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Introduction

The long-term and growing body of evidence on migration and mobility shows that migration is in large part 
related to the broader global economic, social, political and technological transformations that are affecting 
a wide range of high-priority policy issues.2 As the processes of globalization deepen, these transformations 
increasingly shape our lives – in our workplaces, in our homes, in our social and spiritual lives – as we go 
about our daily routines. Increasing numbers of people are able to access information, goods and services 
from around the world because of the ongoing expansion in distance-shrinking technologies. 

There is also a sense that we are in the midst of a period of considerable uncertainty. Many commentators have 
called into question the solidity of aspects of the global political order forged in the immediate aftermath of 
the two world wars, including as they relate to alliances and common interests.3 Others are calling this time 
the “age of anger”, tracing back the current sense of geopolitical uncertainty and discontent to a dominant 
and relentless focus on “logic” and “liberal rationalism” at the expense of emotional responsiveness.4 

It is within this context that this world migration report focuses on developments in migration over the last 
two-year period, with an emphasis on providing analysis that takes into account historical and contemporary 
factors. Historical in recognition that migration and displacement occur within broader long-term social, 
security, political and economic contexts. Contemporary in recognition that we are in the midst of profound 
global transformations, and that the resultant changes to our daily lives are impacting the current environment 
in which migration occurs and is discussed. 

What has happened in migration?

A lot has happened in migration in the last two years since the release of the World Migration Report 2018 
in late 2017.5 The world has witnessed historic change at the global level with United Nations Member 
States coming together to finalize two global compacts on the international manifestations of migration 
and displacement: the Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and Regular Migration, and the Global Compact 
on Refugees. The finalization of the compacts is a result of decades-long efforts by States, international 
organizations, civil society organizations and other actors (such as private sector organizations) to improve 

1	 Marie McAuliffe, Head, Migration Policy Research Division, IOM and Binod Khadria, Professor, Jawaharlal Nehru University.
2	 See, for example, Castles, 2010; Goldin, Cameron and Balarajan, 2011; Koser, 2016; Triandafyllidou, 2018. 
3	 Ikenberry, 2018; Stone, 2016.
4	 Mishra, 2017.
5	 IOM, 2017.
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how migration is governed at the international level. In the years leading up to States committing to develop 
the compacts,6 numerous dialogues, workshops, consultations and side events at international, regional, 
national as well as local levels have enabled different migration “realities” to be shared and the many areas 
of common interest to be expanded through deeper understandings of the benefits of migration as well as the 
challenges it may present. The compacts, therefore, build upon many years of engagement on the key issues 
underpinning the two compacts. 

The unfortunate reality is that there have been major migration and displacement events during the last 
two years; events that have caused great hardship and trauma as well as loss of life. Foremost have been 
the displacements of millions of people due to conflict (such as within and from the Syrian Arab Republic, 
Yemen, the Central African Republic, the Democratic Republic of the Congo and South Sudan), extreme 
violence (such as inflicted upon Rohingya forced to seek safety in Bangladesh) or severe economic and 
political instability (such as faced by millions of Venezuelans). There has also been growing recognition of the 
impacts of environmental and climate change on human mobility (such as planned migration/relocation and 
displacement), including as part of global efforts and international policy mechanisms to address the broader 
impacts of climate change.7 Large-scale displacement triggered by climate and weather-related hazards 
occurred in many parts of the world in 2018 and 2019, including in Mozambique, the Philippines, China, India 
and the United States of America.8  

We have also seen the scale of international migration increase in line with recent trends. The number 
of international migrants is estimated to be almost 272 million globally, with nearly two-thirds being labour 
migrants.9 This figure remains a very small percentage of the world’s population (at 3.5%), meaning that the 
vast majority of people globally (96.5%) are estimated to be residing in the country in which they were born. 
However, the estimated number and proportion of international migrants already surpasses some projections 
made for the year 2050, which were in the order of 2.6 per  cent or 230 million.10 That said, it is widely 
recognized that the scale and pace of international migration is notoriously difficult to predict with precision 
because it is closely connected to acute events (such as severe instability, economic crisis or conflict) as 
well as long-term trends (such as demographic change, economic development, communications technology 
advances and transportation access).11 We also know from long-term data that international migration is not 
uniform across the world but is shaped by economic, geographic, demographic and other factors resulting 
in distinct migration patterns, such as migration “corridors” developed over many years (see chapter 3 of 
this report for details). The largest corridors tend to be from developing countries to larger economies such 
as those of the United States, France, the Russian Federation, the United Arab Emirates and Saudi Arabia. 
This pattern is likely to remain the same for many years into the future, especially as populations in some 
developing subregions and countries are projected to increase in coming decades, placing migration pressure 
on future generations.12

Highlights from Part I of the report on data and information on migration and migrants are outlined below. 
Further information and discussion are provided in the report.

