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2 MIGRATION AND MIGRANTS: A GLOBAL OVERVIEW

Introduction

In most discussions on migration, the starting point is usually numbers. Understanding changes in scale, 
emerging trends and shifting demographics related to global social and economic transformations, such as 
migration, help us make sense of the changing world we live in and plan for the future. The current global 
estimate is that there were around 272 million international migrants in the world in 2019, which equates to 
3.5 per cent of the global population.1 A first important point to note is that this is a very small minority of 
the world’s population, meaning that staying within one’s country of birth overwhelmingly remains the norm. 
The great majority of people do not migrate across borders; much larger numbers migrate within countries 
(an estimated 740 million internal migrants in 2009).2 That said, the increase in international migrants has 
been evident over time – both numerically and proportionally – and at a slightly faster rate than previously 
anticipated.3

The overwhelming majority of people migrate internationally for reasons related to work, family and study 
– involving migration processes that largely occur without fundamentally challenging either migrants or the 
countries they enter. In contrast, other people leave their homes and countries for a range of compelling and 
sometimes tragic reasons, such as conflict, persecution and disaster. While those who have been displaced, 
such as refugees and internally displaced persons (IDPs), comprise a relatively small percentage of all migrants, 
they are often the most in need of assistance and support. 

This chapter, with its focus on key global migration data and trends, seeks to assist migration policymakers, 
practitioners and researchers in making better sense of the bigger picture of migration, by providing an 
overview of information on migration and migrants. The chapter draws upon current statistical sources 
compiled by the United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs (UN DESA), the Organisation for 
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), the International Labour Organization (ILO), the World 
Bank, the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), the Internal Displacement Monitoring 
Centre (IDMC) and the International Organization for Migration (IOM).4 The chapter provides an overview of 
global data and trends on international migrants (stocks) and international migration (flows). It also provides 
a discussion of particular migrant groups – namely, migrant workers, refugees, asylum seekers, IDPs and 
missing migrants – as well as of stateless persons and remittances. 

The chapter also refers to the growing body of programmatic IOM data, particularly on assisted voluntary 
returns and reintegration, resettlement, displacement tracking and victims of human trafficking. While these 

1 UN DESA, 2019a. 
2 UNDP, 2009. 
3 See, for example, IOM’s World Migration Report 2003 (IOM, 2003), which drew upon United Nations population data (UN DESA, 

2002) and migration data (IOM, 2000).
4 In keeping within the scope of this report, statistics utilized in this chapter were current as at 30 June 2019, except for international 

migrant stock data which were incorporated into the chapter following the release of the 2019 revision by UN DESA on 17 September 
2019.
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data are generally not global or representative, they can provide insights into changes that have occurred 
in relevant programming and operations globally. As the United Nations migration agency, with activities 
relevant to all the themes discussed in this chapter, IOM data have the capacity to provide further insights 
on migration and its various dynamics, including the diverse needs of migrants. 

This chapter highlights some of the challenges associated with data collection and definitions that make a 
comprehensive analysis of migration trends at the global level difficult.5 This also remains an issue for many 
States attempting to analyse migration trends within their own countries or regions, as reflected in the 
Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and Regular Migration, with its emphasis on data collection for evidence-
based policy (Objective 1 of the Global Compact – see discussion in chapter 11 of this report). Ongoing efforts 
to collect and improve migration statistics have led to an expansion in available data; however, the need for 
further technical capacity is an obstacle that is yet to be overcome as the international community works to 
develop a more comprehensive global picture of key aspects of migration. Similarly, defining migration and 
migrants is complex, as discussed in the text box below. 

Defining migration, migrant and other key terms

Outside of general definitions of migration and migrant, such as those found in dictionaries, there 
exist various specific definitions of key migration-related terms, including in legal, administrative, 
research and statistical spheres.a There is no universally agreed definition of migration or migrant, 
however, several definitions are widely accepted and have been developed in different settings, such 
as those set out in UN DESA’s 1998 Recommendations on Statistics of International Migration.b 

Technical definitions, concepts and categories of migrants and migration are necessarily informed 
by geographic, legal, political, methodological, temporal and other factors. For example, there are 
numerous ways in which migration events can be defined, including in relation to place of birth, 
citizenship, place of residence and duration of stay.c This is important when it comes to quantifying 
and analysing the effects of migration and migrants (however defined). We encourage readers to refer 
to primary sources cited in the chapter for information on specific definitions and categorizations 
underlying the data. Readers may also find the IOM Glossary on Migration (2019 edition) to be a 
useful reference.d 

a See, for example, Poulain and Perrin, 2001.
b UN DESA, 1998.
c See, for example, de Beer et al., 2010.
d IOM, 2019b.

5 In general, explanatory notes, caveats, limitations and methodologies on specific sources of data can be extensive, and are therefore 
not included in this chapter. However, sources have been clearly identified so that readers can refer to them. 
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International migrants: numbers and trends

UN DESA produces estimates of the number of international migrants globally. The following discussion draws 
on its estimates, which are based on data provided by States.6 

The United Nations Recommendations on Statistics of International Migration defines an “international 
migrant” as any person who has changed his or her country of usual residence, distinguishing between 
“short-term migrants” (those who have changed their countries of usual residence for at least three months, 
but less than one year) and “long-term migrants” (those who have done so for at least one year). However, 
not all countries use this definition in practice.7 Some countries use different criteria to identify international 
migrants by, for example, applying different minimum durations of residence. Differences in concepts and 
definitions, as well as data collection methodologies between countries, hinder full comparability of national 
statistics on international migrants. 

Overall, the estimated number of international migrants has increased over the past five decades. The total 
estimated 272 million people living in a country other than their countries of birth in 2019 was 119 million 
more than in 1990 (when it was 153 million), and over three times the estimated number in 1970 (84 million; 
see table 1).  While the proportion of international migrants globally has also increased over this period, it is 
evident that the vast majority of people continue to live in the countries in which they were born. 

Table 1. International migrants, 1970–2019

Year Number of migrants Migrants as a %  
of the world’s population

1970 84,460,125 2.3%
1975 90,368,010 2.2%
1980 101,983,149 2.3%
1985 113,206,691 2.3%
1990 153,011,473 2.9%
1995 161,316,895 2.8%
2000 173,588,441 2.8%
2005 191,615,574 2.9%
2010 220,781,909 3.2%
2015 248,861,296 3.4%
2019 271,642,105 3.5%

Source:  UN DESA, 2008, 2019a, 2019b. 

Note:  The number of entities (such as States, territories and administrative regions) for which data were made available 
in the 2019 UN DESA Revision of International Migrant Stock was 232. In 1970, the number of entities was 135.

In 2019, most international migrants (around 74%) were of working age (20 to 64 years of age), with a slight 
decrease in migrants younger than 20 years old from 2000 to 2019 (from 16.4% to 14%), and a constant share 
(around 12%) of international migrants 65 years of age and older since 2000.

6 Data are also provided to UN DESA by territories and administrative units. For a summary on UN DESA stock data sources, methodology 
and caveats, please see UN DESA, 2019b. 

7 UN DESA, 1998. 
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Snapshot of international migrants

The international migrant population globally has increased in size but remained  
relatively stable as a proportion of the world’s population

272
Million258

Million249
Million221

Million192
Million

174
Million

1995 2000 2005 2010 2015 2019

2.8% 2.9% 3.2% 3.4% 3.4% 3.5%

2.7%
3.6%

4.8%
5.5%

7.5%
8.8%

10.0%
11.0%

11.2%
10.1%

7.1%
4.3%

3.4%
3.3%

2.8%

3.4%
4.3%

5.3%
5.6%

7.2%
8.2%

9.2%
10.1%

10.4%
9.6%

6.9%
4.4%

3.5%
3.3%

2.8%

70–74
65–69
60–64
55–59
50–54
45–49
40–44
35–39
30–24
25–29
20–24
15–19
10–14

5–9
0–4

52% of international migrants are male, 48% are female

Most international migrants (74%) are of working age (20–64 years)

*Age groups above 75 years were omitted (male 4%, female 6%).



23WORLD MIGRATION REPORT 2020

The proportion of international migrants varies significantly around the world

CCanada 21.3%

Sweden 20.0%

Qatar 78.7%

Singapore 37.1%
South Africa 7.2%

Note: This map is for illustration purposes only. The boundaries and names shown and the designations used on this map 
do not imply official endorsement or acceptance by the International Organization for Migration.

