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Editor’s note: This article is adapted in part from Weapons 
of Mass Migration: Forced Displacement, Coercion and 
Foreign Policy by Kelly M. Greenhill. © 2010 by Cornell 
University. It is used by permission of the publisher, Cornell 
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In late March 2016, ambassadors from the twen-
ty-eight European Union (EU) member states 
concluded what was supposed to be a secret deal 

to curtail further in-migration with leaders of eight 

countries in the Horn of Africa. They were responding 
to mounting fears and anxiety within the EU about the 
migration crisis that brought more than one million 
people to Europe in 2015 alone. In exchange for a 
promise to help stanch unregulated flows of people to 
Europe, the EU agreed to provide the African countries 
with about $50 million in monetary and in-kind aid 
and equipment over the following three years.1

This deal followed closely on the heels of far more 
broadly publicized migration deal between the EU 

Refugees walk from Syria into Akçakale, Sanliurfa Province, southeastern Turkey, 14 June 2015 after breaking through a border fence. The 
mass displacement of Syrians came as Kurdish fighters announced they were making headway toward the city of Tal Abyad, a stronghold of 
the Islamic State near the Turkish border. (Photo by Lefteris Pitarakis, Associated Press)
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and Turkey, which was concluded, as one observ-
er put it, “with EU policymakers’ backs seemingly 
against the wall, and in an atmosphere of palpable 
panic.”2 In exchange for permitting Greece to return to 
Turkey all irregular migrants arriving after 20 March 
2016, the EU agreed to assist 
the regime of Turkish President 
Recep Tayyip Erdogan in 
meeting the mounting burden 
of hosting approximately three 
million refugees via provision of 
more than €6 billion in aid and 
increased resettlement of Syrian 
refugees residing in Turkey.3 
The EU also agreed to accelerate 
visa liberalization for Turkish 
nationals and to “reenergize” 
previously moribund talks on 
Turkish EU membership, both 
of which Turkey had been seek-
ing for years without success.4 
Conclusion of the EU–Turkey 
deal followed a series of threats 
by Turkish officials that effec-
tively amounted to, “We’re tired 
of waiting. Either concede to 
our array of demands or face the 
migration-related consequences of failing to do so.”5

Although widely popular with some segments of 
society within EU member states, both migration deals 
have been widely criticized as inhumane, immoral, and 
possibly illegal, particularly in light of creeping au-
thoritarianism within Turkey and the fact that parties 
to the Horn of Africa deal include despots such as 
Sudanese President Omar al-Bashir, a leader who has 
been indicted by the International Criminal Court on 
charges that he directed a campaign of genocide, ethnic 
cleansing, and other crimes against humanity during 
the country’s Darfur conflict.6

Arguably more important, however, is that in addi-
tion to lambasting these deals on their own terms, critics 
have expressed concerns about what precedents might be 
set by these seemingly Faustian bargains and what these 
deals may portend for the future of refugee protection 
more generally. Concerns about the future security and 
stability of the regimes that host refugees are indisputably 
valid, especially given recent developments in this regard 

in Australia, in certain EU member states, and beyond.7 
However, future-focused claims about the precedents 
that might be set by these “new” migration deals are 
curiously and potentially dangerously ahistorical. This is 
because in point of fact the exploitation of refugees and 

migrants, which we might politely 
refer to as foreign-policy bar-
gaining chips—and less politely, 
as coercive weapons—is neither 
new nor novel. Moreover, neither 
is target state vulnerability to this 
unconventional brand of nonmil-
itary coercion, a fact that carries 
significant operational and policy 
implications.

Mass Migration 
as a Weapon

Indeed, as illustrated in 
detail in my 2010 book, Weapons 
of Mass Migration: Forced 
Displacement, Coercion and 
Foreign Policy, using displaced 
people as nonmilitary instru-
ments of state-level coercion has 
long been a common feature of 
international politics.8 In fact, 

this frequently asymmetric brand of coercion—i.e., co-
ercive engineered migration (CEM)—has been attempted 
at least seventy-five times since the advent of the 1951 
Refugee Convention alone; that is at least one per year 
on average.9 In that time, CEM has been undertaken 
by dozens of discrete state and nonstate challengers 
against at least as many disparate targets and, by ex-
tension, against an equally large number of victimized 
groups of displaced people.

