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Abstract
Using a Tobit analysis, this article examines factors influencing asylum seekers’ filing of asylum applications 
and host countries’ recognition of convention refugees. From the views that stress socio-politico-economic 
conditions, we find that welfare-provisional and geographically close countries often become targets of 
asylum seekers, whereas politically secured and geographically remote countries have higher propensity 
to recognize legal status of asylum seekers. From a world polity perspective, we note that asylum seekers 
prefer the countries that have national refugee legislation, ratify more human rights treaties, and have 
greater international nongovernmental organizations membership, yet host countries – despite their linkage 
to the world polity – abstain from granting legal protection to asylum seekers, suggesting the possibility of 
a decoupling. This study contributes to both a more systematic understanding of global refugee movements 
and the ongoing debate on whether individuals and countries act strategically or are influenced by world 
cultural principles.
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Introduction

As internal civil conflicts continue to intensify worldwide, asylum seekers gained considerable 
attention in world politics. Major European countries long sought to tighten the border; conse-
quently, the asylum flow shifted to many developing countries. Now more than 100 countries 
maintain procedures to recognize asylum seekers’ legal status in conjunction with the refugee 
conventions and indeed accepted them in their soil. The salience of refugees in general and asylum 
seekers in particular speak to the core of contemporary globalization because the issue involves a 
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tremendous level of movements of individuals with different nationalities across borders. Despite 
the heightened salience of the asylum field, sociologists rarely study the underlying mechanism of 
asylum flows. They have little knowledge of what accounts for the increasingly diversified explo-
ration of asylum seekers and varied policy responses of the receiving countries (Joly et al., 1992; 
Ramakers, 1997).

Nonetheless, several studies in social science examined asylum flows and asked why certain 
countries attract asylum seekers more than others and what the policy responses from such pre-
ferred countries are (Castles et al., 2003; Hatton, 2009; Hix and Noury, 2007; Moore and Shellman, 
2006, 2007; Neumayer, 2004, 2005a, 2005b). Such studies which are mostly in the rationalist line 
of research devoted attention to dyadic characteristics between the origin and destination countries, 
that is, either the factors associated with socio-politico-economic situations in origin countries and/
or the factors with those in destination countries (Davenport et al., 2003; Moore and Shellman, 
2007; Schmeidl, 1997). In doing so, scholars failed to address the influence of the global institu-
tional environment in which the dyadic linkage between the sending and receiving countries is 
embedded. As world polity scholars suggest, this worldwide institutional process socializes desti-
nation countries as members of the world society, pressures them to hold responsibilities as a legiti-
mate nation-state, and encourages them to respect the rights of asylum seekers (Boli and Thomas, 
1997; Bromley et al., 2011; Koo and Ramirez, 2009).

We assume that the global institutional process progressively influences both asylum seekers 
and destination countries: as individuals with intentions, asylum seekers are likely to be aware of 
world cultural values (e.g. rights, justice, responsibility, accountability, etc.) and therefore make 
their choices accordingly, whereas potential destination countries also come under pressure to 
make choices in ways that align themselves with global norms and standards (Soysal, 2012). With 
this assumption, we seek to broaden the spectrum of the study of the global asylum outflows as 
well as the subsequent policy responses.

To conduct our research, we focus on the two closely intertwined episodes of the global refugee 
movement, that is, asylum lodging and asylum recognition. The former refers to asylum applica-
tions which applicants who entered spontaneously from their country of origin lodge, whereas the 
latter is the proportions of asylum applications which result in recognition under the refugee con-
ventions. We then analyze which immediate socio-politico-economic processes and global institu-
tional processes account for these interconnected episodes. We choose to examine asylum lodging 
and recognition for two important reasons: first, several pioneering studies addressing asylum 
lodging left the subsequent process of policy response unexplored (Moore and Shellman, 2007; 
Neumayer, 2004, 2005b); second, we assume that there exists an intrinsic connection between 
asylum lodging and recognition – especially, tougher decisions deterring applications.

Because we focus only on asylum seekers, rather than refugees in general, this article concerns 
only those persons who officially filed a formal request for asylum. We do not include other refu-
gees who are either unwilling or unable to lodge an application in our analysis. In fact, much of the 
existing studies focus on the stock of refugees rather than the flow of asylum seekers (Hatton, 
2009). Our assumption is that compared with refugees in general, asylum seekers are more con-
scious about where to go and have more motivation to seek information that would allow them to 
relocate more successfully (Castles et al., 2003). Consequently, we expect a more elaborate policy 
response from receiving governments toward asylum seekers, which permits us to conduct a sys-
tematic study of this response.

We use a pooled time-series and cross-sectional (TSCS) dataset covering the period between 
1982 and 2008, and employ a Tobit-regression technique, which is an appropriate model commonly 
used to deal with censored dependent variables. Consistent with past cross-national studies employ-
ing world polity theory, we deal with monadic panel data suitable for analyzing the characteristics 
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of destination countries and their ties to the world polity. Since we use monadic data, rather than 
dyadic data, we are unable to disaggregate by country of origin or address differences in the sending 
country characteristics. Because we focus on asylum applications and recognition rates in all poten-
tial destination countries for over two decades, data broken down by origin and destination countries 
are not available for all the countries over the course of the entire observation period.1

Our study improves on the past studies regarding global asylum flows in several important 
ways: first, we cover one of the longest observation periods, including the most recent decade (27 
years up to 2008); second, we use a global sample that is not confined to developed countries 
(unlike Neumayer, 2004 and Hatton, 2009); third, we treat asylum application and asylum recogni-
tion, simultaneously, in ways that allow for a direct comparison of their statistical analyses. The 
first and foremost improvement of the study, however, is to consider a global institutional account 
of asylum inflows and the corresponding policy responses.

We find general support for the previous studies which stress the effects of socio-politico-
economic conditions of the potential host countries; yet, we also note the relevancy of several 
factors that capture the effects of the world polity and the international refugee regime. 
Notwithstanding the salience of such global institutional pressures, our analysis reveals that coun-
tries’ adoption of national law relating to refugees, as well as their linkage to international nongov-
ernmental organizations (INGOs), might be largely decoupled from actual implementation 
involving countries’ recognition of legal status of asylum seekers. These findings bring the refugee 
literature one step closer to the terrain of sociological investigation, and also allow for a more sys-
tematic understanding of the dynamics of asylum flows.

Historical background of refugee movements

With the continuous outflow of refugees after World War II, the international community began to 
design an international regime for the protection of refugees’ fundamental rights. The Office of the 
United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) came to existence in 1950 and the 
organization began to play a pivotal role in coordinating a broad range of activities for the protec-
tion of refugees. Then, the United Nations (UN) General Assembly adopted the United Nations 
Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees, also known as the 1951 Refugee Convention, 
which took effect on 1 January 1951. However, the temporal and geographical limitations of the 
historic 1951 convention led the UN to draft the 1967 Protocol Relating to the Status of Refugees, 
which redefined refugees by broadening the previously Euro-centric scope.

Despite the consolidation of the international refugee regime, the world witnessed an escalating 
trend of refugee outflows, especially in the 1980s and 1990s. The dissolution of the Soviet Union 
further added to the number of refugees and other people of concern, and significant global occur-
rences, such as the massive exodus of people from Iraqi Kurdistan and the Balkans as well as the 
Rwanda and Afghan refugee crises, further contributed to the refugee population. The estimated 
number of refugees increased from over 10.3 million in 1982 to over 16.3 million in 1993 along 
with 36 million people of concern to the UNHCR in 2009 (UNHCR; UNHCR, 2010a).2

Spurred by the accelerating number of refugees worldwide, as well as their increasing aware-
ness of the ready support from international protection agencies, the number of refugees who seek 
asylum grew dramatically. This specified group of refugees, ‘asylum seekers’, consists of individu-
als who have applied for asylum or refugee status but have not yet received a final decision 
(UNHCR, 2010b). Only a small fraction of asylum seekers receives legal protection from host 
countries; the majority with rejected claims must leave the country either voluntarily or forcibly – 
with or without official assistance. There is also evidence that a large proportion of failed asylum 
seekers decide to stay illegally (Field and Edwards, 2006).
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Figure 1 details the historical changes in the number of individuals who seek to gain residence 
in another country from 1982 to 2008. The number remained lower than 500,000 until 1988, but 
skyrocketed and reached its apex in 1993. The number dropped substantially in the mid-1990s and 
most notably in the mid-2000s; however, it began to creep upwards again in the years of 2007 and 
2008, as 993,581 refugees lodged their applications with over 100 countries in 2008.3

Table 1 shows a list of the top and bottom 5 to 10 states among the countries that received asylum 
applications for three points in time: 1982, the starting year of the study, 1996, when the countries of 
asylum grew substantially in number (63), and 2008, the ending year of the observation period. The 
table shows that Western countries received most applications in the 1980s and that the 10 countries 
with the highest number of asylum applications in 1996 were mostly Western countries, except for 
South Africa. Asylum seekers submitted tens of thousands of refugee applications in traditionally leni-
ent countries, such as the United States, Germany, United Kingdom, Canada, Switzerland, Netherlands, 
Australia, and France. Except for Ecuador and South Africa, the top recipient countries in 2008 were 
also Western countries, yet their average number of asylum applications filed decreased substantially 
from 40,411 to 20,129 during this period. Conversely, the bottom 10 countries (excluding countries 
with no asylum applications) at both points in time include several South American, African, and Asian 
countries, but their average shares of asylum applications increased dramatically.