272 million international migrants in 2019 out of a global population of 7.7 billion:  
1 in every 30 people 

Note:  Infographics based on UN DESA, 2019a and UN DESA, 2019c.
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In 2019, Europe and Asia each hosted around 82 million and 84 million international migrants, respectively   
– comprising 61 per cent of the total global international migrant stock combined (see figure 1). These 
regions were followed by North America, with almost 59 million international migrants in 2019 or 22 per cent 
of the global migrant stock, Africa at 10 per cent, Latin America and the Caribbean at 4 per cent, and Oceania 
at 3 per cent. When compared with the size of the population in each region, shares of international migrants 
in 2019 were highest in Oceania, North America and Europe, where international migrants represented, 
respectively, 21 per cent, 16 per cent and 11 per cent of the total population.8 In comparison, the share of 
international migrants is relatively small in Asia and Africa (1.8% and 2%, respectively) and Latin America 
and the Caribbean (1.8%). However, Asia experienced the most remarkable growth from 2000 to 2019, at 
69 per cent (around 34 million people in absolute terms).9 Europe experienced the second largest growth 
during this period, with an increase of 25 million international migrants, followed by an increase of 18 million 
international migrants in North America and 11 million in Africa.10

Figure 1. International migrants, by major region of residence, 2005 to 2019 (millions)
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Source: UN DESA, 2019a. Datasets available at www.un.org/en/development/desa/population/migration/data/estimates2/
estimates19.asp (accessed 18 September 2019).

Note: Categorization based on UN DESA geographic regions (see chapter 3, appendix A for details), not implying official 
endorsement or acceptance by IOM.

The increase in international migration in some regions over time has had an impact on population change. 
Figure 2 shows the proportional population change for each of the world’s six regions from 2009 to 2019. While 
Europe has traditionally been one of the major destination regions for international migrants, it has had the 
slowest rate of proportional population change over this period, at slightly over 1 per cent. However, the rate 
would arguably be much lower without international migrants who have mitigated decreasing populations 

8 UN DESA, 2019a. 
9 Ibid. 
10 Ibid.

http://www.un.org/en/development/desa/population/migration/data/estimates2/estimates19.asp
http://www.un.org/en/development/desa/population/migration/data/estimates2/estimates19.asp
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in some European countries due, for example, to declining birth rates.11 By comparison, Africa underwent 
the most significant change, with its population growing by nearly 30 per cent over this period, due to high 
fertility rates and increasing lifespans.12 This growth has nevertheless been softened by emigration from 
Africa to other regions (namely Europe and Asia – see chapter 3 of this report for discussion).

Figure 2. Proportional population change by region, 2009–2019
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Source: UN DESA, 2019c.

Note: Categorization based on UN DESA geographic regions (see chapter 3, appendix A for details), not implying official 
endorsement or acceptance by IOM.

While population growth over the decade may be most pronounced for Africa, in 2019 more than half the 
world’s total population resided in just one region: Asia (4.6 billion people). From 2009 to 2019, the population 
in Asia grew by nearly 440 million (from 4.16 billion to 4.6 billion), compared with just under 300 million 
in Africa (from 1.01 billion to 1.31 billion).13 Five of the world’s top 10 most populous countries are in Asia 
(China, India, Indonesia, Pakistan and Bangladesh).14

The United States of America has been the main country of destination for international migrants since 
1970.15 Since then, the number of foreign-born people residing in the country has more than quadrupled – 
from less than 12 million in 1970, to close to 51 million in 2019. Germany, the second top destination for 
migrants, has also observed an increase over the years, from 8.9 million in 2000 to 13.1 million in 2019. A 
list of the top 20 destination countries of international migrants is provided in the left column of figure 3.

11 UN DESA, 2019c. See chapter 3 of this report (figure 16) showing countries with the largest proportional population change in 
Europe. 

12 UN DESA, 2019c. See chapter 3 of this report (figure 2) showing countries with the largest proportional population change in Africa.
13 UN DESA, 2019c.
14 Ibid.
15 UN DESA, 2008, 2019a.
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The list of largest migrant origin countries and territories is shown on the right in figure 3. More than 
40 per cent of all international migrants worldwide in 2019 (112 million) were born in Asia,16 primarily 
originating from India (the largest country of origin), China, and South Asian countries such as Bangladesh, 
Pakistan and Afghanistan. Mexico was the second largest country of origin, and the Russian Federation was 
fourth. Several other European countries have sizable populations of emigrants, including Ukraine, Poland, 
the United Kingdom and Germany.

Figure 3. Top 20 destinations (left) and origins (right) of international migrants in 2019 
(millions)
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In regard to the distribution of international migrants by countries’ income group,17 nearly two thirds of 
international migrants resided in high-income countries in 2019 – around 176 million.18 This compares with 
82 million foreign-born who resided in middle-income countries (about one third of the total migrant stock) 
and 13 million in low-income countries in the same year. Income levels of destination countries for migrant 
workers are further discussed in the section on migrant workers below. 

16 UN DESA, 2019a. 
17 Per World Bank country income group classifications, in World Bank Country and Lending Groups (World Bank, n.d.a). 
18 UN DESA, 2017a. 
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While international migrants may tend to gravitate toward high-income countries, their origins globally 
can be diverse. Some origin countries have high proportions of their nationals living abroad for economic, 
political, security, trade or cultural reasons that may be contemporary or historical in nature.  For example, 
the Syrian Arab Republic has a higher rate of emigration than most other countries due to displacement caused 
by long-term conflict (see discussion below on refugees for more detail). Figure 4 highlights countries with 
high proportions of emigrants in 2019.  Importantly, the emigration proportion of a country represents an 
accumulation of migration (and displacement) over time, sometimes many decades. Of note is the geographic 
diversity of the countries in figure 4 (countries from all regions except Northern America are included) as well 
as the high number of countries from Latin America and the Caribbean (10 of the 20 countries).

Figure 4. Top 20 countries of emigration in 2019 (proportion)
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Source: UN DESA, 2019a.

Notes: The population size used to calculate the percentage of emigrants is based on the UN DESA resident population of the 
country, which includes foreign-born, and UN DESA international migrants originally from that country.  Only countries 
with a combined population of more than 100,000 residents and emigrants were included in the analysis.
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UN DESA estimates of foreign-born populations do not reflect immigration status or policy categories (such as 
students, highly skilled migrants, or refugees). Capturing such attributes is inherently difficult for several key 
reasons. First, a person’s immigration status can be fluid and change quickly, arising from circumstances and 
legal/policy settings. For example, many international migrants who may be described as ‘‘undocumented” 
or “irregular” enter countries on valid visas and then stay in contravention of one or more visa conditions. 
In fact, there are many paths to irregularity, such as crossing borders without authorization, unlawfully 
overstaying a visa period, working in contravention of visa conditions, being born into irregularity, or 
remaining after a negative decision on an asylum application has been made.19 

Second, countries have different immigration policy settings and different ways of collecting data on migrants, 
which makes it difficult to establish a harmonized approach to capturing irregular migrant stocks globally. 
The pace of change in the migration policy arena also poses an extra dimension of complexity, as people 
may slip into and out of “irregularity”. Notably, there have been very few global estimates of the number 
of irregular migrants because of this complexity. However, this has not prevented some organizations from 
coming up with inflated and incorrect global estimates—see text box below on “what not to do”.

What not to do: estimating the global population of irregular migrants

In an August 2019 report on irregular migration, the authors come up with a global estimate of the 
number of irregular migrants that is based on a lack of understanding of migration and displacement 
policy, practice and normative settings.a In arriving at an erroneous figure of 106.9 million people, the 
authors include groups of people who would not be considered irregular, such as internally displaced 
persons, stateless persons, and Venezuelan migrants, including refugees and asylum seekers.b

The important lessons in this example include:

• that categories of migrants (even while overlapping at times) and limitations on definitions must 
be well understood before analysis commences; 

• ensuring qualified and experienced analysts with an understanding of the topic lead such work;

• seeking the advice and feedback of knowledgeable specialists in the field prior to publication 
(commonly referred to as “peer review”).

a  CSIS, 2019:5–6.
b  Many Venezuelans were authorized to cross international borders by receiving countries following the economic and 

political crisis causing displacement, and have been offered some form of status by the receiving country, even if temporary 
in nature.