Sometimes the coercive weaponization of population 
movements has simply comprised threats to generate 
outflows, such as former Libyan leader Mu’ammar 
Gaddhafi’s recurrent, colorful, and rather dramatic 
promises to “turn Europe black” if the EU failed to meet 
his demands. Gaddhafi used this tool with varying 
degrees of success in 2004, 2006, 2008, and 2010, before 
fatally overplaying his hand in 2011. Although the EU/
NATO intervention in Libya that year was not primar-
ily driven by this unique brand of coercion, Gaddhafi 
aggressively employed it against the interveners. He used 
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it first as an instrument of deterrence in the form of 
threats against EU officials in the earliest days of the up-
rising, and later as an instrument of compellence against 
nearby NATO member states, after the bombing cam-
paign had commenced and the civil war had erupted.10

In other instances, coercion has entailed forc-
ing large numbers of victims across borders, as then 
Yugoslav President Slobodan Milosevic did in the 
spring of 1999 in an attempt first to deter and then to 
compel NATO to stop its bombing campaign during 
the Kosovo War. Former German Foreign Minister 
Joschka Fischer later admitted his regret in not taking 
Milosevic seriously when he said he “could empty 
Kosovo in a week.” Thus, while NATO was seeking 
to compel Milosevic to cease his offensive against the 
Kosovars through the use of air strikes, Milosevic was 
engaged in his own intensive game of countercoer-
cion against NATO and its allies. However, displaced 
people, rather than bombs, were his political and 
military weapons of choice.11 Although details remain 
somewhat sketchy at this point, evidence suggests the 
Syrian regime employed this tool as an instrument of 
deterrence against one or more of its neighbors at the 
start of the ongoing civil war.12

On still other occasions, coercers have merely opened 
(and later closed) borders that are normally sealed. One 
such example is former Cuban President Fidel Castro, 
who used this tool against the United States on at least 
three occasions: in 1965, 1994, and, most famously, 
during the Mariel boat lift of 1980.13 In still other cases, 
coercion has been effected by exploiting and manipu-
lating outflows created by others, whether intentionally 
or inadvertently. This was the case in the late 1970s 
when a group of Association of Southeast Asian Nations 
(ASEAN) states threatened to push Indochinese boat 
people out to sea, where they would likely drown, if the 
group’s demands were not met. The aforementioned case 
of Turkey is another clear example.

Success or Failure of Coercive 
Engineered Migration

Operationally speaking, CEM is a “coercion by 
punishment” strategy. Challengers aim to create do-
mestic conflict, public dissatisfaction, or both, within 
the target state in an attempt to convince its leader-
ship to concede to the challenger’s demands rather 
than incur the anticipated (domestic or international) 

political costs of resistance.14 As is the case with terror-
ism and strategic bombing—also coercion by punish-
ment strategies—the principal targets (namely, states) 
tend not to be synonymous with the principal victims 
(the displaced themselves).

There are two distinct but not mutually exclusive 
pathways by which CEM can be effected using punish-
ment strategies; loosely speaking, they might be thought 
of as “capacity swamping” and “political agitating.” Simply 
put, swamping focuses on manipulating the ability of 
targets to accept, accommodate, and assimilate a given 
group of migrants or refugees, while agitating focuses on 
manipulating the willingness of targets to do so. In both 
swamping and agitating, coercion is effectively a dy-
namic, two-level game in which target responses on the 
international level to threats issued or actions taken by 
challengers tend to be driven by simultaneous (or subse-
quent) actions taken by actors within the target state.15 
Somewhat paradoxically, evidence suggests the objective 
dangers posed to targets tend to be greater in the case of 
swamping, but the 
probability of coer-
cive success tends to 
be greater in the 
case of agitating.

In the de-
veloping world, 
coercive attempts 
most often focus 
on swamping and 
comprise threats 
to severely tax 
or overwhelm a 
target’s physical or 
economic capacity 
to cope with an 
influx—thereby ef-
fectively debilitat-
ing it—if it fails to 
concede to the co-
ercer’s demands.16 
Challengers antic-
ipate that, in loca-
tions where ethnic 
tensions may 
already be elevat-
ed and where the 
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extension of central government control may be compro-
mised even at the best of times, where essential resources 
are limited and consensus on the legitimacy of the politi-
cal regime is shaky at best, a large influx can present a real 
and persuasive threat. For instance, in early 2014, Russia 
threatened to expel many of its Central Asian guest 
workers if those states supported the United Nations 
resolution condemning the annexation of Crimea.17 
(Support of said resolution was not forthcoming.)

