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Abstract: How do civilians decide when to leave their homes during conflict? Existing research
emphasizes the role of violence in driving civilian migration decisions. Yet, migration timing often does
not correspond with the timing of violence. To explain this discrepancy, I argue that violence fits within
broader considerations of motivation and opportunity to migrate. Witnessing violence triggers
posttraumatic growth that delays narrative ruptures and the subsequent migration that they motivate.
Civilians who have wasta—an advantaged social position resulting from some combination of money
and connections—have the opportunity to migrate safely. Civilians who possess both motivation and
opportunity migrate earlier. I use over 170 structured interviews with Syrian refugees in Turkey to test
this argument. Descriptively, respondents who did not witness violence (early motivation) left their
homes seven months earlier, on average. Respondents with wasta (opportunity) left their homes one
full year earlier, on average. Respondents who both did not witness violence (early motivation) and had
wasta (opportunity) left their homes approximately one and a half years earlier, on average. Cox
proportional hazard models reveal that respondents only migrated earlier in the conflict if they had both
early motivation and opportunity. Open-ended responses from the interviews support the quantitative
results and help explain their causal mechanisms. These findings contribute to understandings of
conflict-induced migration, civil war, and the Syrian conflict.
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Introduction
By the end of 2016, civil war in Syria had produced roughly 6 million internally displaced persons
and 6 million refugees, including about 1 million in Europe. These numbers have provoked global alarm,
strained host country resources, and contributed to fears of the spread of conflict within and outside
Syria (Salehyan & Gleditsch, 2006). Syrian conflict-induced migration skyrocketed in 2013, just as progovernment and anti-government violence increased and became more indiscriminate (Lynch, 2013).
Violence levels, violence types, structural conflict conditions, or other factors could drive this migration
timing. Meanwhile, at the end of 2016, about half of Syria’s pre-conflict population of approximately 24
million people had not migrated (McHugo, 2015). If we accept that some people will just never move,
then a crucial question remains: For people who migrated, why did they leave when they did?
Explaining migration timing will highlight civilian agency amidst the difficult circumstances of
armed conflict and clarify how civilians respond to violence. Rather than migration timing being the
outcome of binary choices of whether to fight, whether to flee, or fight or flight, people select from
large repertoires of protection strategies such as daily movement, bribery, or protest (Baines & Paddon,
2012; Jose & Medie, 2016; Kaplan, 2017). These choices may lead civilians to stay in violent areas as they
find alternative protection strategies to migration.
Existing research suggests that perceived physical threat from violence has the strongest effect
upon conflict-induced migration (Adhikari, 2013; Davenport, Moore & Poe, 2003), but this relationship
exists specifically for violence in residential areas (Schon, 2016). Violence has different kinds of effects
upon migration depending on the targeting patterns and location of violence, as well as whether people
are considering their awareness of violence or personal experiences of violence (Balcells & Steele, 2016;
Blattman, 2009; Schon, 2016; Steele, 2019). Across these violence types, violence timing does not have a
clear correlation with migration timing (Melander & Oberg, 2006; Schon, 2015). For a more effective
explanation of migration timing, violence must be incorporated within a broader set of considerations.
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These broader considerations involve motivation and opportunity. Building on frameworks of
motivation and opportunity from contentious politics and international relations, motivation refers to
the preferred choices for civilians and opportunity refers to the ‘total set of environmental constraints
and possibilities’ (Most & Starr, 2015: , p. 23; Tilly, McAdam & Tarrow, 2001).
As people consider when to migrate, I expect that civilians are aware of violence during conflict,
which creates some level of perceived physical threat (Davenport, Moore & Poe, 2003; Moore &
Shellman, 2004). Perceived threat motivates responses, which are driven by narratives—discrete stories
that encapsulate a given set of information (Olsen, 2014). Narratives are guides for what is happening
and how best to respond. New information and experiences that are not consistent with existing
narratives strains belief in those narratives. Some people break under this strain and suffer narrative
ruptures—breaks in understanding of ongoing events due to fundamental contradictions between
existing narratives and new information and experiences (Janoff-Bulman, 1992; Pemberton & Aarten,
2018). When people suffer narrative ruptures, they often become motivated to migrate (Rosen, 2017).
Different types of violent experiences—violence to family, violence received, and violence
witnessed—can increase or decrease the ability to understand how to reconcile new experiences and
information with narratives depending upon whether they trigger posttraumatic growth (PTG) or
posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD). Social support helps people understand violent experiences,
thereby helping people undergo PTG and not PTSD, but it only helps up to a certain threshold of trauma.
Since violence witnessed is unlikely to cross that threshold, it is the only type of violent experience that
is correlated with PTG without having a clear correlation with PTSD (Blattman, 2009; Kulkarni et al.,
2011; MacDonell, 2012). Therefore, people who witness violence tend to undergo PTG, believe existing
narratives for a longer duration and suffer narrative ruptures later, and develop motivation to migrate
later than those who do not witness violence.

