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This chapter examines human movement across the 

world and over time. The patterns are consistent with 

the idea that people move to seek better opportunities, 

but also that their movement is strongly constrained by 

barriers—most importantly, by policies at home and at 

destination and by lack of resources. Overall, the share 

of people going to developed countries has increased 

markedly during the past 50 years, a trend associated 

with growing gaps in opportunities. Although these 

flows of people are likely to slow temporarily during 

the current economic crisis, underlying structural 

trends will persist once growth resumes and are likely 

to generate increased pressures for movement in the 

coming decades.
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People in motion: who moves 
where, when and why

The aim of this chapter is to characterize human movement gen-
erally—to give an overview of who moves, how, why, where and 
when. The picture is complex and our broad brushstrokes will in-
evitably fail to capture specifics. Nevertheless, the similarities and 
commonalities that emerge are striking, and help us understand 
the forces that shape and constrain migration.

We start by examining the key features of 
movement—its magnitude, composition and 
directions—in section 2.1. Section 2.2 considers 
how movement today resembles or differs from 
movement in the past. Our examination sug-
gests that movement is largely shaped by policy 
constraints, an issue that we discuss in detail in 
the third section (2.3). In the last section (2.4), 
we turn to the future and try to understand how 
movement will evolve in the medium to longer 
term, once the economic crisis that started in 
2008 is over.

2.1 Human movement today
Discussions about migration commonly start 
with a description of flows between developing 
and developed countries, or what sometimes 
are loosely—and inaccurately—called ‘South–
North’ flows. However, most movement in the 
world does not take place between developing 
and developed countries. Indeed, it does not even 
take place between countries. The overwhelming 
majority of people who move do so within the 
borders of their own country.

One of the reasons why this basic reality of 
human movement is not better known lies in se-
vere data limitations. Background research con-
ducted for this report sought to overcome this 
knowledge gap by using national censuses to cal-
culate the number of internal migrants on a con-
sistent basis for 24 countries covering 57 percent 
of the world’s population (figure 2.1).1 Even with 
a conservative definition of internal migration, 
which counts movement across only the largest 
zonal demarcations in a country, the number of 
people who move internally in our sample is six 

times greater than those who emigrate.2 Using 
the regional patterns found in these data, we 
estimate that there are about 740 million inter-
nal migrants in the world—almost four times as 
many as those who have moved internationally.

By comparison, the contemporary figure for 
international migrants (214 million, or 3.1 per-
cent of the world’s population) looks small. Of 
course this global estimate is dogged by a num-
ber of methodological and comparability issues, 
but there are good reasons to believe that the 
order of magnitude is right.3 Box 2.1 deals with 
one of the most frequently voiced concerns about 
the international data on migration, namely the 
extent to which they capture irregular migration 
is discussed below.

Even if we restrict attention to international 
movements, the bulk of these do not occur be-
tween countries with very different levels of devel-
opment. Only 37 percent of migration in the world 
is from developing to developed countries. Most 
migration occurs within countries in the same 
category of development: about 60 percent of mi-
grants move either between developing or between 
developed countries (the remaining 3 percent 
move from developed to developing countries).4

This comparison relies on what is inevitably 
a somewhat arbitrary distinction between coun-
tries that have achieved higher levels of develop-
ment and those that have not. We have classified 
countries that have attained an HDI greater 
than or equal to 0.9 (on a scale of 0 to 1) as de-
veloped and those that have not as developing (see 
box 1.3). We use this demarcation throughout 
this report, without intending any judgement of 
the merits of any particular economic or political 
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system or seeking to obscure the complex inter-
actions involved in increasing and sustaining 
human well-being. The countries and territories 
thereby classified as developed feature many that 
would normally be included in such a list (all 
Western European countries, Australia, Canada, 
Japan, New Zealand and the United States), but 
also several that are less frequently labelled as de-
veloped (Hong Kong (China), Singapore and the 
Republic of Korea, in East Asia; Kuwait, Qatar 
and the United Arab Emirates, in the Gulf re-
gion). However, most Eastern European econo-
mies, with the exception of the Czech Republic 
and Slovenia, are not in the top HDI category 
(see Statistical Table H). 

