Afghans, Eritreans, Iraqis, and
Syrians) being disproportionately male.

These post-migration comparisons of the composition of
refugee populations relative to their respective populations of
origin can provide evidence on the existence of selection effects
among refugees. They are, however, limited in their ability to
shed light on the underlying mechanisms at play. The selection
outcomes reported in the literature are compatible with both self-
selection on the basis of utility maximization and selection based
on external constraints. One option to overcome this limitation
is to add further variation to the analysis by comparing selection
outcomes between refugees in different destination countries.
Multiple studies have shown that asylum seekers in Germany are
younger on average, are more likely to be male and have a higher
average educational attainment than their compatriots seeking
asylum in countries neighboring their country of origin (Guichard,
2020; Sporlein et al., 2020; Welker, 2022). Yet, once more the
authors discuss but do not test that the more pronounced selection
may be attributable not only to higher returns on education in
Germany, but also to higher costs, risks and barriers associated with
the long journey to Germany (Guichard, 2020; Spérlein et al., 20205
Welker, 2022).

We seek to add to this strain of literature by adding
another dimension to the comparison of selection outcomes: In
addition to studying three key asylum countries of the Syrian
diaspora, we also compare selection outcomes over time, studying
different arrival cohorts in Lebanon, Turkey, and Germany.
This approach allows us to focus on the impact of short-
term changes in context factors. Many of the factors that have
been proposed as influencing individual migration decisions and
thus potentially self-selection outcomes, such as expected return
to education, social networks, welfare systems or gender and
religious norms are unlikely to change significantly in relative
magnitude during our relatively short observation period we
study (2013 to 2017). Meanwhile, changes in the border and
asylum policy framework governing the migration of Syrians
changed substantially over this same time span in response
to the unfolding displacement crisis. Studies have shown that
such short-term policy changes can have a significant impact
on the overall size of refugee arrival cohorts in a country
(Hatton, 2017; Bertoli et al., 2022). Given that external constraints
tend to affect members of a heterogenous refugee population
differently (McAuliffe, 2017), it is plausible that such short-term
shifts could also be reflected in the selection of the different
arrival cohorts we study. To our knowledge, no study has
investigated these external selection mechanisms empirically. By
comparing selection outcomes across both country of residence
and arrival cohort we address this important gap in the migrant
selection literature.

Based on the framework of constrained refugee agency and
the existing empirical literature we assume that less accessible
escape routes induce more severe selection patterns in terms of
physical and financial resources. Specifically, on routes that require
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higher levels of physical fitness and involve more risks, we expect
to observe higher shares of young and male migrants traveling
without their families. We further assume that Lebanon was the
most accessible destination for Syrian refugees: entry barriers at
the border were relatively low during the first 4 years of the Syrian
civil war. Also, with Arabic as a common language, Syrians face no
language barriers in Lebanon. Among the three destinations under
study, all routes to Germany were by far the longest in distance,
most expensive, and most risky, as will be discussed in more detail
in section Syrian refugee migration: paths into Lebanon, Turkey
and Germany.

Based on these assumptions, we thus expect

1) Syrians in Germany to be on average younger, to display a
higher socioeconomic background, more likely to be males, and
more likely to have arrived without their families than Syrians in
Lebanon and Turkey.

With regard to the variation over arrival cohorts, we expect a
more pronounced selection in terms of age, gender, socio-economic
background and family context at arrival.

2) for arrival cohorts who arrived in either of the countries at
times of more restrictive legal and policy frameworks, and

3) for arrival cohorts in Germany (vis-a-vis Lebanon and
Turkey) whose routes into Europe were characterized by a higher
risk of death.