4
Motivation to migrate, however, does not independently affect migration timing. Civilians also
need opportunity to migrate safely. This opportunity comes from the security environment and
resources available to respond to that environment. This security environment is shaped by the types
and spatial distribution of violence. Specifically, civilians must monitor whether violence involves
selective or indiscriminate targeting and whether the mix of violence targeting is similar within
residential areas (home violence) and along migration routes (road violence) (Kalyvas, 2006; Schon,
2016). Often, home violence contains a higher share of indiscriminate targeting and road violence
contains a higher share of selective targeting (Balcells & Steele, 2016; Lombard, 2013; Pottier, 2006).
Civilians who have an advantaged social position—resulting from some combination of money
and connections—can protect themselves from the selective targeting of road violence. Advantaged
people protect themselves by leveraging their own power and relationships with powerful individuals
and institutions (De Smedt, 2009; Peleg & Waxman, 2011; Utas, 2012). This protection does not help in
the face of indiscriminate violence in residential areas. Since conflict security environments tend to
include a larger share of selective violence along migration routes, advantaged people can protect
themselves more effectively while moving. As a result, civilians who hold an advantaged socio-economic
status should possess greater opportunity to migrate safely. If civilians already have motivation to
migrate, then holding an advantaged status allows them to act on that motivation.
I test this argument using structured interviews with over 170 Syrian refugees in Turkey. With
Syria producing more refugees than any other country and Turkey hosting the largest number of those
refugees, this is an especially important case to study. Syria’s conflict began with protests in March
2011, but the regime of Bashar Assad implemented a violent crackdown that, rather than quashing
dissent, escalated tensions into all-out conflict (Pearlman, 2016). This conflict presents a case that is
extremely salient for its high levels of conflict-induced migration. On a practical level for researchers, the
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fact that Syria’s conflict is ongoing and began relatively recently in 2011 contributes to the case’s value.
Respondents were still able to recall the precise and detailed information.
My interviews contained open-ended and closed-ended questions. To test the motivation
hypothesis that people with experiences of violence migrate later, I use indicators of violent experiences
based on the Survey of War Affected Youth (Blattman, 2009; Blattman & Annan, 2010). To test the
opportunity hypothesis, I operationalize advantaged social status with an indicator of whether or not
people had wasta when they were inside Syria. I define wasta as having sufficient money, connections,
or both to enjoy special influence or increased ability ‘to find jobs and obtain government services,
licenses, or degrees that would otherwise be out of reach or would take a long time or effort to obtain’
(Barnett, Yandle & Naufal, 2013; Ramady, 2015: , p. vii). Then, I add an interaction term to test for the
conditional effects of motivation and opportunity, as well as whether both motivation and opportunity
are needed to influence migration timing. Cox proportional hazard models yield quantitative evidence in
support of the motivation and opportunity hypotheses when there is no interaction term. With the
interaction term, the models show that respondents only migrated earlier, on average, if they did not
witness violence (early motivation) and had wasta (opportunity). Open-ended responses from the
interviews support the quantitative results and help explain their causal mechanisms.
The next section reviews recent research on conflict-induced migration, particularly the role of
violence as the strongest driver of migration. I then discuss the factors behind motivation and
opportunity to migrate. In the empirical section, I test the hypotheses. I conclude with a discussion of
the results and potential avenues for future research.

The complexity of the violence-migration relationship
The most robust finding from research on conflict-induced migration is that violence causes
migration. There are direct and indirect channels through which violence influences migration during
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conflict. Violence can directly affect migration by causing civilians to perceive a higher level of threat
than they are willing to tolerate (Adhikari, 2013; Davenport, Moore & Poe, 2003; Moore & Shellman,
2004; 2006). This argument produces the expectation of a linear relationship between violence and
migration, where more violence leads to more migration. Other work contends that violence has a nonlinear relationship with migration—low to moderate levels of violence actually reduce conflict-induced
migration and high violence levels increase conflict-induced migration (Massey & Bohra-Misha, 2011).
Other factors, including social networks, economic factors, membership in community organizations,
transportation options, and attachment to one’s homeland, can mediate the effects of violence, but
violence remains the strongest influence upon conflict-induced migration (Adhikari, 2012; 2013; Czaika
& Kis-Katos, 2009; Massey & Silva, 2014; Williams, 2013).
Violence can also indirectly affect migration by reducing economic opportunities. Without
sufficient income, many civilians choose to move. Debate is ongoing over whether civilian migration is
fundamentally different when violence or economics are the direct causes of migration (Betts, 2013;
Engel & Ibáñez, 2007; Massey & Bohra-Misha, 2011). Regardless, physical and economic insecurity are
strong drivers of conflict-induced migration (Arias, Ibáñez & Querubin, 2014).
While this research has offered valuable explanations of the causes of migration, migration
timing remains difficult to explain. If violence alone causes migration by creating threat perceptions and
damaging the economy, then migration timing should correspond with the timing of violence. Yet, in
both cross-national and within-country analysis, migration timing does not correspond with violence
timing. Cross-national analysis from Melander and Oberg (2006) argues that conflict always threatens
civilians, so people will move as soon as possible. This produces high levels of migration at the beginning
of a conflict that taper off over time. Within-country analysis from Schon (2015) argues that migration
levels fluctuate, with migration increasing when civilians observe or expect changes in the nature of the
conflict.
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A key limitation of both of these studies is that they examine macro-level evidence and rely
upon assumptions about individual behavior. I address this shortcoming by providing individual-level
evidence to match my argument about individual decisions of when to migrate. For this argument, it is
essential to disaggregate violence by location, type of targeting, and whether civilians have awareness of
violence or personal experiences of violence. The following motivation and opportunity sections will lay
out the argument with an explanation of the key variables and causal mechanisms through which
civilians select their migration timing.