Capacity swamping can also be an effective strategy 
in the developed world, or “the West,” broadly defined. 
This is particularly true if the incipient crisis is large 
and sudden, since even highly industrialized states need 
time to gear up to effectively deal with disasters, be they 
natural or manmade, as the ongoing European migra-
tion crisis dramatically illustrates.18 That said, advanced 
industrial societies tend to have greater resources they 
can bring to bear in a crisis, making it much more dif-
ficult—if not impossible—to overwhelm their physical 
ability to cope with such an exigency.

In the developed world, therefore, political agitat-
ing often supplants capacity swamping as the linchpin 
of coercion. Challengers on the international level seek 
to influence target behavior on the domestic level by 
engaging in a kind of norms-enhanced political black-
mail that relies on exploiting and exacerbating what 
Robert Putnam has called the “heterogeneity” of politi-
cal and social interests within polities.19 Exploitation of 
heterogeneity within Western states is possible because 
population influxes, such as those created in migration 
and refugee crises, tend to engender diverse and highly 
divisive responses within the societies expected to bear 
the brunt of their consequences, as electoral campaign 
rhetoric both at home and abroad makes clear. As 
Marc Rosenblum puts it, “efforts to bend immigration 
policy to the national interest compete with pluralistic 
policy demands originating at the party, subnational 
(local and state), and sector- or class-specific levels.”20 
Like immigration and refugee policy more general-
ly, real and threatened migration crises tend to split 
societies into (at least) two mutually exclusive and 
often highly mobilized groups: the pro-refugee/migrant 
camp and the anti-refugee/migrant camp.

What it means to be pro- or anti-refugee/migrant 
will perforce vary across targets and across crises. 
Depending on circumstances, pro-refugee/migrant 
camps may call for relatively limited, short-term 

responses, such as accepting financial responsibility for 
settling the migrant or refugee group in a third country, 
or far more significant—even permanent—commit-
ments, like offering asylum or citizenship. Conversely, 
anti-refugee/migrant groups may demand that requests 
for financial assistance be rejected or, more radically, 
that migrants be interdicted, refugees refused asylum, 
or even, in extreme cases, forcibly repatriated.

The bottom line is that because targets cannot si-
multaneously satisfy demands both to accept and reject 
a given group of migrants or refugees, leaders facing 
highly mobilized and highly polarized interests on both 
sides of the divide can find themselves on the horns of 
a real dilemma in which it is impossible to satisfy the 
demands of one camp without alienating the other. 
Thus, it is not heterogeneity per se that makes targets 
vulnerable. Instead, strategies of political agitation can 
succeed because these two competing groups tend to 
have mutually incompatible interests that they may be 
highly committed to defending, and target leaderships 
may have compelling political, legal, or moral reasons 
to avoid conflicting with either group.

Under such conditions, leaders may face strong 
domestic incentives to concede to coercers’ internation-
al-level demands—particularly if doing so can make 
real or potential migration crises cease or disappear, 
thereby freeing target leaderships from the proverbial 
trap between a rock and a hard place. As Marco Scalvini 
aptly put it in the middle of the 2011 Libyan crisis, after 
Gaddhafi had once more threatened to “turn Europe 
black,” “the anxiety over a refugee invasion from Africa 
reveals the contradictions present in Europe today, 
where, on the one hand, the moral imperative of universal 
emancipation is proclaimed, but on the other, policies 
and practice continue the trend of refusing a safe haven to 
the very refugees they have helped to create.”21

In short, challengers aim to influence targets by what 
is, in traditional coercion, known as force majeure—a 
choice dictated by overwhelming circumstances. Targets 
of course always have a choice, but one that is skewed if 
they believe the consequences of noncompliance will be a 
denial of future choices.22 Thus, coercers seek to narrow a 
target’s range of domestic policy responses to an outflow 
such that concession begins to appear more attractive, at 
least relative to the possibility that the future will hold 
fewer, still less-auspicious choices. This is not to suggest 
that concession is cost-free, only that, in the face of a 
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threatened or mounting crisis, the anticipation of future 
pain and mounting costs has to be weighed against the 
costs and opportunities associated with ending the crisis 
immediately by conceding to the challenger’s demands.

As the aforementioned examples might suggest, this 
kind of coercion is most often employed by the relatively 
weak (in terms of power and capabilities) against the 
relatively strong, as figure 1 indicates.

Of the seventy-five cases analyzed, the vast majority 
of targets of CEM have been liberal democracies, while 

the vast majority of coercers have 
not only been weak but also 
disproportionately illiberal, as 
figure 2 illustrates. Why we have 
likely witnessed this distribu-
tion of coercers and targets is 
explored in detail in the section 
that follows.