Facing this trend, countries sought to restrict refugees’ access to their territories as well as wel-
fare benefits and working rights, thereby suppressing the number of asylum seekers (Schuster, 
2000). Research suggests that the decline in applications in the early and mid-2000s is due to such 
measures (Hatton, 2009). In particular, European countries underwent criticism that their asylum 
policies moved away from humanitarian considerations to state interests (Kjaerum, 2002). The 

Figure 1. The number of asylum applications in the world: 1982–2008.
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so-called burden-sharing became a popular axiom in Europe (Thielemann, 2004). Consequently, 
developing countries faced an increasing burden of providing protection for asylum seekers (Hein, 
1993; Roberts, 1998).

Nonetheless, countries indeed hosted a significant number of refugees, and granted legal status to 
asylum seekers. In fact, countries’ endorsement of the international norms of refugee protection and 
the corresponding national incorporation paved the way for such policy responses. Since the 1950s, 
a total of 147 countries have become parties to one or both of the 1951 Convention and 1967 Protocol 
as of 1 April 2011 (UNHCR, 2011a). In addition, countries sought to pass national refugee laws or, 
less frequently, to amend their constitutions in order to conform to international standards.4

Notwithstanding the countries’ efforts to incorporate global norms into their national jurisdic-
tion, the proportion of decisions that yields recognition under the 1951 Convention, that is, recog-
nition rate, remains stagnant (shown in Table 2). Other than the early 1980s, the rate has always 
been below 10 percent, indicating that less than 1 in 10 asylum seekers acquired legal status. Only 
a small proportion of recognized asylum seekers subsequently obtain their rights to work, rights to 
social welfare, and other basic rights, whereas most of the rejected asylum seekers are legally com-
pelled to leave the country either voluntarily or forcibly. In fact, a large segment of failed asylum 

Table 1. Top and bottom 10 countries of submitted asylum applications, 1982–2008.*

Top 5 in 1982 Bottom 5 in 1982

United States 33,296 Finland 12
France 22,505 Norway 100
Sweden 10,225 Denmark 298
Switzerland 7,135 Japan 530
Austria 6,314 Portugal 1,115

Top 10 in 1996 Bottom 10 in 1996

United States 571,251 Nicaragua 1
Germany 197,926 Bolivia 3
United Kingdom 106,650 Chile 5
Canada 52,439 Iceland 7
Switzerland 36,213 Ecuador 8
Netherlands 35,751 Croatia 11
Australia 25,447 Colombia 26
France 17,405 Cote d’Ivoire 29
South Africa 15,986 Albania 30
Belgium 12,433 Philippines 54

Top 10 in 2008 Bottom 10 in 2008

South Africa 207,206 Gambia 4
Canada 72,314 Belize 9
Germany 62,081 Papua New Guinea 11
United States 52,657 El Salvador 12
Sweden 47,386 Timor-Leste 16
Austria 46,727 Guatemala 16
Ecuador 45,020 Estonia 20
France 43,652 Paraguay 29
United Kingdom 37,345 Albania 35
Italy 30,324 Niger 40
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seekers decide to stay illegally with an expectation that their life might be better off in such coun-
tries than in their origin countries (Hatton, 2009).

Table 3 presents a list of recognition rates for the top and bottom five to 10 asylum-receiving 
countries in 1982, 1996, and 2008. Despite Western dominance in 1982, several developing (e.g. 
Costa Rica, El Salvador, and Ghana) or less-developed countries (Botswana, Ethiopia, and Uganda) 
from Latin America and Africa are ranked at the top in 1996 and 2008, whereas Western or affluent 
countries (e.g. Japan, Norway, Luxembourg, Sweden, and the United States) comprised the bottom 

Table 2. Recognition rates of asylum seeker, 1982–2008.

1982 1985 1990 1995 2000 2005 2008

No. of applications 145,679 389,096 798,156 110,5356 1,233,963 1,080,279 993,581
No. of recognized 54,029 41,060 46,594 72,606 102,531 59,720 97,772
Recognition rate 37.09 10.55 5.84 6.57 8.31 5.53 9.84
No. of countries 18 19 23 30 92 100 102

Table 3. Top and bottom 10 countries recognizing asylum seekers, 1982–2008.

Top 10 in 1982 Bottom 10 in 1982

Austria 99.23 Netherlands 6.34
France 69.63 Finland 8.33
Sweden 60.52 Switzerland 9.18
Greece 52.26 Spain 9.39
United Kingdom 40.9 Canada 11.64

Top 10 in 1996 Bottom 10 in 1996

Costa Rica 100 Japan 0.03
Ghana 95.63 Norway 0.34
El Salvador 95.33 Luxembourg 0.59
Benin 89.03 Portugal 1.19
Malta 75.89 Finland 1.55
Malawi 64.41 Russia 1.61
Nigeria 62.96 Sweden 2.22
Uganda 51.89 United States 2.37
Zimbabwe 43.6 Spain 2.5
Guatemala 40.32 Ireland 3.05

Top 10 in 2008 Bottom 10 in 2008

Botswana 80.41 Israel 0.02
Ethiopia 70.85 Greece 0.05
Tajikistan 54.91 Ecuador 0.08
Uganda 39.34 Senegal 0.11
Burundi 29.28 Bosnia and Herzegovina 0.14
Mexico 27.6 Gabon 0.18
New Zealand 26.92 Republic of Congo 0.37
Costa Rica 26.20 Azerbaijan 0.39
Australia 24.38 Guinea 0.39
France 22.1 Cyprus 0.47

The numbers refer to percentage.
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10 countries in 1996. Interestingly, though some of the listed Western countries escaped the bottom 
10 in 2008, their average recognition rates slipped from 10.6 in 1996 to 8.6 in 2008. Research sug-
gests that tougher decisions taken from the 1990s began to have a real impact in such a way that 
the majority of Western countries (e.g. the Netherlands, Denmark, the United Kingdom, etc.) sub-
stantially lowered their recognition rates (Hatton, 2009).

Theories and hypotheses

Past studies, first and foremost, emphasize political and economic conditions of host countries 
as the major determinants of an asylum seeker’s choice and a receiving country’s response 
(Borjas, 1989; Jacobsen, 1994, 1996; Scheinman, 1983). This idea often reflects a rationalist 
understanding that asylum seekers and host countries have certain intentions, goals, and choices 
and also seek to maximize benefits, and minimize costs (Basok, 1990; Davenport et al., 2003; 
Moore and Shellman, 2004). Asylum seekers might minimize costs and maximize benefits when 
they successfully relocate to safe and affluent countries, which value their lives and provide for 
their economic needs (Moore and Shellman, 2004). Countries also make similar choices when 
they are confident with their political and economic capacity to properly absorb refugees 
(Delouvin, 2000).

By focusing on the political conditions of a receiving country, this view posits that asylum seek-
ers might seek new residences where their physical security as well as their liberty and freedom – 
the ones which were most seriously challenged at home – are more likely to be guaranteed. This 
motivation often led refugees to seek asylum in Western countries, which are perceived as nations 
most likely to grant/provide such conditions. In general, we hypothesize that asylum seekers are 
more likely to file for asylum applications in countries which maintain national security, promote 
democracy, and respect human rights.

