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ABSTRACT 

 

The declining population growth rate in developed countries has stimulated debates and urban 

policy initiatives on how refugee resettlement in demographically challenged areas could 

counterbalance the negative consequences of a demographic decline while providing humanitarian 

support on the other hand. 

This study, therefore, sheds light on refugee resettlement in depopulating areas with a macro 

emphasis on refugee resettlement countries by checking whether depopulated countries are more 

likely to accept more refugees for resettlement. We utilize a panel fixed effect model to observe the 

causal relationship between refugee resettlement acceptance and population decline in all 43 

countries that resettled refugees between 2000 and 2020. 

Our findings show a negative correlation between population growth rate and refugee resettlement 

acceptance and that a one percent decline in population growth rate is associated with a 0.19 

percentage point increase in the number of refugees accepted for resettlement. 
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 INTRODUCTION 

Statement of the Problem. 

Yet again, the intensity of the refugee crisis continues to challenge the world's tremendous efforts 

in providing protection assistance to asylum seekers and refugees. According to Jubilut and 

Madureira (2016), there are three possible solutions to the refugee crisis: voluntary repatriation, 

social integration in host countries, and resettlement to another country. In this research, we intend 

to focus on resettlement. This year, the projected global resettlement needs assessment for 2023 

predicts that there will be a 36% increase in those in need of resettlement (UNHCR, 2022) despite 

the limited slots available for resettlement among refugee resettlement countries and the non-

participation of countries in resettlement. This situation threatens the well-being and livelihood of 

these vulnerable populations. 

Recently, The World development report of 2023 urged for the role of predictable refugee 

resettlement in enhancing the preparedness of resettlement countries to provide successful 

resettlement and smooth integration of vulnerable individuals. In addition, literature on migration 

and human security has stressed the relevance of population research in promoting sustainable 

refugee resettlement (Reed et al., 2021). Indeed, understanding the demographic structure of 

refugee resettlement areas of Placement could guide policy on enhancing social and economic 

cohesion in placement areas and increasing acceptance rates in refugee resettlement countries. 

Hence the urgency to observe the relationship between population growth rates in resettlement 

areas and its impact on refugee resettlement acceptance rate in refugee resettlement countries. 
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Significance of the study 

Over the years, studies have discussed the relevance of refugee resettlement in areas with declining 

population growth rates (Djurdjev,1999; Saito, 2012; Schemscat,2022). For example, in his 

comprehensive study, Djurdjev (1999) found that resettling refugee farmers to border villages that 

had experienced steady depopulation since the second world war boosted food production, 

sustained economic growth, and strengthened cross-border participation between Western Europe 

countries. In the same vein, Saito (2012) addressed the emergency of disappearing countryside 

villages in Japan as an effect of depopulation and suggested an increase of refugee resettlement in 

order to contribute to the reviving and maintaining of those villages and claimed that refugee 

resettlement might mitigate the negative consequences of demographic decline by occupying the 

labour niches and reversing the negative population trends. However, Schemscat (2022) criticizes 

these discussions asserting that the reference to refugees as growth tools overshadows the need for 

protection, humanitarian aid, and support which is the main aim of refugee resettlement. 

Furthermore, some studies have highlighted micro evidence of refugee resettlement in 

depopulating areas among countries. For example, Hawkes et al.,2021 explain that refugees have 

been resettled since 2004 to rural and regional areas by the government of Australia. For Germany, 

their dispersal policy focuses on resettlement in more densely populated areas; a similar trend 

observed in Canada describes how Government Assisted Refugees (GARs) are assigned by the 

federal government as part of its regionalization policy to small and medium-sized cities with 

declining populations to ease the pressure off the gateway cities such as Montreal and Vancouver. 

(Jenkins, 2019) Furthermore, in the USA, refugees have been observed to be resettled in 

"resettlement cities that urgently need labour (Benson et al.,2022) due to population decline. 
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Despite the evidence discussed above, there is a dearth of research explaining the causal 

relationship between depopulation and how it affects the number of refugees accepted for 

resettlement, thus prompting this paper into; 

• Examining the impact of depopulation on refugee resettlement acceptance among refugee 

resettling countries. 