6	 States’ commitment was articulated in the 2016 New York Declaration for Refugees and Migrants (UNGA, 2016). 
7	 See chapter 9 of this report for detailed discussion.
8	 See chapters 2 and 3 of this report for discussions on global and regional migration data and information.
9	 UN DESA, 2019a; ILO, 2018.
10	 See, for example, IOM 2003. 
11	 WEF, 2019; UN DESA, 2003.
12	 UN DESA 2019b.
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Highlights from Part I: Data and information on migration and migrants

The number of international migrants globally in 2019: 272 million (3.5% of the world’s population)

•	 52 per cent of international migrants were male; 48 per cent were female.

•	 74 per cent of all international migrants were of working age (20–64 years). 

India continued to be the largest country of origin of international migrants

•	 India had the largest number of migrants living abroad (17.5 million), followed by Mexico and 
China (11.8 million and 10.7 million respectively).

•	 The top destination country remained the United States (50.7 million international migrants). 

The number of migrant workers declined slightly in high income countries while increasing 
elsewhere

•	 Between 2013 and 2017, high-income countries experienced a slight drop in migrant workers 
(from 112.3 million to 111.2 million). Upper middle-income countries observed the biggest 
increase (from 17.5 million to 30.5 million).

•	 Globally, male migrant workers outnumbered female migrant workers by 28 million in 2017. 
There were 96 million male migrant workers (58%) and 68 million female migrant workers (42%). 

International remittances increased to USD 689 billion in 2018

•	 The top 3 remittance recipients were India (USD 78.6 billion), China (USD 67.4 billion) and 
Mexico (USD 35.7 billion). 

•	 The United States remained the top remittance-sending country (USD 68.0 billion) followed by 
the United Arab Emirates (USD 44.4 billion) and Saudi Arabia (USD 36.1 billion). 

The global refugee population was 25.9 million in 2018

•	 20.4 million refugees were under the mandate of the United Nations High Commissioner for 
Refugees (UNHCR) and 5.5 million were Palestinian refugees under the mandate of the United 
Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees (UNRWA) in the Near East.

•	 52 per cent of the global refugee population was under 18 years of age. 

The number of internally displaced persons due to violence and conflict reached 41.3 million

•	 This was the highest number on record since the Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre 
began monitoring in 1998.

•	 The Syrian Arab Republic had the highest number of people displaced (6.1 million) followed by 
Colombia (5.8 million) and the Democratic Republic of the Congo (3.1 million). 

The number of stateless persons globally in 2018 was 3.9 million

•	 Bangladesh had the largest number of stateless persons (around 906,000). It was followed by 
Côte d’Ivoire (692,000) and Myanmar (620,000). 

For further details, refer to chapter 2 of this report. Sources and dates of estimates above are outlined in the chapter.
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Migration patterns vary from region to region

•	 While most international migrants born in Africa, Asia and Europe reside within their regions 
of birth, the majority of migrants from Latin America and the Caribbean and Northern America 
reside outside their regions of birth. In Oceania, the number of intraregional migrants and those 
residing outside the region remained about the same in 2019.

•	 More than half of all international migrants (141 million) lived in Europe and Northern America. 

Migration has been a key determinant of population change in several countries

•	 Intraregional migration has been an important contributor to population change in some African 
countries such as Equatorial Guinea.

•	 Labour migration has contributed to significant population changes especially in Gulf Cooperation 
Council (GCC) States. With the exceptions of Oman and Saudi Arabia, migrants made up the 
majority of the populations in GCC countries. 

Displacement remained a major feature in some regions 

•	 The Syrian Arab Republic and Turkey were the origin and host of the largest number of 
refugees globally, 6.7 million and 3.7 million, respectively. Canada became the largest refugee 
resettlement country, resettling more refugees than the United States in 2018.