Scholars, in particular, view economic conditions as instrumental (Bocker and Havinga, 1998). 
They consider refugees’ motivations to flee their homes, which are associated with poverty, as the 
root cause of refugee outflows (Khan, 1981; Wood, 1994; Zolberg et al., 1989). The same motiva-
tion is easily applicable to the motivations underlying an asylum seeker’s choice of destination. 
With the belief that potential destinations bring them more economic opportunities and reasonable 
welfare provisions, refugees are more likely to lodge their applications to relocate to economically 
robust countries. The idea that political and economic conditions of host countries largely shape 
the choices of asylum seekers motivates the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1: The number of asylum applications is higher in safe and affluent countries, which 
are
(1a) more politically secured,
(1b) more democratic,
(1c) more human rights respective,
(1d) economically affluent, and
(1e) more welfare oriented.

In a similar vein, policy responses of potential host countries would also be a function of their 
own political and economic conditions. If the geopolitical environment is relatively peaceful, and 
thus security concerns are low, a country might be less likely to view refugees as potential threats. 
When countries are more committed to human rights and democratic values, they are more likely 
to view the issue of refugees at a humanitarian angle. These countries have relatively more open 
and justice-sensitive citizens, with fewer propensities for xenophobic and anti-immigrant feelings 
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(Gordenker, 1987). Added to this are concerns with external image, such as France’s well-known 
claim to be the birthplace of human rights and Sweden’s touted role as the moral conscience of the 
world (Schuster, 2000).

The economic capacity of host countries is also consequential. Apparently, economically robust 
countries are more capable of dealing with strains on economic resources and better able to afford 
the required expenses involving refugee inflows (Jacobsen, 1996). Several scholars associate nega-
tive policy responses from potential host countries with periods of economic downturn. With high 
economic capacity, the potential costs for host countries would decrease. For example, local work-
ers and people in affluent economies would be less likely to be concerned when refugees arrive 
with their agricultural skills, labor, and capital (Jacobsen, 1996).

Perhaps, it is also true that economically affluent countries, as rational actors, might respond to 
the influx of refugees by tightening their borders, substituting permanent asylum with temporary 
protection, and also sharing the burden with their allies (Boswell, 2003; Noll, 2003). In the 1990s, 
when an exodus of people from the Soviet Union occurred, traditionally lenient countries demon-
strated orchestrated efforts to tighten their borders. Yet, the economic downturn in Western Europe 
in the 1980s largely promoted the enforcement of such restrictive measures, ironically further 
strengthening the argument emphasizing economic conditions. Such a rationalist conjecture leads 
to the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 2: Asylum recognition rates are higher in countries with political and economic 
capacity, which are
(2a) more politically secured,
(2b) more democratic,
(2c) more human rights respective,
(2d) economically affluent, and
(2e) more welfare oriented.

Inspired by the literature on the general international migrants, several scholars examined the 
role of social networks characterized by ethnicity, kinship, family ties, and smugglers in influenc-
ing the asylum cycle, including the choice of destinations by migrants (Koser, 1997; Neumayer, 
2004, 2005b), and in shaping the responses of a host country (Waldron and Hasci, 1995). Here, the 
focus is to examine whether social ties that are known to influence international migration also 
determine asylum flows, because asylum seekers are often characterized as labor migrants in dis-
guise (Kim and Cohen, 2010). Interestingly, the social network perspective has an affinity with the 
rationalist view, because this view treats refugees and host countries as key decision makers who 
come to decisions about the utility of networks at their disposal. Yet, social networks would also 
operate in a way of restricting significantly rational, independent choices. The influence of smug-
glers and their established migration routes provide the case in point.

More concretely, asylum seekers consider the existence of social ties when they consider where 
to go, as well as decide whether to leave. This consideration might be primarily associated with 
cost-reduction mechanisms rooted in networks – economic assistance, employment advice, and 
emotional support. In the case that smugglers play an instrumental role in influencing the choices 
of asylum seekers, however, social networks might work in such a way as to suppress their choices, 
because the well-established routes by the smugglers largely determine the destinations. At any 
event, social networks indeed matter in affecting the choices of asylum seekers.

Hypothesis 3: The number of asylum applications is higher in countries that provide higher 
levels of networks at the asylum seekers’ disposal.



Yoo and Koo 53

Research also portrays that countries with various network ties tend to receive a higher number 
of asylum requests, and have higher rates of acceptance (Gurak and Caces, 1992; Hugo, 1981). 
Africans going to Portugal, France, and the United Kingdom; Asians heading to France; and Latin 
Americans going to Spain are examples of the refugee movement that occurs alongside ethnic and 
cultural networks. In a study of determinants of migration policies in the European Union (EU), 
Hix and Noury (2007) maintain that favorable voting in the European Parliament toward immigra-
tion was a function of cultural preferences of each country’s constituents and use the measure of 
the proportion of foreign-born population in each EU member country. It might also be true, how-
ever, that when an influx of asylum claims overwhelms the countries with various social ties, these 
countries might respond to tighten their borders. Consider that the over-representation of asylum 
seekers from former colonies also motivated the burden-sharing project. Despite the possibilities 
of the negative association, we maintain that, in general, the existence of social networks in a host 
country would lower the costs associated with welcoming asylum seekers in their territories; the 
level of social receptiveness would be high, and the likelihood that accepting refugees will impede 
social, ethnic harmony would be low. These predictions motivate the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 4: Asylum recognition rates are higher in countries that maintain a higher degree of 
foreign ethnic networks.

Scholars routinely link geographical proximity to what motivates the migration of asylum seek-
ers. Because of the obvious constraints on resources and information, numerous refugees flee to 
the nearest countries in order to avoid the immediate threat of persecution at home and seek asylum 
there. Since the early 1980s, the largest number of refugees in the world has come from Afghanistan; 
most Afghan refugees reside either in Pakistan or in Iran, the two nearest countries. Germany also 
serves a case in point: a key explanation for Germany’s disproportionate share of the total volume 
of asylum applications received involves the accessibility of the country across land from Central 
and Eastern Europe (Bocker and Havinga, 1998). The enforcement of the Dublin Convention 
signed in 1990 and which came into force in the EU in 1997 further strengthens the geographical 
explanation; according to the convention, the responsible member state will be the state through 
which the asylum seeker first entered the EU.

Hypothesis 5: The number of asylum applications is higher in countries that are closest to their 
homes than those that are further away from their homes.

For countries, however, a natural reaction to the influx of refugees and the subsequently 
increasing number of asylum requests might lead them to tighten their borders. In fact, scholars 
argue that the Dublin Convention places excessive pressure on border areas, where countries are 
often least capable of providing asylum seekers with support and protection. For example, 
Greece recently received much media attention because the country took further restrictive asy-
lum policies, resulting in lowered recognition rates and the corresponding mobilization of pro-
tests by the refugees.

Hypothesis 6: Asylum recognition rates are lower in countries that are geographically close to 
refugee-generating countries than those further removed from refugee-producing countries.

Research also suggests that low recognition rates or tougher decisions play a role in deterring 
asylum lodging (Robinson and Segrott, 2002). Spurred by a surge of asylum applications which 
occurred in the 1980s and early 1990s, European governments sought to tighten access to the 
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country’s territory by rigidifying procedures that determine refugee status, and making asylum 
applicants’ living conditions less palatable. Stricter policy measures coupled with lower recogni-
tion rates often work together in dampening the asylum influx (Holzer et al., 2000; Thielemann, 
2004; Vogler and Rotte, 2000). Hatton (2009), for example, attributes the reverse of the rising tide 
of asylum applications in the mid-2000s to sharp policy backlash European governments took, 
including lowering the recognition rates. Therefore, it is evident that asylum application flows 
change in response to the different recognition rates.5

Hypothesis 7: Asylum recognition rates positively affect the number of asylum applications.

In contrast with various explanations in past studies that stress – internal – political, economic, 
and cultural conditions of host countries, world polity institutionalism focuses on the external 
institutional conditions linked to supranational norms and institutions. In this line of thought, often 
being egoistic and deliberate as the rationalist view maintains, world cultural formulations with a 
highly standardized style script, construct, and legitimate individuals and nation-states in modern 
society (Meyer and Jepperson, 2000).

World polity theorists posit that the so-called carriers of wider cultural principles play a pivotal 
role in formulating and disseminating world cultural principles, and the carriers include scientists, 
professionals, and their organizations and associations (Meyer, 2010). For example, human rights–
promoting professions, their organizations, and conferences influence sovereign states to ratify 
human rights treaties, adopt human rights institutions, and add human rights education to the aca-
demic curricula (Cole, 2005; Koo and Ramirez, 2009; Moon and Koo, 2011).