In sum, in traditional military 
coercion, the aim is to achieve 
political goals “on the cheap.” In 
CEM, by contrast, the general 
aim for weak actors is to achieve 
political goals that would be 
utterly unattainable through mil-
itary means or, in a more limited 
number of cases, for powerful 
actors to achieve aims wherein 
the use of military force would 
be too costly or potentially esca-
latory, and hence, dangerous.23 
For instance, the idea that states 
such as Cuba, Haiti, and Mexico 
could successfully coerce their 
neighbor, the United States, with 
the threat of military force is 
absurd. But doing so via the tacit 
or explicit threat of demographic 
bombs is a different story. Indeed, 
Castro successfully coerced the 
United States to the negotiat-
ing table three times using this 
tool, most famously during the 
1980 Mariel boatlift, but also in 
1965 and, most significantly, in 
1994–1995. Some have argued 
that the current Castro regime is 

even now gearing up again as the country moves towards 
normalization with the United States.24

Coercive Engineered Migration 
as an Attractive (Asymmetric) 
Means of Influence

Research on negotiating strategies of the (relatively) 
weak has revealed that weak state and nonstate actors 
often view crisis generation as a necessary precursor to 
negotiations with their more powerful counterparts, 
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Figure 1. Relative Power of Challengers 
and Target States
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who tend to be reluctant to yield concessions and even 
to negotiate with weaker challengers absent crisis-gen-
erating incentives.25 As Thomas Schelling put it, “‘If I 
say, ‘Row, or I’ll tip the 
boat over and drown 
us both,’ you’ll say you 
don’t believe me. But 
if I rock the boat so 
that it may tip over, 
you’ll be more im-
pressed … To make it 
work, I must really put 
the boat in jeopardy; 
just saying that I may 
turn us both over is 
unconvincing.”26

Crisis generation 
offers relatively weak 
actors a tried-and-
true strategy for both 
overcoming powerful 
actors’ reluctance to 
negotiate and leveling 
the playing field. It is 
one of the few areas in 
which weak, and even 
internationally illegit-
imate, actors may pos-
sess relative strength 
vis-à-vis more power-
ful target states, and 
certainly—in the case 
of migration crises—
also vis-à-vis their 
even weaker domestic victims.27 After intentionally 
generating crises, weak actors can offer to make them 
disappear in exchange for military, financial, or political 
payoffs. Indeed, international negotiators routinely re-
port recognizable patterns of “drama and catastrophe” 
when dealing with particular international actors.28

In the face of such catastrophes, overlapping bar-
gaining space may develop rapidly where before there 
was none. Indeed, strong actors who were previously 
unwilling to even talk to, much less negotiate with, 
their weaker counterparts will often abruptly temper 
or reverse positions in the face of clear and present 
crises. As one migration scholar bluntly put it, “Sending 

nations can sometimes structure emigration so that 
receiving states are very likely to respond with inconsis-
tent administrative action,” which can then be used as a 

lever against those who had 
“in effect brushed [them] 
off ” previously.29

Consequently, migra-
tion crisis generation can 
help enhance weak actors’ 
credibility, increase the 
potency of their threats, 
and improve their coer-
cive capabilities in several 
different ways.30 For one 
thing, under certain condi-
tions, migration crises may 
permit weak challengers to 
inflict punishment upon 
targets disproportionate 
to the costs of compliance. 
Although targets may be 
understandably reluctant 
to concede before an event 
occurs, quite often demands 
that were unacceptable at 
the outset may begin to 
appear nominal compared 
with the costs of manag-
ing sustained, large-scale 
outflows into the indefinite 
future, as the EU, like many 
targets before it, is in the 
process of discovering as of 
this writing. Consider that, 

unlike a bombing sortie, which may be profoundly 
damaging but is perforce finite, a migration crisis can 
be, as noted above, “a gift that keeps on giving.”

Therefore, not only are the reputational barriers to 
resorting to such norms-violating tactics lower, but the 
bargaining advantages of doing so are also far greater.