•	 The Philippines had the largest number of new disaster displacements in 2018 (3.8 million).

•	 Around 4 million Venezuelans had left their country by mid-2019. The Bolivarian Republic of 
Venezuela was the largest source country of asylum seekers in 2018 (over 340,000). 

For further details, refer to chapter 3 of this report. Sources and dates of estimates above are outlined in the chapter. 

Migration research and analysis output remained high

•	 There was a continued increase in the number of migration-related academic publications, with 
the largest ever academic output produced during the last two years. There was significant 
output from international organizations on a wide range of migration issues.

•	 Academic output on migration is dominated with perspectives from destination countries, 
especially in relation to Europe. A geographic comparison of the primary affiliations of authors 
in selected journals shows that most are from institutions in developed countries. 

For further details, refer to chapter 4 of this report. Sources and dates of estimates above are outlined in the chapter. 

Is migration changing, or are the depictions of migration changing?

As can be seen from the discussion and key highlights above, there have been incremental changes in 
migration in recent years, such as in the overall scale of migration and displacement, although these changes 
could not be described as “seismic”. Rather, it would appear that there has been a deepening of existing 
patterns of migration as opportunities brought about by economic growth and reform, trade liberalization 
and long-term stability have been further realized. There is also a growing body of evidence indicating that 
while the general notion of international migration may seem simple and straightforward – as depicted in 
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news media, for example – its complexities are becoming more apparent.13 The issue of how we conceptualize 
migration and mobility has long been a focus of many scholars and policymakers.14 Recently, some are calling 
for a rethink, highlighting the growing anomalies resulting from a fairly fixed view of “migration” – see text 
box below on Professor Ronald Skeldon’s recent paper on the topic.

Rethinking international migration, internal migration, mobility and urbanization

That migration is the most problematic of the population variables is taken as given. Unlike the unique 
events of birth and death that define an individual’s lifetime, migration can be a multiple event. Its 
measurement depends entirely upon how it is defined in time and across space. 

…

Despite all the problems inherent in the collection of migration data, significant progress has been 
achieved over recent years. The compilation of a world origin-destination database, developed 
originally at the University of Sussex and now much extended and maintained by the United Nations 
Population Division and the World Bank, has provided the framework for a more precise measurement 
of global international population movement.a These data showed that about 3 per cent of the world’s 
population lived in a State or territory not of their birth and that that proportion had not changed 
significantly since the 1990s … As the systems of internal and international migration evolve and 
change, so too, does the nature of the linkages between them … other forms of short-term mobility 
emerge from essentially urban cultures and economies.

…

The idea that most people do not move or are fixed at a specific location might be appealing but it is 
wrong. Mobility is an inherent characteristic of all populations unless specific policies or other factors 
are in place that limit or control that mobility. Nevertheless, some peoples appear to move more 
than others and in different ways from others, which appears to be closely linked with the level of 
development in each country, which, in turn, is linked with the distribution of the population in each 
country. Despite all the difficulties with the measurement of internal migration as sketched above, 
considerable progress has been made towards the construction of analytical models that allow the 
comparison of patterns across space.

a	 Parsons et al., 2007; UN DESA, 2015.
Abridged excerpt of Skeldon, 2018.

We must recognize, however, that the increasing complexity of migration is, in part, also due to more 
information on migration and migrants being available than ever before. We know more about who migrates, 
why people migrate, where and how they migrate, although perhaps not to the extent we would prefer. But 
it is clearer that the bigger issue of “complexity” applies to very many changes occurring globally. Some of 
the specific ones, highlighted in the textbox below, have been intensively explored and analysed by experts 
in Part II of this report.

13	 Czaika and de Haas, 2014; De Witte, 2018; Hall and Posel, 2019. 
14	 Faist and Glick-Schiller, 2009; Hochschild and Mollenkopf, 2008; King, 2012.
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Highlights from Part II: Complex and emerging migration issues

•	 Migrants have made significant sociocultural, civic-political and economic contributions in origin 
and destination countries and communities, including by being important agents of change in a 
range of sectors (chapter 5).

•	 Immigrants tend to have higher entrepreneurial activity compared to natives. In countries such 
as the United States, migrants have disproportionately contributed to innovation (chapter 5).