Third, as noted in the text box earlier on the chapter on “defining migration, migrant and other key terms”, 
there necessarily exist different definitions, depending on the circumstances in which they are applied. In 
some legal/policy situations, as well as in general discussions, for example, a “migrant” can include a person 
who has never migrated. See the discussion of the common problem of conflating “migration” and “migrant” 
in the text box below.

19 Gordon et al., 2009. 
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Conflating “migration” and “migrant”

In a general sense, migration is the process of moving from one place to another. To migrate is to 
move, whether from a rural area to a city, from one district or province in a given country to another 
in that same country, or from one country to a new country. It involves action. 

In contrast, a migrant is a person described as such for one or more reasons, depending on the context 
(see the text box on “Defining migration, migrant and other key terms” earlier on the chapter). While 
in many cases, “migrants” do undertake some form of migration, this is not always the case. In some 
situations, people who have never undertaken migration may be referred to as migrants – children of 
people born overseas, for example, are commonly called second or third-generation migrants.a  This 
may even extend to situations involving statelessness, whereby whole groups of people are not able 
to access citizenship despite being born and raised in a country.b On the other hand, for example, 
returning citizens who have undertaken significant and/or long-term international migration are 
generally not classified as “migrants” upon or after their arrival to their country of birth, despite their 
migration journeys and experiences.c

a  See, for example, Neto, 1995; Fertig and Schmidt, 2001.
b  Kyaw, 2017.
c Skeldon, 2018.

International migration flows: definitions, numbers and gaps

While data on migrant stocks are widely available, data on global migration movements (flows) are much more 
limited. Available UN DESA estimates on global migrant stocks are extensive and global in scope; however, the 
database of migration flows only encompasses 45 countries.20 Capturing data on migration flows is extremely 
challenging for several reasons. First, while international migration flows are generally accepted as covering 
inflows and outflows into and from countries, there has been a greater focus on recording inflows. For 
example, while countries such as Australia and the United States count cross-border movements, many others 
only count entries and not departures.21 Additionally, migration flow data in some countries are derived from 
administrative events related to immigration status (for example, issuance/renewal/withdrawal of a residence 
permit) and are thus used as a proxy for migration flows. Furthermore, migratory movements are often hard 
to separate from non-migratory travel, such as tourism or business.22 Tracking migratory movements also 
requires considerable resources, infrastructure and IT/knowledge systems. This poses particular challenges for 
developing countries, where the ability to collect, administer, analyse and report data on mobility, migration 
and other areas is often limited. Finally, many countries’ physical geographies pose tremendous challenges 
for collecting data on migration flows. Entry and border management, for example, is particularly challenging 
in some regions, because of archipelagic and isolated borders, and it is further complicated by traditions of 
informal migration for work.23

20 Laczko, 2017.
21 Koser, 2010. 
22 Skeldon, 2018. 
23 Gallagher and McAuliffe, 2016. 
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IOM’s Global Migration Data Portal 

The Global Migration Data Portal was launched in December 2017 as a one-stop access point for 
timely, comprehensive migration statistics and reliable information about migration data globally. 
The site is designed to pull together, in one place, key global data sources on migration from across 
different organizations, agencies and reports. The portal serves users in the field of migration by 
making international migration data more accessible and visible, and easier to understand.

The world map features more than 70 migration data indicators from more than 20 different 
international data sources, broken down by country, region, subregion and IOM region. Most data 
displayed are publicly available and provided by numerous international agencies. Migration data 
on the portal can be accessed for all United Nations countries and are complemented by contextual 
information, including demographic and employment data. Key additional resources, including 
written reports and alternative data sources, are made available for all countries, regions and 
subregions, where available. A regional section provides regional profile pages covering migration 
data and available sources within different United Nations regions.  

In the thematic section, the portal offers reviews of available data in various fields of migration, 
provides explanations of concepts and definitions, and describes key strengths and weaknesses of 
the available data sources. The thematic pages review the data for around 30 topics of migration. 
The portal also features a collection of more than 100 handbooks and guidance reports on how to 
measure migration and collect data in various fields. Numerous blogs discussing recent data and 
innovations authored by leading experts in the field of migration, and video interviews with leading 
data experts from around the world, are also included on the portal.

The portal also includes migration governance country profiles and a dedicated section on data on 
migration governance. A specific section shows how data can support United Nations Member States 
in achieving the migration-relevant Sustainable Development Goals and in implementing the Global 
Compact for Safe, Orderly and Regular Migration.  

The portal is available in English, and translations of key sections are available in French, Spanish and 
German. For more information see: http://migrationdataportal.org.

http://migrationdataportal.org
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Migration flows 

There are currently two main international datasets on international migration flows, both of which are 
derived from national statistics: UN DESA’s International Migration Flows dataset and OECD’s International 
Migration Database. Since 2005, UN DESA has compiled data on the flows of international migrants to and 
from selected countries, based on nationally available statistics. At the time of writing (August 2019), there 
had been no update to the UN DESA flows dataset, with the most current being the 2015 version. The 2015 
migration flows dataset comprises data from 45 countries (only 43 on emigration flows), up from 29 countries 
in 2008 and 15 countries in 2005.24 

The OECD data on migration flows have been collected since 2000, which allows for limited trend analysis, 
as shown in figure 5 (though data are not standardized, as explained in the note under the figure).25 The 
estimates suggest that permanent migration inflows to OECD countries increased from 3.85 million in 2000 to 
7.06 million in 2016, with a temporary lull occurring around the time of the global financial crisis (figure 5). 
Germany remained the main OECD destination country in 2016, with over 1.7 million new international 
migrants (more than double the levels registered in 2000, but with a decrease compared with more than 
2 million in 2015) arriving that year, followed by the United States (nearly 1.2 million) and the United 
Kingdom (about 450,000 new migrants).26

Figure 5. Inflows of foreign nationals into OECD countries, permanent migration,  
2000–2016 (millions)
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Notes: Data are not standardized and therefore differ from statistics on permanent migration inflows into selected countries 
contained in OECD’s International Migration Outlook 2018 (OECD, 2018).

 The 35 countries typically included in OECD statistics are the following: Australia, Austria, Belgium, Canada, Chile, 
Czechia, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Hungary, Iceland, Ireland, Israel, Italy, Japan, Republic 
of Korea, Latvia, Luxembourg, Mexico, the Netherlands, New Zealand, Norway, Poland, Portugal, Slovakia, Slovenia, 
Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, Turkey, the United Kingdom and the United States. In some years, data for particular 
countries are not made available: data were made available for 31 countries in 2000 and 33 countries in 2016. 
Notably, data for Greece have not been reported since 2012 and data for Turkey have not been reported since 2010. 

24 For UN DESA migrant flow data, as well as for the specific countries included, please see UN DESA, 2015. 
25 This subsection is based on data from the OECD International Migration Database. For additional data on migrant flows and other 

migrant data in OECD countries, please see OECD, n.d.a.
26 These are the top OECD countries for permanent inflows of foreign nationals for which data were made available in 2017. 
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Migrant fatalities and IOM’s Missing Migrants Project

In the wake of the tragic events of October 2013, in which an estimated 368 migrants died in the sinking 
of two boats near the Italian island of Lampedusa, IOM began collecting and compiling information 
on migrants who perish or go missing on migratory routes worldwide, within its Missing Migrants 
Project (MMP). Information on migrant fatalities is collected daily and made available on the Missing 
Migrants Project’s online database, managed by IOM’s Global Migration Data Analysis Centre. MMP 
also provides analysis of the data and issues related to deaths during migration, in briefings and its 
“Fatal Journeys” reports (volume 4 published in 2019). Data sources include official records of coast 
guards and medical examiners, media stories, reports from non-governmental organizations and 
United Nations agencies, and interviews with migrants. Data collection challenges are significant. For 
instance, the vast majority of recorded deaths are of people travelling via clandestine routes, which 
are often at sea or in remote areas (chosen with the aim of evading detection), meaning remains are 
not found. Few official sources collect and make data on migrant deaths publicly available. Relying 
on testimonies of fellow migrants and media sources can be problematic, due to inaccuracies and 
incomplete coverage.