3 Data and method
3.1 TRANSMIT Turkey and Lebanon surveys

In order to identify correlations between selectivity patterns
among the displaced Syrian population and macro-structural
changes in border and immigration policy as well as risk levels
on migration routes, we firstly employ a descriptive analysis of
individual-level demographic data by arrival cohort combined with
secondary aggregated data on border crossings and migrant fatality
data. Secondly, in a narrative approach, we offer a contextual
analysis of the (changing) frameworks governing humanitarian
migration to Lebanon, Turkey, and Germany. We focus on elusive
factors that are usually overlooked in quantitative approaches
due to measurement challenges, namely geographical access,
border permeability, immigration regimes and policy enforcement.
The strength of a narrative approach lies in its ability to
consider qualitative sources (such as government statements and
news articles) in an empirical framework when comprehensive
quantitative indicators are not available (see Romer and Romer,
2023; for an exemplary overview on the narrative approach
applied in macroeconomics). We furthermore provide a descriptive
analysis of the changing levels of risk for life and health on major
routes into Europe based on fatality data and data on border
crossing activities. Finally, we interpret the selective mobility of
Syrians in the three countries under study in the context of the
(varying) legal and political frameworks as well as changing risk
levels. This descriptive approach, which does not establish causality
in an econometric sense, enables us to shed light on factors that are
often overlooked but can induce substantial changes in selection
patterns within short time frames.
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For the cohort analysis of Syrians in Lebanon, Turkey, and
Germany, we rely on an ongoing longitudinal survey of Syrian
nationals in Turkey and Lebanon, collected by the BIM and the
IAB in a joint research project on Transnational Migration and
Integration (TRANSMIT). The survey targets a stratified sample
of Syrian nationals and non-Syrian nationals in both Turkey and
Lebanon. For our analysis, we use a subsample of Syrians in
the first wave of data collection in Turkey and in the second
wave of data collection in Lebanon, carried out simultaneously
between September 2020 and February 2021. The computer-
assisted face-to-face interviews (CAPI) were carried out in Arabic
and cover a large battery of items on the respondents’ migration
biography, employment and education, living conditions, wellbeing
and health, as well as family context and household composition.
Wherever possible, the items were designed to match those in
the TAB-BAMF-SOEP survey of refugees in Germany. Aiming
to achieve nationally representative samples of Syrians in the
absence of registry data, the surveys rely on stratified area sampling
and random walk techniques. In Lebanon, the sampling frame
consists of a list of regions on three levels: the 16 administrative
regional units (states), divided into several Primary Sampling Units
(PSUs), each again divided into several blocks. On the highest
level, all administrative units were selected. From there, multi-stage
proportional stratified sampling was applied. From all available
PSUs, only those with an assumed Syrian presence as indicated
by UNHCR data (including informal settlements) were selected.!
Within the PSUs, the blocks were selected randomly.

Since Turkey is 75 times larger than Lebanon, the sampling
frame in Turkey entails four regional levels: the administrative
NUTSI1 regions, the cities therein, districts within cities and
neighborhoods within districts. All NUTSI regions as well as
the two biggest cities within each region are selected, because
the relative regional presence of Syrians is highest in the largest
cities in all regions [Directory General of Migration Management
(DGMM), 2019]. Districts and neighborhoods are chosen by
random draw. The number of interviews per federal state is
determined by the regional share of Syrians to the overall Syrian
population size in Turkey as recorded by Directory General
of Migration Management (DGMM) (2019). The number of
interviews per city is assigned according to the city’s estimated
Syrian population size. In the selected units, interviewers in both
country surveys perform random walks to recruit respondents.
While the representativity of samples with random walk design
is discussed ambiguously in the literature (e.g., Himelein et al,
2016), random route procedures combined with area sampling still
represent the second-best procedure when sampling hard-to-reach
populations in the absence of accessible population registries (see
e.g., Gallup, 2022; Pew Research Center, 2022; Alrababa’h et al.,
2023).

To account for the higher non-response of females, we
apply sampling weights. The TRANSMIT surveys collected basic
demographics of all household members, which are less likely to
be skewed than respondent data. From the household data, we
estimate the overall gender share of Syrians in Lebanon and Turkey,

1 Given that the Lebanese government stopped the systematic refugee
registration by UNHCR in 2015, data from 2015 is used.
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respectively, and apply them as probability weights to the individual
survey interviews. In sum, TRANSMIT survey data of Syrians in
Lebanon and Turkey targets representativity for Syrians living in
areas for which Syrian residence is known.

3.2 IAB-BAMF-SOEP survey of refugees in
Germany

The TAB-BAMF-SOEP survey of refugees is a longitudinal
survey of refugees and asylum seekers who have recently migrated
to Germany (Briicker et al., 2016). The sample was drawn from
the Central Register of Foreigners (AZR) of the Federal Office for
Migration and Refugees (BAMF). The target group corresponds
to asylum seekers who (i) arrived in Germany between January
1, 2013, and January 31, 2016, and (ii) were registered in the
AZR by June 30, 2016. Individuals coming from countries with a
high prospect of staying in Germany at the time of sampling (i.e.,
Afghanistan, Iraq, and Syria), women, and persons aged over 30
were over-sampled. The 2017 survey included a refresher sample to
account for asylum seekers who were listed in the AZR by January
1, 2017. Sampling weights provided with the survey data allow to
produce statistics that are representative for asylum seekers arriving
in Germany between January 1, 2013, and January 1, 2017. We use
the survey wave 2019, version 37 of the SOEP dataset that includes
the TAB-BAMF-SOEP survey. Given that all our outcome variables
are measured at arrival and therefore do not change over time, the
specific survey year we use does not have a substantial influence on
results of our data analysis by arrival cohort.? Respondents were
asked a large set of questions related to their lives in Germany,
their socio-economic characteristics before migration as well as
on their migration biographies. We make use of detailed survey
questions on the used migration routes. Applying the definition of
Frontex, the survey distinguishes between five main routes, three of
which are relevant in the Syrian context: the Eastern Mediterranean
sea route, the Eastern Mediterranean land route, and the Central
Mediterranean route (see Figure 1).