Therefore, this study will contribute to academia by investigating on a macro-level whether 

depopulation influences the number of refugees accepted for resettlement by refugee resettlement 

countries each year. 

In this paper, we conduct a Panel fixed effect analysis with 43 host countries from 2000 to 2020. 

We find that a 1 percent increase in a country's population is associated with a 0.19 percent 

decrease in resettled refugees. In other words, a country that exhibits a population decline by one 

percentage point may increase the number of resettled refugees by 0.19 percent, consistent with 

this paper's hypothesis and previous studies in micro-level analysis. 

Contribution of this study 

The implications of this research extend beyond theoretical discourse by highlighting the relevance 

of considering population decline as an indicator of increasing resettlement by resettling refugee 

countries, thus informing policy and decision-making processes related to refugee resettlement. 

Furthermore, Governments and policymakers in countries trying to mitigate the effects of 

depopulation can leverage these insights to address population decline while simultaneously 

addressing the humanitarian needs of displaced individuals. 
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This study contributes to the growing body of literature on refugee resettlement policies by 

examining the relationship between depopulation and refugee acceptance rate. Moreover, it 

underscores the importance of exploring demographic dynamics in shaping a country's approach 

to refugee resettlement. Therefore, we can advance our understanding of the complex interplay 

between population decline, refugee acceptance, and the broader implications for global refugee 

protection efforts. 

Structure of the study 

This research paper is organized into five chapters. The first section introduces the study; the 

second chapter reviews the literature on refugee resettlement in densely populated areas. In the 

third section, we then explore the data and methodology used to investigate the correlation between 

the annual population growth rate and refugee resettlement acceptance rate, followed by an 

interpretation of the empirical results. Finally, we conclude by stressing the relevance of 

population decline in guiding policies to achieve sustainable refugee resettlement. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Conceptualization of the study 

As an upshot to address the problems faced by refugees and displaced persons after World War II, 

26-member states in December 1946 agreed to establish a non-permanent organization known as 

the International Refugee Organization. One of the organization's primary functions was to 

organize and provide resettlement for refugees. It successfully implemented the resettlement of 

more than 1 million refugees under the leadership of the US during the late 1940s. In the early 

1950s, the organization was modified into the current-day United Nations High Commission for 
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Refugees (UNHCR), which is responsible for protecting international refugees by integrating 

resettlement as one of its mandates. 

Before we proceed further, it is necessary to define the critical terminologies' refugee 

resettlement' and 'population decline' referred to in this research paper. The UNHCR handbook 

defines refugee resettlement as a process that; 

 Involves the selection and transfer of refugees from a state where they have sought 

protection to a third state that has agreed to admit them as refugees with permanent 

residence status. The status provided ensures protection against refoulement and provides 

a resettled refugee and his/her family or dependents access to rights similar to those 

enjoyed by nationals. Resettlement also carries with it the opportunity to eventually 

become a naturalized citizen of the resettlement country. (p.3) 

Therefore, the term refugee resettlement for this study will only refer to the process 

comprehensively described and illustrated by the UNHCR Handbook. 

On the other hand, the term ‘depopulation’ seems reasonably apparent. Various researchers and 

institutions have used the term to refer to a decrease in an area's total population. This phenomenon 

is usually due to outmigration and when death rates surfeit birthrates. Given the current 

complexities of climate change, war, and natural hazards that influence emigration, it is essential 

to note that some areas are depopulating because of violent conflicts and environmental factors 

(Zhang et al.,2007; Szymanowski & Latocha,2021). Therefore, this study will only discuss 

depopulation about other socio-economic factors besides the ones discussed above. Depopulating 

areas, also known as "shrinking areas" or areas challenged by demographic decline, are typically 
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characterized by a demographic structure with an aging population outnumbering the young 

population, sparse population concentration, and limited social service provision. 

In the case of shrinking cities, the Shrinking Cities International Research Network (SCIRN) 

clarifies that cities that have experienced population loss for more than two years qualify as 

shrinking cities (Wiechmann,2008; Pallagst et al., 2013 as cited in Jiang et al., 2020). Therefore, 

for this paper, the cities, rural areas, and regional communities experiencing a population decline 

will be referred to as shrinking areas, and we shall use the terms “demographic decline” and 

“population decline” interchangeably. 