•	 Migrants’ inclusion in the receiving society relates to diverse societal/policy areas that are 
closely interdependent. Inclusion outcomes in one policy area – such as language, education, 
labour market inclusion, family reunification, political participation and naturalization – will 
likely impact others (chapter 6).

•	 There is a dynamic and complex relationship between migration and health that extends well 
beyond crisis events. Migration can lead to greater exposure to health risks but it can also be 
linked to improved health, especially for those seeking safety from harm (chapter 7).

•	 While the majority of children who migrate do so through safe migration processes as part of 
family units, many other child migrants lack effective protection from harm and face human 
rights violations at all stages of their journeys (chapter 8).

•	 The most recent global estimate for the total number of child migrants is approximately 
31 million. There are approximately 13 million child refugees, 936,000 asylum-seeking children, 
and 17 million children who have been forcibly displaced inside their own countries (chapter 8).

•	 There is increasing evidence that the magnitude and frequency of extreme weather events 
are rising, and this is expected to increasingly affect migration and other forms of movement. 
While human mobility resulting from environmental and climate change is often framed along 
protection and security lines, understanding mobility as adaptation allows for migrants’ agency 
to be part of the response equation (chapter 9).

•	 Migration status can significantly impact on migrants’ ability to deal with crisis. Flexible 
immigration and visa policies help make it possible for migrants to keep themselves safe as well 
as recover from the impact of a crisis. Return is one, but not necessarily the primary, response 
option (chapter 10).

•	 The last two years have seen substantial change in the global governance of migration, 
principally in the formation of the United Nations Network on Migration and the two global 
compacts on refugees and migration. Although they are not legally binding, the two global 
compacts represent a near-universal consensus on the issues requiring sustained international 
cooperation and commitment (chapter 11).
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The unprecedented pace of change in the (geo)political, social, environmental and technological spheres has 
led some analysts and commentators to coin or use phrases such as the “age of accelerations”,15 the “fourth 
industrial revolution”,16 and the “age of change”.17 There is wide recognition of how quickly the world is 
changing, and of how the pace of change seems to be accelerating beyond all expectations and predictions. 
There is also a sense that change is resulting in unexpected (and unwanted) impacts: 

We are living through an era of intense turbulence, disillusionment and bewilderment. 
Deepening geopolitical tensions are transforming international relations, and political 
tribalism is revealing deep fissures within countries. The spread of exponential technologies 
is upending long-held assumptions about security, politics, economics and so much more.18 

Of particular note have been major shifts in the political realm, particularly in terms of civic engagement 
through emerging social media and other online platforms as well as the standards of political leadership. 
The “Arab Spring”, for example, heralded a significant development in how voices were heard and activists 
organized in political arenas.19 More recently, we have seen a groundswell in analysis and commentary on 
the changes that are occurring in democratic systems around the world, and the implications for governance, 
geopolitics and international cooperation. We are living in a period in which the core values underpinning 
global governance are being challenged. The values of equity, accountability, impartiality, fairness, justice and 
probity are being actively undermined as some political leaders disregard common interest in preference for 
personal interest – even if it corrodes laws, processes and institutions that have, overall, sought to advance 
whole nations and peoples, without excluding or expelling some because of their inherent characteristics or 
beliefs.20 Ongoing and systematic corrosion, as we have witnessed throughout history, can extend to attacks 
on human rights and ultimately on groups of people within societies.21

As part of current shifts, international migration has increasingly become weaponized. It is being used by some 
as a political tool, undermining democracy and inclusive civic engagement, by tapping into the understandable 
fear in communities that stems from the accelerated pace of change and rising uncertainty of our times.22 
Some leaders seek to divide communities on the issue of migration, downplaying the significant benefits 
and enrichment migration brings and steadfastly ignoring our migration histories. And we are increasingly 
witnessing the harnessing of social media as a means of division and polarization, not just on migration, 
but at certain times we have seen the deployment of online “tribal tactics” by activists attempting to depict 
migration in a negative and misleading light.23 Underpinning these changing depictions of international 
migration is the uptake of technological innovation, particularly information and communications technology 
(ICT). However, we must also recall that the politicization of migration is not new, as the text box below 
highlights.

