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Forced Displacement, Vulnerability, 
and Social Cohesion 

Background

It is projected that over 1.2 billion 
people will have been forcibly 
displaced from their homes by 2050, 
pushed out by climate shocks and 
conflict events. Since less than 1% of 
all refugees have managed to return 
home or settle in another host country, 
pressure will continue to grow for 
refugees to integrate into neighboring 
host communities, particularly 
in the Global South where most 
displacement is taking place. This 
integration process raises enormous 
social and economic challenges for 
what are often fragile host economies. 
Even though refugees represent a 
small fraction of the population (often 
less than 2%), their presence is highly 
salient to host communities across 
the developing world as they are 
primary recipients of humanitarian 
aid. Perceptions of unequal access to 
social protection then create barriers 
to the socioeconomic integration of 
refugees, diminishing hosts’ trust, 
their openness to foreigners, and 
their willingness to share resources 
and jobs with refugees. 

And yet, a vast body of economic 
literature has documented how the 
degree to which individuals within 
a society feel connected through 
shared values, norms and beliefs 
is critical for promoting economic 
development and growth (Easterly 
et al., 2006). Social cohesion can 
encourage trust, strengthen social 
capital, and alleviate social tensions 
and conflict, among others. The 
literature to date has also highlighted 
two key constraints that can weaken 
social cohesion and augment 

resentment and social friction: 
ethnic fractionalization (Alesina and 
Ferrara, 2000) and resource scarcity 
(Agneman et al., 2022). Given that 
ethnic fractionalization is hard to 
change in a refugee-host setting, we 
examine the importance of financial 
security in shaping social cohesion in 
a low-resource environment. 

Financial security can affect the 
integration of social groups in 
different ways. Better off refugees 
and host community members are 
likely to have more time and income 
to socialize, to feel less marginalized 
and poor, and they are likely to be 
more tolerant of others (Michal et al., 
2014). Importantly, scarcity may also 
be less top of mind, making them 
more willing to share resources with 
others. 

Strengthening Financial Security

To identify a causal relationship 
between financial security and 
socioeconomic integration in the 
context of forced displacement, our 
paper “Financial Security, Climate 
Shocks and Social Integration”, tests 
the impact of a graduation-inspired 
program that provided significant 
financial and employment support 
to a randomly selected subset of 
both refugees and host community 
members. The 460 participants 
were randomly selected from eligible 
refugee and host community members 
who were ultra-poor and living in 
Nampula in Northern Mozambique. 
To identify the beneficiaries, we 
developed a poverty scorecard based 
on the Government of Mozambique’s 
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education and health facilities inside 
the refugee settlement and they share 
the same local markets. The program 
boosted financial security by providing 
cash transfers,1 language training and 
financial literacy, individual coaching, 
and support for either wage or self-
employment. The program ran for 
28 months from September 2019 to 
December 2021. 

Our measure of financial security 
captured (i) participants’ income 
levels; (ii) their ability to access 
money in an emergency; and (iii) the 
share of income saved in the previous 
month. 

The program improved savings 
from income (by 100%), household 
income (by 66%), and the ability to 
pay a surprise bill (by 62%). Further, 
the program improved the type of 
employment, increasing beneficiaries’ 
wages from employment by 14%. 
Overall, program participants 
experienced an increase in financial 
security of approximately 54%.

approach to identifying nationals 
as being eligible for social safety 
net programs. From the ultra-poor 
individuals who expressed an interest 
in participating, we randomly selected 
a subset of individuals to enroll in the 
graduation program, while another 
subset of individuals was placed 
on a waiting list and represented a 
comparison group for the analysis. 
Both groups were on average identical, 
with the only difference being that 
one group participated in the program 
and the other one did not. As such, 
any differences in financial security 
at the end of the program can safely 
be attributed to the impact of the 
intervention. 

Maratane refugees live in a 
managed settlement and have 
freedom of movement, while the 
host community members are part 
of small agglomerations that, for the 
most part, pre-date the establishment 
of the refugee settlement. Host 
communities live within a 7-km radius 
of the refugee settlement, and they 
interact with refugees by sharing 

Figure 1: Program impact 
on financial security

Note:  The plot displays the level of 
financial security of refugees randomly 
chosen to participate in the intervention 
(Treatment) and those chosen not to 
participate (Control), before and after the 
intervention took place.

1	 Depending on the employment track, different cash grants covered consumption support during the program, asset transfer for business grants for  
	 self-employment, and job support for transport for wage employment. Importantly, all different employment tracks received “equivalent” cash grants. 
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Improved financial security thanks to the 
program led to increased socioeconomic 
integration into the community and 
higher trust between groups

Impact of Financial Security on 
Social Cohesion

We then explore the impact of 
increasing financial security on social 
cohesion. To measure social cohesion, 
we rely on three proxies: (i) trust; (ii) 
friendships and interactions with 
out-groups; and (iii) the willingness 
to share scarce resources such as 
jobs and government support with 
foreigners.

We find that the program increased 
trust in others by 21%, and 
Mozambican participants indicated 
that they were 20% more willing to 
share jobs and government support 
with refugees.

Figure 2: Program impact 
on social cohesion

Note:  The plot displays the level of social 
integration of refugees randomly chosen to 
participate in the intervention (Treatment) 

and those chosen not to participate 
(Control), before and after the intervention 

took place.