In the five years (2014–2018) of systematically recording deaths during migration, MMP has 
documented over 30,900 women, men and children who lost their lives while trying to reach other 
countries. During that time, the Mediterranean Sea has seen the highest number of deaths, claiming 
the lives of at least 17,919 people, 64 per cent of whose bodies have not been recovered from the 
sea. In 2018, the Mediterranean continued to be the place with the highest known number of deaths 
during migration, but compared with the previous four years, there was a much higher proportion 
who died on the “Western Mediterranean route”. A total of 813 deaths were recorded on this sea 
crossing from the coast of Northern Africa to Spain in 2018, compared with 272 in 2017. Nearly 570 
deaths during migration were recorded in North Africa in 2018, mostly due to the harsh natural 
environment, violence and abuse, dangerous transportation conditions, and sickness and starvation. 
Despite the ongoing war and humanitarian crisis in Yemen, in 2018 the migration route to the country 
from the Horn of Africa across the Red Sea and the Gulf of Aden continued to be in high use. In 2018, 
156 people are known to have drowned in this crossing. In the context of the displacement of millions 
of people from the Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela, 42 people from the country lost their lives while 
trying to migrate elsewhere in the region in 2018. No deaths of Venezuelans were recorded by MMP 
in the previous year.  Since 2014, 1,884 deaths have been recorded along the United States–Mexico 
border, including 434 in 2018. 

To download the MMP data, see https://missingmigrants.iom.int/downloads. New data sources are constantly added and 
efforts are ongoing to improve data collection globally. For a discussion of the challenges of collecting data on migrant deaths, 
please see http://missingmigrants.iom.int/methodology.

https://missingmigrants.iom.int/downloads
http://missingmigrants.iom.int/methodology
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Migrant workers

The latest available estimates indicate that there were roughly 164 million migrant workers around the 
world in 2017, accounting for nearly two thirds (64%) of the (then) 258 million global stock of international 
migrants.27 When compared with the global population of international migrants of working age – regarded 
as 15 years of age or older (234 million) – migrant workers account for 70 per cent. For a range of reasons, 
however, these global figures are likely to be underestimates.28 While earlier global estimates of migrant 
workers have been produced, ILO notes that these cannot be compared with 2017 figures, due to definitional 
differences and changes in methodology and data sources. 

In 2017, 68 per cent of migrant workers were residing in high-income level countries – an estimated 
111 million people. An additional 47 million migrant workers (29%) were living in middle-income countries, 
and 5.6 million (3.4%) were in low-income countries. While we are unable to compare the numbers of migrant 
workers over time, it is useful to examine changes in proportional distribution. In 2017, for example, there 
was a noticeable change in destination country category; that is, from 2013 to 2017, high-income countries 
experienced a 7 percentage point drop in migrant workers (from 75% to 68%), while upper-middle-income 
countries observed a 7 percentage point increase (from 12% to 19%) (see figure 6). This apparent shift may be 
influenced by economic growth in middle-income countries and/or changes to labour immigration regulations 
in high-income countries. The share of migrant workers in the total workforce across country income groups 
was quite small in low-income (1.9%), lower-income (1.4%) and upper-middle-income countries (2.2%), but 
much greater for high-income countries (18.5%). 

Figure 6. Migrant workers by destination country income level, 2013 and 2017
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Source: ILO, 2018.

27 The content in this subsection is based on and drawn from ILO, 2018. Please refer to this document for explanatory notes, deeper 
analysis, limitations and caveats associated with the numbers and trends presented. More generally, information on foreign-born 
employment in OECD countries is Available at OECD, n.d.b.

28 See, for example, ILO, 2018.
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Male migrant workers outnumbered female migrant workers by 28 million in 2017, with 96 million males 
(58%) and 68 million females (42%), in a context where males comprised a higher number of international 
migrants of working age (127 million or 54%, compared with 107 million or 46% females). This represents a 
slight shift since 2013, towards an even more gendered migrant worker population, when the share of male 
migrant workers constituted 56 per cent and females 44 per cent. See table 2 for further breakdowns by 
income level and sex.

Table 2. Migrant workers, by sex and income level of destination countries, 2017

Low-income Lower-middle-
income

Upper-middle-
income High-income Global total

M F Total M F Total M F Total M F Total M F Total

Migrant workers 
(millions) 3.6 1.9 5.6 10.9 5.6 16.6 17.4 13.1 30.5 63.7 47.5 111.2 95.7 68.1 163.8

As a proportion of all 
migrant workers (%) 2.2 1.2 3.4 6.7 3.4 10.1 10.6 8 18.6 38.9 29 67.9 58.4 41.6 100

Source: Based on ILO, 2018.

Note: Totals may not add up due to the effects of rounding.

As evident from the data, the international migrant worker population is currently gendered as well as 
geographically concentrated. There is a much larger number of male than female migrant workers worldwide 
(see table 2), with a gender composition that sees much higher numbers of men in low-income and lower-
middle income countries compared with women, and in contrast to the gender splits for high-income countries. 
In terms of geography, and as seen in figure 7 below, 99.6 million or almost 61 per cent of all migrant 
workers resided in three subregions: Northern America; the Arab States; and Northern, Southern and Western 
Europe.29 Notably, there is a striking gender imbalance of migrant workers in two regions: Southern Asia (6 
million males compared with 1.3 million females) and the Arab States (19.1 million males compared with 3.6 
million females). The Arab States region is one of the top destinations for migrant workers, where they can 
dominate key sectors. For example, in the Gulf States, over 95 per cent of the labour force for construction 
and domestic work is comprised of migrant workers.30 From 2013 to 2017, the number of migrant workers in 
the Arab States increased by over 5 per cent, following greater demand for male migrant workers, many of 
whom are involved in manual labour, mostly in the construction sector.31

29 The ILO category of “Arab States” includes the following countries and territories: Bahrain, Iraq, Jordan, Kuwait, Lebanon, Palestinian 
Territories, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Syrian Arab Republic, United Arab Emirates and Yemen.

30 ILO, n.d.
31 ILO, 2018. 
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Figure 7. Geographic distribution of migrant workers by sex, 2017
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Note: The figure reflects ILO geographic regions and subregions, and does not imply official endorsement or acceptance by 
IOM. Please see annex A of ILO, 2018 for more information on regional breakdowns. Please note that the rest of this 
chapter refers to the UN DESA geographical regions. 

International remittances 

Remittances are financial or in-kind transfers made by migrants directly to families or communities in their 
countries of origin. The World Bank compiles global data on international remittances, notwithstanding the 
myriad data gaps, definitional differences and methodological challenges in compiling accurate statistics.32 
Its data, however, do not capture unrecorded flows through formal or informal channels, and the actual 
magnitude of global remittances are therefore likely to be larger than available estimates.33 Despite these 
limitations, available data reflect an overall increase in remittances in recent decades, from USD 126 billion 
in 2000, to USD 689 billion in 2018. 

There was a 9 per cent increase in remittances in 2018, up from USD 633 billion in 2017. However, the two 
consecutive years prior to 2017 witnessed a decline; from 2014 to 2015, global (inward) flows of remittances 

32 The content of much of this subsection, unless otherwise noted, is based on and drawn from the World Bank’s data in relation to 
migration and remittances (World Bank, n.d.b); and publications on the topic (World Bank, n.d.c.). In particular, the World Bank’s 
annual remittances datasets (World Bank, n.d.b), the Migration and Development Brief 31 (World Bank, 2019), Migration and 
Development Brief 30 (World Bank, 2018), the Migration and Development Brief 27 (World Bank, 2017a) and its 21 April Press 
Release (World Bank, 2017b) are key sources of information. Please refer to these sources as well as the World Bank’s Factbooks on 
Migration and Development, including its latest, published in 2016, for explanatory notes, deeper analysis, caveats, limitations and 
methodologies associated with the numbers and trends presented. 

33 World Bank, 2016. 
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contracted by an estimated 1.2 per cent, from USD 603 billion in 2014 to USD 595 billion in 2015, and by 
another 1.1 per cent from 2015 to 2016 (from USD 595 billion to USD 589 billion). Consistent with this trend, 
remittances to low- and middle-income countries (which account for the majority of the global total) had 
declined for two consecutive years, from 2014 to 2016 – a trend that had not been seen for three decades, 
according to the World Bank, before returning back to the positive long-term trend from 2016 to 2018 
(from USD 444 billion in 2016, to USD 483 billion in 2017, and USD 529 billion in 2018). Since the mid-
1990s, remittances have greatly surpassed official development assistance levels,34 defined as government aid 
designed to promote the economic development and welfare of developing countries.35 

In 2018, India, China, Mexico, the Philippines and Egypt were (in descending order) the top five remittance-
recipient countries, although India and China were well above the rest, with total inward remittances 
exceeding USD 67 billion for each country (see table 3). When remittances are viewed as a percentage of 
gross domestic product, however, the top five remittance-receiving countries in 2018 were Tonga (at 35.2%), 
followed by Kyrgyzstan (33.6%), Tajikistan (31%), Haiti (30.7%) and Nepal (28%). 