3.3 Survey data harmonization

All survey data is restricted to arrival cohorts between 2013
and 2017, determined by the maximum time span available in the
Germany survey, and to respondents at the age of 15 or older. The
absence of registry data in Turkey and Lebanon renders it possible
that (a) the surveys cover non-refugees and (b) that area sampling
combined with random walk as an alternative sampling strategy
did not produce a representative sample. Given the intense conflict

2 Our results hold when using any survey wave between 2017 and 2020.
Results are available upon request from the authors. Although the 2020 wave
is closer to the data collection time of the TRANSMIT surveys, we prefer using
the 2019 wave because the sample size is substantially higher than the sample
size of the 2020 wave. The reason is that the severe lockdowns and mobility
restrictions in Germany following the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic

in 2020 seriously impacted data collection activities.
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FIGURE 1

Major routes of Syrian migrants into Europe. Sources: OpenStreetMaps, Frontex (2022), own illustration.

by .
Greece * s N

. = Mediterranean

North Africa/
Central Mediterranean

Turkey/Greece
Eastern Mediterranean
sea route

Turkey/Bulgaria
Eastern Mediterranean
land route

d
.

A Eastemn

Iraq

Egypt

in Syria in the period of study we assume the volume of non-
refugees in the studied arrival cohorts (2013-2017) to be negligible.
Regarding representativity concerns, the chosen sampling strategy
is recognized as the second-best procedure to cost-effectively reach
the targeted number of observations when the population of
interest represents only a small fraction of the society or is hard
to reach (Lynn et al., 2018; Watson and Lynn, 2021).

As the TRANSMIT surveys were designed to resemble the IAB-
BAMF-SOEP survey of refugees wherever possible, harmonized
items allow for comparison of the Syrian populations in the three
countries under study. We restrict the analysis to variables that we
are able to construct following the same definition in the three
countries of destination. Specifically, gender is measured in two
categories (male or female) in all surveys, and age is measured at
the time of arrival in the destination country. For education, we
distinguish between people who completed high school education
or more, and people who did not achieve high school education.
We furthermore construct a dummy for individuals who indicate
to have arrived with family members at the respective destination
country. This includes spouses, children, parents, and an open
category for other family members.

Despite their strengths, the datasets we use in this study also
come with some limitations. First, we only observe Syrian refugees
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in Lebanon, Turkey, and Germany at the time of the survey.
We do not observe asylum seekers who set off to these host
countries but did not make it. The data at hand therefore suffers
from a potential selection bias we cannot quantify. Moreover, the
survey data does not include information on outward migration.
The fieldwork of the TRANSMIT surveys was conducted in
2020 and 2021, 9 years after the conflict in Syria erupted.
We thus do not capture those individuals who passed Lebanon
and Turkey and migrated onwards, for example to continue to
Europe. This introduces survival bias in the sample and limits
the generalizability of our results to those refugee populations
that remained in the host countries. We are therefore unable
to assess any results related to short term mobility or circular
migration patterns.

Second, as described above, the sampling strategy varies
between surveys. This could reduce the comparability of aggregate
figures obtained for the different host countries. In particular,
the lack of registry data to construct sampling weights and
account for varying participation probabilities in the surveys
in Lebanon and Turkey could generate some uncertainty
around the estimated sociodemographic characteristics. We
are, however, confident that our approach of comparing
cohorts over time is less prone to these weaknesses, as we
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expect systematic differences due to sampling to stay constant
over cohorts.

3.4 Border crossings and fatalities on
migration routes

To measure border crossing activity, we use monthly cases
of illegal border crossings into member states of the EU and
Schengen associated countries collected by Frontex (2022). This
dataset provides monthly aggregates classified for several migration
routes, including the Central Mediterranean route, the Eastern
Mediterranean sea route, and the Eastern Mediterranean land
route. The numbers represent counts of illegal border crossings
rather than the number of unique individuals who actually crossed
the border in a given location. The same person may thus have
crossed the border several times, which implies that we cannot
establish the exact number of individuals who have illegally entered
Europe at the various crossing points. As we intend to capture
border crossing activities, this is not of concern in our analysis.

To assess the risks involved with specific routes, we rely on
data from the Missing Migrants Project collected and published
by the International Organization for Migration (IOM) since
2014 [International Organization of Migration (IOM), 2022]. The
project tracks deaths of migrants, including refugees and asylum-
seekers, who have died or gone missing in the process of migration
toward an international destination. Information is gathered from
official records, including coast guards and medical examiners,
media reports, NGOs, social media, and interviews with migrants
and survivors. In the Mediterranean region, data are relayed from
relevant national authorities to IOM field missions. Data are also
obtained by IOM and other organizations that receive survivors at
landing points in Italy and Greece. Moreover, the Missing Migrants
Project uses social and traditional media reports on migrant deaths
which are then verified by local IOM staft whenever possible. All
new entries are checked against existing records to prevent double-
counting. IOM and UNHCR also regularly coordinate to validate
data on missing migrants in the Mediterranean. Note that numbers
are not provided separately for the Eastern Mediterranean sea and
land route. Since many deaths during migration go unrecorded, the
data represent minimum estimates.