In addition, because in-kind retaliation is rarely an 
option for targets—and alternate responses may also 
be problematic—coercers using CEM may achieve a 
kind of escalation dominance over potential targets.31 
For instance, launching a war to counter outflows may 
be an option in certain circumstances, but often the 
expected costs associated with escalation to that level 

Mu’ammar Gaddhafi attends the 12th African Union Summit 2 Febru-
ary 2009 in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia. Gaddhafi frequently threatened 
to use Libya as a conduit for massive illegal immigration into Europe 
as leverage for attaining policy goals. (Photo by Mass Communication 
Specialist 2nd Class Jesse B. Awalt, U.S. Navy)
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far exceed the expected costs of conceding in whole 
or in part. For instance, as disconcerting as West 
German leaders found the periodic inflows of large 
numbers of Eastern bloc refugees, neither they nor 
their NATO allies were ever going to be willing to risk 
starting World War III by taking retaliatory military 
action against East Germany.32 Likewise, if a coercer is 
already internationally isolated, the methods short of 
war that powerful states may employ in response may 
be slow-acting—e.g., sanctions—and thus inappropri-
ate as a method of counter-coercion during a crisis. 
And, war itself can be a risky option. Conflicts are 
costly, and their outcomes are uncertain.33

Simply put, in traditional military coercion, 
potential adversaries tend to be deterred from even 
attempting coercion unless they possess superior 
military capabilities that can protect them from 
retaliation. However, in the case of CEM, coercers 
are frequently undeterred by their targets’ military 
superiority, because retaliation is only rarely a politi-
cally feasible option. This is because targets generally 
value the issues at hand less than do the coercers, who 
tend to be highly dissatisfied with the status quo and 
more resolved than their targets. This makes sense in 
that coercers are often fighting for their very political 
survival, whereas for targets the issues at hand tend to 
be of more limited importance.34

Moreover, compared with more convention-
al military operations, catalyzing out-migrations is 
usually relatively cheap, particularly as the number of 
troops required is frequently small, and the manpower 
necessary to effect population displacement need not 
be highly trained or well equipped.35 Inducing mass 
migration does not rely on direct combat, but rather 
on the expectations associated with the demonstrative 
capacity of the violence that can be brought to bear. 
Sometimes no force need be used at all; the fear of fu-
ture violence may be sufficient to cause people to flee.36

Furthermore, because of the widespread belief 
that liberal democracies possess particular charac-
teristics that make them and their leaders behave 
differently than those in other regime types, “fellow 
liberals benefit from a presumption of amity; nonlib-
erals suffer from a presumption of enmity.”37 Hence, 
illiberal actors—already viewed with suspicion and 
contempt by the most powerful members of the 
international community—have little left to lose 

should they choose to abrogate the norms associat-
ed with the generation of migration crises. In short, 
nondemocratic, “illegitimate” states and nonstate 
actors face a double whammy: few are strong enough 
to impel their strong counterparts to take them 
seriously under normal conditions, and still fewer are 
likely to be trusted to negotiate in an above the board 
manner. Therefore, not only are the reputational 
barriers to resorting to such norms-violating tactics 
lower, but the bargaining advantages of doing so are 
far greater. Hence, this kind of coercion can be an 
attractive method of influence for those with limited 
resources and few other options at their disposal. 
Consequently, it is unsurprising that the vast majori-
ty of would-be coercers have been weaker in capabili-
ties terms than their targets.

In terms of the obvious exceptions—namely, those 
cases where strong or democratic actors have em-
ployed this tool—coercers’ goals have usually been the 
achievement of political goals at lower cost than they 
could possibly have been achieved through military 
means. While John F. Kennedy’s administration was 
understandably reluctant to use force to influence 
Soviet behavior vis-à-vis Berlin in the early 1960s, 
U.S. officials—at the very least—entertained the idea 
of using CEM to “encourage” greater cooperation 
from Moscow.38 And, more recently, Iran’s episodic 
threats to expel Afghan refugees to influence Afghan 
government behavior have surely appeared less prob-
lematical and potentially less costly than engaging in 
overt military operations in furtherance of the same 
political goals.39

Coercers’ Objectives and 
Rates of Success

As is the case with traditional military coercion, 
challengers’ demands have been highly varied in scope, 
content, and magnitude. As the discussion above sug-
gests, demands have been both concrete and symbolic 
and have comprised entreaties to undertake actions 
or to cease undertaking them (compellence) as well as 
to eschew taking them at all (deterrence). Demands 
have run the gamut from the simple provision of 
financial aid, to the termination of insurgent funding, 
to full-scale military intervention, and even to regime 
change. Broadly speaking, we can usefully divide these 
myriad objectives into three key (and nonmutually 
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exclusive) categories: political 
goals, military goals, and eco-
nomic goals. As figure 3 indi-
cates, more than 60 percent of 
seventy-five coercive attempts 
have been driven by political 
objectives, about 30 percent by 
military objectives, and approx-
imately 50 percent by economic 
objectives. That the sum of 
these three sets of objectives is 
greater than 100 percent makes 
clear that numerous coercers 
have sought multiple, often 
disparate objectives.