High-income countries are almost always the main source of remittances. For decades, the United States has 
consistently been the top remittance-sending country, with a total outflow of USD 67.96 billion in 2017, 
followed by the United Arab Emirates (USD 44.37 billion), Saudi Arabia (USD 36.12 billion) and Switzerland 
(USD 26.6 billion). The fifth-highest remittance-sending country in both 2016 and 2017 was Germany (with 
total outflows of USD 20.29 billion and 22.09 billion, respectively). In addition to its role as a top recipient, 
China (classified as an upper-middle-income country by the World Bank) has also been a significant, although 
declining, source of remittances, with USD 20.29 billion in 2016, down to USD 16.18 billion in 2017. Table 3 
provides further details and trends.36 

Table 3. Top countries receiving/sending remittances (2005–2018) (current USD billions)

Top countries receiving remittances

2005 2010 2015 2018

China 23.63 India 53.48 India  68.91 India 78.61

Mexico 22.74 China 52.46 China  63.94 China 67.41

India 22.13 Mexico 22.08 Philippines (the)  29.80 Mexico 35.66

Nigeria 14.64 Philippines (the) 21.56 Mexico  26.23 Philippines (the) 33.83

France 14.21 France 19.90 France  24.06 Egypt 28.92

Philippines (the) 13.73 Nigeria 19.75 Nigeria  21.16 France 26.43

Belgium 6.89 Germany 12.79 Pakistan  19.31 Nigeria 24.31

Germany 6.87 Egypt 12.45 Egypt  18.33 Pakistan 21.01

Spain 6.66 Bangladesh 10.85 Germany  15.81 Germany 17.36

Poland 6.47 Belgium 10.35 Bangladesh 15.30 Viet Nam 15.93

34 See World Bank, 2019, for example. 
35 See, for example, OECD, n.d.c, which also contains data on official development assistance. There is a growing body of work exploring 

the developmental, economic and social impacts of this trend. 
36 Breakdowns for countries sending remittances in 2018 were unavailable at the time of writing.
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Top countries sending remittances

2005 2010 2015 2017a

United States 47.25 United States 50.78 United States 61.86 United States 67.96

Saudi Arabia 14.30 Saudi Arabia 27.07 United Arab 
Emirates 40.33 United Arab 

Emirates 44.37

Germany 12.71 Russian 
Federation 21.45 Saudi Arabia 38.79 Saudi Arabia 36.12

Switzerland 10.52 Switzerland 17.76 Switzerland 25.40 Switzerland 26.60

United Kingdom 9.64 Germany 14.68 China 20.42 Germany 22.09

France 9.48 Italy 12.89 Russian 
Federation 19.69 Russian 

Federation 20.61

Republic of Korea 6.9 France 12.03 Germany 18.03 China 16.18

Russian 
Federation 6.83 Kuwait 11.86 Kuwait 15.20 Kuwait 13.76

Luxembourg 6.70 Luxembourg 10.65 France 12.79 France 13.50

Malaysia 5.68 United Arab 
Emirates 10.57 Qatar 12.19 Republic of 

Korea 12.89

Source:  World Bank, n.d.b. (accessed July 2019). 

Note:  All numbers are in current (nominal) USD billion. 

a  The latest available data at the time of writing was for 2017. Breakdowns for countries sending remittances in 2018 were 
unavailable.

IOM’s assisted voluntary return and reintegration programmes

IOM has implemented assisted voluntary return and reintegration (AVRR) programmes since 1979. 
IOM’s AVRR support to migrants comprises a range of activities, and typically includes: the provision 
of pre-departure counselling, the purchase of flight tickets, administrative and travel assistance and, 
where possible, the provision of reintegration assistance.

On average, from 2005 to 2014, IOM assisted 34,000 migrants per year through AVRR. In line with 
the rise in the volume of migration in recent years, the number of returns has increased. In 2018, 
AVRR support was provided to 63,316 migrants returning from 128 host or transit countries to 
169 countries or territories of origin. However, this amounts to a 12 per cent decrease compared 
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with 2017 (72,176). This decrease can be explained by a combination of structural and contextual 
factors, varying from country to country: lower numbers of migrant arrivals and asylum applications, 
and changes in national migration and asylum policies. Of the 63,316 AVRR beneficiaries in 2018, 
approximately 24 per cent were women and 22 per cent were children. Over 7 per cent of these 
returnees were victims of trafficking, unaccompanied migrant children, or migrants with health-
related needs. Approximately 18,274 beneficiaries were provided with pre-departure reintegration 
counselling in host countries, and 41,461 beneficiaries were provided with reintegration counselling 
upon arrival in their countries or territories of origin.

Top 10 host/transit countries and countries of origin of AVRR beneficiaries, 2018

Host or transit countries Countries of origin
Germany 15,942 Iraq 5,661
Niger 14,977 Guinea 5,088
Greece 4,968 Ethiopia 4,792
Austria 3,469 Mali 4,041
Djibouti 3,392 Georgia 2,681
Belgium 2,795 Afghanistan 2,232
Netherlands 2,149 Albania 2,167
Morocco 1,508 Russian Federation 1,952
Turkey 1,494 Ukraine 1,901
Italy 958 Côte d’Ivoire 1,834

In 2018, the majority of AVRR beneficiaries (54%) returned from the European Economic Area 
(EEA) and Switzerland, particularly from Germany, Greece, Belgium, Austria and the Netherlands. 
Returns from the EEA and Switzerland decreased from 50,587 in 2017 to 33,971 in 2018. This trend 
confirms the increasing number of voluntary returns from transit countries. In 2018, returns from 
the Niger, Djibouti and Morocco to countries such as Guinea, Mali and Ethiopia amounted to more 
than 22 per cent of the global total. The main regions of origin for AVRR beneficiaries in 2018 were 
West and Central Africa (31% of total); South-East Europe, East Europe and Central Asia (28%); and 
Asia and the Pacific (14%). Together, the top 10 countries and territories of origin accounted for 
51 per cent of the total number of AVRR beneficiaries.

For more information, see IOM, 2019a.



39WORLD MIGRATION REPORT 2020

Refugees and asylum seekers

By the end of 2018, there was a total of 25.9 million refugees globally, with 20.4 million under UNHCR’s 
mandate and 5.5 million refugees registered by the United Nations Relief and Works Agency (UNRWA) for 
Palestine Refugees in the Near East.37 The total number of refugees is the highest on record, although the 
annual rate of growth has slowed since 2012. 

There were also approximately 3.5 million people seeking international protection and awaiting determination 
of their refugee status, referred to as asylum seekers. In 2018, approximately 2.1 million asylum claims were 
lodged with States or UNHCR. Of the roughly 1.7 million first-instance applications for asylum lodged in 2018, 
the United States was the top recipient of asylum claims, with 254,300 new asylum applications, a 23 per cent 
decrease from 2017 (331,700), contrasting with the previous trend of increasing asylum applications in the 
United States from 2013 to 2016. Peru was the second largest recipient, with a sharp increase of asylum 
applications, from 37,800 new asylum claims in 2017 to 192,500 in 2018, mainly lodged by Venezuelans 
(190,500). Peru was followed by Germany, where the number of asylum applications continued to decrease 
(722,400 in 2016, down to 198,300 in 2017 and 161,900 in 2018). 