4 Syrian refugee migration: paths into
Lebanon, Turkey, and Germany

According to the latest figures, more than 6.8 million Syrians
have been registered by the United Nations High Commissioner for
Refugees (UNHCR) as refugees as of 2021, following the outbreak
of the Syrian conflict in 2011 (UNHCR, 2022c). The vast majority
of the displaced population found refuge in neighboring countries,
mostly in Lebanon, Jordan and Turkey. As the Syrian conflict
escalated and capacities for refuge within the region became
increasingly strained, a growing number of displaced Syrians
sought asylum in Europe, contributing to Germany’s largest influx
of refugees since World War II in 2015 and 2016 (Briicker et al.,
2020).
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4.1 Lebanon: location of first refuge

Located at Syria’s Western border and at 30 kilometers distance
to Damascus, Lebanon was among the first countries to receive
significant numbers of Syrian refugees (see Figure 2). In 2022,
the UNHCR counted over 800.000 officially registered refugees in
Lebanon (UNHCR, 2022b). The real figure is likely much higher,
rendering the small Mediterranean country the state with the
highest refugee-to-population ratio in the world. Lebanon is no
signatory state to the 1951 Refugee Convention and until today
does not have an asylum law in place, such that Syrian entry to
Lebanon is governed by the domestic regulations on the entry of
foreigners. Until 2014, Syrian entry was largely unrestricted: based
on the 1993 Lebanese-Syrian free movement agreement, Syrians
with valid ID documents were granted legal residency for 6 months
upon entry which could be renewed every 6 months without
financial cost (Janmyr, 2016). Overall, Lebanon and Syria share a
“long porous border history” (Carpi and Senoguz, 2018) including
a common colonial past, the Syrian occupation of Lebanon until
2005, as well as a long history of labor migration and cross-border
ties of families and businesses (Chatty et al., 2013; Krafft et al,
2022).

Starting in September 2014, a set of restrictions was gradually
introduced. The changes had the explicit goal to limit the number
of Syrians in Lebanon through restricted entry, new residence
renewal regulations, as well as incentives to return (Janmyr,
2016, 2018). Among others, the largely unrestricted entry for
Syrians was abolished and replaced with visa restrictions requiring
different sets of documents and, in some cases, the proof of
financial means or property [Norwegian Refugee Council and
International Rescue Committee (NRC/IRC), 2015; Janmyr, 2016].
The visa category to seek protection from displacement was
introduced but restricted to individuals who were accepted to
international resettlement schemes as well as to unaccompanied
minors and persons with medical needs, conditional on these
persons having a relative already residing in Lebanon [Norwegian
Refugee Council and International Rescue Committee (NRC/IRC),
2015]. The legal reforms furthermore introduced a set of new
requirements for the issuance and renewal of residence permits.
Syrians now require either registration with the UNHCR (which
comes with an employment ban) or a sponsorship commitment by
a Lebanese citizen, employer or institution, and they now need to
present a housing commitment. The new framework also restricts
circular migration between Lebanon and Syria, a common scheme
before 2015 (Janmyr, 2016). To obtain a work permit, a Lebanese
sponsor is now required (Janmyr and Stevens, 2020). In sum,
the 2014/2015 reforms substantially raised the requirements and
associated costs for entering Lebanon as well as for staying in
the country.

At the same time, the ability and will of the Lebanese
government to enforce the policy and border measures has been
limited. Sanyal (2018) describes the Lebanese migration policy
enforcement as ad hoc and arbitrary, for example regarding the
carrying out of border controls, the erection of checkpoints by
different public and private actors, or the introduction of mobility
restrictions for Syrians in some municipalities. The large-scale
involvement of local public and private actors has led to a
fragmented and decentralized management of Syrian immigration
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(Carpi and Senoguz, 2018). This is partly due to the complex
sectarian political setup and the political uncertainty the country
has been facing for several years, and in parts stems from
Lebanon’s continued “policy of no-policy” toward refugees (Geha
and Talhouk, 2018, p. 651). The arbitrary policy enforcement is
particularly burdensome to the more vulnerable and those with
little resources (Sanyal, 2018). In line with this argument, from
2014 onwards, we expect stronger selection effects for Syrians
migrating to Lebanon: most importantly, we hypothesize that
in the context of the novel restrictions, migrant cohorts show
on average higher educational attainment, signaling a higher
socioeconomic status (cf. hypothesis 2, Section Literature review:
selection under constrained agency). Given the fragmented and
arbitrary enforcement of the policies, we expect the selection effects
to be low in magnitude.