In the area of refugees, such carriers of global cultural principles constitute the international 
refugee regime by drafting refugee conventions, pressuring countries to endorse the documents, 
and authorizing activities of INGOs. Considering that the UNHCR distributed 27 percent of its 
total expenditure through 647 nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) and/or INGOs, and entered 
into 1270 agreements with them (UNHCR, 2010b) suggests the centrality of refugee-related organ-
izations.6 UNHCR and its local branches often provide refugee and asylum seekers with informa-
tion on asylum law and processes, and local NGOs and/or specialized agencies linked to UNHCR 
provide legal advising for asylum seekers. In doing so, these global moral entrepreneurs play an 
instrumental role in disseminating the global norms and standards relating to the rights of refugees/
asylum seekers, as well as providing vital information on where they go, and how they travel 
(Barnett and Finnemore, 1999, 2004; Jacobsen, 1996).

Consequently, the world polity institutionalist view maintains that asylum seekers are more 
likely to lodge their applications to a country with a closer linkage to the world polity, particularly 
the international refugee regime. The strength of a country’s linkage to the central polity might be 
an indication of the extent to which the country weakens its exclusively nationalistic treatment of 
its citizens and welcomes newcomers. Given that recipient countries are no longer limited to their 
neighboring ones, asylum seekers, including the new generation of ‘jet age’ refugees (Dowty and 
Loescher, 1996: 50), increasingly enjoy an expanded list of potential host countries, including 
those who are closely aligned with international norms and standards.7 It is especially true when 
considering potential host countries which are nonbordering or farther away from the country of 
origin (Moore and Shellman, 2007).

Hypothesis 8: The number of asylum applications is higher in countries with stronger links to 
the world polity, especially the international refugee regime, than those with weaker links to the 
world polity.
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Research suggests that the degree of a country’s links to the world polity indeed matters: the 
more active countries are in the global governance structure, the more likely countries are to mod-
ify their sovereign principles and to adopt policies which global norms promote (Suárez et al., 
2009). Globally active countries with high profiles on human rights treaty ratifications, rights-
organization participation, and rights-conference attendance might compromise their preferred 
policy directions and accommodate the recommendations from global moral entrepreneurs 
(Gordenker, 1976).

Hypothesis 9: Asylum recognition rates are higher in countries with stronger links to the world 
polity, including the international refugee regime, than those with weaker links to the world 
polity.

Data and methods

To test our hypotheses, we use a dataset comprising of cross-sectional time-series data from 1982 
to 2008, and employ a random-effects Tobit model. Because we assigned 0 values to the unob-
served cases of the dependent variables, our final sample is a combination of observations with 0 
and positive values of the refugee recognition rate and refugee application. We considered 89 
countries for both dependent variables.8 Table 4 presents the descriptive statistics of all the varia-
bles used in the analyses.

Dependent variable

Two dependent variables are used in the analysis: (1) the number of asylum applications submit-
ted (logged), and (2) countries’ refugee recognition rates. These variables are collected from the 
UNHCR statistical yearbooks (UNHCR, various years). The number of asylum applications 
includes pending cases for the focal year; we calculate the refugee recognition rate from the total 
number of people given convention refugee status divided by the total number of applications for 
a given year. In practice, the refugee status determination (RSD) process includes government 
activities, such as recruited adjudicators dealing with filed asylum applications and documenting 
conditions of refugees. When states have no effective asylum system, UNHCR steps in and takes 
over individual RSD (Stainsby, 2009: 52). The average processing time varies according to indi-
vidual circumstances and the government administrative system. For example, in 2002, the aver-
age length of an individual RSD in Kenya was 2 hours (Albert, 2010: 11), whereas the United 
Kingdom had an average processing time for an initial decision of 13 months (Gibney, 2008: 
159). Given the increasing number of applications filed during the 1980s and 1990s, most of the 
receiving countries streamlined processing and created rapid asylum procedures (Martin and 
Schoenholtz, 1999). However, the average processing time worldwide is 1 year to 18 months (US 
Department of State, 2013).

Independent variables

Political security index. Based on the factor analysis, we construct a political security index using 
three interrelated variables: political violence in neighboring states, level of democracy, and 
level of human rights protection. The three measures are transformed into standardized varia-
bles with a mean of 0 and a standard deviation of 1 (Norusis, 2005).9 Detailed descriptions are 
as follows:
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1. Political violence in neighboring states. We use the number of neighboring states with any 
type of major episodes of political violence of a country of asylum as an indicator for the 
effect of civil war in a given region on refugee movements. Here, major episodes of politi-
cal violence are defined as ‘the systematic and sustained use of lethal violence by organized 
groups that result in at least 500 directly related deaths’ (Marshall et al., 2010b: 2).

Table 4. Descriptive statistics of the variables used in the analyses.

Mean SD Min Max Sources

Dependent variables
Number of asylum 
applications

3.179 3.916 0 12.293 UNHCR (various years)

Total recognition rates 6.420 14.709 0 100 UNHCR (various years)
Independent variables

Political/economic conditions
Political security index 0.314 0.941 −2.406 1.563 Marshall et al. (2010a) and Amnesty 

International (various years)
GDP per capita (logged) 16.086 1.382 12.796 20.841 World Bank (2008)
Welfare regime(% of 
revenue)

16.795 14.806 0 49.372 World Bank (2008)

Networks and geographic proximity
Remittances (current 
US$, logged)

17.604 2.572 7.25 24.72 World Bank (2008)

Common language 
shared

1.669 1.619 0 6 Melitz and Toubal (2012)

Total number of 
neighboring countries

6.212 3.312 0 22 Stinnett et al. (2002)

Neighbors of top 10 
sending countries

0.183 0.387 0 1 Correlates of War Project

Deterrence and influx
Total recognition rate 
(t − 1)

6.281 14.783 0 100 UNHCR (various years)

World polity linkages
1967 Protocol adoption 0.814 0.389 0 1 UNHCR (2011a)
Domestic Refugee Law 0.456 0.498 0 1 US Department of State (various 

years) and US Committee for 
Refugees and Immigrants (USCRI, 
(various years)

Int’l HR Conventions 5.762 2.161 0 9 United Nations Development 
Programme (UNDP, 2009)

INGOs (logged) 6.692 0.896 0 8.335 Union of International Associations 
(UIA) (various years)

Controls
Refugee inflows (logged) 7.868 3.100 0  14.223 UNHCR (various years)
Population (logged) 16.086 1.382 12.796  20.841 World Bank (2008)
Years 15.568 7.660 1  27  

SD: standard deviation; GDP: gross domestic product; HR: human rights; INGOs: international nongovernmental orga-
nizations.



Yoo and Koo 57

2. Level of democracy. To measure the level of democracy, we use the Polity IV project data-
set (Marshall et al., 2010a). Polity scores indicate the level of democracy, which ranges 
from −10 (full autocracy) to +10 (full democracy).

3. Level of human rights protection. A country’s level of human rights protection is gauged by 
the ‘Political Terror Scale (PTS)’, which is a standard-based measure (Amnesty 
International, various years). Countries are assigned a score of 1–5 on an ordinal scale; the 
higher the number, the more severe the level of human rights repression. For this study, the 
scale is reversed so that higher numbers indicate better protection of human rights.

Economic development. Gross domestic product (GDP) per capita (logged) is acquired from World 
Development Indictors (World Bank, 2008), and it measures the degree of economic security of 
each country.

Social welfare policy. We measure the level of the welfare regime in a given country of asylum using 
an indicator of social contribution (percentage of revenue). The indicator measures social security 
contributions by employee and government (World Bank, 2008).

Remittances. We employ a remittances variable to measure workers’ remittances and compensation 
of employees (paid current US$, logged) in a given country (World Bank, 2008). This variable 
measures the strength of foreign workers’ network in a given country.

Common language shared. To capture the network effect of shared common language, we use a 
dummy variable of common language shared (Moore and Shellman, 2007). This variable measures 
the presence and absence of at least 9 percent of the population speaking a common language 
across its neighboring countries Melitz and Toubal (2012).

Number of neighboring countries. To measure the geographical proximities between the sending and 
receiving countries, we use a variable indicating the total number of direct contiguities for a given 
country (Stinnett et al., 2002).

Neighbors of top 10 sending countries. Based on the Correlates of War Direct Contiguity data, we 
create a dummy variable as to whether a country is a neighboring country of the top 10 sending 
countries in a given year.

Lagged recognition rates. To determine the deterring effects of the recognition rate on the number of 
asylum applications, we include a 1-year lagged variable of the recognition rate in the number of 
asylum application analysis.