UNHCR estimates that, at the end of 2018, those under 18 years of age constituted roughly 52 per cent of 
the global refugee population. From 2003 to 2018, according to available disaggregated data, the proportion 
of children among stocks of refugees was very high, fluctuating between 41 and 52 per cent. The proportion 
of females has remained relatively stable, at 47 to 49 per cent, over the same period. Consistent with broader 
global dynamics, refugees continued to be primarily based in urban settings, with about 61 per cent of 
refugees located in urban areas at the end of 2018.38

Unaccompanied and separated children lodged an estimated 27,600 individual asylum applications in at 
least 60 countries in 2018, marking a continued declining trend since the exceptionally high number of 
applications in 2015 (98,400).39 

As in other years, unresolved or renewed conflict dynamics in key countries contributed significantly to 
current figures and trends. Of the refugees under UNHCR’s mandate at the end of 2018, the top 10 countries 
of origin – the Syrian Arab Republic, Afghanistan, South Sudan, Myanmar, Somalia, Sudan, the Democratic 
Republic of the Congo, the Central African Republic, Eritrea and Burundi – accounted for roughly 16.6 million, 
or 82 per cent of the total refugee population. Many of these countries have been among the top sources of 
refugees for at least seven years. The ongoing conflict in the Syrian Arab Republic saw the number of refugees 
from that country reach approximately 6.7 million. The instability and violence that have made Afghanistan 
a major source of refugees for over 30 years have continued, with the country being the second largest origin 
country in the world, with 2.7 million refugees; this is a slight increase from 2017 figures (2.6 million), 
largely due to births during that year. South Sudan remained the third largest origin country of refugees 
since large-scale violence erupted in the middle of 2016, with 2.3 million at the end of 2018. Refugees from 

37 The content in this subsection is based on and drawn from UNHCR, 2018 and UNHCR, 2019. Please refer to these documents for 
explanatory notes, deeper analysis, caveats, limitations and methodologies associated with the numbers and trends presented. 
UNHCR’s previous Global Trends reports, as well as its Population Statistics database (UNHCR, n.d.a) are other key sources of 
information.

38 See UNHCR, 2018 and UNHCR, 2019 for limitations applicable to these assessments related to age, sex and location. 
39 See UNHCR, 2019 on why these figures are underestimates. 
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the Syrian Arab Republic, Afghanistan, South Sudan, Myanmar and Somalia comprised over two thirds of the 
world refugee population. Figure 8 shows the trends in refugee numbers for the top five countries of origin 
from 2005 to 2018. The impact of the Syrian conflict is clearly illustrated in figure 8; in 2010, the Syrian Arab 
Republic was a source country for fewer than 30,000 refugees and asylum seekers, whereas it was the third 
largest host country in the world, with more than 1 million refugees mainly originating from Iraq.40 

Figure 8. Number of refugees by top 5 countries of origin as of 2018 (millions)
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Source:  UNHCR, n.d.a. (accessed on 9 July 2019). 

Note: South Sudan became a country in 2011.

In 2018, for the fifth consecutive year, Turkey was the largest host country in the world, with 3.7 million 
refugees, mainly Syrians (over 3.6 million). Reflecting the significant share of Syrians in the global refugee 
population, two other bordering countries – Jordan and Lebanon – also featured among the top 10. Pakistan 
and the Islamic Republic of Iran were also among the top 10 refugee-hosting countries, as the two principal 
hosts of refugees from Afghanistan, the second largest origin country. Uganda, Sudan, Germany, Bangladesh 
and Ethiopia comprised the rest. The vast majority of refugees were hosted in neighbouring countries. 
According to UNHCR, the least developed countries – such as Bangladesh, Chad, the Democratic Republic of 
the Congo, Ethiopia, Rwanda, South Sudan, Sudan, the United Republic of Tanzania, Uganda and Yemen – 
hosted 33 per cent of the global total (6.7 million refugees). It is only when refugees are measured against 
national populations that high-income countries, such as Sweden (seventh) and Malta (ninth), rank among 
the top 10. Figure 9 shows trends in refugee numbers for the top five host countries from 2000 to 2018.

40 UNHCR, 2010. 
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Figure 9. Number of refugees by top 5 host countries as of 2018 (millions)
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Source: UNHCR, n.d.a. (accessed on 25 June 2019).

During 2018, over 590,000 refugees returned to their countries of origin – a decrease compared with the 
667,400 returned refugees in 2017 – while the global refugee population has continued to increase. The 
majority of returns (210,900) were to the Syrian Arab Republic, primarily from Turkey. 

While there are many challenges to measuring those benefiting from local integration, UNHCR estimates that, 
in 2018, 27 countries reported at least one naturalized refugee (compared with 28 countries in 2017), with 
a total of 62,600 naturalized refugees for the year (a decrease from the 73,400 newly naturalized refugees in 
2017, but a significant increase compared with the 23,000 reported in 2016). Turkey, which naturalized an 
estimated 29,000 refugees from the Syrian Arab Republic in 2018 (compared with 50,000 in 2017), represents 
the greatest proportion, with Canada, the Netherlands, Guinea-Bissau and France contributing the bulk of 
the rest.

The traditional resettlement countries of Canada, the United States of America and Australia continued to 
conduct the majority of the world’s refugee resettlements. In 2018, approximately 92,400 refugees were 
admitted for resettlement globally, representing more than a 10 per cent decrease from 2017 (102,800). 
Syrian, Congolese and Eritrean refugees were the key beneficiaries. Figure 10 provides an overview of 
resettlement statistics for key countries from 2005 to 2018. With almost 23,000 resettled refugees in 2018, 
it was the first time since 1980 that the United States of America was not the top resettlement country.41 
The significant decline in the number of refugees resettled in the country was due to a substantial lowering 
of the refugee admission ceiling (the number of refugees admitted for resettlement each fiscal year) and 
enhanced security screening for refugees from “high-risk” countries, which has had the effect of decreasing 
the number of refugee admissions from these countries.42 With a steady increase in the number of resettled 
refugees over the last decade, Canada became the top resettlement country in 2018, with slightly more than 
28,000 resettled refugees.

41 Radford and Connor, 2019. 
42 United States Department of Homeland Security, 2018; and Blizzard and Batalova, 2019. 
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Figure 10. Number of refugees resettled by major resettlement countries  
in 2005–2018 (thousands)
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IOM’s role in resettlement

IOM arranges safe and organized travel for refugees through resettlement programmes, as well as 
for other vulnerable persons of concern moving through other humanitarian pathways. Beyond 
traditional refugee resettlement and humanitarian admission programmes, more States are interested 
in or are currently carrying out other forms of admission, such as private sponsorships, academic 
scholarships and labour mobility schemes. IOM’s movement data for resettlement assistance refer 
to the overall number of refugees and other persons of concern travelling under IOM auspices from 
various countries of departure to destinations around the world during a given period. 

During calendar years 2017 and 2018, IOM supported some 40 States in carrying out resettlement, 
humanitarian admission and relocation initiatives in over 138 countries of departure, with significant 
operations conducted in Lebanon, Turkey, Afghanistan, Jordan, Greece, Italy, Uganda, Kenya, Iraq, 
Ethiopia and Sudan.

In 2017, a total of 137,840 individuals travelled to 40 States under IOM auspices for resettlement 
assistance; the top nationalities were Syrians, Afghans, Eritreans, Iraqis and Congolese. In 2018, a 
total of 95,400 individuals travelled to 30 States under IOM auspices for resettlement assistance; the 
top 5 nationalities were the same as the previous year. From 2017 to 2018, the gender breakdown 
remained close, with 52 per cent males and 48 per cent females resettling to third countries.
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Comparing years 2015–2016 with 2017–2018, there was a 49.6 per cent reduction of individuals 
resettled to North America, and a 46 per cent increase in resettlement and relocation to the European 
Economic Area (EEA). The top nationalities admitted to the EEA during 2017–2018 were Syrians, 
Eritreans, Iraqis, Congolese, Sudanese and Afghans.

Under cooperative agreements, IOM provides stakeholders with necessary information and shares 
data with key partners, such as UNHCR, resettlement countries and settlement agencies. IOM works 
in close collaboration with UNHCR on a regular basis, to verify and better align aggregate data related 
to resettlement, specifically around departures figures. For more information on IOM’s resettlement 
activities, see www.iom.int/resettlement-assistance.

Internally displaced persons

The Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre (IDMC) compiles data on two types of internal displacement: 
new displacements during a given period, and the total stock of IDPs at a given point in time. This statistical 
information is categorized by two broad displacement causes: (a) disasters, and (b) conflict and violence. 
However, IDMC acknowledges the challenges associated with distinguishing between disasters and conflict as 
the immediate cause of displacement, and highlights the growing need to identify better ways to report on 
displacement in the context of multiple drivers.43 

With an estimated 41.3 million, the total global stock of people internally displaced by conflict and violence 
at the end of 2018 was the highest on record since IDMC began monitoring in 1998, and represents an 
increase from the 40 million reported in 2017. As with trends for refugees (discussed in the previous section), 
intractable and new conflicts have meant that the total number of persons internally displaced by conflict 
and violence has almost doubled since 2000, and has risen sharply since 2010. 