4.2 Turkey as the second major destination

The 2014/15 legal reforms in Lebanon coincided with the rise of
the Islamic State in 2014, an escalation of the civil conflict in Syria
and an intensification of violence in Iraq, such that the number of
individuals seeking humanitarian refuge remained at historically
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high levels. With Egypt, Jordan, and Lebanon becoming more
hesitant to accept Syrian refugees, Turkey increasingly became
a major destination: the number of registered Syrian refugees
increased from 500,000 in 2013 to 1,5 million in 2014 and 2,8
million in 2016 (UNHCR, 2022b).

With 3.3 million today, Turkey is currently host to the largest
population of displaced Syrians (UNHCR, 2023). The 2009 visa-
free travel agreement with Syria was officially upheld until 2016
and was widely lauded as an open-door policy for Syrians fleeing
the conflict. As early as 2014, however, partial border closures and
denied entrances for Syrians were reported (Amnesty International,
2014). By 2019, despite opposite public claims, the Turkish
government had shifted to a closed-door policy, cemented by the
construction of an 899-kilometer wall along the Turkish-Syrian
border (Gokalp Aras and Sahin Mencutek, 2019).

The legal residency of Syrians in Turkey and their prospects
in the country were characterized by legal uncertainty from the
start. Although a signatory state to the 1951 Geneva Convention
of Refugees, Turkey only recognizes those individuals as refugees
who flee from Europe. In 2014, the Turkish government introduced
the legal category of Temporary Protected Status (TPS) designed
exclusively for displaced Syrians (Yildirim et al., 2019). While TPS
grants Syrians access to healthcare, education and other social
services (Yildirim et al., 2019), it does not represent a permanent
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residence permit and offers no path into regular citizenship (Kutlu-
Tonak, 2016). At the same time, public and political opposition
to the presence of Syrians and other refugees increased over time
(Erdogan, 2020). A range of studies attribute the onward migration
of Syrians toward Europe to the conditions and policies governing
their lives in Turkey, including the lack of a long-term perspective
and the perceived hostility (e.g., Hudson, 2018; Ilcan et al., 2018).

Several effects are therefore simultaneously at play: Lebanon
and Turkey both tightened entry and residency for Syrians at a
point in time when the conflict in Syria escalated into a war with
several international actors involved. This resulted in increased
internal displacement within Syria, but potentially also motivated
migration attempts toward Europe. These were demotivated by
the EU-Turkey deal aimed at reducing irregular migration from
Turkey to Europe (Haferlach and Kurban, 2017). While border
enforcement and return measures outlined in the deal decreased
incentives to enter Turkey with hopes of onward migration to
Europe, the 6 billion Euros in refugee support promised by the
EU in the agreement may have rendered Turkey a more attractive
destination for vulnerable groups. Our expectation for the net-
effect of the EU-Turkey deal on the selectivity of Syrian migration
into Turkey is therefore ambivalent.

In sum, due to its geographical location, Turkey finds itself
in the complex situation of being a destination country as well
as a transit country to Europe while serving as a buffer state to
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prevent irregular migration to Europe, in a period of skyrocketing
displacement from Syria. The newly restricted policy framework
presumably led to a stronger migrant selection in terms of
their sociodemographic characteristics, but the rising displacement
pressure from Syria (including migrants with intentions to migrate
onwards) may have counteracted this effect. Overall, migration
pressure on Turkey increased but entry conditions tightened.
Hence, in line with hypothesis 2, we expect some selection in terms
of gender, age, socioeconomic status and family context compared
to Syrians in Lebanon, but small in magnitude.

4.3 Risky routes into Germany

Between 2013 and 2017, Syrian refugee migration to Germany
surged. The peak of arrivals was reached in 2015 with 327,000
Syrian entries [(Bundesamt fiir Migration und Fliichtlinge (BAMF),
2016)]. While both Lebanon and Turkey border Syria, migration
to Europe is more complex, both in terms of geography and
immigration policies. Entering EU countries with valid travel
documentation was not a viable option to most refugees and
many relied on smuggling services to bypass border controls.
The uncertain access to asylum in Western Europe resulted in
substantial costs, both financially and in terms of health and
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TABLE 1 Death rates per 1,000 border crossings by route and year.

Central Eastern
Mediterranean Mediterranean
2014 3.0 35
2015 9.1 0.7
2016 5.8 1.7
2017 6.5 24
Total 6.2 2.0

Sources: Frontex (2022), International Organization of Migration (IOM) (2022),
own illustration.

safety risks. We argue that, overall, costly and risky migration
routes led to unequal opportunities to claim asylum for different
groups in need of humanitarian protection: the more vulnerable
and those with fewer resources at hand were underrepresented.
In line with hypothesis 1, we expect that, overall, the dangerous
routes into Europe led to an overrepresentation of young men,
solo travelers and those with a higher socioeconomic status among
Syrian migrants in Germany.

However, health and safety risks as well as accessibility
of the major travel routes toward Germany changed over
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time. From the Middle East, two main routes into Europe
were available for refugees: either via North Africa and the
Central Mediterranean or via Turkey. Syrians intensively
used the Central Mediterranean route until 2014, embarking
boats in Libya or Egypt directed to Italy or Greece. When
Egypt introduced visa requirements in July 2013, crossing
the the
migration option.