Moreover, in their coercive 
attempts, challengers have also 
been relatively successful on 
their own terms and in com-
parison to their more pow-
erful counterparts.40 Success 
in this context is defined as 
persuading a target to change 
a previously articulated policy, 
stopping or reversing an action 
already undertaken, or dis-
bursing side payments, in line 
with a challenger’s demands; in 
other words, most of a chal-
lenger’s demands were met. A 
case is coded as a “success” if 
most or all of the challenger’s 
known objectives were achieved 
and as a “partial success” if the 
challenger achieved a signif-
icant fraction, but not all, of 
its aims. If few or none of the 
challenger’s objectives were 
achieved—or were achieved for 
what appear to be exogenous 
reasons—the case is coded as 
a “failure.” Finally, a case is coded as “indeterminate” 
if the challenger achieved at least some of its objec-
tives, but causality is unclear; if there is insufficient 
evidence to conclude that coercion was in the end 
attempted; or if threats were issued, but a crisis never 
materialized, and it remains unclear whether or not 

the challenger’s demands were met. (Indeterminate 
cases are excluded from aggregate assessments of 
coercive success and failure.)

Overall, challengers have achieved at least some of 
their objectives about 74 percent of the time. If one im-
poses a stricter measure of success and excludes partial 
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successes, coercers have gotten more or less everything 
they reportedly sought 57 percent of the time.41 While 
rather more modest, this more restrictive rate is com-
parable to some of the best-case estimates of deterrence 
success (ca. 57 percent), and substantially greater than 
best estimates of the success of economic sanctions (ca. 
33 percent) or U.S. coercive diplomacy efforts (between 
19 and 37.5 percent).42

Disaggregating CEM into exercises of compellence 
and deterrence reveals that the vast majority of the 
seventy-five to eighty-six heretofore-documented 
cases of CEM have been exercises in compellence; the 
remaining cases have comprised exercises combining 
crisis deterrence and compellence and crisis deterrence 
alone.43 While deterrence attempts are in the aggre-
gate successful at rates akin to U.S. coercive diplomacy 
(40 percent partial plus complete success; 20 percent 
complete success), compellence-only attempts have on 
average yielded rates significantly higher than CEM 
as a whole (78 percent partial plus complete success; 
63 percent complete success).

Target Defenses and Evasive Actions
The previous discussion notwithstanding, howev-

er, migration-driven coercion is no superweapon. The 
political and military risks associated with its employ-
ment can be enormously high, even fatal, as, for instance, 
Gaddhafi discovered when he fatally overplayed his 
hand in 2011 after a series of successful uses of CEM 
throughout the 2000s.44 The reputational costs of wea-
ponizing innocent people to effect state-level coercion 
can also be great, as can be the international opprobrium 
incurred following such uses. Thus, it is hardly surprising 
that the vast majority of documented coercers have been 
highly committed but relatively weak (relative to their 
targets) illiberal actors. Even so, it is rarely a weapon of 
first resort for several distinct reasons.

First, challengers may ultimately catalyze larger cri-
ses than they anticipate or desire, and massive outflows 
can destabilize both states of origin and destination.45 
Fears of just such a collapse, for instance, led to the 
construction of the Berlin Wall in the early 1960s.46

Second, once a crisis has been initiated, challengers 
often lose (some degree of) control over it, in no small 
part because engineered migration-related “cleans-
ing” operations may be carried out by irregulars, or 
even bands of thugs, who lack discipline and whose 

objectives may not be synonymous with those who 
instigated an outflow. Likewise, migrants and refugees 
of course have agency, and once they find themselves 
outside the sending state, they are frequently capa-
ble of autonomous actions. For example, they might 
move in different directions and do so in smaller or 
larger numbers than the challenger desires. When this 
happens, an outflow can become more like an unguid-
ed missile than a smart bomb, thus making coercing a 
particular target more difficult.

Third, as Schelling has argued, “the ideal compellent 
action would be one that, once initiated, causes mini-
mal harm if compliance is forthcoming and great harm 
if compliance is not forthcoming.”47 However, while mi-
gration and refugee movements, once initiated, can be 
stopped, under certain conditions, they can be difficult 
to undo. As such, threats of further escalation can be 
quite persuasive, but promises of minimal harm in the 
face of compliance can be difficult to keep, potentially 
reducing the value of concession for targets.