15	 Friedman, 2016.
16	 Schwab, 2016.
17	 Mauldin, 2018.
18	 Muggah and Goldin, 2019.
19	 AlSayyad and Guvenc, 2015.
20	 Fotaki, 2014.
21	 Rawnsley, 2018.
22	 Ritholtz, 2017.
23	 McAuliffe, 2018.
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The enduring issue of politics: Excerpt from the World Migration Report 2003a

Migration is an eminently political topic. Over the past decade, the politicization of migration has 
been evidenced by a series of developments: the fear in Western countries of an influx of masses of 
migrants from countries of the former Soviet bloc and in European Union countries of an invasion by 
citizens from new member countries with each enlargement of the Union; the questioning of the role 
of migrants in the economic and social upheavals triggered by the financial crisis in South-East Asia; 
restrictive policies and anti-immigration backlash in the wake of the terrorist attacks of September 
11, 2001; renewed outbreaks of xenophobia in several African countries that blame domestic crises 
on migrants; and the exploitation of migration issues by some politicians to gain electoral mileage. 
All these examples illustrate the close links between economic, political and social issues on the 
one hand, and mobility on the other. More than ever therefore, migration is a ready target with 
psychological, economic, and public relations connotations.

a	 IOM, 2003:19.

Technology as an enabler and a game-changer

Migration is intertwined with technology and innovation and there exists a large body of analysis that 
has assessed how international migration acts to support (and sometimes limit) the transfer of technology 
and knowledge, often working in tandem with investment and trade flows along historical, geographic and 
geopolitical connections between countries and communities.24 Technology is increasingly critical throughout 
the migration process, especially newer forms of technology. In recent years, for example, we have witnessed 
the use of ICT by migrants to gather information and advice in real time during migration journeys; an issue 
that is raising interest and, at times, concern. The use of ICT, such as apps to share the latest information, 
including to support clandestine border crossings, together with the consolidation of social media platforms 
to connect geographically dispersed groups with common interests, has raised valid questions concerning the 
extent to which technology has been used to support irregular migration, as well as to enable migrants to 
avoid abusive and exploitative migrant smugglers and human traffickers.25 Due to the ever-increasing access 
to emerging technology at low cost, migrants have also developed applications to support better integration 
in receiving countries, while maintaining social links and financial support to their families and societies 
back home, including through the increasing prevalence of “mobile money” apps. 

Other connections between migration and technology are also emerging in migration debates. As artificial 
intelligence is progressively taken up in key sectors, its consequences for migrant worker flows and domestic 
labour markets are areas of intense focus for policymakers and businesses in origin and receiving countries.26 

24	 Burns and Mohapatra, 2008; Kapur, 2001; Khadria, 2004.
25	 McAuliffe, 2016; Sanchez, 2018.
26	 McAuliffe, 2018.
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Recent discussions have also turned to blockchain technology and its consequences for migration, especially 
for remittances, but also for digital identities and global mobility.27 Social media technology is also increasingly 
impacting the politics of migration, with a surge of far-right activism on social media platforms seeking to 
influence political debates and ultimately political decisions.28 

It is within this current context of great change and increasing uncertainty that the World Migration Report 
2020 seeks to draw upon the body of available data, research and analysis to contribute to a more nuanced 
understanding of some of the most important and pressing global migration issues of our time. By their 
very nature, the complex dynamics of migration can never be fully measured, understood and regulated. 
However, as this report shows, we do have a continuously growing and improving body of data and evidence 
that can help us make better sense of the basic features of migration and how they are changing – as well 
as understanding how the context in which migration is occurring is evolving. This is increasingly important 
as public debates, littered with misinformation and untruths, are increasingly able to utilize the ongoing 
expansion of open “new media” platforms to achieve distortion and misrepresentation of migration and 
migrants.