Mediterranean Sea from Libya became main

Toward the end of 2014, the routes via Turkey gained in
relevance: from Turkey, borders into the European Union could
be crossed either by land to Bulgaria or by crossing the Eastern
Mediterranean to the Greek islands near the Turkish coastline
(see Figure 1). Both routes then crossed the Western Balkans to
reach Germany. In May 2014, the Bulgarian government started
erecting a barrier covering more than half of the Bulgarian-Turkish
border.> In June 2015, North Macedonia as a transit country to
Western Europe for migrants arriving from Grece or Bulgaria
introduced a paper entitling asylum seekers to legally transit the
country. In September 2015, Austrian Chancellor Faymann and

German Chancellor Merkel allowed migrants to cross the border

3 The Greek-Turkish border was fenced as early as 2012.
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TABLE 2 Age, gender, education and family context at arrival of Syrian migrants in Germany, Lebanon, and Turkey (2013-2017).

Share with high school

Mean age at arrival

Female share Share arriving with

education or higher family
Germany
2013 34.0 33.1 422 56.2
2014 62.7 29.8 213 45.1
2015 46.6 29.5 244 58.7
2016 33.8 29.5 42.1 70.8
2017 39.4 352 67.1 66.0
Total 433 314 39.4 59.4
Lebanon
2013 10.5 26 52.5 89.9
2014 10.6 274 44.0 81.8
2015 17.1 26.7 62.8 833
2016 17.7 26.7 60.9 81.3
2017 133 257 51.5 77.3
Total 13.8 26.5 54.4 82.7
Turkey
2013 34.9 25.7 51.8 92.5
2014 23.1 29.0 53.9 91.8
2015 29.8 26.9 54.6 89.6
2016 25.6 28.0 493 92.0
2017 282 28.1 437 83.9
Total 283 27.5 50.7 90.0
Total
2013 265 283 48.9 79.5
2014 32.1 28.7 39.7 72.9
2015 312 277 473 77.2
2016 25.7 28.1 50.8 81.4
2017 27.0 29.6 54.1 75.7
Total 285 285 48.1 77.3

Sources: TRANSMIT survey (2020/2021) and IAB-BAMF-SOEP survey of refugees (SOEP, v37, 2020), own illustration.

from Hungary into Austria and onward to Germany, and buses
with migrants began crossing the Austro-Hungarian border.*

The sum of these changes substantially reduced the need
for smuggler services and the risks and costs of reaching
Western Europe via Greece and the Western Balkans, largely
redirecting migrants to the Eastern Mediterranean Sea route in
2015 (Zaragoza-Cristiani, 2017). Figure 3 depicts this route shift
of Syrian migrants.® This coincided with a rapid increase in the
total number of illegal border crossings, peaking in the second half

4
developments toward Germany (see Jasper Tjaden and Heidland, 2021). They

For an analysis of the effect of Merkel's announcement on migratory
could not confirm a measurable effect.

5 Note that this shift is also observable for migrants from Afghanistan and

Irag, but not for migrants from Eritrea (Figure 3).
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of 2015.° Importantly, this development also represented a shift
toward a much less risky route: throughout the observation period,
the Eastern Mediterranean routes were commonly associated with
lower risks of death compared to the Central Mediterranean
route (Figure 4). In 2015, when migration attempts peaked, one
death per 1,000 border crossings was registered on the Eastern
Mediterranean route, compared to a ratio of 9 to 1,000 on the
Central Mediterranean route (Table 1).

In line with hypotheses 2 and 3 presented in Section Literature
review: selection under constrained agency, we expect the 2015
shift toward a less dangerous route as well as the less restrictive

6 Interestingly, a similar peak is visible for migrants from Iraq and
Afghanistan, who also used the Eastern Mediterranean route, but not for
Eritreans.
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Arrival cohorts by gender: Number of refugees and share of female refugees by year of arrival. Sources: TRANSMIT survey (2020/2021) and
IAB-BAMF-SOEP survey of refugees SOEP (v37, 2020), own illustration. Dotted and dashed lines indicate the upper and lower bound of the standard
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policy and legal frameworks on the Eastern Mediterranean route
to be associated with less severe selection patterns for Syrians in
Germany, i.e., we expect a higher number of females and family
migrants, a higher average age and a lower average socioeconomic
background from 2015 onwards as compared to earlier cohorts.