Adoption of the 1967 Protocols. To assess state compliance with the standards and expectations of 
the international refugee regime, we create a dummy variable indicating whether the state became 
a member party to the 1967 Protocols.

Domestic refugee law legislation. To measure the national adoption of international refugee law, we 
focus on the enforcement of national legislation involving refugees, which may also capture the 
administrative capacity of countries. Using sources from the US Department of State Human 
Rights Reports (various years), World Refugee Survey (US Committee for Refugees and Immi-
grants (USCRI), various years), and national legislation texts from UNHCR Refworld, we find that 
there are 108 countries which recognize the refugee status through their refugee laws or basic 
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constitutional laws as of 2009. We create a time-dependent dummy variable that assesses whether 
a country adopted a refugee law in a given year.

International human rights conventions. The aggregate measure of nine selected conventions related 
to human rights and migration is from the Human Development Report 2009 by year of ratification 
(United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), 2009). Each convention ratification status is 
coded as a dummy variable (years before ratification are coded as ‘0’ and years after ratification 
are coded as ‘1’), and we aggregate them.

INGO membership status. The strength of a country’s linkage to the world polity is routinely 
measured by the number of its memberships in INGOs. The INGO membership data are from 
the Yearbook of International Organizations (Union of International Associations (UIA), vari-
ous years).

Control variables

Refugee inflows (logged). To capture the influence of the stock of refugee asylum applications and 
recognition, we control for refugee shares in potential asylum-receiving countries. We obtain the 
annual refugee inflow data from the UNHCR Statistical Online Population Database, and we only 
consider the category of ‘refugee’ from the total population of concern.

Years. To control the incremental nature of refugee recognition rate and the number of refugee 
applications, we include Years (1 = 1982, 2 = 1983, … 27 = 2008) as a control variable (Clark, 
2011).10

Size of country. Previous refugee literature routinely uses the population of a country as a control 
variable (Davenport et al., 2003; Schmeidl, 1997). We create a logged total population variable 
(World Bank, 2008).

Statistical method

Given that the world polity is still diffusing international norms, and it is expected that more coun-
tries are recognizing refugees and accepting refugee applications, we currently have limited infor-
mation regarding the dependent variables. Our dependent variables – the asylum recognition rate 
and the number of asylum applications – are censored at the lower limit of 0.11 Our dataset indi-
cates that for both the asylum recognition rate and the number of asylum applications, approxi-
mately 50 percent of the observations are 0. To estimate the models of asylum recognition and 
asylum applications, we adopt random-effects Tobit models. Because we analyze the cross-sec-
tional time-series data, random-effects models can observe the effects of autocorrelation between 
independent regressors and error terms. To avoid endogeneity problems between our dependent 
variables and independent variables, we use 1-year lagged independent variables, except for the 
dummy variables. This specification prevents our theoretical models being overruled by temporal 
specification.

Following Greene (2008), the structural equation for this censored regression model is

y x xit i it i it
* = + + + +−α β γ ε1
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where

y yit it= ≤0 0if *

y y yit it it= >* *if 0

ε σit N~ [ , ]0 2

Here, yit
*  is a latent dependent variable in country i at time t that is observed for values greater than 

0 and is censored for values less than or equal to 0. While xit–1is a vector of the lagged covariates,  
xi is a vector of time-invariant covariates.β and γ are coefficients.

However, the Tobit model violates several assumptions, which might lead to inconsistent and 
biased estimates (Greene, 2008: 875–881). As proposed by Cragg (1971), the Tobit model can 
produce a problem of mis-specification of probability with its limited observations. Here, we test 
against the null hypothesis that the restricted model of the Tobit is true using a probit model of 
censoring and a truncated regression on the uncensored observations. The results lead us to reject 
the null hypothesis that there is no difference between models based on the test statistics for refu-
gee application and for refugee recognition. We carefully review the probit and truncated regres-
sion results for both dependent variables and find that the results are similar to the reported Tobit 
model. Finally, to address the issue of non-normality in errors, we adopt a censored least absolute 
deviations (CLAD) estimator, which is robust to change in distributions, and is a general case of 
the least absolute deviations (LAD) estimator (Greene, 2008: 880). To address the issue of orthogo-
nality of independent variables, we also fit the fixed-effect Tobit models censored from below for 
both refugee recognition and refugee application using the NLOGIT 4.0 program. The overall 
results from these two sensitivity analyses for the two dependent variables are very similar to our 
reported models, leaving our substantial conclusion unchanged.

For additional checks on multicollinearity in our independent variables, we provide a correla-
tion table in Table 5. There is no big concern of multicollinearity in the independent variables used 
in this analysis.

Results

We first begin with a discussion of Table 6, which presents the results of the random-effect Tobit 
analysis on the logged number of asylum applications received. Model 1 considers only the effects 
of variables measuring the destination countries’ socio-politico-economic characteristics, which 
stem from a rationalist approach. Subsequently, in Models 2–6, we add a series of world polity 
variables that measure the effects of global institutional processes on the lodging of asylum appli-
cations. Throughout all the models, we include several control variables to ensure that the effects 
of key independent variables remain robust after controlling for obvious conditions involving asy-
lum flows. The control variable of the number of refugee inflows is insignificant in explaining both 
the number of asylum applications and recognition rates, suggesting that asylum movements may 
diverge from the general refugee flow patterns. The population variable shows no effect on the 
number of refugee applications; yet, it has a significant effect on the refugee recognition rates. The 
size of the population in a given country matters when a country considers giving asylum status to 
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Table 6. Random-effects Tobit model of asylum application, 1982–2008.

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Political/economic conditions
Political security 
index

0.609* 0.473+ 0.417+ 0.304 0.296 0.313
(0.246) (0.248) (0.247) (0.245) (0.246) (0.244)

GDP per capita 
(logged) 

−0.431 0.334 0.228 0.142 0.190 −0.441
(0.429) (0.429) (0.416) (0.413) (0.408) (0.436)

Welfare regime (% of 
revenue)

0.113*** 0.112*** 0.126*** 0.120*** 0.123*** 0.130***
(0.022) (0.022) (0.022) (0.022) (0.022) (0.022)

Networks and geographic proximity
Remittances (current 
US$, logged)

−0.470*** −0.472*** −0.486*** −0.467*** −0.526***
(0.098) (0.098) (0.097) (0.098) (0.099)

Common language 
shared

0.323 0.292 0.281 0.316 0.308
(0.402) (0.379) (0.371) (0.369) (0.369)

No. of neighboring 
countries

0.483*** 0.483*** 0.532*** 0.539*** 0.489***
(0.144) (0.140) (0.141) (0.141) (0.140)

Neighbors of top 10 
sending countries

−0.562+ −0.519 −0.664* −0.574+ −0.522
(0.335) (0.333) (0.331) (0.334) (0.332)

Deterrence and influx
Recognition rate  
(t − 1)

0.018*** 0.016*** 0.017*** 0.017*** 0.017***
(0.005) (0.005) (0.005) (0.005) (0.005)

World polity linkages 1.910*** 1.424** 0.910+ 0.309
1967 Protocol 
adoption

(0.431) (0.440) (0.481) (0.497)
1.089*** 1.118*** 0.997***

Domestic Refugee 
Law

(0.258) (0.258) (0.258)
0.271* 0.277**

Int’l HR Conventions (0.106) (0.106)
1.658***

INGOs (logged) (0.399)

Controls
Refugee inflows 
(logged)

0.098 0.108 0.081 0.105 0.099 0.105
(0.071) (0.070) (0.070) (0.069) (0.069) (0.069)

Population (logged) 0.974* 0.384 0.432 0.314 0.211 −0.027
(0.486) (0.483) (0.460) (0.451) (0.449) (0.459)

Years 0.532*** 0.563*** 0.549*** 0.517*** 0.466*** 0.433***
 (0.016) (0.018) (0.018) (0.019) (0.027) (0.028)
Constant −24.143** −16.091* −17.197* −14.201+ −13.776+ −13.689+
 (8.241) (8.046) (7.630) (7.509) (7.472) (7.514)

No. of observations 1966 1966 1966 1966 1966 1966
Log likelihood −2673.119 −2646.489 −2636.627 −2627.810 −2624.491 −2614.773
No. of countries 89 89 89 89 89 89

GDP: gross domestic product; HR: human rights; INGOs: international nongovernmental organizations.
Note: Standard errors in parentheses (two-tailed test). All independent variables are one-year lagged.
+p < 0.10, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001.

asylum seekers. The time-control variable of years indicates the incremental nature of asylum 
applications and asylum recognition rates during 1982–2008; yet, its effect becomes insignificant 
when world polity linkage variables are added in recognition models in Table 7. This suggests that 
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Table 7. Random-effects Tobit model of asylum recognition rate, 1982–2008.