Fourth, the potential for blowback can be great, and 
the intended consequences thereof quite costly. For 
instance, not only did the U.S.-instigated mass migration 
of North Vietnamese southward following the First 
Indochina War fail to achieve its stated objective of 
deterring Ho Chi Minh from pushing for reunification 
elections, but it also inadvertently further weakened the 
sitting regime in South Vietnam while simultaneously 
increasing U.S. commitment to propping it up.48

Moreover, coercion is not a one-sided game, and 
targets are not without recourse. Although, due to 
their generally liberal democratic nature, the ma-
jority of targets are constrained from responding in 
kind by launching flows of their own. However, many 
do find ways to fight back and to resist, sometimes 
successfully. Three responses in particular warrant 
mention. First, under certain conditions, targets can 
“externalize,” outsource, or simply pass on the visible 
(and politically costly) consequences of migration 
crises to others, thereby skirting successful coercion 
by persuading third parties to warehouse, host, or 
even assimilate the unwanted group.49 Transferring 
responsibility is not always an option, however, 
particularly if the displaced are already inside the 
target state or if other potential host or asylum states 
themselves fear the destabilizing consequences of 
an influx. Second, some target governments manage 
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to navigate the political shoals represented by their 
constituents’ mutually incompatible interests, either 
by assuaging one or another camp through the use 
of side payments or by changing mobilized actors’ 
minds about the undesirability of a given migrant 
or refugee group through issue redefinition. In other 
words, leaders may succeed in shifting domestic per-
ceptions of the expected costs or benefits associated 
with a particular influx.50 Third, targets may success-
fully threaten to launch—or actually do launch—mil-
itary action to forestall or stop outflows at the source. 
Indeed, sometimes they even use the threat of hypo-
thetical outflows to justify military actions they wish 
to take for other reasons. Sometimes targets simply 
convincingly threaten other actions that convince 
challengers to back down or end an outflow. When 
evasion succeeds, coercion will fail, or at least be less 
successful than challengers may have hoped.

Coercion can also fail because of missteps by chal-
lengers, some of which may also be successfully manipu-
lated by targets. For instance, although such cases appear 
to be relatively unusual, attempted migration-driven 
coercion may unify the target’s population, rather 
than polarize it. Similarly, if a group of migrants or 

refugees—previously viewed with skepticism or hostil-
ity—is effectively recast as the victim of gross human 
rights abuses and worthy of protection, mobilized 
opposition may evaporate, and with it, the possibility of 
successful coercion.51 This is a key point, which rein-
forces the fact of the dynamic nature of this coercive, 
two-level game. More broadly, whenever there are sig-
nificant downward shifts in the level of mobilization of 
(and degree of polarization between) pro- or anti-refugee 
camps over time, coercion is likely to fail.

Nevertheless, as we have now seen, migra-
tion-driven coercive attempts occur on average at 
least once a year, and, on average, they are relatively 
successful when undertaken, particularly against 
liberal democratic targets. This is particularly true in 
the domain of compellence, which comprises the vast 
majority of cases of CEM. At the same time, as figure 4 
suggests, even if the United States’ relative populari-
ty as a target is currently ebbing, overall the average 
number of cases per year may be creeping upward 
(although these apparent trends may not endure). In 
sum, while not a tool of first resort, under the right 
circumstances, CEM can grant the last word to those 
who employ it.
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Conclusions
Coercion is generally understood to refer to the 

practice of inducing or preventing changes in political 
behavior using threats, intimidation, or some other 
form of pressure—most commonly, military force. 
Coercion-driven migrations, or coercive engineered 
migrations, by extension, are those real or threatened 
cross-border population movements that are deliber-
ately created or manipulated as instruments of deter-
rence or compellence in order to prevent or induce 
changes in political behavior, or to extract political, 
military, and economic concessions from a target 
state or states. As the above discussion should make 
clear, CEMs are generally used as a means to achieve 
objectives in other policy arenas and to counter 
threats by adversaries to inflict costs and punishment 
using means other than migration.

