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Causes and Consequences of the Secondary Migration of Refugees 
 
Forced Migration Review – Forthcoming. 
 
By Jeffrey Bloem and Scott Loveridge - Michigan State University 
 
There is a growing realization that managing the distribution of displaced 
people around the world may prove to be among the most important 
problems of the next decade. From the boarders of Syria to the 
neighborhoods of Fort Wayne, Indiana the rapid migration of people 
displaced by conflict is quickly becoming impossibly complex and 
frighteningly volatile. Efforts by wealthy countries to assist international 
refugees have existed in earnest since the end of World War II and have 
largely remained unchanged since their inception. The resulting approach 
is underfunded, inefficient, and potentially detrimental to both refugees 
and their receiving communities.  
 
The world was drastically different when rich countries began resettling 
refugees within their own boarders. In the 1980s, the United States was 
accepting refugees primarily from Southeast Asia and Europe. Refugees 
were people who were fleeing communism or had assisted the United 
State’s interests during the Cold War and were now in danger in their 
home countries. Most importantly, as refugee resettlement was in its 
infancy, there were far fewer family members of incoming refugees 
within the boarders of the United States. Resulting in fewer ethnic or 
cultural communities for incoming refugees to gravitate towards. As such 
there were fewer reasons for a refugee to move upon resettlement.  
 
Today refugees arrive primarily from Africa and the Middle East, due to 
sustained civil conflicts in Somalia, Sudan, Liberia, Ethiopia, Iraq, and 
Afghanistan. In the future refugees will likely arrive from Syria and the 
Ukraine. A decade has past since the terrorist attacks of September 11, 
but many citizens of the United States remain skeptical of the intentions 
of foreigners from these regions of the world. Every year the odds that an 
incoming refugee will have family or friends already living in the United 
States increases. Additionally, advances in global connectivity have 
aided future refugees to keep in touch with former refugees. Incoming 
refugees, now more than ever, have strong connections and geographic 
preferences when arriving in the United States. In recent years, 
homogeneous ethnic or cultural communities have begun to sprout up all 
over the United States, a phenomenon refugee resettlement policy is 
actually designed to prevent.  
 
Upon arrival, decisions on the initial placement of a refugee are largely 
based on capacity at the local level to provide assistance. Local voluntary 
agencies are designed to provide job training and employment assistance, 
locate housing, and provide English as a Second Language classes. 
Dispersal policy is influential in the initial placement of refugees as 
refugee resettlement policy wishes to “spread the burden” of refugees 
across the country.  
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It may seem unlikely that refugees would spend their extremely scarce 
financial resources on moving when they have so many other challenging 
expenses. Refugees must pay back a loan, which provided for their flight 
to their new home. Within six months they must begin paying rent. To do 
all this they must quickly find a job. Picking up everything they own, 
again, and moving just doesn’t seem like something many refugees 
would choose to do. Yet, the data tells us, many do move. 
 
In both 2012 and 2013, according to the US Office of Refugee 
Resettlement (ORR), the United States accepted roughly 70,000 refugees 
and within a year of arrival over 10,000 of the 2012 fiscal year cohort, 
and over 11,000 of the 2013 fiscal year cohort, had moved out of their 
initial resettlement community. These statistics only reflect what is 
reported to the ORR and likely underestimate the true migration rates of 
secondary migrants. In some places secondary migration has massive 
consequences. For example Minnesota accepted roughly 2,000 refugees 
in 2012 and 2013, but by the end of each fiscal year they had received 
over 2,000 more refugees through secondary migration, largely into the 
Minneapolis metropolitan area.  
 
While the assumptions underlying the current refugee resettlement 
system may have been true 35 years ago, the likelihood of an arriving 
refugee having no connections in the United States diminishes every year. 
As one practitioner of refugee resettlement put it, “today’s no US tie case 
is tomorrow’s US tie case”. More and more refugees are resettled in 
communities where they have no intention of living. Efforts by voluntary 
agencies to integrate them into these communities are futile and when 
these refugees do move, they present an unfunded mandate on their new 
community.  
 
WHY REFUGEES MOVE TWICE 
 
Refugees move for any and every reason any other person would move. 
To migrate toward increased job prospects, lower housing costs, or better 
school systems in other places; to live closer to and enjoy the company 
of friends or family members; or to move to enjoy to some geographical 
location or environmental amenity. It is rather the ways in which 
refugees are different than the average mover that makes secondary 
migration such a remarkable phenomenon.  
 