The World Migration Report series

The first World Migration Report was published 20 years ago, initially as a one-off report designed to increase 
the understanding of migration by policymakers and the general public. It was conceived at a time when 
the effects of globalization were being felt in many parts of the world and in a multitude of ways. Indeed, 
the first World Migration Report states that part of its genesis was due to the effects of globalization on 
migration patterns, and that the report therefore “looks at the increasingly global economy which has led to 
an unprecedented influx of newcomers in many countries…”.29 The report highlighted the fact that, despite 
being an “age-old phenomenon”, migration was accelerating as part of broader globalization transformations 
of economic and trade processes, which were enabling greater movement of labour as well as goods and 
capital. Table 1 below provides a summary of key statistics reported in the World Migration Report 2000, 
as compared to this current edition. It shows that while some aspects have stayed fairly constant – the 
proportion of female international migrants as well as the overall proportion of the world’s population who 
were migrants – other aspects have changed dramatically. International remittances, for example, have grown 
from an estimated 126 billion in 2000 to 689 billion in 2020, underscoring the salience of international 
migration as a driver of development. This helps to partly explain the emergence of migration as a first-tier 
global issue that has seen United Nations Member States take a series of steps to strengthen global governance 
of migration, most notably since 2000 (see chapter 11 of this report for discussion). It is unsurprising then 
that the International Organization for Migration (IOM) itself has grown in size, with a significant increase 
in membership over the last two decades up from 76 to its current membership of 173 States. Also of note 
in table 1 is the rise in international migrants globally (up around 85%) as well as of refugees (up around 
80%) and internally displaced (up around 97%); all the while remaining very small proportions of the world’s 
population. 

27	 Latonero et al., 2019; Juskalian, 2018.
28	 See chapter 5 of this report for discussion of how social media platforms are transforming public debates on migration.
29	 IOM, 2000.
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Table 1. Key facts and figures from the World Migration Reports, 2000 and 2020

2000 report 2020 report

Estimated number of international migrants 150 million 272 million

Estimated proportion of world population who are migrants 2.8% 3.5%

Estimated proportion of female international migrants 47.5% 47.9%

Estimated proportion of international migrants who are children 16.0% 13.9%

Region with the highest proportion of international migrants Oceania Oceania

Country with the highest proportion of international migrants United Arab 
Emirates

United Arab 
Emirates

Number of migrant workers - 164 million

Global international remittances (USD) 126 billion 689 billion

Number of refugees 14 million 25.9 million

Number of internally displaced persons 21 million 41.3 million

Number of stateless persons - 3.9 million

Number of IOM Member States* 76 173

Number of IOM field offices* 120 436+

Sources:	See IOM, 2000 and the present edition of the report for sources. 

Notes:	 The dates of the data estimates in the table may be different to the report publishing date (refer to the reports for more 
detail on dates of estimates); refer to chapter 3 of this report for regional breakdowns;* indicates the data was not included 
in the report but is current for that year; + as at 28 October 2019.

The World Migration Report 2000’s contribution to migration policy as well as migration studies was timely, 
and its success heralded the World Migration Report series. Since 2000, ten world migration reports have been 
produced by IOM (see text box below) and it has become the organization’s flagship publication series. Its 
continued strong focus is on making a relevant, sound and evidence-based contribution that increases the 
understanding of migration by policymakers, practitioners, researchers and the general public. 

In late 2016, IOM made the decision to refine the World Migration Report series in order to ensure it was able 
to maximize its contribution to fact-based knowledge on migration globally. Each edition of the series now 
has two parts comprising:

•	 Part I: Key information on migration and migrants (including migration-related statistics);
•	 Part II: Balanced, evidence-based analysis of complex and emerging migration issues.
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World Migration Report 2000

World Migration Report 2003: Managing Migration – Challenges and Responses for People on the Move

World Migration Report 2005: Costs and Benefits of International Migration

World Migration Report 2008: Managing Labour Mobility in the Evolving Global Economy

World Migration Report 2010: The Future of Migration: Building Capacities for Change

World Migration Report 2011: Communicating Effectively about Migration

World Migration Report 2013: Migrant Well-Being and Development

World Migration Report 2015: Migrants and Cities: New Partnerships to Manage Mobility

World Migration Report 2018

World Migration Report 2020

The move away from single theme editions of the report series to this two-part structure was in recognition of 
the significant changes in migration research, analysis and publishing, as well as the different expectations 
and needs of readers. For those who want to find out about key migration facts and figures, Part I brings 
together the latest information and statistics so that readers are able to better understand migration trends, 
changing patterns and processes at the global and regional levels. But for those who may be working on (or 
studying) specific areas of migration policy or practice, deeper dives into the complexities are offered in 
Part II. Refinement of the series was also in recognition that, as the focus on, and complexity of, migration 
intensifies, reports limited to a single theme have the potential to understate or miss entirely the broader 
changes that are occurring in migration transformations globally. 