5 Selection patterns of refugees in
Lebanon, Turkey, and Germany

We first focus on the gender composition of different arrival
cohorts. In Lebanon, where most Syrians arrived in 2012 and 2013
shortly after the onset of the civil war in Syria, women constitute the
majority share of the Syrian population (54 women vs. 46%men,
see Table 2, also see Figure 5). Neighboring Syria, migration to
Lebanon was relatively straightforward, with lower risks, lower
financial costs, and relatively little entry restrictions until 2014,
such that Lebanon represented a relatively accessible destination
(compared to Turkey and especially Germany). Refugee arrivals
in Turkey follow slightly different patterns. On average, displaced
Syrians arrived in Turkey later than in Lebanon (Figure 2). The
largest cohorts arrived in 2013, 2014, and 2015 (see Figures 1, 5).
The Syrian population in Turkey is close to gender parity in the
observation period (51 percent females), but the time trend is
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reversed: women constitute the majority of arrivals in until 2015,
then the female share decreases.

Refugee migration to Germany took off much later than
in Turkey and Lebanon (Figure 5). The overall share of female
migrants arriving in Germany amounted to 39% between 2013
and 2017 (Table 2) and thus was considerably smaller than for
the arrival cohorts in Lebanon and Turkey. This likely reflects the
fact that migration routes to Germany were much costlier and
associated with higher risks. The yearly figures show, however,
a substantial increase in the female share of Syrians reaching
Germany, from <25 % in 2014 and 2015 to 42 and 67 per cent in
2016 and 2017, respectively (Table 2).” This period is characterized
by a major shift toward a less risky migratory route leading
to Germany as well as eased travel conditions on the Eastern
Mediterranean routes (see Section Syrian refugee migration: paths
into Lebanon, Turkey, and Germany). It can be assumed that

7 By design, the IAB-BAMF-SOEP survey data includes mostly refugees
who arrived between 2014 and 2016. To confirm the gender composition
of refugees in Germany over a longer period of time, we resort to the
corresponding administrative data from the German federal statistical office
(Destatis, 2021). Figure Al in the Appendix shows a pronounced drop in the
female share for the 2015 arrival cohort and a drastic increase to 45 and 50%

in 2016 and 2017, respectively, confirming our main findings.
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the overall less risky and less costly travel conditions from 2015
onwards could have encouraged more women to undertake the
journey to seek protection in Germany.

A closer look at the family composition of arrival cohorts
supports this interpretation. Figure 6 shows the share of refugees
arriving with their family members by destination and year.
Consistent with lower barriers to entry, the share of refugees
arriving with their family members is higher in Turkey and in
Lebanon compared to Germany. The share in Lebanon and Turkey
on average equals 83 and 90%, respectively, and is relatively stable
over time (Table 2). In contrast, the share of refugees arriving with
their family members in Germany was considerably lower, ranging
at 45% in the 2014 cohort. This coincides with the timing when the
riskier and more demanding Central Mediterranean route was the
main corridor of access. In 2015, when the less dangerous Eastern
Mediterranean route established, the share of refugees arriving with
family in Germany increased to 59% and reached 71% in 2016
(Table 2).

Figure 7 compares the mean ages of different migration cohorts
across the three destination countries under study. On average,
Syrians in Lebanon and Turkey are slightly younger than in
Germany (with mean ages of 27, 28 and 31 years, respectively),
with little variation over time (Table 2). We thus find moderate
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selection patterns by age. Considering age percentiles 25, 50, and 75
instead of mean values, which are more sensitive to outliers, Figure
A2 confirms this observation. Overall, the distribution in terms of
age at arrival seems to be similar across destination countries. This
figure also confirms the limited variation in the distribution over
time.

Concerning socioeconomic background, Figure 8 shows the
share of Syrian refugees having completed high school or having
entered higher education, which we employ as an indicator of
socioeconomic background. Syrians in Lebanon have the lowest
high school completion rate with 14 percent, followed by Turkey
with 28 percent (see Table 2). In Germany, 43 percent of all Syrian
refugees in the observation period hold a high school degree or
higher. In line with hypothesis 1, Syrians in Germany thus show
the highest socioeconomic background on average, followed by
Turkey. The share of Syrians in Lebanon and Turkey with a
higher socioeconomic background seems to slightly increase for the
cohorts arriving after 2014 when immigration conditions became
less favorable in both countries, corroborating hypothesis 2. The
opposite is the case for Germany: the educational level is highest
among the 2014 cohort when Syrian migrants still used the risky
Central Mediterranean route. Educational attainment drops for
later cohorts, possibly reflecting eased immigration conditions,
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Mean age of refugees in Turkey, Lebanon, and Germany by year of arrival. Sources: TRANSMIT survey (2020/2021) and IAB-BAMF-SOEP survey of
refugees SOEP (v37, 2020), own illustration. Dotted and dashed lines indicate the upper and lower bound of the standard error of the mean,
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including enhanced access to information, and lower risks of death
on the routes toward Western Europe. This finding is in line with
hypotheses 2 and 3. Note that this cannot be attributed to changes
in the gender composition: the educational levels of males only,
as shown in Figure A3 in the Appendix, confirm similar patterns
to the overall samples. It should be noted that the lower average
educational attainment of Syrians arriving in Lebanon could also
reflect the geographic variation of educational attainment within
Syria prior to the conflict, as the Syrian population in areas closer
to the Lebanese border historically displayed lower education levels
(Krafft et al., 2022).