One obvious reason why there is not more 
movement from developing to developed coun-
tries is that moving is costly, and moving long 
distances is costlier than undertaking short 
journeys. The higher expense of international 
movement comes not only from transport costs 
but also from the policy-based restrictions on 
crossing international borders, which can be 
overcome only by those who have enough re-
sources, possess skills that are sought after in the 
new host country, or are willing to run very high 
risks. Nearly half of all international migrants 
move within their region of origin and about 40 
percent move to a neighbouring country. The 
proximity between source and destination coun-
tries, however, is not solely geographical: nearly 
6 out of 10 migrants move to a country where 
the major religion is the same as in their country 
of birth, and 4 out of 10 to a country where the 
dominant language is the same.5

The pattern of these inter- and intra-regional 
movements is presented in map 2.1, where the 
absolute magnitudes are illustrated by the thick-
ness of the arrows, the size of each region has been 
represented in proportion to its population, and 
the colouring of each country represents its HDI 
category. Intra-regional movement dominates. To 
take one striking example, intra-Asian migration 
accounts for nearly 20 percent of all international 
migration and exceeds the sum total of move-
ments that Europe receives from all other regions. 

The fact that flows from developing to de-
veloped countries account for only a minor-
ity of international movement does not mean 
that differences in living standards are unim-
portant. Quite the contrary: three quarters of 

Figure 2.1  Many more people move within borders than across them
Internal movement and emigration rates, 2000–2002
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international movers move to a country with a 
higher HDI than their country of origin; among 
those from developing countries, this share ex-
ceeds 80 percent. However, their destinations are 
often not developed countries but rather other 
developing countries with higher living stan-
dards and/or more jobs. 

The difference between human development 
at origin and destination can be substantial. 
Figure 2.2 illustrates this difference—a magni-
tude that we loosely call the human development 
‘gains’ from migration—plotted against the ori-
gin country’s HDI.6 If migrants were on average 
emigrating to countries with the same level of 
human development as their origin countries, 
this magnitude would be zero. In contrast, the 
difference is positive and generally large for all 
but the most developed countries. The fact that 
the average gain diminishes as human develop-
ment increases shows that it is people from the 
poorest countries who, on average, gain the most 
from moving across borders.

That movers from low-HDI countries have 
the most to gain from moving internation-
ally is confirmed by more systematic studies. 
Background research commissioned for this 

report compared the HDI of migrants at home 
and destination and found that the differences—
in both relative and absolute terms—are inversely 
related to the HDI of the country of origin.7 

Box 2.1  Counting irregular migrants

The only comprehensive estimates of the number of foreign-born people 

in the world come from the United Nations Department of Economic and 

Social Affairs (UNDESA) and cover approximately 150 United Nations 

(UN) member states. These estimates are primarily based on national 

censuses, which attempt to count the number of people residing in a par-

ticular country at a given moment, where a resident is defined as a per-

son who “has a place to live where he or she normally spends the daily 

period of rest.” In other words, national censuses attempt to count all 

residents, regardless of whether they are regular or irregular.

However, there are good reasons to suspect that censuses sig-

nificantly undercount irregular migrants, who may avoid census inter-

viewers for fear that they will share information with other government 

authorities. House owners may conceal the fact that they have illegal 

units rented to irregular migrants. Migrants may also be more mobile 

and thus harder to count. 

Studies have used a variety of demographic and statistical meth-

ods to assess the magnitude of the undercount. In the United States, 

the Pew Hispanic Center has developed a set of assumptions con-

sistent with census-based studies and historical demographic data 

from Mexico that estimate the undercount to be approximately 12 

percent. Other researchers estimated under-coverage rates in Los 

Angeles during the 2000 Census at 10–15 percent. Thus it appears 

that the official count in the United States misses 1–1.5 million irregu-

lar migrants, or 0.5 percent of the country’s population.

Few studies of the undercount of migrants have been conducted 

in developing countries. One exception is Argentina, where a recent 

study found an underestimation of the migrant stock equivalent to 

1.3 percent of the total population. In other developing countries, 

the undercount rates could be much higher. Estimates of the num-

ber of irregular migrants for a number of countries—including the 

Russian Federation, South Africa and Thailand—range from 25 to 55 

percent of the population. However, there is huge uncertainty about 

the true number. According to the migration experts surveyed by the 

HDR team, irregular migration was estimated to average around one 

third of all migration for developing countries. An upper bound for 

the number of migrants omitted from international statistics can be 

obtained by assuming that none of these migrants are captured by 

country censuses (that is, an undercount of 100 percent); in that case, 

the resulting underestimation in the global statistics for developing 

countries would be around 30 million migrants.

Source: UN (1998), Passel and Cohn (2008), Marcelli and Ong (2002), Comelatto, Lattes, and Levit (2003). See Andrienko and Guriev (2005) for the Russian Federation, and Sabates-Wheeler (2009) for South Africa and Martin (2009b) for Thailand.