Theoretical approaches on Refugee resettlement in depopulating areas. 

Over the years, policymakers and scholars have headlined the issue of refugee resettlement in 

depopulating areas as a sustainable solution to the ongoing refugee crisis and the demographic 

crisis affected by some refugee resettlement countries (Bloem,2014; Colic,2006; but see., 

Djurddev,19982; Radulescu,2022 Wilsmen,2009) and have also discussed a series of theories to 

discuss this relationship as analyzed below. 

Economic theories. 

Discussions on refugee resettlement and depopulation usually centre on labour shortages in 

depopulated areas and how refugees may occupy the niche. In earlier studies, Djurdjev (1999) 

found that resetting refugee farmers to border villages that had experienced steady depopulation 

since the second world war boosted food production, sustained economic growth, and strengthened 

cross-border participation between Western Europe countries. Similarly, Saito (2012) addressed 

the emergency of disappearing countryside villages in Japan as an effect of depopulation and 
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suggested an increase in refugee resettlement to revive and maintain those villages. Refugee 

resettlement may provide beneficial outcomes if well-planned (Wilsmen,2009). For example, 

placing refugees with agricultural skills in rural and regional areas enhance their agricultural 

productivity.  Despite the contribution of these studies, recent studies tend to criticize this thought 

study for ignoring the humanitarian perspective of refugee resettlement and, first of all, 

recommend that new refugee policies need to combine both labour and humanitarian protection 

(Ruh,2019) and secondly that refugee resettlement should focus on proper placement that provides 

a sense of belonging to these vulnerable individuals (Schemscat,2022). 

Another school of thought discusses that refugee skills and competencies are primarily needed in 

regional and rural areas (see., Codell et al.,2011; Colic-Peskier & Tilbury, 2006; Mastilovic & 

Zoppi, 2021). By evaluating refugee demographic and development variables, Codell et al. (2011) 

discover that the likelihood of finding meaningful employment declines with each year spent as a 

refugee and that refugee resettlement usually takes some time hence implying that the depreciation 

of refugee skills and their inadequate language skills in these new communities make the best fit 

for informal jobs. 

 Moreover, urgent studies have emerged to utilize machine learning in estimating resettled refugee 

employment likelihood (Ahani, 2022; Hadad & Tettelboym, 2022; Trapp et al., 2022), and they 

are suggesting refugee skills matching software to employment opportunities. However, these 

researchers need to comprehensively discuss and analyze the theory by investigating the areas and 

cities with more employment opportunities based on population trends. These trends may guide 

and determine policy (Russo,2015) on how to make refugee resettlement successful for refugees 

and their host communities. 
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Furthermore, other economic discussions stress the affordable cost of living in the areas affected 

by depopulation. Due to this, refugees in small cities and rural areas have an easier time adjusting 

to independent living once governments stop giving humanitarian aid. The low cost of living and 

affordable housing in these places are appealing, especially for individuals with smaller families 

(Rose, 2016). 

EMPIRICAL METHODOLOGY 

DATA 

In this study, we rely on two sets of data to investigate the impact of population decline on the 

number of refugees accepted for resettlement in each country. First, the UNHCR resettlement Data 

Finder provides timely global trends on refugee acceptance rate that we observe through the 

refugee departures variable, the former countries of asylum, and the final countries of resettlement 

from 2000 to 2020. Then secondly, the World Development Index data provides country-level data 

on vital independent variables.  
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DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS 

Table1: Descriptive Statistics 

Variable  Obs.  Mean  Std. Dev.  Min  Max 

Dependent Variable      

Resettled population (log) 903 2.836 1.848 0 9.878 

 

Independent Variables 

     

Population decline  903 .24 .428 0 1 

Population Growth rate 903 .464 .799 -3.848 3.931 

 

Controls  

     

Annual GDP Growth rate 892 2.302 3.667 -14.839 25.176 

Refugee Population 809 3764.564 23163.38 5 335200 

Lag resettled population 903 2.836 1.848 0 9.878 

Countries 903 22 12.417 1 43 

Country of Origin 903 7.241 2.857 1 11 

Years of Observation 903 2010 6.059 2000 2020 

 