Refugees generally have less wealth, initially don’t have a full time job, 
potentially don’t speak English fluently, and have little knowledge about 
life in the United States. Besides the first order motivations for moving, 
it is difficult to draw many other parallels between refugees and other 
movers. Refugees are placed in a community with little input on their 
part. This top-down method by the United States Refugee Assistance 
Program to distribute refugees across the country may have been a fine 
policy 35 years ago, but it has become ineffective and potentially 
harmful as initial resettlement often fails to achieve a spatial equilibrium 
for refugees.   
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Today, in a system not designed for the current reality of refugee’s social 
connections and geographic preferences, refugees are routinely resettled 
in communities where they have no intention of actually settling. When 
the United States first began resettling refugees there were few better 
alternatives for refugees regarding places to live in the United States. The 
community in which they were initially assigned to live was as good as 
any other community in the United States. Flash forward 35 years and 
better alternatives not only exist, but refugees are increasingly aware of 
them. Refugees are nothing but lucky if they happen to be resettled in the 
community where they wish to live, because collecting information about 
the geographic preferences of a refugee prior to resettlement is 
astoundingly difficult. 
 
There are many reasons why refugees resettled today may move upon 
resettlement. We mention five potential reasons often presented in the 
literature and commonly mentioned by practitioners working in the 
refugee resettlement industry. 
 
All of the mentioned reasons below might be exacerbated by two key 
factors. First, as previously mentioned, there is an ever-increasing 
probability that an incoming refugee will know somebody already living 
in the United States. Second, global communication has improved 
dramatically in the last couple decades. In the past, if incoming refugees 
happened to know somebody already living in the United States, they 
had likely lost contact with them long ago. Today, this reality is no 
longer valid as almost anybody can stay in contact with almost anyone 
else anywhere in the world. Taken together, these two factors—more 
refugees and better communication—have increased the strength of 
existing social networks of refugees within the United States.  
 
1. Incentive to remain silent. The most convenient time to gather 
information from refugees on their spatial preferences is during their pre-
resettlement interviews and meetings. There may be, however, an 
incentive for refugees to withhold any information on their preferences 
due to a mistrust of bureaucratic officials or a fear of ruining their 
chances of actually being resettled in a third country. Often times, prior 
to arrival in the United States, remaining as agreeable as possible may be 
a rational strategy for some refugees. Preferences may certainly exist—
perhaps a cousin lives in Albuquerque, New Mexico—but being initially 
sent to Fargo, North Dakota and moving after arrival may outweigh the 
risk of possibly messing with the life-changing opportunity of third 
country resettlement. Here information exists, but the refugee 
strategically withholds it. 
 
2. Gains vs. losses. A second angle in which to understand this 
interaction is to view refugees as people who make choices based on 
gains and losses. Prior to arrival in the United States, preferences are 
more general. Safety and resettlement anywhere is a gain, while 
remaining in a refugee camp or in danger due to violence is a loss. After 
arrival however, these preferences change due to a shifting reference 
point on reality. No longer does the previous loss—the threat of violence 
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or living in a refugee camp—weigh heavily in mind of a refugee, rather 
the relative gains and losses of living in different communities are 
instructive to migration decision-making. In this case information exists, 
but the refugee is unable to communicate.  
 
3. Geo-information update. Yet a third way of viewing the dynamics of 
refugee secondary migration is to consider migration behavior as a way 
in which a refugee adjusts to new and improved information about the 
United States. Almost every country that refugees typically come from is 
smaller than the United States. Refugees may know about the 
whereabouts of their friends or family but may underestimate the spetial 
scope of the United States. Prior to arrival, incoming refugees may 
wrongly assume that they will easily be able to visit with relatives and 
friends already living in the United States, simply because they will 
reside in the same country. Upon arrival refugees may desire to move in 
order to reduce the cost of spending time with their friends and family. 
Information in this example exists only once the refugee arrives in the 
United States. 
 
4. Network decision-making. As decades of refugees have now been 
resettled in the United States relatively large groups of highly networked 
refugees now call various communities home. Some of these groups 
make migratory decisions as a coherent group. Arriving refugees may 
not have any idea where the group is planning on moving. Additionally, 
for reasons stated above an incoming refugee may not have had the 
ability or the desire to share their preference to live in close proximity to 
this group.  
 
An ethnic group originating from Southeast Asia, the Hmong were 
instrumental in assisting the United States military fight against 
Communist forces in Vietnam and Laos. After these conflicts ended 
thousands of Hmong were no longer safe or welcome in their home 
countries. Most have been resettled in the United States. Some have 
documented that the Hmong make migratory decisions as a group. As 
such incoming Hmong refugees may have no idea of the plans of their 
socio-ethnic network.   
 