A further consideration of the revised series was its intended “value-add”. As an intergovernmental 
organization, and a new United Nations related organization, it is critical that IOM ensures the World 
Migration Report serves the public in providing information and analysis that is relevant, accessible, sound, 
accurate and balanced. The need to avoid duplication or significant overlap is a genuine one, especially 
in light of newer contributions on migration governance (such as the Migration Governance Indicators). 
In this way, the World Migration Report series was re-framed to offer strategic analysis of complex and 
emerging issues facing migration policymakers, rather than describe or assess current policy and governance 
on migration. The series complements rather than duplicates other work. 

Evidence indicates that the revised series has been successful in achieving its intended aims, with positive 
responses from readers, including Member States, migration academics and general readers. The significant, 
sustained increase in downloads during 2018 and (to date) 2019 of the World Migration Report 2018 over 
previous editions is another encouraging indicator.30 

30	 Figure 6 in chapter 4 of this report provides download statistics for the World Migration Reports 2018 and 2015.
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World Migration Report 2020 

This edition, heralding the twentieth anniversary of the World Migration Report series, builds on the previous 
report, the 2018 edition, by providing updated migration statistics at the global and regional levels as well 
as descriptive analysis of complex migration issues. 

Part I, on “key data and information on migration and migrants”, includes separate chapters on global migration 
trends and patterns; regional dimensions and developments; and a discussion of recent contributions to 
migration research and analysis by academia and a wide range of different organizations, including IOM. These 
three chapters have been produced institutionally by IOM, drawing primarily on analyses by IOM experts, 
practitioners and officials around the world based on data from a wide range of relevant organizations. The 
seven chapters in Part II are authored by applied and academic researchers working on migration. They cover 
a range of “complex and emerging migration issues” including: 

•	 migrants’ contributions to societies; 

•	 migration, inclusion and social cohesion; 

•	 migration and health; 

•	 children and unsafe migration; 

•	 migration and adaptation to environmental change; 

•	 migrants caught in crises; and 

•	 recent developments in global migration governance. 

While the choice of these topics is necessarily selective and subjective, all the chapters in Part II of this 
report are directly relevant to some of the most prominent and important debates about migration in the 
world today. Many of these topics lie at the heart of the conundrums that face policymakers as they seek 
to formulate effective, proportionate and constructive responses to complex public policy issues related to 
migration. Accordingly, the chapters aim to inform current and future policy deliberations and discussions 
by providing a clear identification of the key issues, a critical overview of relevant research and analysis, 
and a discussion of the implications for future research and policymaking. The chapters are not meant to be 
prescriptive, in the sense of advocating particular policy “solutions” – especially as the immediate context is 
an important determinant of policy settings – but informative and helpful to what can be highly contested 
debates. 

Part I

Chapter 2 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, internally displaced persons and stateless persons – as well as of remittances. In 
addition, the chapter refers to the existing body of IOM programmatic data, particularly on missing migrants, 
assisted voluntary returns and reintegration, resettlement, displacement tracking and human trafficking. 
While these data are generally not global or representative, they can provide insights into changes that have 
occurred in relevant IOM programming and operations globally. 
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Following the global overview, chapter 3 provides a discussion of key regional dimensions of, and developments 
in, migration. The discussion focuses on six world regions as identified by the United Nations Department 
of Economic and Social Affairs: Africa, Asia, Europe, Latin America and the Caribbean, Northern America, 
and Oceania. For each of these regions, the analysis includes: i) an overview and brief discussion of key 
population-related statistics; and ii) succinct descriptions of “key features and developments” in migration 
in the region, based on a wide range of data, information and analyses, including from international 
organizations, researchers and analysts. To account for the diversity of migration patterns, trends and issues 
within each of the six regions, descriptive narratives of “key features and recent developments” are presented 
at the subregional level. 