Improved financial security is also 
associated with increased feelings 
of belonging and job satisfaction, 
which we interpret as indicators 
of socioeconomic integration into 
the community. These effects are 
particularly pronounced for host 
community members living closer to 
the refugee community and among 
those who started with lower levels 
of financial security at baseline. 
Financial security appears to make 
less salient the competition for 
resources (both within and across 
groups) and, potentially, makes 
less salient differences between 
groups. This opens the door to more 
interactions with out-groups that 
result in friendships, and more overall 
trust.
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A natural experiment: a 
(perceived) negative shock to 
financial security threatened 
social cohesion

The stronger social cohesion gained 
through the program proved to 
be fragile, and easily eroded by a 
subsequent negative climate shock. In 
March 2022, Tropical Cyclone Gombe 
hit the Nampula region. The cyclone 
path landed 5 kilometers from the 
refugee settlement, wreaking havoc 
on houses and crops. Those directly 
affected experienced severe damage 
to their houses and assets. 

A survey conducted two to three  
months after the cyclone showed 
that after adjusting for the quality 
of housing, survey participants 
experiencing the largest drops in 
financial security due to the natural 
disaster also experienced the 
largest declines in social cohesion. 
However, social cohesion dropped 
disproportionately more than any 
reduction in financial security. In 
fact, participants in the graduation 
program were resilient to the shock 
in comparison to the control group, 
but the positive effects that the 
program had on social cohesion 
disappeared.  Mozambicans who 
experienced the largest losses, were 
again less trusting of refugees and 
less willing to share resources with 
them. These results underscore a 
sobering reality: the strides made in 
social integration can swiftly unravel 
when financial conditions take a 
downturn. This challenge becomes 
even more pressing given the growing 
frequency of climate shocks across 
the developing world. 

Policy implications

Our findings suggest that an 
improvement in financial security 
opens the door to more interactions 
across refugees and host community 
members, which result in friendships 
and more overall trust. It also 
increases the willingness for hosts to 
share resources with refugees.

Investing humanitarian resources 
in cash and employment support 
programs for ultra-poor members of 
both host and refugee communities 
can therefore be an important strategy 
to promote social cohesion, alleviate 
social tensions and, consequently, 
pave the way for the economic and 
social integration of refugees into 
environments frequently characterized 
by resource scarcity.

However, our study also highlights the 
fact that the gains in social cohesion 
are fragile and (fully) reversed due 
to a negative climate shock: even 
a small deterioration in financial 
security caused by a climate shock 
reduced the gains in social cohesion 
that had been achieved through the 
income support program. This result 
underscores the significant impact 
climate change can have on the long-
term effectiveness of development 
programs that support the ultra-poor, 
and the instability it can introduce to 
social cohesion. An important policy 
implication is that social protection 
program need to build in adaptive 
features to achieve sustainable 
gains in the face of recurring climate 
shocks. 

The gains in social cohesion 
due to the program 
proved fragile, and easily 
eroded by a subsequent 
negative climate shock

 Social protection programs 
need to build in adaptive 
features to achieve 
sustainable gains in the 
face of recurring shocks



5

Bus, cum delest eum elestiur sit quis aut od quat doluptae 
volupta tionse dolleni hictori blacia derum nobita volestiam re 
net aut quam rerfereceped ex es dolupta quid quassincid es et 
aut modit omnis arum si aped que eum quia isit, untotatiatur 
aceprernatur aut veleculpari dollaborem. Os net eossimaio. 
Doluptat. Arum sandaeprepel inusae et, id unt pre peroreriti 
sus eveles simporem ipis exceatiam, omnimi, exere rerum 
ipsapiet fugit ut atiatibus anis inimolorrum verchillenis corum 
seque atem ut occaero vitatur? Quissec ulluptat. Is eatat. 
Sitias moditi apedionsequo mi, nisti assequiae duciligendi 
cusant, ulliqui idunturi odis imus, con ratiur aut eosam rem. 
Itatem nos eliquis ulpa cus, qui ommoditis re cum, nossimo 
quidel enihilignim im acestem odiosa quodi adio. Neque mi, 
totatur, ipiet eum rehendae prepe et apidustium, ommoluptus 
moloreri cus que is ad mos ant et lab ipide poremporest, 
simil mo estotasit, od quatur? Quistiae cus qui quo cupta qui 
torro ma qui doloreicia nectori oribus as ut volorem ius estiis 
dias et volor re voloreium exero voles minctem sequam, ut 
as maio. Ugiam quia verior autendia sedionseque veraturion 
expla ea sa venduntus mil molor sunt late et rescid ma et 
delique dolorem unt odite nus aut mod molum sequi aruntis 
quostrum que nonse conet reptatur repedit et ea sin nam 
quis eici con pro volentia num doloratus ium, alis ium fuga. 
Bit, exped excessunt et volorio moloris dita. Bus, cum delest 
eum elestiur sit quis aut od quat doluptae volupta tionse 
dolleni hictori blacia derum nobita volestiam re net aut quam 
rerfereceped ex es dolupta quid quassincid es et aut modit 

Policy Brief

NP

Luxembourg Institute of Socio-Economic Research (LISER) 

Campus Belval | 11, Porte des Sciences | L-4366 Esch-sur-Alzette

www.liser.lu

08____April 2025

References 

Agneman, Gustav, Paolo Falco, Exaud Joel, and Onesmo Selejio, “The Material basis of Cooperation: how 
Scarcity Reduces Trusting Behaviour,” The Economic Journal, 2023, 133(652), 1265–1285. 

Alesina, Alberto and Eliana La Ferrara, “Participation in Heterogeneous Communities,” The Quarterly 
Journal of Economics, 2000, 115(3), 847-904.

Easterly, William, Jozef Ritzen, and Michael Woolcock, “Social Cohesion, Institutions and Growth,” 
Economics and Politics, 2006, 18(2), 103-120.

Beltramo, Theresa, Florence Nimoh, Matthew Obrien, and Sandra Sequeira (2024), “Financial Security, 
Climate Shocks and Social Cohesion”, working paper.

https://www.liser.lu