 

The independent variable measured in this study is "depopulation." The theoretical argument is 

that countries that experience negative population growth should be more likely to accept refugees 

for resettlement. This study uses population growth as a measure of depopulation and argues that 

the relationship between the number of resettled refugees and the population growth of a given 

country should be negatively correlated. Additionally, a dummy variable equals 1 for countries 

experiencing negative population growth(depopulation) and 0 otherwise. This variable helps us 

measure whether depopulated countries are more or less likely to increase their refugee population 

than those having positive population growth.  

The Descriptive statistics present a synthetic description of the data used in the model. The table 

shows that 43 countries have participated in refugee resettlement, resettled individuals come from 

11 countries, and the average total population is 390. On average, 390 individuals got resettled, 

with an average resettlement population growth of 2.84% (log (390)) percent within the analysis 

period between 2000 and 2020.  
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The mean annual population growth rate of all 43 countries is 0.464 percent between 2000 and 

2020, with countries exhibiting a negative population growth rate to a minimum of -3.848 to 

countries having an increase in their population growth rate to a maximum of 3.931. Moreover, 

24 % of countries are experiencing negative population growth, against 76% of countries with 

positive population growth.  

EMPIRICAL MODEL 

Using a Panel fixed effect model, we investigate the rate at which refugee resettlement countries 

accept refugees because of declining populations. Usually, studies conduct a random panel effect 

versus a Panel fixed effect model, then use the Hausman test to select the best model. The 

difference between the models lies in the assumption that each country's (individual) fixed effect 

is correlated (fixed effect) or not (random effect) with the covariates. Though using the Hausman 

test is essential, macro analysis suggests it is less likely and unrealistic to hypothesize a random 

effect. Therefore, if institutional culture or other countries' fixed effects do not affect the level of 

each country's variables seems to be unrealistic. Thus, following Wooldridge, this paper uses the 

OLS estimator to estimate how much the resettled population increases on average when a country 

exhibits negative population growth.  

The central hypothesis of this study is that depopulated or declining countries tend to accept more 

refugees for resettlement compared to other countries. In other words, an adverse change in a 

country's population growth is associated with an increase in the number of refugees accepted for 

resettlement.  

𝐿𝑜𝑔𝑅𝑒𝑠𝑒𝑡𝑡𝑙𝑒𝑑𝑖𝑡 = 𝛽0 + 𝛽1 𝐿𝑜𝑔𝑅𝑒𝑠𝑒𝑡𝑡𝑙𝑒𝑑𝑖𝑡−1 + 𝛽2 𝑃𝑜𝑝𝑢𝑙𝑎𝑡𝑖𝑜𝑛𝑖𝑡 +  𝛽𝑘𝑋𝑖𝑡 + 𝛿𝑖 + 𝛾𝑡 + 𝛿𝑖𝑡  
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β2 is the central coefficient used in this analysis. This coefficient measures the average percentage 

change in the population of refugees accepted for resettlement for every percentage increase in 

population growth. The predicted value for this coefficient is negative. Accordingly, if all other 

variables remain constant, a country's population growth of 1% should result in a 2% decrease in 

the population accepted for resettlement. 

A second measure of "population" is a dummy variable where 1 represents declining population 

while zero (0) represents populated countries, 𝛽
2 

measures the rate at which depopulated countries 

accept refugees compared to populated countries. If the coefficient is positive, countries with a 

declining population tend to resettle more refugees than countries with an increasing population.  

Overall, the interest variable "population" measures the extent to which countries with declining 

or negative population growth accept refugees for resettlement.  

βk represents all coefficients used as controls in the model. The regression model controls the stock 

of refugees by country of origin, the lag-dependent variable. I also controlled the country's 

economic growth to account for the country's wealth as a reason for covariates affecting the 

number of resettled individuals in the country. The paper also controls for the country of origin of 

the resettled population to account for the potential cultural affinity or distance that might be a 

reason underlying the acceptance of any demand for resettlement. The country of resettlement and 

year fixed effect account for any unobserved variables fixed across the country and over time that 

might confound the relationship between population growth and resettled population growth.     
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EMPIRICAL RESULTS 

Before presenting the regression table, the figure below shows the relationship between the 

population growth rate and the refugee resettled population.  