Motivation to migrate: How witnessing violence delays migration
Threat perceptions alone are not enough to explain when people become motivated to migrate.
Explanations must also account for why people respond differently to similar threats. In particular,
different people may respond differently to similar violent experiences.
While some violent experiences produce negative psychological responses such as PTSD,
personal experiences with violence may actually yield more positive than negative effects due to
posttraumatic growth (Joseph, 2013).1 Posttraumatic growth (PTG) involves improvements in five
components: appreciation of life, relationships with others, new possibilities in life, personal strength,
and spiritual change (Tedeschi & Calhoun, 1996). For civilians living through armed conflict, a key
implication of PTG is that it produces increased creativity in finding coping mechanisms (Calhoun &
Tedeschi, 2014). The positive psychological outcomes from PTG after violent experiences co-exist with
the negative psychological effects of PTSD.
The relationship between violent experiences and PTSD or PTG is different for different types of
violent experiences. Researchers have had difficulty precisely identifying the specific effects of each type

1

Posttraumatic growth has been referred to in a variety of ways, including personal growth, benefit-finding, and
personal transformation. In this article, I use posttraumatic growth because it is the most common term.
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of violent experience due to their frequent co-occurrence for the same individuals, but there is a
consensus that the effects of each type of violent experience are different and that they should not be
aggregated into a single indicator of violent experiences (Barbarin, Richter & DeWet, 2001; Eitle &
Turner, 2002; Shields, Nadasen & Pierce, 2009; Uehara et al., 1996). Violence to family members
indirectly affects an individual through the characteristics of the relationship between the individual and
family member, as well as individual traits like empathy. Considering more direct types of violent
experiences, receiving violence—such as being beaten or shot—can trigger PTSD, but there are mixed
findings about its relationship with PTG. Witnessing violence can trigger PTG, but it may not have a
significant relationship with PTSD (Kulkarni, Graham-Bermann, Rauch & Seng, 2011; MacDonell, 2012;
Paxton et al., 2004). Since it has the potential to create positive psychological changes without the
negative changes, violence witnessed should demonstrate a significant relationship with PTG and the
resultant increased creativity in finding coping mechanisms (Blattman, 2009; Blattman & Annan, 2010;
Werdel & Wicks, 2012).
To cope with the dangers of armed conflict, people need to understand security threats and
how to respond to those threats (Allport & Postman, 1947; Shibutani, 1966). Narratives, which can be
defined as discrete stories, provide this understanding. They can be personal stories about an
individual’s experiences, or they can be broader stories about how one side in a dispute understands the
events that have taken place (Olsen, 2014). Jose and Medie (2016) categorize the options to respond to
perceived threat into violent engagement, non-violent engagement, and non-engagement strategies.
Violent engagement involves fighting. Non-violent engagement involves protests, demonstrations, and
other public non-violent methods to change armed group behavior or protect people from it (Kaplan,
2013a; 2013b). Non-engagement includes migration, along with a wide range of actions such as hiding,
paying bribes, daily movement, or sharing information (Baines & Paddon, 2012; Corbett, 2011).
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Among these strategies, civilians tend to prefer alternatives to migration due to its costs and
dangers (Schon, 2016). They can identify alternatives as long as they believe a narrative about their
security. Yet, civilians may have violent experiences that seem inconsistent with existing narratives. In
these situations, people look to their communities to understand how to reconcile the violent
experiences with a narrative (Pemberton & Aarten, 2018). If their communities provide enough support
to help them understand the violent experiences, then they often undergo PTG (Randolph, Koblinsky &
Roberts, 1996; Rizkalla & Segal, 2017). This is because social support helps people understand how to
reconcile violent experiences with existing narratives. Individuals can then learn how to do this on their
own and be prepared for it as they undergo PTG. If community support is insufficient, then violent
experiences may overly contradict existing narratives, leading to a “narrative rupture.” When narrative
ruptures occur, existing understandings of home and the events occurring there shatter (Janoff-Bulman,
1992). People lose their ability to explain their own experiences through the lens of popularly accepted
narratives, creating substantial uncertainty over what is happening and how best to respond
(Pemberton & Aarten, 2018). In this uncertainty, many people choose to migrate (Rosen, 2017).
Therefore, the timing of narrative ruptures should drive the timing of motivation to migrate.
That timing is influenced by whether people receive sufficient social support after violent experiences.
Higher social support increases the likelihood of PTG, while lower social support increases the likelihood
of PTSD (Foster & Brooks-Gunn, 2015; Salzinger et al., 2002; Shields et al., 2010). With PTG, people
continue believing narratives for a longer period of time, delaying narrative ruptures and the resultant
motivation to migrate. PTSD yields the opposite effect and facilitates earlier narrative ruptures.
Beyond a certain threshold of severity, however, social support becomes ineffective. Receiving
violence may cross this threshold, so I expect it to lead to PTSD and earlier migration. This expectation is
tentative, however, since receiving violence could lead to PTG and later migration in some cases.
Witnessing violence is unlikely to be so traumatic that social support cannot mediate its psychological
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effects, so it is likely to be more closely related to PTG and later migration (Kaminer et al., 2013). The
causal mechanism of PTG and delayed narrative ruptures is difficult to observe, but evidence consistent
with its observable implication—witnessing violence delays migration—supports the causal mechanism
(McAdam, Tarrow & Tilly, 2008).2 This yields the following hypotheses:

H1: Civilians who witness violence will migrate later than those who do not witness violence.
H2: Civilians who receive violence will migrate sooner than those who do not receive violence.

Opportunity to migrate: How advantaged social status provides
opportunity to migrate
Alternatively, conflict may produce so much violence that people generally want to migrate, and
they are just evaluating whether they have the opportunity to migrate safely. This idea parallels the
notion from contentious politics that there are always people with sufficient grievances to motivate
political action, leaving political opportunity structures as the real source of variation that drives
participation (Meyer, 2004). During conflict, the opportunity structure for migration is created by the
combination of locations and targeting of violence (Balcells & Steele, 2016; Kalyvas, 2006; Schon, 2016).
In this structure, civilians who hold an advantaged social status have greater opportunity to migrate.
Civilians can leverage advantaged status for protection during migration if the security environment
created by the combination of locations and targeting of violence contains selective violence along
migration routes.

2

McAdam et al. (2008) use Elizabeth Wood’s (2000) and (2003) analysis of the mechanism of elite defection in
South Africa and El Salvador to illustrate that causal mechanisms can be supported by finding evidence for their
observable implications.
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Syria’s security environment is consistent with this scope condition. Violence along migration
routes in Syria tends to occur at checkpoints. A report by the research group Caerus found 1462
checkpoints in Aleppo from September 16, 2013, through January 6, 2014 (Caerus, 2014). Checkpoints
proliferate throughout all of Syria’s major cities, controlled by pro-government and anti-government
groups. Respondents almost unanimously indicated that they encountered checkpoints in Syria. To
illustrate the prevalence of checkpoints, one person from the town of Afrin, which is near Aleppo,
explained:
At first, there were not a lot of checkpoints. It was just one and then they were erected every
100 meters and 200 meters. There were 30 to 40 regime checkpoints from just Afrin to Aleppo
[about 40 miles] by the time I left in 2015. (Hall, 2016)
Checkpoint violence, while harming many civilians, still has defined targets. It is a form of
selective violence (Kalyvas, 2006; Schon, 2016). As armed groups select their targets at checkpoints,
civilians with advantaged status can leverage their status for protection. Soldiers know that they should
not harass or threaten advantaged people (Debos, 2016). This is similar to using vertical ties for
protection (Harpvicken, 2009).
In Syria, advantaged status does not also affect motivation to migrate because violence in
residential areas is often indiscriminate. If it were selective, then advantaged status could also influence
motivation to migrate. Instead, civilians face indiscriminate violence at home from barrel bombs,
chemical weapons, and pro-government and anti-government militias who are undisciplined, poorly
controlled, and abusive (Byman, 2016; Lister, 2016; Lynch, 2013). For example, from March 2013-March
2017, the United Nations documented 25 chemical weapons attacks in Syria.3 Physicians for Human
Rights also documented 830 medical personnel killed in 478 attacks on 323 separate hospitals from
March 2011 through August 2017 (Physicians for Human Rights, 2017). This makes everyone, including
advantaged people, feel threatened.

3

United Nations General Assembly report A/HRC/36/55, dated August 8, 2017.
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As they decide how to respond to information about violence, civilians consider whether they
have advantaged social status. Advantaged social status in Syria can be operationalized by whether
people have wasta (Lust, 2009). Linguistically, the word “wasta” comes from the Arabic root for
“middle” or “medium.” It can be translated into English to refer to connections or resources, which
extends to money.
Sometimes wasta allows civilians to pass through checkpoints without incident. In other
instances, civilians are threatened and escape safely thanks to wasta. One person explained:
They took us at a roadblock. They said they were with the government, but it was clear that they
were not government soldiers. We were held one night and released the next morning. The
soldiers were Shabiha. They asked for ransom. We were released because my friend’s relatives
knew about it and contacted people who were high-up in the government. They knew the
kidnappers and forced them to release us without a ransom. (Respondent T085)
Instead of being able to rely upon direct personal connections, some people must pay for their
wasta. For example, one person paid a man from the mokhabarat (secret police) to help him escape the
Syrian government:
I was wanted by the military, so I paid a mokhabarat man to take me to Hamaa. He used his
military ID to get us through checkpoints… I went through Hamaa because it was the only way to
get to Idlib… Hamaa was controlled by the regime… I passed through 9 checkpoints between
Hamaa and Idlib. (Respondent T116)
I use this insight to examine how wasta affects civilian behavior during conflict. Wasta’s ability
to protect civilians—thereby providing opportunity to migrate—should allow those with wasta to
migrate earlier. This expectation yields the following hypothesis:

H3: Civilians who perceive that they have wasta will migrate sooner than those who do not.