6 Discussion and outlook

Global asylum policy, as outlined in the Global Compact
on Refugees, formally aims to offer protection to the most
vulnerable populations and the victims of conflict and violence.
With the resurgence of armed conflicts and violence against
civilians as well as the eruption of environmental disasters
the question of access to security is becoming increasingly
urgent. In general, most countries subscribe to the goals of the
1951 Refugee convention and the Global Compact on Refugees.
However, safe territories are often only accessible via risky and
costly routes, and the lack of formal options to seek refuge
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from abroad introduces the risks and barriers associated with
irregular migration.

In this study, we show that refugee migration is a selective
process and the composition of refugee cohorts is not independent
of the individual resource endowment. We compare socio-
demographic characteristics of different arrival-cohorts of Syrian
refugees living in Lebanon, Turkey, and Germany. In combination
with contextual information on changing border policies, asylum
policies, and route characteristics, we outline the varying socio-
demographic characteristics of refugee cohorts across destinations
and over time within the framework of theories on migrant
selection. We find that riskier routes and higher entry barriers
are associated with a lower share of female and family migrants,
a higher mean age and a higher socio-economic background.
Consistent with the outlined theoretical considerations and
existing empirical literature, selection patterns were strongest
among the Syrian refugee population in Germany. Our narrative
approach suggests that less accessible and more dangerous
routes imply more severe selection outcomes in terms of
migrants’ socio-demographic make-up. This holds for cohort
differences both between destination countries and over time.
The findings from our analysis can be integrated within a
theoretical framework of constraint choice predicting that higher
external barriers increase migration costs and lead to a stronger
refugee selection.
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We conclude that, firstly, the theoretical frameworks on
migrant selection which were designed to explain voluntary
migrant selection patterns are also helpful in explaining sorting
in forced migration. Our empirical analysis shows, however, that
external barriers are particularly crucial in determining forced
migration patterns and that the observed selection outcomes are
thus unlikely to be a result of utility-maximizing self-selection
alone. We thus secondly conclude that the literature on forced
migrant selection would strongly benefit from exploring and
establishing selectively applied external constraints as a major
potential mechanism in forced migrant selection. This refers
in particular (but is not limited to) to the (varying) legal
and geographical accessibility of countries. Thirdly, a growing
body of research shows that both individual and structural
characteristics including institutional regulations determine the
integration prospects of refugees (Kosyakova and Kogan, 2022). By
shaping the characteristics of migration cohorts, external barriers
to migration could therefore lay the foundations of medium and
long-term integration prospects of refugees in host countries.
However, the exact mechanisms through which selection patterns
influence the integration of refugees are not yet sufficiently
understood. Importantly, the consequences of external barriers
on integration prospects depend on how they shape selection
patterns both on observable and on unobservable characteristics.
Theoretical models applicable to voluntary migration have shown
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that migration conditions such as uncertainty about one’s prospects
or selective policies induce significant self-selection among
migrants on unobservable criteria, well beyond the selection
on observable criteria (Bertoli, 2010; Bertoli et al., 2016). To
what extent such findings are applicable to forced migration
remains a promising avenue of future research that can build
on the evidence on observable characteristics we present in
this study.

The results from our analysis also bear significant implications
for policy. Given the cohort differences we found, access to peace
and security is not equally distributed. Rather, only a selected set
of people in vulnerable situations equipped with the necessary
resources are capable of reaching safe places. Our results thus,
firstly, highlight the need for improved possibilities to claim
asylum in a given country without having to enter it illegally,
e.g., through offering valid travel documents to this country tied
to the purpose to claim asylum, in order to meet the objective
of a needs-based asylum policy. Our results indicate that the
ability to embark on risky routes without formal visa and to
fund expensive travel arrangements substantially contribute to
shaping the composition of cohorts in different countries. As
a consequence, the probability of obtaining asylum in Western
European countries is not need-based but rather shaped by the
ability to overcome long distances and the obstacles involved with
irregular migration.
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The study results, secondly, call for a coordinated asylum policy
between host countries at the global level. Since the countries
neighboring conflict areas often represent the first points of
refuge due to short distances and more permeable borders, they
bear the main burden of accommodating refugees. Given limited
resources and greater displacement pressure in these countries, the
distribution of resources available for protection and integration of
refugees is currently not optimal: comparatively little resources are
devoted to vulnerable population groups who are unable to escape
over long distances to wealthier countries.

Thirdly, improving family reunification options for refugees
who made it to a safe country could be a possible avenue to
mitigate the selection effects of restricted access to escape routes
and to prevent the death of irregular migrants en route. Expanded
family reunification procedures would particularly improve access
to security to spouses and children whose family members reached
a safe country. In Germany, family reunification for accepted
asylum seekers involves lengthy procedures and high requirements.
As a consequence, spouses (mostly women), elderly, and disabled
persons in protracted situations may remain in danger longer
than necessary.
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