5. State-shopping. Refugee resettlement may be one of the most complex 
government assistance programs in existence. Funds allocated for 
assistance services come from various streams of money ranging from 
the federal budget and government grants to local contributions and 
charity donations. Service package provisions are determined by many 
factors including family size, health needs, and country of origin. 
Furthermore Eligibility for various services such as temporary assistance 
to needy families (TANF), Medicaid, and employment assistance varies 
quite noticeably across states. This results in refugees engaging in so-
called, “state-shopping” in search for a location where they stand the best 
chance of becoming self-sufficient. Friends who may have had a good 
experience with the services of a particular local resettlement 
organization in a different community may mention an experience to an 
incoming refugee. Newly arrived refugees may migrate into this 
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organization’s services area in search of a similar experience. Folk 
stories develop in refugee social circles about where the best services and 
organizations are located.  
 
Any practitioner of refugee resettlement will be quick to point out how 
important it is that refugees at least remain in their initial resettlement 
location for the first 90 days. Once a refugee moves, it is difficult for 
services—such as housing assistance—to be re-administered in their new 
community. For this reason most local voluntary agencies (“volags”) 
actively discourage refugees from moving shortly after resettlement. 
Local volags are acutely aware of the consequences of secondary 
migration on both the efficacy of their agency’s services and the welfare 
of refugees themselves.  
 
Provisions are provided through federal funding for volags dramatically 
affected by secondary migration. Formulas for allocating such funds, 
however, are backwards looking and often fall short of local needs due to 
the dynamic nature of human migration behavior. Refugees are promised 
special services for up to five years after arrival and a failure to 
adequately handle secondary migration places resettlement communities 
and refugees at risk of harm.  
 
REFUGEE DISPERSAL POLICY 
 
Efforts to improve the dispersion of refugees resettled in the United 
States have occurred in recent years. In a 2010 report to Congress the 
ORR implemented a number of new initiatives to improve its existing 
programs and practices. The foremost of these was a list of six Guiding 
Principles that would outline the ORR’s strategy of service. These 
principles are: 
 

1. Appropriate Placement and Services 
2. Client-Centered Case Management 
3. Newly Arriving Refugees 
4. Health and Mental Health Services 
5. Outreach 
6. Data Informed Decision-Making 

 
In the explanations of each of these principles, secondary migration is 
mentioned twice: in the first principle and the last. The opening message 
of the report states, “Appropriate placement and services from the onset 
is seen as a preventative measure against the challenges brought by 
secondary migration”. Further along the opening message explains, “The 
ORR intends to develop a data system that can track initial placements, 
secondary migration, resettlement services rendered, and performance 
indicators…” 
 
Better placement techniques and added data informed decision-making 
are certainly welcomed improvements to the US refugee resettlement 
system. In order for these initiatives to become something other than a 
list of platitudes, however, an acute understanding of the challenges to 
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appropriately placing refugees and collecting data used to inform better 
decision-making must be developed.  
 
Appropriately placing a refugee and administering the correct mix of 
services is an epic challenge. As previously mentioned it may be difficult 
to get refugees to share personal information about their preferences. 
One policy innovation often used to combat this issue is to present 
incoming refugees with a contract. By signing the contract they agree to 
report any information about the whereabouts of anybody they know 
who is currently living in the United States. Additionally they agree not 
to move within the first 90 days of their arrival in the United States under 
penalty of forfeiting their core services owed to them. This policy is 
intuitive as it flips the incentive and rewards the refugee who shares 
information, and anecdotally seems to be effective. As discussed above, 
however, there are a number of other factors that make resettling 
refugees in their ideal community difficult.  
 
REDESIGNING RESETTLEMENT 
 
A normative question lies at the core of the challenges born by secondary 
migration. What is the intention of the initial resettlement location? Is the 
initial location characterized by what some call a sedentary notion of 
refugee migration behavior, a community where refugees are expected to 
“settle”? Or is it more of a receiving location, a launch pad of sorts, 
where refugees simply receive initial core services? The many 
implications of the answer to this question must be carefully considered. 
Given the current reality of resettling refugees and secondary migration, 
what is the best way to integrate these people into self-sufficiency in the 
United States? Instead of a one-size-fits-all sedentary approach, perhaps 
the answer is to redesign resettlement to be a system that is more 
dynamic and accounts for changing preferences and costly information. 
 
Summary 
Due to the increasing propensity of refugees to move shortly after 
resettlement in a third-country the refugee resettlement systems in rich 
countries are quickly becoming ineffective and leveraging an 
unnecessary economic and political burden. The cost of this burden is in 
the form of polarization of political discussions regarding refugee 
resettlement and inefficiencies in humanitarian response. 