Another possibility is that civilians consider both whether they want to migrate and whether
they have the opportunity to migrate. It may not be a given that some amount of people will always be
motivated to migrate. Following Berry, Golder and Milton (2012), I consider the possibilities that
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migration timing is influenced by motivation without opportunity, opportunity without motivation, and
both motivation and opportunity. Considering international migration, de Haas (2014) uses an
aspirations-capabilities framework to argue that motivation alone is not enough to produce migration.
During conflict, motivation without opportunity produces people who want to migrate but do not
believe they can do it safely. Lubkemann (2008) identifies this group of people as being stuck in a state
of “involuntary immobility.” Checkpoint violence, as discussed earlier, may deter so many people from
migration that motivation alone would not tend to produce migration. On the other hand, opportunity
alone cannot explain why everyone with opportunity does not immediately leave. I test the possibility
that both motivation and opportunity are needed to influence migration timing. For analysis with an
interaction term, I also consider the conditional effect of motivation and opportunity, respectively,
without the presence of the other.4 Motivation alone or opportunity alone should lead to earlier
migration than neither motivation nor opportunity. People should migrate earliest when they have both
early motivation and opportunity. The table below illustrates the expectations for the interaction
between wasta and witnessing violence. The expectation for receiving violence is more tentative, so I
examine its interaction with wasta in the Appendix.

Table I in here

Sample selection
To gather data on civilian migration timing in Syria, I conducted interviews with 179 Syrian
refugees in Turkey from July-November 2016. Practical and ethical concerns prevent researchers from

4

Note that H1 hypothesizes that not witnessing violence leads to earlier migration. Therefore, the combination of
motivation and opportunity here is not witnessing violence and having wasta.
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interviewing civilians living in active conflict zones who do not migrate, which is why I do not address the
causes of migration. For the study of migration timing, I acknowledge that people who have not
migrated could be people who have not yet migrated or people who will never migrate.
Sampling biases may deflate estimates of the effects of witnessing violence, receiving violence,
and wasta. Based on my argument, people who have not yet migrated may have witnessed violence,
received social support that helped them undergo PTG, and then not experienced a narrative rupture.
Or, they may not have wasta. Out of those who received violence, I can only include those who did not
die. Usually, these individuals received minor forms of violence.5 People who will never migrate could fit
into any of these scenarios, or they may have altogether different characteristics that this article cannot
address.
My analysis thereby carries the caveat that I only assess variation in migration timing out of
people who migrated to Turkey between the start of the Syrian conflict in March 2011 and July 2016.
Despite the biased sample, Turkey hosts more refugees in total, and Syrian refugees in particular, than
any other country. Analyzing the migration timing of Syrians who migrated to Turkey can therefore still
contribute to understanding migration behavior.
This focus on Syrian refugees in Turkey, as well as the sampling procedure to identify
respondents, lead to the emphasis of a specific subset of Syrian refugees. Consistent with most research
involving Syrian refugees, the sample primarily includes secular Sunni Arabs who oppose Bashar Assad
(Pearlman, 2016). Syrian refugees in Turkey also remained contiguous to Syria. Contiguity often
indicates that these refugees were either unable or unwilling to move further. Many respondents stated
that they chose Turkey because they want to remain in a Muslim-majority country. While the language
barrier of switching from Arabic to Turkish is substantial for many Syrians, the shared predominant
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For ethical reasons, I did not ask about sexual violence, so I cannot address its role.
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religion often eases the cultural transition. Moreover, Turkey is commonly perceived as one of the few
countries actually willing to welcome Syrian refugees.
Syrian refugees who successfully reached Europe or other Western countries have different
characteristics than those who remain in Turkey or other Middle Eastern countries. Most importantly,
they tend to be wealthier, more educated, and have better networks (Erdogan, 2016). For Western host
countries, this is often intentional. Turkey attempted to force this dynamic to change in 2015 and 2016,
as it attempted to negotiate a deal with the EU that would obligate the EU to accept more refugees with
disabilities, criminal records, less wealth, and less education. Its efforts have extended at times to
blocking resettlement to the United States for Syrian refugees with high education and skill levels, even
after the United States accepted them for resettlement (Kingsley, 2016).6 Syrians in Turkey were
therefore able to exit Syria, but they often did not migrate further due to cultural reasons or they lack
the educational, economic, and social network resources to do so.
During the fieldwork period from July-November 2016, Turkey faced severe political turmoil
from a coup attempt on July 15, 2016, and a harsh post-coup crackdown. Turkey also suffered several
terrorist attacks and escalations in conflict with the Kurdistan Worker’s Party (PKK) in the southeast.
These developments made it unsafe to visit border regions in the south and southeast that host large
numbers of refugees.7 Instead, I conducted interviews in Istanbul and Izmir, where safety concerns could
be balanced with the practical research value of cities hosting large numbers of Syrian refugees. The
figure below displays the fieldwork regions and regions where fieldwork could not safely take place.
Figure 1 in here
Istanbul hosts the largest number of Syrian refugees in Turkey, roughly four times more than
Izmir, so the majority of interviews took place in Istanbul. In total, 145 interviews occurred in Istanbul