There is a substantial amount of research and analysis on migration that is being undertaken and published 
by a range of actors such as academics, governments, intergovernmental organizations and think tanks. 
Chapter 4 provides a selective overview of such contributions, updating the chapter on the topic as it first 
appeared in the World Migration Report 2018. The overview focuses on migration research outputs published 
by academia and intergovernmental organizations in 2017 and 2018, which saw a peak in output from 
intergovernmental organizations, some of which was produced to inform States and other actors during 
deliberations on the Global Compact for Migration (see chapter 11 of this report for discussion of the compact 
processes and outcome).

Part II

The lead chapter in Part II examines the historical and contemporary contributions of migrants to communities 
of destination as well as those back in their place of origin. With this perspective, it focuses on three 
central domains of migrants’ contributions: sociocultural, civic-political and economic. In the face of often 
negatively skewed discussions on migration and migrants, one can lose sight of the fact that migrants 
have made significant contributions in a multitude of ways. This “reality check” chapter 5 highlights an 
often overlooked but important topic, placing the analysis in the context of emerging impediments to the 
recognition of migrants’ contributions globally. The chapter concludes by outlining the implications for policy 
deliberations and for further research. 

Chapter 6 critically reviews the issue of inclusion of migrants in host societies where they adapt to new 
cultures, customs, social values and language. The chapter provides an overview of the historical development 
of the policy approaches and terminology related to the topic. It discusses the roles of different stakeholders 
in optimizing the inclusion of migrants, as well as the importance of policy settings that are directly and 
indirectly related to inclusion. The chapter concludes with a discussion on the implication for policy responses.

Health and migration is often only thought about in crisis terms, but there is much more to the connections 
between the two. Chapter 7 provides an overview analysis of key issues related to health and migration, 
including in terms of benefits, vulnerabilities and resilience. The chapter then examines health systems’ 
responses and prevailing approaches, as well as gaps in the governance of migration and health. Lessons from 
good-practice guidelines and the global agendas in migration and health are provided.

Chapter 8 deals with child migration that does not conform to the traditional pattern of the migrant child 
accompanying or following the family in a safe environment, but rather migration that is unsafe, for example, 
occurring through irregular pathways without family. Following an expository approach, the chapter elaborates 
different types of child migration, their drivers, and issues related to the data on child migration. It discusses 
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key protection challenges affecting child migrants and addresses the current issues and the evolving policies 
to handle them. The chapter explores the main emerging challenges confronting child migrants and concludes 
by reflecting on policy and research priorities.

Providing an overview of human mobility and adaptation to cope with environmental and climate change, 
chapter 9 explores empirical research from around the world. Diverse examples of adaptive behaviour are 
presented from different ecological zones particularly at risk under climate change, namely, mountainous, 
dryland and coastal areas, as well as cities. The examples address a variety of strategies that promote one 
or several adaptive forms of migration. The chapter also provides a summary of the international policy 
frameworks on responses to the mobility aspects of environmental and climate change. The chapter concludes 
with focused recommendations for research, policy and practice.

Chapter 10 deals with crises that migrants are caught up in. Presenting examples of such crises like floods, 
hurricanes, conflicts, and political and economic crisis, it examines current emergency assistance and urgent 
protection responses. The chapter provides an overview of the local, national and international responses 
to such needs faced by different types of migrants and their effectiveness. By drawing on the Migrants in 
Countries in Crisis Initiative, it examines the varying contexts, responses, gaps, and lessons learned in crisis 
preparedness and post-crisis recovery. The chapter provides an overview of existing data on migrants facing 
risk and situations of vulnerability in various countries and assesses the gaps. It concludes with policy and 
practice implications of responses.

As the title spells out, chapter 11 provides an update on the migration governance chapter in the World 
Migration Report 2018, documenting key developments in global migration governance in the two years 
since the last report. The chapter provides a descriptive analysis of the development and adoption of the 
two global compacts, a brief analysis of their contents and the areas of convergence and divergence, an 
assessment of how they affect global migration governance framework, and the future implications as well 
as the challenges for implementation. The chapter discusses States’ commitments to implement and review 
follow-up and progress of the compacts, and summarizes changes in institutional architecture to support the 
Global Compact for Migration. The chapter also considers longer-term issues and implications for the future.

Overall, this world migration report has been produced to help deepen our collective understanding of the 
various manifestations and complexities of migration in the face of growing uncertainties. We hope that all 
readers are able to learn something new from this edition, as well as to draw on its contents as they undertake 
their work, study or other activities. 
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