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Political/economic conditions
Political 
security index 

6.567*** 4.539** 4.746** 4.816** 4.829** 4.829**
(1.624) (1.713) (1.683) (1.687) (1.682) (1.682)

GDP per capita 
(logged) 

−1.090 1.161 0.308 0.412 0.535 0.515
(2.023) (2.992) (2.373) (2.418) (2.319) (2.466)

Welfare regime 
(% of revenue)

0.069 −0.146 0.110 0.109 0.147 0.147
(0.154) (0.205) (0.166) (0.168) (0.160) (0.160)

Networks and geographic proximity
Remittances 
(current US$, 
logged)

−0.760 −0.886 −0.838 −0.749 −0.751
(0.701) (0.679) (0.682) (0.680) (0.686)

Common 
language shared

−2.472 −1.157 −1.275 −0.894 −0.896
(3.229) (2.172) (2.236) (2.072) (2.074)

No. of 
neighboring 
countries

−5.051*** −3.482** −3.650** −3.309** −3.314**
(1.210) (1.098) (1.128) (1.062) (1.075)

Neighbors of 
top 10 sending 
countries

−5.105* −5.081* −4.840+ −4.464+ −4.462+
(2.476) (2.487) (2.500) (2.513) (2.514)

World polity linkages
1967 Protocol 
adoption

18.690*** 19.197*** 16.476*** 16.452***
(3.485) (3.535) (3.668) (3.800)

Domestic 
Refugee Law

−1.758 −1.548 −1.553
(1.874) (1.868) (1.878)

Int’l HR 
Conventions 

1.987* 1.987*
(0.780) (0.781)

INGOs 
(logged)

0.055
(2.271)

Controls
Refugee inflows 
(logged)

−0.191 −0.261 −0.250 −0.317 −0.315 −0.316

 (0.482) (0.502) (0.493) (0.499) (0.498) (0.498)
Population 
(logged)

8.143** 21.454** 14.152*** 14.789*** 13.073*** 13.076***

 (2.779) (6.989) (4.181) (4.367) (3.884) (3.884)
Years 0.618*** 0.651*** 0.611*** 0.653*** 0.288 0.287
 (0.095) (0.128) (0.110) (0.119) (0.185) (0.189)
Constant −143.871** −312.832** −217.410*** −229.329*** −209.130*** −208.500***
 (45.239) (97.095) (60.956) (64.641) (57.049) (56.996)

No. of 
observations

1966 1966 1966 1966 1966 1966

Log likelihood −4823.845 −4808.464 −4793.242 −4792.798 −4789.553 −4789.552
No. of 
Countries

89 89 89 89 89 89

GDP: gross domestic product; HR: human rights; INGOs: international nongovernmental organizations.
Standard errors in parentheses (two-tailed test).
+ p < 0.10, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.
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there is no consistent increasing trend in the asylum recognition rates when the models take account 
of world linkage variables of international human rights conventions, and INGOs memberships. 
We present Model 6 as the best-fitting model because it includes all the variables that capture a 
multitude of socio-politico-economic as well as the global institutional processes. The full Model 
6 substantially improves upon Model 1, which neglects global institutional processes (Likelihood-
ratio test chi-square (9) = 116.69, p > 0.001). Because we treat Model 6 as the best-fitting model, 
we concentrate on interpreting the results from this model.12

In Model 6, it appears that the political security index measured by the levels of political vio-
lence, democracy, and human rights is insignificant, and this result does not support Hypotheses 
(1a), (1b), and (1c). Model 1 also considers two variables that measure the economic affluence of 
host countries, and their effects are mixed. Unlike the predictions in Hypothesis (1d), GDP per 
capita is not a significant factor; yet, consistent with Hypothesis (1e), the welfare variable appears 
to be positively significant. It suggests that asylum applicants, as rational actors, do not consider 
simple economic affluence, as much as the affluence appropriated for humanitarian policy. In fact, 
generous welfare provisions render a destination country more attractive.

Subsequently, Model 6 includes four variables measuring networks and geographical proximity, 
which serve as obvious constraints linking (potentially) the sending and host countries. Contrary to 
the predictions in Hypothesis 3, two measures of the ethnic network show some unexpected results: 
common language shared shows no statistically significant effects, whereas the remittance shows 
a significant, yet an unexpected negative effect, on asylum applications. With regard to the unex-
pected negative effect of the remittance, we suspect that the volumes of the recruited foreign work-
ers’ remittances and compensations might vary with the simple affluence measured by GDP per 
capita, which showed insignificant negative effects in Model 6. In fact, the top remittance paid 
countries in the 2000s were countries with substantially less refugee acceptance rates (e.g. Japan, 
South Korea, and Saudi Arabia). When we also consider the nature of our data that examine desti-
nation countries’ monadic characteristics, rather than the dyadic characteristics of the country pair, 
the lack of network variables linking a sending country to a hosting country might also be respon-
sible for the observed results.

Partially consistent with the predictions in Hypothesis 5, reflecting the idea that geographical 
proximity involves an obvious impetus for lodging asylum applications, the total number of neigh-
boring countries shows a positively significant effect; however, the number of the top 10 refugee-
sending neighboring countries does not achieve a statistically significant effect. Consistent with 
the predictions in Hypothesis 7, the lodging of asylum applications is positively associated with the 
recognition rates. Asylum seekers find countries with higher recognition rates as more attractive 
than those with lower recognition rates; deterrence measures captured by the recognition rates 
indeed raise the cost of migration, reducing the number of asylum applications. Note, however, the 
effects of this policy variable appears to be rather marginal, which is consistent with Toshkov’s 
(2013) recent findings; his study confirmed that the effects of the recognition rates on asylum 
shares are small and thus offer limited practical significance.

To examine whether countries with closer ties to world polity attract asylum applications, we 
add a series of global institutional variables, including the 1967 Protocols ratification, domestic 
refugee law, countries’ ratification of human rights conventions, and their memberships in INGOs. 
We first examine the effects of country’s ratification of the 1967 Protocol. It shows the expected 
positive significant effects in Models 3–5; however, its effect withers away when controlled with 
all the world polity measures in Model 6. Note the robust effects of state legislation of refugee law, 
suggesting that countries equipped with national refugee law attract asylum seekers.

Both countries’ ratification of key human rights instruments and their membership in INGOs 
show expected positive effects. Taken together, the extent to which countries are connected to 
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world polity and/or the international refugee regime seems to significantly contribute to inviting 
more applications from asylum seekers, supporting Hypothesis 8. Note that this is so, despite the 
consideration of all the rationalist of variables in Model 6.

Table 7 shows the results of the random-effects Tobit-regression models for the asylum recogni-
tion rates. The ways in which the models are organized correspond to the analysis of asylum appli-
cations in Table 6; the goal is to compare and contrast a rational framework and world polity 
approach in explaining the degree to which countries accept the filed asylum applications. We also 
present Model 6 with all the variables as the best-fitting model; hence, we focus on interpreting the 
results from this model. Model 6 significantly improves on Models 1–5 (Likelihood-ratio test chi-
square (8) = 68.59, p < 0.001).

As predicted in Hypotheses (2a), (2b), and (2c), the political security index involving political 
violence, democracy, and human rights has a positively significant effect on recognition rates. Its 
effects are robust throughout all the models, and the magnitude of the coefficients is the biggest 
among the four variables considered for measuring the political and economic conditions of desti-
nation countries. Specifically, results indicate that a one-point increase in the political security 
index leads to a 7 percent increase in the refugee recognition rates. Diverging from the predictions 
in Hypotheses (2d) and (2e), both the effects of GDP per capita and welfare regime are insignifi-
cant in Model 6.

Overall, we find that political factors are more influential than economic conditions when con-
sidering policy preferences of receiving countries. This finding is consistent with those reported by 
Hix and Noury (2007) that political considerations relative to economic interests ultimately shape 
migration policy outcomes measured by several migration integration legislations in the European 
Parliament. To the extent that citizens support democracy and human rights in a less-violent politi-
cal environment, it encourages countries to take a more lenient stance toward asylum seekers.