6

One respondent even told the author that this had happened to him a few weeks before Patrick Kingsley’s article
was published in The Guardian. The respondent even offered proof that his resettlement had been blocked.
7
These safety concerns were shared by the United States Department of State, Indiana University, and me.
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and 34 were in Izmir. Within Istanbul, there is substantial variation within Syrian refugee communities,
so interviews were conducted across five university campuses and six districts. This sometimes required
travelling as much as two or three hours to meet with respondents. By spreading interviews across the
city, it was possible to meet a wider range of respondents. This ranged from the relatively prosperous
Syrian refugees in Fatih district to the poorer Syrian refugees, including several of the Kurdish Syrian
refugees who completed interviews, in districts like Esenyurt. The figure below displays the field sites
and distribution of Syrian refugees across districts within Istanbul as of July 2015 (Kaya & Kirac, 2016).
Working through these multiple points of insertion into Syrian refugee communities and then
snowball sampling, I was able to include respondents with variation in the values of key explanatory
variables (Bloch, 2007). With multiple points of insertion, I minimized the bias in my sample that is a
source of substantial methodological concern in refugee research (Jacobsen & Landau, 2003). In my
sample, 100 out of 156 people witnessed violence and 53 out of the 154 people had wasta when they
were inside Syria.8
Figure 2 in here
These interviews were structured with both open-ended and closed-ended questions, and they
typically lasted between 60 and 90 minutes. A few interviews were just over two hours, and one
interview lasted over four hours. There was one particularly short interview that lasted about 5 minutes,
but that is an outlier. I was able to meet with some respondents multiple times, thereby providing the
opportunity to follow up on questions and increase the reliability of interview responses (Fujii, 2011).
Interview methods are summarized in Table AI in the Appendix, following the guidelines of Bleich and
Pekkanen (2013).

8

Additional descriptive statistics are included in the following sub-section: Variable operationalization. While 179
interviews were completed, respondents were not always willing to answer all of the questions.
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Variable operationalization
This section will explain how questions from the interviews yield variables for the analysis and
present descriptive statistics for those variables.9 These descriptive statistics demonstrate that there is a
diverse sample of respondents that captures variation along all key explanatory variables (Bloch, 2007).
Furthermore, there is wide variation in migration timing, ensuring that the sample captures civilian
experiences during all stages of the Syrian conflict from March 2011-July 2016.
While not a variable included in the hypotheses, Armed Group Ties is a potential indicator of
access to information about armed group activities. It is a count variable of the number of armed groups
with members that the respondent knows. There are 10 armed group categories under consideration,
covering major pro-government, secular opposition, the Kurdish opposition group YPG, and Islamist
groups. While Syria has hundreds, if not thousands, of armed groups, these 10 categories were selected
in order to identify major armed groups and “other” options where respondents could highlight armed
groups not specifically identified in the questionnaire.10
Since violence has different kinds of effects when it occurs in residential areas than when it
occurs along migration routes (Schon, 2016), I also include indicators of threats along migration routes:
Obstacles and Facilitators. Obstacles captures direct threats to civilians along migration routes. In
addition to capturing migration-deterring factors, I capture factors that encourage migration with
Facilitators. Facilitators captures fears of waiting too long to migrate, whether any armed groups
generally made movement easier, and whether respondents received any offers of protection during
movement. Obstacles and Facilitators measure opposite ends of the spectrum from migration
encouragement to deterrence, so I do not include them in the analysis independently. Instead, I create