Conventional wisdom suggests this kind of coercion 
is rare at best; indeed, some observers erroneously ap-
pear to believe Turkey in 2016 was the first time we have 
seen it in action. Yet, not only is this kind of coercion at-
tempted far more frequently than the accepted wisdom 
would suggest, but it also tends to succeed far more often 
than capabilities-based theories would predict, especially 
in the realm of compellence, its most common manifes-
tation. Thus, a greater appreciation for the frequency of 
its employment, the actors who resort to it and why, and 
what potential targets can do to protect themselves and 
the true victims of this kind of coercion—the displaced 
themselves—is imperative, from both policy and field 
operational standpoints. Such an imperative is particu-
larly acute at a time when more people than ever have 
been forcibly displaced—65.3 million around the world 
as of this writing, a figure that enterprising, capable, and 
opportunistic coercers are likely to push higher.52

If there is a silver lining in this account, it is that 
while many observers have underappreciated the 
significance of this kind of coercion, thankfully the 
same cannot necessarily be said for target states, par-
ticularly those that have been targeted multiple times. 
For example, U.S. national intelligence estimates 
have long included warnings of U.S. vulnerability to 
this kind of coercion and have recommended taking 
steps to guard against future predation. Similarly, 
Australia shut down its so-called “Pacific Solution,” 
at least for a time, in no small part to guard itself 
against future coercive attempts by the tiny island of 

Nauru.53 Likewise, in 2003 alone, the EU committed 
to spending €400 million to increase border securi-
ty, at least in part to deter future migration-driven 
coercion, and some have argued that Gaddhafi was 
deposed in no small part to prevent further recidi-
vism by the North African nation. (However, it has 
since become clear that getting rid of Gaddhafi did 
not destroy Libyan incentives to target the EU, and 
indeed the Europeans have been targeted by both 
competing government entities in Libya subsequent 
to Gaddhafi’s ouster.)54

As far as China and its sometimes volatile next-
door neighbor go, in 2006, the Chinese constructed a 
fence along part of its border with North Korea to im-
pede cross-border movements. In 2014, the Chinese 
produced a (now-leaked) military plan for dealing 
with potential migration-related fallout in the event 
of a threatened or actual collapse.55 Additionally, 
some states, including China, the United States, and 
Italy, regularly conduct military exercises designed 
to leave them better prepared to respond to potential 
massive influxes across their borders.56

In the case of the United States and Cuba, the 
normalization of relations may materially reduce 
the probability of future coercive attempts, but the 
situation at present remains very much in flux. How 
things will develop in the months and years to come 
is an open question, and some argue low-intensity 
nods towards coercion are underway even as this 
piece goes to press.57

Further, the political and national security impli-
cations of strategically engineered migrations extend 
far beyond the politically charged realms of immi-
gration, asylum, and border security policy—and not 
simply because coercers’ objectives extend to domains 
far beyond migration. Indeed, it has been suggested 
that the unspontaneous “flood of refugees from East 
to West Germany in 1989 … helped to bring down 
the Berlin Wall, expedited the unification of the two 
German states, and generated the most significant 
transformation in international relations since World 
War II.”58 In the here and now, some have suggested, 
the ongoing European migration crisis may presage or 
even catalyze the collapse of the EU.59

Migration and refugee flows have likewise been 
identified as one of the most significant causes of 
armed conflict in the post-Cold War period. In the 
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last decade alone, we have witnessed the consequenc-
es of CEM in arenas as significant and diverse as eco-
nomic sanctions and arms embargoes, ethnic conflict, 
military intervention, both intra- and inter-state war, 

nuclear proliferation, and regime change. While for 
many this is a phenomenon that has been hiding in 
plain sight, its consequences and implications have 
been anything but invisible.
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WE RECOMMEND

In Weapons of Mass Migration: Forced Displacement, 
Coercion and Foreign Policy, Professor Kelly M. Greenhill 

offers the first systematic examination of mass migration used 
as an asymmetric brand of state-against-state coercion. She 
examines who employs, and who has employed, this policy 
tool, to what ends, and when and why it works. Coercers aim 
to affect target states’ behavior by exploiting the existence of 
competing political interests and groups. She asserts that this 
“coercion by punishment” strategy can be effected in two 
ways: the first relies on straightforward threats to overwhelm 
a target’s capacity to accommodate a refugee or migrant in-
flux; the second relies on a kind of norms-enhanced political 
blackmail that exploits the existence of legal and normative 
commitments to those fleeing violence, persecution, or pri-
vation. The theory is illustrated in a variety of case studies 
from Europe, East Asia, and North America. To help policy 
makers in potential target nations better respond to this kind 
of unconventional predation, Weapons of Mass Migration 
also offers practicable policy recommendations for scholars, 
government officials, and anyone concerned about the true 
victims of this kind of coercion—the displaced themselves. 