In Model 6, the variables that stem from the network and geographical proximity approaches 
show some mixed results. The effects of remittances and common language are far from achieving 
statistical significance, refuting Hypothesis 4. However, supporting Hypothesis 6, which champi-
ons the salience of geographical proximity, both the number of bordering countries and that of the 
top 10 refugee-sending neighboring countries show the expected negatively significant effects. 
Affected by the increasing burden, the countries, which are more exposed to the influx of refugees, 
are less likely to grant legal status to asylum seekers.

In Models 2–6, we also test the effects of the world polity variables on countries’ recognition 
rates. As in the analysis of asylum applications, the influence of global institutional processes is 
noteworthy; yet, a different pattern emerges. Both ratifiers of the UN nonrefoulement treaty (the 
1967 Protocol) and high-profile countries on the ratification of human rights treaties substantially 
increase the probability that countries accept more asylum applications than the nonratifiers of the 
1967 Protocol and lukewarm ratifiers of human rights instruments. On average, signatory states of 
the 1967 Protocols have a 20 percent higher refugee recognition rate than nonsignatory states. By 
contrast, the variable for the national legislation of refugee law shows no significant effect in the 
unexpected negative direction, indicating potentially the existence of decoupling between the 
enforcement of national legislation and its implementation (Bromley and Powell, 2012; Meyer and 
Rowan, 1977). The insignificant effects of INGO memberships also point to a possibility that the 
national penetration of the world polity might be somewhat limited.13 Taken together, Hypothesis 
9 receives a partial support.

Conclusion

This study sought to explain the complex motivations underlying asylum seekers’ filing of refugee 
applications and countries’ recognition of convention refugee status using several theoretical 
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possibilities, including world polity institutionalism. With respect to the effects of destination 
countries’ socio-politico-economic characteristics, we find several interesting results from the mul-
tivariate analyses: asylum seekers favor countries with better welfare as well as bordering coun-
tries, but not necessarily the ones with political security and affluent economy.

In turn, countries with political stability, particularly the ones remote from refugee-sending 
countries rather than countries with higher levels of GDP and welfare provisions, and refugee net-
works appear to be more favorable nations in recognizing the legal status of asylum seekers at 
home. As predicted, asylum recognition rates positively influence asylum applications. Taken 
together, this supports previous studies that demonstrate the effects of socio-politico-economic 
conditions as well as other obvious constraints (e.g. geographical proximity) involving destination 
countries; however, their effects appear weaker when the outcome involves countries’ recognition 
of asylum seekers’ legal status.

With regard to the predictions from world polity institutionalism, we find that asylum seekers 
prefer such globally enculturated countries as the ones that pass domestic refugee laws, ratify more 
human rights treaties, and have greater memberships in INGOs, but not the countries that endorse 
the 1967 Protocol. As for the country response, we note mixed results: countries ratifying the 1967 
Protocol and more human rights treaties show a higher propensity to recognize asylum; however, 
those that pass domestic refugee laws, and have higher memberships in INGOs are not more likely 
to do so.

Note that contrary to the results showing asylum seekers’ preferences for countries with national 
refugee legislation and a closer link to the global civil society measured by INGOs, those preferred 
countries show reluctance to accept them on their soil. Here, we suspect the existence of decou-
pling between policies or orientations of potential receiving countries and their actual implementa-
tion. The fact that countries equipped with national law relating to asylum seekers are not more 
likely to grant refugee status is striking; yet, it is consistent with observations in which several 
European governments implemented changes in the national legislation as a way to curb asylum 
flows (Castles et al., 2003). These results also lead us to speculate that the refugee issue may be so 
fundamental to the identity of countries, that they might jealously guard their sovereignty rather 
than simply surrender to external standards.

Despite the possibility of decoupling, our overall findings suggest that world polity is indeed at 
work, and exerts influence over the choices of asylum seekers and policy responses from potential 
host countries. The dramatic expansion of countries equipped with asylum recognition procedures 
for the last two decades is indicative of the salience of the world polity which champions progress, 
justice, human rights, and development. Research suggests that asylum seekers, as opposed to refu-
gees in general, have a degree of control over where to go and how to travel (Robinson and Segrott, 
2002). During a long journey to the final destination, they are presented with opportunities to 
review the options available to them, and to consider the conditions of potential receiving coun-
tries. In the meantime, numerous migration agents play a role in informing asylum seekers of the 
options. Such agents are not confined to conventional people, such as friends and family members, 
travel agents, brokers, labor recruiters, interpreters, and priests; they also include UNHCR agents, 
IGO/INGO staffers, law firm lawyers, and law school professors/students. We suspect the latter 
group of global norm entrepreneurs might communicate global norms and standards, including 
refugee laws, organizations, and relevant state responsibilities, with asylum seekers. Further 
research, however, needs to be conducted to document the underlying mechanism linking asylum 
choices as well as policy responses to the activities of such global agents.

Our findings provide a reflection on the popular theme of ‘shrinking of European generosity’ in 
the refugee literature (Edwards, 2005; Kjaerum, 2002; Noll, 2003). Since the early 1990s, European 
policy makers have restricted access to refugee status. The measures include temporary protection 
programs, nonarrival policies, cooperation with safe third countries, and limiting employment 
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opportunities as well as welfare provisions (Castles et al., 2003). Such measures obviously tarnish 
the principle of ‘nonrefoulement’. Our analysis further supports this popular axiom, and raises 
concerns for the future prospectus of refugees and asylum seekers because the sluggish economy 
and the subsequent budget crisis might exacerbate the ever-worsening situation.

We finally consider the title of this article, ‘Love Thy Neighbor’. As suggested by the irrele-
vancy of GDP and welfare regime, affluent countries appear to refrain from granting protection for 
asylum seekers. If ‘burden-sharing’ is a reasonable solution among European countries, affluent 
countries who can better afford hosting refugees might be able to choose a similar strategy. Perhaps, 
well-to-do countries both in European and non-European regions may also play the role of the 
Good Samaritan in helping uprooted global neighbors. Furthermore, the same logic might be 
applied to the more globalized countries because our analyses revealed that such countries with 
national refugee legislation as well as with closer ties to INGOs appear not to play the role of the 
Good Samaritan.

One could rightfully foresee a more dismal future for the world society in the face of the concur-
ring shocking and life-altering events globally taking place: the civil wars in North Africa and 
Central Africa; the subsequent enormous outflow of refugees and resultant lowering tolerance of 
host countries; and, finally, the pivotal global economic downturn of developed and developing 
countries alike. Current events indeed serve as a litmus test for the international society in general 
and the international refugee regime in particular. Depending on the future empowerment of the 
global society and their moral authority in disseminating the value of proper obligations as global 
citizens, countries will come to terms with how to balance sovereignty costs and legitimacy costs, 
on one hand, and short-term economic interests and long-term humanitarian interests, on the other.

Acknowledgements

An earlier version of this paper was presented at the American Sociological Association annual meeting in 
Las Vegas in August 2011 and the Korean Association of International Studies International Conference on 
War, Peace, and Human Rights after the Cold War in Seoul, Korea in June 2011. We are grateful for feedback 
received from John W. Meyer, Francisco O. Ramirez, John Boli, Patricia Bromley, Paul Y. Chang, Patricia 
Goedde, and Chris Borhani.

Funding

This work was supported by the National Research Foundation of Korea Grant funded by the Korean 
Government (NRF-2011-332-B00281).

Notes

 1. In the face of data limitations, most asylum studies using dyadic data focus more on employing data from 
either European asylum destinations or a subset of destination countries (Hatton, 2004, 2009; Neumayer, 
2004, 2005a) as opposed to analyzing global statistics.

 2. This figure includes people in refugee-like situations in 2007–2009.
 3. Hatton (2009) demonstrates that European countries witnessed the reduction of the number of asylum 

applications by 25 percent in the mid-2000s compared with the early 1990s in conjunction with a series 
of policy measures designed to dampen asylum inflows, such as requiring visas and shifting the burden 
to other ‘safe’ countries.

 4. Despite countries’ efforts to incorporate the 1951 Convention and the 1967 Protocol into their domestic 
laws, human rights lawyers and scholars have criticized that refugee laws as too embedded in domestic 
immigration law and institutions (Anker, 2002).

 5. We exclude the variable of asylum applications in the analysis of recognition rates for two reasons: first, 
despite a recent interest in deciphering the intrinsic interconnectedness between asylum lodging and 
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recognition (Toshkov, 2013), the theoretical justification fails to surface; second, the number of asylum 
applications possibly overlaps with the measures of geographical proximity. We thank an anonymous 
reviewer for bringing the second point to our attention.