9

In the main text, I only explain the operationalization of variables shown in the analysis of Table IV. Explanations
of the operationalization of control variables can be found in the online appendix.
10
The specific categories used to create these variables, as well as additional explanation of them, are included in
the online appendix.
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indicators to isolate the combinations of High Obstacles and Low Facilitators, Low Obstacles and High
Facilitators, and High Obstacles and High Facilitators. High and low values were determined based on
whether the respondent experienced more or fewer obstacles and facilitators than the average.
The variable Wasta is a dichotomous variable indicating whether the respondent believes that
they had wasta when they were inside Syria. Despite a potential for Syrians to underreport whether
they had wasta, the fact that 53 out of 154 respondents reported that they had wasta suggests that
many respondents were not deterred from sharing this self-perception. In addition, respondents
sometimes expressed a belief that wasta was necessary to live comfortably and were not embarrassed
to admit that they had it. This is consistent with the trend that despite general disdain for the wasta
system, individual Syrians are willing to use wasta to their benefit (Ramady, 2015). Nuances in
respondent understandings of wasta were detected by asking respondents how they would define
wasta. Respondent definitions of wasta yielded the opportunity to explore the variation in how
respondents understood the concept, but they also highlighted the common thread that no matter how
respondents defined wasta, they all felt that wasta provided security.
Violent experiences are measured as three variables, based on Blattman (2009) and Blattman
and Annan (2010). Violence Received is a count variable that captures eight kinds of violence that
respondents may have suffered when they were inside Syria. This includes hearing gun fire, being
beaten or attacked, having property stolen, and suffering injuries. Out of the 152 respondents who
provided data for this variable, there were 29 individuals who only received one form of violence. All of
those individuals reported having heard gunfire. Out of the 50 people who had received two forms of
violence, 46 of them heard gun fire and lost property. Then, 36 out of 47 of the people who had
received three forms of violence had heard gun fire, lost property, and had bullets shot at them or at
their home. Therefore, as respondents received more forms of violence, they were usually receiving
more severe forms of violence. Since the least severe forms of violence were also the most common in
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my sample, my respondents are less likely to receive sufficiently severe violence to systematically
undergo PTSD rather than PTG. As a result, I am less likely to find support for H2.
Violence to Family is a count variable that captures whether family members were killed,
abducted, or suffered forced disappearances. Violence Witnessed is a dichotomous variable derived
from whether respondents witnessed killings, beatings, or torture. Following the argument on migration
motivation, respondents who did not witness violence had early motivation, while those who did
witness violence had late motivation. Since 100 out of 156 respondents did witness violence, there were
56 respondents with hypothesized early motivation and 100 respondents with hypothesized late
motivation. These variables measure the type, not frequency, of violence exposure. Frequency of
violence exposure, however, does not appear to have a significant psychological effect on victims
(Başoǧlu, 1993). Since motivation to migrate is heavily influenced by the psychological effects of
violence exposure, a focus on violence types is even more justified.
Finally, additional demographic information was collected on gender, monthly income, age,
education and whether the respondent owned a computer in Syria. Income, age, education, and
computer ownership are control variables. Descriptive statistics are presented in the tables below.
Table II in here
Table III in here
I measure migration timing using the month respondents first left their homes in Syria. March
2011 is coded as the first month because that is when the Syrian conflict began. While war did not
unfold evenly across Syria, existing research does show that civilians attempt to predict violence
patterns in order to keep themselves safe (Rubin & Moore, 2007; Schon, 2015; Uzonyi, 2014). This
means that civilians throughout the country were likely to have begun considering their responses as
soon as the conflict began in March 2011. Respondent migration timing ranged from April 2011 until July
2016. The figure below displays theresultant distribution in migration timing.
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Figure 3 in here
In case civilians actually begin considering migration at different times based on sub-national
variation in conflict onset, I also created an alternative migration timing variable as a robustness check.
This variable codes the first month of conflict in each Syrian province as the month when the Violations
Documentation Centre (VDC) documents the 25th fatality.11 I chose this threshold because the Uppsala
Conflict Data Program uses 25 fatalities as its threshold for civil conflict onset at the country level
(Gleditsch et al., 2002). Adapting that threshold to sub-national conflict onset in Syria, 25 fatalities for a
province was a logical extension. For example, Dera’a’s conflict onset is March 2011 and Aleppo’s
conflict onset is October 2011. I matched respondents to provinces based on their origin location within
Syria. Results did not change for this robustness check. For simplicity, I only discuss the results of
analysis using March 2011 as the month of conflict onset for all respondents.

Testing the hypotheses
Descriptive statistics from this interview data suggests that there is strong support for H1 and
H3. For the motivation variable of witnessing violence, respondents who witnessed violence left their
homes in June 2014, on average. Respondents who did not witness violence left their homes in
December 2013, on average. Given the high violence levels in Syria, this seven month difference is
striking. As one respondent explained, violent experiences, which includes witnessing violence, were
increasing the desire of many people to help others, which is consistent with PTG:
When people have many violent experiences, they stop caring whether they will die. They just
talk to whoever they want… People in general just assume that they face danger no matter what
they do… Why not help the people you care about? (Respondent T001)
Regardless of whether respondents experienced PTG and delayed narrative ruptures, they
described clear narrative ruptures that had occurred at some point. Many respondents described