First, Figure 1 indicates that that the population growth rate negatively correlates to the number of 

refugees accepted for resettlement. Indeed, countries of resettlement experiencing a positive 

population growth rate may accept fewer refugees and resettlement countries experiencing a 

declining population growth rate are more likely to accept more refugees for resettlement. This 

correlation is consistent with the theoretical argument of this study.  

 

Figure 1. A correlation between the population growth rate and the resettled population. 

 

 

The tables below show the results of our specifications. In addition, this paper provides results for 

the three estimation models (pooled, fixed effect, and random effect). The result is consistent 

across the three models. 
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The main findings are the fixed effect model (Table2, column 2). The estimated coefficient is 

statistically significant at a 1 percent level of significance. The findings suggest that a 1 percent 

increase in the population is associated with a 0.19 percent decrease in the resettled population, all 

other factors constant. These findings support the theoretical argument that as a country's 

population grows, they are less likely to accept more refugees. In other words, the paper argues 

that there is an increase in the resettled population in countries experiencing a decline in their 

population (negative population growth). 

 

Table 2: Negative Impact of Population Growth on Resettled Population. 

                                                 

Dependent variable (1) (2) (3) 

Resettled population (log) Pooled OLS Fixed Effect (FE) Random Effect (RE) 

Lagged refugee acceptance rate -0.0536 -0.0536 -0.0536 

 (0.0401) (0.0390) (0.0401) 

    

Population growth (annual %)  -0.1871* -0.1871* -0.1871* 

 (0.0734) (0.0714) (0.0734) 

Controls* Yes Yes Yes 

Country-Year fixed effect Yes Yes Yes 

Observations 808 808 808 

R2 0.634 0.298  

Cluster-standard errors in parentheses/ + p < 0.10, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 

Notes: (*) Controls: GDP growth, Refugee population by country or territory of origin, country of origin. 

 

 

Table 3 investigates whether the difference in response to refugee resettlement acceptance among 

countries with declining populations and those with increased populations are significant, as 

suggested by the findings in Table 2. Table 3 shows that, compared to countries with positive 

population growth, those with a declining population are 19 percent more likely to increase the 

population of refugees for resettlement. This finding is consistent with the findings in Table 2. We 

can then argue that a country experiencing a declining population will be more inclined to accept 

resettlement.   
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Table 3: Difference in Likelihood of increasing Resettled Population between countries with 

declining populations and those with increasing populations. 

 

Dependent variable (1) (2) (3) 

Resettled population (log) Pooled OLS Fixed Effect (FE) Random Effect (RE) 

Lagged refugee acceptance rate -0.0332 -0.0332 -0.0332 

 (0.0573) (0.0558) (0.0573) 

    

Population decline (dummy) 0.1909* 0.1909* 0.1909* 

 (0.0826) (0.0804) (0.0826) 

Controls* Yes Yes Yes 

Country-Year fixed effect Yes Yes Yes 

Observations 808 808 808 

R2 0.496 0.033  

Cluster-standard errors in parentheses + p < 0.10, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 

 

Notes: (*) Controls: GDP growth, Refugee population by country or territory of origin. 

 

 

To sum up, we discover that the population growth rate is negatively associated with increased 

resettled populations; in addition, there is evidence that countries with declining populations are 

more than those with positive populations, likely to respond favorably to asylum seekers. 

 

These findings are consistent with the previous micro-level analysis that proved that refugees are 

usually resettled in areas with a declining population (Benson et al., 2022). Therefore, countries 

with a declining population are more likely to increase the number of refugees accepted for 

resettlement in their countries. 

DISCUSSION 

Our analysis has yielded compelling evidence regarding the correlation between population 

decline and the acceptance of refugees for resettlement. Our findings indicate that countries 

experiencing population decline are 19% more likely to increase their refugee population for 
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resettlement than countries with positive population growth. This significant finding is consistent 

with the patterns observed in Table 2, underscoring the strength and stability of our results. 