Figure 11 shows the world’s top 20 countries with the largest number of IDPs displaced due to conflict and 
violence (stock) at the end of 2018. Most countries were either in the Middle East or sub-Saharan Africa. 
The Syrian Arab Republic had the highest number of people displaced due to conflict (6.1 million) by the 
end of 2018, followed by Colombia (5.8 million). The Democratic Republic of the Congo had the third largest 
number with 3.1 million, followed by Somalia (2.6 million) and Afghanistan (2.6 million). Over 30 million 
(nearly 75%) of the global total of 41.3 million people displaced live in just 10 countries.44 In terms of 
proportion of national population, the Syrian Arab Republic, whose conflict has dragged on for several 
years, had over 30 per cent of its population displaced due to conflict and violence. Somalia had the second 
highest proportion (18%), followed by the Central African Republic and Colombia (with both over 10%). It 
is important to note, however, that especially for protracted displacement cases, such as in Colombia, some 

43 IDMC highlights the challenges in collecting data on displacements due to development projects, criminal violence, or slow-onset 
disasters, as well as their efforts to overcome these difficulties. See IDMC, 2019:72–73. 

44 The 10 countries include: the Syrian Arab Republic, Colombia, the Democratic Republic of the Congo, Somalia, Afghanistan, Yemen, 
Nigeria, Ethiopia, Sudan and Iraq.

http://www.iom.int/resettlement-assistance
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people who have returned to their places of origin and to their homes may still be counted as internally 
displaced. This is because, in some cases, a durable solution has not been achieved.45 Organizations such as 
IDMC follow the Inter-Agency Standing Committee’s framework on “Durable Solutions for Internally Displaced 
Persons”, which stipulates eight criteria that constitute a durable solution in determining when people 
should no longer be considered internally displaced.46 

Figure 11. Top 20 countries with the largest stock of internally displaced persons  
by conflict and violence at the end of 2018

millions | per cent

Syrian Arab Republic

Colombia

Democratic Republic of the Congo

Somalia

Afghanistan

Yemen

Nigeria

Ethiopia

Sudan

Iraq

South Sudan

Turkey

Ukraine

Cameroon

Central African Republic

India

Bangladesh

Myanmar

Azerbaijan

Mexico

6 5 4 3 2 1 0 5 10 15 20 25 30

Source: IDMC, 2019.

Notes: IDP stock refers to the accumulated number of people displaced over time. 

 The population size used to calculate the percentage of conflict stock displacements is based on the total resident 
population of the country per 2017 UN DESA population estimates.

45 A durable solution is achieved “when IDPs no longer have specific assistance and protection needs that are linked to their 
displacement and such persons can enjoy their human rights without discrimination resulting from their displacement”. See, for 
example, the Brookings Institution and University of Bern, 2010. 

46 The criteria include: safety and security; adequate standard of living; access to livelihoods; restoration of housing, land and property; 
access to documentation; family reunification; participation in public affairs; and access to effective remedies and justice. See, for 
example, the Brookings Institution and University of Bern, 2010; IDMC, 2019.
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In 2018, for the first time, IDMC also provided an estimate of the global stock figure of persons displaced by 
disasters. Slightly over 1.6 million persons were reported to be still living in displacement at the end of 2018 
due to disasters that occurred in 2018. As noted by IDMC, this figure is a “highly conservative estimate”, as 
it does not capture those living in displacement because of disasters that took place before 2018.  

New displacements in 2018

At the end of 2018, there were a total of 28 million new internal displacements across 148 countries and 
territories. Sixty-one per cent (17.2 million) of these new displacements were triggered by disasters, and 
39 per cent (10.8 million) were caused by conflict and violence. As in previous years, weather-related disasters 
triggered the vast majority of all new displacements, with storms accounting for 9.3 million displacements and 
floods 5.4 million. The number of new displacements associated with conflict and violence almost doubled, 
from 6.9 million in 2016 to 11.8 million in 2017, and slightly decreased, to 10.8 million, in 2018.47 

In 2018, Ethiopia topped the list with a significantly higher number of new displacements caused by conflict 
and violence (2.9 million in 2018, compared with 725,000 in 2017), considerably influencing global numbers 
as a result.48 Ethiopia was followed by the Democratic Republic of the Congo (1.8 million) and the Syrian Arab 
Republic (1.6 million).

Many more people are newly displaced by disasters in any given year, compared with those newly displaced 
by conflict and violence, and more countries are affected by disaster displacement. This is apparent when 
examining the number of countries and territories in which new displacements occurred in 2018: 144 for 
disasters, compared with 55 for conflict and violence. In 2018 (as in previous years), disasters triggered 
by climate and weather-related hazards, such as storms and floods, accounted for the bulk of the total 
(16.1 million, or almost 94%). Information on displacements caused by droughts was also available and 
obtained for the first time in 2017, with 1.3 million new displacements and, in 2018, 764,000, mostly in the 
Horn of Africa. Since 2008, the other cause of disasters, geophysical hazards, has triggered an average of 
3.1 million displacements per year. While 2017 statistics for geophysical disasters were well below average, 
with 758,000 new displacements recorded, the number increased to 1.1 million in 2018. The Philippines and 
China (approximately 3.8 million each), as well as India and the United States (respectively around 2.7 and 
1.2 million), had the highest absolute numbers of disaster displacements in 2018. 

As shown in figure 12, in previous years, annual new disaster displacements outnumbered new displacements 
associated with conflict and violence. IDMC notes, however, that a significant portion of the global total of 
new displacements by disasters is usually associated with short-term evacuations in a relatively safe and 
orderly manner.

47 The content in this subsection is based on and drawn from IDMC, 2018 and IDMC, 2019. Please refer to these documents for 
explanatory notes, deeper analysis, caveats, limitations and methodologies associated with the numbers and trends presented. 
IDMC’s previous Global Estimates reports (Available at www.internal-displacement.org/global-report/), as well as its Global Internal 
Displacement Database (IDMC, n.d.), are other key sources of information. 

48 IDMC highlights possible reasons for these changes, including stabilization of front lines of conflicts, ceasefires, restrictions on 
freedom of movement, and changes in methodology for data collection.

file:www.internal-displacement.org/global-report/


46 Migration and migrants: A global overview

Figure 12. New internal displacements by conflict and disasters, 2008–2018 (millions)
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Source:  IDMC, n.d. (accessed 4 June 2019). 

Notes:  The term “new displacements” refers to the number of displacement movements that occurred in a given year, 
not the total accumulated stock of IDPs resulting from displacement over time. New displacement figures include 
individuals who have been displaced more than once, and do not correspond to the number of people displaced 
during a given year. 

IOM’s Displacement Tracking Matrix

IOM’s Displacement Tracking Matrix (DTM) programme tracks displacement in countries affected by 
conflicts or natural disasters. It is designed to capture, process and disseminate information on the 
movements and evolving needs of displaced populations and migrants. Data are shared in the form of 
maps, infographics, reports, interactive web-based visualizations and raw or customized data exports. 
Based on a given situation, the DTM gathers information on populations, locations, conditions, needs 
and vulnerabilities, using one or more of the following methodological tools:

(a) Tracking mobility and multisectoral needs in specific locations to target assistance;

(b) Tracking movement (“flow”) trends and the overall situation at origin, transit and destination 
points;

(c) Registering individuals and households for beneficiary selection, vulnerability targeting and 
programming;

(d) Conducting surveys, to gather specific in-depth information from populations of interest.