 6. Several prominent INGOs advocating the rights and welfare of refugees include United Nations 
International Emergency Children’s Fund (UNICEF), WFP (United Nations World Food Program), and 
the Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement (UNHCR, 2010b: 51).

 7. Based on the UNHCR statistics, the number of countries receiving asylum applications remained 19 in 
1985, increased to 30 in 1995, and reached 102 in 2008.

 8. Included countries are: Albania, Argentina, Armenia, Austria, Azerbaijan, Bahrain, Belarus, Belgium, 
Bolivia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Brazil, Bulgaria, Burundi, Cameroon, Chile, Colombia, Republic of 
Congo, Costa Rica, Cote d’Ivoire, Croatia, Cyprus, Denmark, Dominican Republic, Egypt, El Salvador, 
Estonia, Ethiopia, Finland, France, Gambia, Georgia, Germany, Greece, Guatemala, Guinea, Honduras, 
Hungary, India, Indonesia, Ireland, Israel, Italy, Jamaica, Japan, Jordan, Kazakhstan, Kenya, Republic 
of Korea, Kuwait, Latvia, Lebanon, Lithuania, Malaysia, Mauritius, Mexico, Moldova, Mongolia, 
Namibia, Netherlands, New Zealand, Nicaragua, Norway, Panama, Papua New Guinea, Paraguay, Peru, 
Poland, Portugal, Romania, Russia, Rwanda, Slovak Republic, Slovenia, South Africa, Spain, Sri Lanka, 
Sweden, Switzerland, Syria, Tajikistan, Thailand, Tunisia, United Kingdom, United States, Uruguay, 
Venezuela, Zambia, and Zimbabwe.

 9. Cronbach’s alpha is 0.63.
10. Including the lagged dependent variables (t − 1) can be another option; however, it is possible that both 

lagged dependent variables are highly correlated with the other lagged dependent variables in the mod-
els. For example, if we include a lagged recognition rate in the recognition rate model, it is automatically 
correlated with the lagged number of applications in the recognition rate model and brings confusion to 
the whole model.

11. We distinguished the values of 0 in the original dataset from the assigned value of 0 by inputting 
−1.00e−07 (Cameron and Trivedi, 2010).

12. To explore whether the level of cross-border economic activities has an effect on the asylum movement, 
we included the variables of trade and investment volumes in host countries. Because we found no rel-
evancy of these variables, we chose not to include these into the equations reported in Tables 2 and 3. We 
thank an anonymous reviewer for suggesting this idea.

13. We re-ran the models, replacing the general INGOs variable with the sector-specific – human rights – 
INGOs variable (Murdie and Bhasin, 2011) but did not find substantial differences regarding the effects 
of the world polity variables. We report these results in Appendix Tables 8 and 9. We thank an anony-
mous reviewer for suggesting this further step.
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Appendix 1

Table 8. Random-effects Tobit model of asylum application, 1990–2008.

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Political/economic conditions
Political security index 1.704*** 0.865*** 0.765*** 0.624*** 0.656*** 0.519+

(0.137) (0.189) (0.186) (0.182) (0.184) (0.274)
GDP per capita (logged) 0.220* 0.382 0.358 0.276 0.255 −0.463

(0.090) (0.246) (0.241) (0.234) (0.234) (0.569)
Welfare regime (% of 
revenue)

0.067*** 0.070*** 0.057** 0.046** 0.047** 0.095**
(0.006) (0.018) (0.017) (0.017) (0.017) (0.030)

Networks and geographic proximity
Remittances (current 
US$, logged)

−0.152* −0.169* −0.162* −0.166* −0.344**
(0.076) (0.075) (0.073) (0.073) (0.117)

Common language 
shared

0.423* 0.300+ 0.293+ 0.292+ −0.076
(0.169) (0.166) (0.161) (0.160) (0.435)

Numbers of neighboring 
countries

0.274** 0.264** 0.269** 0.265** 0.622**
(0.088) (0.086) (0.084) (0.083) (0.191)

Neighbors of top 10 
sending countries

−0.425 −0.403 −0.540* −0.570* −0.908*
(0.273) (0.268) (0.263) (0.264) (0.355)

Deterrence and influx
Recognition rate (t − 1) 0.017*** 0.016*** 0.019*** 0.019*** 0.020***

(0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.005)

World polity linkages
1967 Protocol adoption 2.098*** 1.312*** 1.498*** 1.390**

(0.319) (0.326) (0.361) (0.504)
Domestic Refugee Law 1.622*** 1.609*** 1.146***

(0.200) (0.200) (0.271)
Int’l HR Conventions −0.091 0.032

(0.077) (0.119)
HRINGOs (logged) 0.329***

(0.078)

Controls
Refugee inflows (logged) 0.400*** 0.051 0.025 0.038 0.039 0.033

(0.028) (0.051) (0.050) (0.048) (0.048) (0.075)
Population (logged) 0.096+ −0.136 −0.013 −0.076 −0.053 −0.554

(0.058) (0.228) (0.220) (0.213) (0.212) (0.531)
Years 0.272*** 0.296*** 0.281*** 0.235*** 0.250*** 0.426***
 (0.014) (0.013) (0.014) (0.014) (0.019) (0.030)
Constant −9.291*** −4.009 −6.175 −3.850 −3.822 4.012
 (1.151) (4.047) (3.938) (3.798) (3.769) (9.434)

No. of observations 1329 1329 1329 1329 1329 1329
Log likelihood −3203.507 −2897.554 −2876.222 −2844.194 −2843.490 −2058.651
No. of countries 73 73 73 73 73 73

GDP: gross domestic product; HR: human rights; HRINGOs: human rights international nongovernmental organizations.
Note: Standard errors in parentheses (two-tailed test). All independent variables are one-year lagged.
+p < 0.10, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001.
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Appendix 2
Table 9. Random-effects Tobit model of refugee recognition rate, 1990–2008.

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Political/economic conditions
Political security 
index 

3.273+ 2.821 2.727 2.909 2.747 2.745
(1.911) (1.936) (1.931) (1.935) (1.937) (1.939)

GDP per capita 
(logged) 

−0.256 0.232 −0.363 −0.102 0.004 0.282
(2.122) (2.385) (2.290) (2.321) (2.311) (2.424)

Welfare regime (% 
of revenue)

0.449** 0.458** 0.402** 0.423** 0.417** 0.428**
(0.156) (0.160) (0.154) (0.156) (0.155) (0.157)

Networks and geographic proximity
Remittances 
(current US$, 
logged)

−0.007 −0.074 −0.099 0.036 0.025
(0.792) (0.795) (0.794) (0.798) (0.798)

Common language 
shared

2.586 2.091 2.105 2.158 2.350
(1.609) (1.508) (1.535) (1.518) (1.596)

Numbers of 
neighboring 
countries 

−0.057 0.003 −0.037 0.017 0.040
(0.755) (0.707) (0.719) (0.710) (0.713)

Neighbors’ of top 
10 sending countries

−6.555* −6.731** −6.481* −6.098* −6.136*
(2.551) (2.569) (2.573) (2.588) (2.590)

World polity linkages 10.996*** 12.007*** 9.151* 9.049*
1967 Protocol 
adoption

(3.319) (3.388) (3.732) (3.742)
−2.745 −2.668 −2.645

Domestic Refugee 
Law

(1.921) (1.918) (1.919)
1.612+ 1.616+

Int’l HR 
Conventions

(0.884) (0.884)
−0.132

HRINGOs (logged) (0.336)

Controls
Refugee inflows 
(logged)

0.103 0.123 0.015 −0.015 −0.050 −0.034
(0.500) (0.505) (0.502) (0.505) (0.505) (0.508)

Population (logged) 0.940 0.373 0.650 0.870 0.503 0.613
(1.850) (2.109) (1.987) (2.027) (2.011) (2.035)

Years 0.462*** 0.480*** 0.409** 0.502*** 0.249 0.249
 (0.121) (0.133) (0.134) (0.149) (0.202) (0.202)
Constant −143.871** −312.832** −217.410*** −229.329*** −209.130*** −208.500***
 (45.239) (97.095) (60.956) (64.641) (57.049) (56.996)

No. of observations 1329 1329 1329 1329 1329 1329
Log likelihood −3571.237 −3566.809 −3561.130 −3560.110 −3558.428 −3558.350
No. of countries 73 73 73 73 73 73

GDP: gross domestic product; HR: human rights; HRINGOs: human rights international nongovernmental organizations.
Standard errors in parentheses (two-tailed tests).
+p < 0.10, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001.