Therefore, it can be asserted that countries facing population decline are more inclined to accept 

refugees for resettlement.  

The positive relationship between population decline and refugee acceptance suggests several 

potential reasons. Firstly, countries experiencing a population decline might consider refugee 

resettlement as a means to address demographic challenges such as labor shortages and an aging 

workforce as discussed in the literature review. By welcoming more refugees for resettlement, 

these countries can boost their labor markets, contributing to economic growth and bridging skills 

gaps.  

Secondly, countries with a decreasing population may recognize the potential social and cultural 

benefits of refugee resettlement. The arrival of refugees can promote diversity, encourage cultural 

exchange, enhance local communities, and cultivate social cohesion. Creating vibrant, 

multicultural neighborhoods can also help combat social isolation and rejuvenate depopulated 

areas. Moreover, countries struggling with population decline may be better equipped to 

accommodate refugees, thanks to underutilized infrastructure, available housing, and existing 

support networks. As a result, these countries may seize the opportunity to utilize their resources 

more effectively by providing a new home to refugees, thus maximizing the use of existing 

facilities and public services. However, it is crucial to acknowledge that accepting more refugees 

in the context of population decline is challenging. Countries must carefully consider the strain on 

social services such as healthcare, education, and housing to ensure that refugees and the existing 

population receive adequate support.  
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Furthermore, policymakers must implement effective integration programs to facilitate the 

successful assimilation of refugees into local communities, mitigate potential social tensions, and 

ensure their long-term integration. Our findings have significant implications for governments 

grappling with population decline and seeking to address both demographic challenges and 

humanitarian obligations. The evidence can inform the design of refugee resettlement policies that 

align with their demographic needs. International organizations and policymakers can also utilize 

this evidence to develop targeted support programs, capacity-building initiatives, and financial 

incentives for countries experiencing population decline to encourage participation in refugee 

resettlement efforts. Further research is warranted to investigate the underlying mechanisms 

driving the observed relationship between population decline and refugee acceptance. Qualitative 

studies exploring the perspectives of policymakers, local communities, and refugees can provide 

valuable insights into the motivations, challenges, and outcomes associated with refugee 

resettlement in depopulating areas.  

CONCLUSION 

The population growth rate could be an important determinant in predicting which country may 

be more likely to increase the number of refugees accepted for resettlement in a particular year. 

With clear conditions set, refugee resettlement may become a sustainable process as countries may 

know where exactly to disperse refugees with the support of local authorities and non-government 

organizations and provide the required prerequisite welfare needs to ensure that refugees 

successfully resettle and integrate into these shrinking areas. 

In this study, we estimated the correlation between depopulation and the number of refugees 

accepted for resettlement in a particular year by refugee resettlement countries. With a Panel fixed 
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effect model, this study finds that the population growth rate is negatively associated with an 

increased  number of refugees accepted for resettlement. A 1% increase in the population is 

associated with a 0.19% decrease in the resettled population, all other factors being constant. 

 This study adds to the existing literature by providing empirical evidence that resettling countries 

with a declining population is more likely to increase the number of refugees accepted for 

resettlement. The findings of this research could be helpful to policymakers in designing refugee 

dispersal models that link local authorities in shrinking areas that show interest in increasing 

population capacity to the government migration entities responsible for refugee dispersal. This 

may guide well-informed decisions on how many individuals to resettle in relation to the capacity 

of communities and the opportunities available for resettled refugees. Such policies may guide 

sustainable and effective successful resettlement and motivate other countries to implement similar 

models if they open refugee resettlement programs. 

 Furthermore, since there needs to be more data on the refugee dispersal patterns in most refugee 

resettlement countries, this study could not link the relationship between the results and the micro-

dispersal models. Thus, further studies may revisit the topic and examine the linkage between 

shrinking areas and how refugee dispersal is determined concerning the fact that resettlement 

countries experiencing depopulation tend to accept more refugees for resettlement. 

 

 

 

https://kdisackr-my.sharepoint.com/personal/georgina_kj_kdis_ac_kr/Documents/THESIS%20DOCUMENT.docx#_msocom_3
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