In 2018, the DTM tracked over 40 million individuals (including internally displaced persons, 
returnees and migrants) in over 60 countries. IOM’s DTM data is one of the largest sources for global 
annual estimates on internal displacement compiled by IDMC.  For more information on IOM’s DTM,  
see www.globaldtm.info.

http://www.globaldtm.info
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Stateless persons

Stateless persons are, by definition, in a vulnerable situation, as they are not recognized as nationals by any 
State.49 They face obstacles in accessing basic services – such as education, employment or health care – and 
can suffer discrimination, abuse and marginalization. While stateless persons are not necessarily migrants, 
their situations involving vulnerability and lack of rights may lead them to migrate, internally or across 
borders, and often irregularly, given the significant obstacles they can face in accessing travel documents and 
regular migration pathways.50 

As part of its statelessness mandate, UNCHR reported 3.9 million stateless persons globally in 2018, the same 
global figure as in 2017.51 This figure is, however, a low estimate, and the number may have been as high as 
10 million in 2017, according to UNHCR. Indeed, while identifying who is stateless is a necessary first step 
towards preventing and reducing statelessness worldwide, data collection remains a significant challenge.52 

For the first time, UNHCR included Rohingya refugees in Bangladesh and IDPs in Rakhine State, Myanmar, 
in its 2017 and 2018 data of stateless persons, “in light of the size of this population and that they are 
in fact stateless as well as displaced”.53 Bangladesh and Myanmar were the countries with the first and 
third largest populations of stateless persons, respectively, in 2018 (around 906,000 stateless persons in 
Bangladesh and 620,000 in Myanmar). Figure 13 shows the other countries in the top 10 as of 2018. Côte 
d’Ivoire stood at the second position with 692,000 stateless persons, including mainly persons considered as 
“foreigners” after the country’s independence, as well as their descendants.54 Thailand had the fourth largest 
population of stateless persons in 2018, which consisted mostly of indigenous and ethnic communities.55 
Latvia reported almost 225,000 stateless persons, with a significant number of ethnic Russians who have not 
been able to naturalize due to the country’s citizenship law after its independence from the Soviet Union, 
which only grants nationality by descent.56 It was followed by the Syrian Arab Republic (160,000), Kuwait 
(92,000), Uzbekistan (80,000), Estonia (78,000) and the Russian Federation (76,000). In terms of proportion 
of national populations, over 11 per cent of Latvia’s population was stateless, followed by Estonia, where 
stateless persons amounted to nearly 6 per cent.

49 United Nations, 1954. See also UNHCR, 2014a. 
50 McAuliffe, 2018.
51 The content of this subsection is based on and drawn from UNHCR, 2018 and UNHCR, 2019, unless otherwise indicated.  
52 UNHCR, 2019:51. 
53 UNHCR, 2018:53. In line with UNHCR statistical methodology, stateless refugees, asylum seekers and IDPs in other countries remain 

excluded from reported data on stateless persons. In Global Trends: Forced Displacement in 2017, however, UNHCR indicates that 
the statistical reporting for stateless populations is currently being reviewed (UNHCR, 2018).  See also Institute on Statelessness and 
Inclusion, 2018.  

54 Adjami, 2016. 
55 Van Waas, 2013. 
56 Venkov, 2018; Institute on Statelessness and Inclusion, 2014. 
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Figure 13. Major populations of stateless persons by top 10 reporting countries as of 2018
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Source:  UNHCR, 2019; UN DESA, 2017b. 

Notes: The stock on the left side of the graphic refers to the reported accumulated number of persons who fall within the 
international definition of stateless persons and under UNHCR mandate, although some countries may include persons 
whose nationality is undetermined. Data are from the UNHCR Global Trends report, which diverges from data reported 
in its Population Statistics database. In contrast to its report, the database does not include Rohingya refugees in 
Bangladesh and IDPs in Myanmar, who were stateless in 2017 and 2018. 

 The population size used to calculate the percentage of the stock of stateless persons on the right side of the graphic is 
based on the total resident population of the country per 2017 UN DESA population estimates. 

Unfortunately, given current data gaps and methodological challenges, it is not feasible to provide trends 
over time either of statelessness, or of the impact of current efforts to eradicate it. While UNHCR’s Global 
Action Plan to End Statelessness by 2024 has led to tangible results since 2014, reducing statelessness is a slow 
process.57 UNHCR notes a reported 56,400 stateless persons in 24 countries who acquired nationality or whose 
nationality was confirmed in 2018, especially in Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, the Russian Federation, Sweden, 
Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan and Viet Nam. 

57 UNHCR, 2014b; UNHCR ExCom, 2017. 
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The Counter-Trafficking Data Collaborative

Since the mid-1990s, IOM has assisted over 100,000 victims of trafficking globally. Through these 
direct assistance activities, IOM has developed its central case management database, which contains 
information on over 55,000 individual cases since 2002. These data include information on victims of 
trafficking, including demographics, but also information on their trafficking experience. As a unique 
source of information on human trafficking, IOM has worked to bring these data to a public audience 
so that valuable insights can be developed and shared among counter-trafficking actors worldwide. A 
major part of this effort has been the launch of the Counter-Trafficking Data Collaborative (CTDC) in 
2017, in partnership with Polaris and Liberty Shared.a 

CTDC is the first global data hub on human trafficking, and combines the three largest case-level 
datasets, resulting in one centralized dataset with information on over 90,000 cases. For programme 
years 2016 and 2017, 40,190 new case registrations were included. Victims registered in that period 
were from 147 countries and were exploited in 107 countries. Most of them were women (54%), 
while 20 per cent were girls, 22 per cent were men and 5 per cent were boys. Just over a quarter were 
children, with 16 per cent of the victims from 15 to 17 years of age. Nearly 30 per cent were trafficked 
into forced labour, while 47 per cent were trafficked for the purpose of sexual exploitation. However, 
as shown in figures below, there are substantial regional differences.b  

Gender by region of exploitation in CTDC data (2016–2017)

0 20 40 60 80 100

MenBoysWomenGirls

Africa

Americas

Asia

Europe



50 Migration and migrants: A global overview

Type of exploitation by region of exploitation in CTDC data (2016–2017)
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a Available at www.ctdatacollaborative.org/. 
b Oceania was omitted, due to the small number of victims in the CTDC dataset. The “other exploitation” category in the 

right-hand side of the figure includes forced marriage, organ removal, slavery and similar practices, and other kinds of 
exploitation. Information on definitions can be found on the CTDC website.

Conclusion

It is important to understand migration and displacement, and how they are changing globally, given their 
relevance to States, local communities and individuals. Human migration may be an age-old phenomenon 
that stretches back to the earliest periods of history, but its manifestations and impacts have changed over 
time as the world has become more globalized. Now, more than at any other time in history, we have more 
information on migration and displacement globally at our disposal. And yet, the very nature of migration in 
an interconnected world means that its dynamism can be difficult to capture in statistical terms. Migration 
involves “events” that can be fast-paced and complex. While it is certainly true that international migration 
patterns are related to social, economic and geopolitical processes that have evolved over generations, if 
not hundreds of years, recent advances in transnational connectivity are opening up more opportunities for 
greater diversity in migration processes.  

It is increasingly relevant, therefore, to stay abreast of trends and evolving patterns in migration and 
displacement. In this chapter, we have provided a global overview of migration and migrants, based on the 
current data available. Notwithstanding data gaps and lags, several high-level conclusions can be drawn. At 
the global level, for example, we can see that, over time, migrants have taken up residence in some regions 
(such as Asia) at a much greater rate than others (such as Africa and Latin America and the Caribbean), and 
that this trend is likely to continue (see figure 1). Likewise, statistics show that migrant workers continue to 
gravitate toward regions with greater opportunities, as economies grow and labour markets evolve, and that 
some migrant worker populations are heavily gendered (see figure 7).

http://www.ctdatacollaborative.org/
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The global data also show that displacement caused by conflict, generalized violence and other factors 
remains at a record high. Intractable, unresolved and recurring conflicts and violence have led to an 
upsurge in the number of refugees around the world in recent years, with women and children comprising 
a substantial portion of the total. While a handful of countries continue to provide solutions for refugees, 
overall, these have been insufficient to address global needs, especially given the recent change in refugee 
resettlement patterns to the United States (see figure 10). In addition, there were estimated to be more 
people displaced internally at the end of 2018 than ever before. We also find that the estimated number of 
stateless persons globally is significant, at almost 4 million, notwithstanding that it has been cautioned that 
this is an underestimate. Aside from fundamental human rights issues, statelessness can place people at risk 
of (irregular) migration and displacement, so it is an important global issue worthy of further data collection, 
reporting and analysis.58 

International cooperation on migration has been recognized by a significant majority of States – along with 
non-State actors in migration – as essential and central to achieving safe, orderly and regular migration 
for all. The Global Compact for Migration makes this clear, emphasizing a global commitment to improving 
international cooperation on migration, as well as the collection of migration data, so that we may better 
understand trends and evolving patterns and processes, to support the development of evidence-based 
responses.59 There are opportunities to be realized as well as challenges to be overcome, as we work collectively 
toward implementation of this commitment.

58 Objective 4 of the Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and Regular Migration recognizes the need to reduce statelessness and outlines 
measures to achieve this. 

59 See chapter 11 of this report for discussion of the Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and Regular Migration, and its 23 objectives.
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