11

I thank Adam Lichtenheld for sharing VDC data in Excel format to facilitate analysis.
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narrative ruptures as “everybody going crazy.” In one example, “Few people have the same political
beliefs as me… I think in a logical way. Everyone is going crazy. In Islam, it is forbidden to kill without
reason. Both are wrong, and they destroyed Syria. Now they realize that they were wrong” (Respondent
T166). For another respondent, the government specifically went crazy. He explained, “I didn’t see how
anything would get better. The government became crazy. They started to arrest people randomly. They
would arrest you even if you helped them. After investigating, they would realize that they had their
own people, but they would continue anyway” (Respondent T023). For other respondents, narrative
rupture materialized in the form of disappearing trust. For one person:
Trust disappeared during the conflict. For example, if one person had no water, he will try to
stall your water to get his own water… 30% will help… 30% will trust with money… I was living
on a street that was very simple. It changed during the conflict. You can’t live there without
money… These bad circumstances led people to do bad things. (Respondent T157)
Another respondent discussed a very similar process, “We had a besieged area where the opposition
was. We knew many of these guys. It was easier to trust. Now it is big and widespread. I don’t know who
is fighting who anymore. I don’t trust anyone in Syria now” (Respondent T144). Some people may even
be able to pinpoint a precise event that ruptured their narrative of home. In one case, a respondent
recounted:
My brother was arrested in 2013. He was killed in prison after being tortured. I had been
working with my brother in an organization that provided aid for people in need. After that, the
mokhabarat came to my home and asked me about my brother. I was afraid. From that time, I
prepared myself to travel. (Respondent T021)
The opportunity variable of wasta is even more striking, with a difference of one full year.
Respondents who had wasta when they were inside Syria left their homes in July 2013, on average. By
contrast, respondents without wasta left their homes in July 2014, on average.
The combination of motivation and opportunity produces the largest difference in average
migration timing. Respondents with both early motivation and opportunity left their homes in March
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2013, on average. Respondents with late motivation and without opportunity left their homes in August
2014, on average.
To build on these descriptive findings, the hypotheses are tested with Cox proportional hazard
models that can directly assess the determinants of migration timing. Due to violations in the
proportionality assumption of Cox proportional hazard models (Box-Steffensmeier & Jones, 2004),
gender is used as a time-varying covariate. With Cox models, this means that I interact gender with time.
This is necessary because men and women exhibit different migration timing patterns. I lack sufficient
evidence to specify exactly why men and women have different migration timing patterns, but it is
possible that this difference exists due to the timing of forced conscription in Syria, which almost
exclusively targets men (Carpenter, 2006). I provide some suggestive evidence for this possibility in the
Appendix. Additional research could clarify how the timing of gendered violence, both violence against
men and violence against women, influences the migration timing of men and women.
There are models with and without an interaction term between motivation and opportunity to
migrate. In addition, there are models with and without control variables: Neighborhood Trust,
Neighborhood Alert, Total Income, Age, College Educated, Betrayal, Computer, Ties to International
Company, and Police Ties. The table below displays the results. Since the violence witnessed and wasta
variables are the only variables with statistically significant coefficients, I include figures to display their
survival curves. In the Appendix, I include a correlation matrix of Cox model coefficients from model 4.
Table IV in here
Figure 4 in here
Figure 5 in here
Without an interaction term, H1 and H3 are supported. H2 is not supported. When I add the
interaction term, I find that respondents migrated earlier when they both had not witnessed violence
and had wasta. Respondents who did not have wasta and did not witness violence did not have
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significantly different migration timing than those who did not have wasta and did witness violence. In
addition, respondents who did have wasta and did witness violence did not have significantly different
migration timing than those who did not have wasta and did witness violence.
It is also important that Armed Group Ties, Violence to Family, and Violence Received are not
statistically significant. The null result for Armed Group Ties supports a view that more information
about armed group activities does not have a systematic relationship with motivation or opportunity for
migration. Then, the insignificant coefficients for Violence to Family and Violence Received support an
argument that the counter-intuitive effect of Violence Witnessed is not just driven by an endogenous
relationship with migration timing. If witnessing violence were just more likely because somebody had
stayed home for a longer duration and would have more violent experiences generally, then receiving
violence or family members receiving violence should also be more likely as people stay home for a
longer duration.
These results support the argument that migration timing requires the combination of
motivation and opportunity to facilitate earlier migration. Motivation without opportunity and
opportunity without motivation are not enough to significantly affect migration timing.

Conclusion
This article has shown that civilians must have both early motivation and opportunity in order to
migrate at an earlier time during conflict. Motivation without opportunity and opportunity without
motivation are not enough. This is a key insight for migration research that often only emphasizes one
or the other. There are some exceptions, such as work that uses an aspirations-capabilities framework,
but it has not yet become standard in migration research.
I also contribute to research on the relationship between violence and migration. Violent
experiences trigger crucial psychological (PTG or PTSD) and social processes (narrative ruptures) that
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influence the timing of motivation to migrate. The combination of locations and targeting types of
violence create the opportunity structure for conflict-induced migration. In Syria, I show that civilians
with wasta have more opportunity to safely navigate this opportunity structure and migrate safely.
Future work would benefit from developing methods to obtain individual-level data from both
migrants and non-migrants during conflict. Expanding the sample could allow findings to generalize to a
broader population. In addition, it could yield a sample with a wider variety of combinations of violent
experiences, which could improve comparison of the effects of violence to family, violence received, and
violence witnessed. Skype interviews and collaborations with in-country journalists and enumerators
present possible solutions to obtain this kind of data (Lund, 2016). Extensions of this work to other
contexts should also consider how civilians in those other contexts obtain advantaged positions. Syrians
refer to those with advantaged positions as having wasta. Comparable systems include blat in Russia, Big
Man Politics in sub-Saharan Africa, and good ol’ boy networks in the United States. Examining these
systems could advance understandings of how social systems interact with armed conflict.
Understanding conflict-induced migration requires explaining more than why people migrate. It
is also important to explain when they migrate. Improving explanations of migration timing will bring
substantial academic and policy benefits for civilians living through the challenges and dangers of armed
conflict.
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