Figure 2.2  The poorest have the most to gain from moving…
Differences between destination and origin country HDI, 
2000–2002
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Migrants from low-HDI countries had the most 
to gain—and indeed on average saw a 15-fold in-
crease in income (to US$15,000 per annum), a 
doubling in education enrolment rate (from 47 
to 95 percent) and a 16-fold reduction in child 
mortality (from 112 to 7 deaths per 1,000 live 
births). Using comparable surveys in a number of 
developing countries, the study also found that 
self-selection—the tendency for those who move 
to be better off and better educated—accounted 
for only a fraction of these gains. Analysis of 
bilateral migration flows across countries, pre-
pared as background research for this report, 
confirmed the positive effect on emigration of all 
components of human development at destina-
tion, while finding that income differences had 
the most explanatory power.8 These patterns are 
discussed in detail in the next chapter.

Paradoxically, despite the fact that people 
moving out of poor countries have the most to 
gain from moving, they are the least mobile. 
For example, despite the high levels of attention 
given to emigration from Africa to Europe, only 
3 percent of Africans live in a country different 

from where they were born and fewer than 1 per-
cent of Africans live in Europe. Several scholars 
have observed that if we correlate emigration 
rates with levels of development, the relation-
ship resembles a ‘hump’, whereby emigration 
rates are lower in poor and rich countries than 
among countries with moderate levels of devel-
opment.9 This is illustrated in figure 2.3, which 
shows that the median emigration rate in coun-
tries with low levels of human development is 
only about one third the rate out of countries 
with high levels of human development.10 When 
we restrict the comparison to out-migration to 
developed countries, the relationship is even 
stronger: the median emigration rate among 
countries with low human development is less 
than 1 percent, compared to almost 5 percent 
out of countries with high levels of human de-
velopment. Analysis of bilateral migration flows 
prepared as background research for this report 
confirmed that this pattern holds, even when 
controlling for characteristics of origin and des-
tination countries such as life expectancy, years 
of schooling and demographic structure.11 

Map 2.1  Most movement occurs within regions
Origin and destination of international migrants, circa 2000

Source: HDR team estimates based on Migration DRC (2007) database.
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Evidence that poverty is a constraint to emi-
gration has also been found in household-level 
analysis: a study of Mexican households, for ex-
ample, found that the probability of migration 
increased with higher income levels for house-
hold incomes lower than US$15,000 per annum 
(figure 2.3, panel B). A commissioned study 
found that during the Monga or growing sea-
son in Bangladesh, when people’s cash resources 
are lowest, a randomized monetary incentive 
significantly increased the likelihood of migrat-
ing.12 The magnitude of the effect was large: giv-
ing emigrants an amount equivalent to a week’s 
wages at destination increased the propensity 
to migrate from 14 to 40 percent. These results 
shed strong doubts on the idea, often promoted 
in policy circles, that development in countries 
of origin will reduce migratory flows. 

While many migrant families do improve 
their standard of living by moving, this is not al-
ways the case. As discussed in chapter 3, move-
ment often coincides with adverse outcomes 
when it occurs under conditions of restricted 
choice. Conflict-induced migration and traffick-
ing are not a large proportion of overall human 
movement, but they affect many of the world’s 
poorest people and are thus a special source of 
concern (box 2.2). 

Another key fact about out-migration pat-
terns is their inverse relation to the size of a 
country’s population. For the 48 states with 
populations below 1.5 million—which include 
1 low-, 21 medium-, 12 high- and 11 very high-
HDI countries—the average emigration rate is 
18.4 percent, considerably higher than the world 
average of 3 percent. Indeed, the top 13 emigra-
tion countries in the world are all small states, 
with Antigua and Barbuda, Grenada, and Saint 
Kitts and Nevis having emigration rates above 40 
percent. The simple correlation between size and 
emigration rates is –0.61. In many cases, it is re-
moteness that leads people born in small states to 
move in order to take advantage of opportunities 
elsewhere—the same factor that drives much of 
the rural to urban migration seen within coun-
tries. Cross-country regression analysis confirms 
that the effect of population size on emigration is 
higher for countries that are far from world mar-
kets—the more remote a small country is, the 
more people decide to leave.13 The implications 
of these patterns are discussed in box 4.4. 

The aggregate facts just surveyed tell us where 
migrants come from and go to, but they do not 
tell us who moves. While severe data limitations 
impede presentation of a full global profile of mi-
grants, the existing data nonetheless reveal some 
interesting patterns.

Approximately half (48 percent) of all in-
ternational migrants are women. This share has 
been quite stable during the past five decades: it 
stood at 47 percent in 1960. This pattern con-
trasts with that of the 19th century, when the 
majority of migrants were men.14 Yet despite 
recent references to the ‘feminization’ of migra-
tion, it appears that numerical gender balance 
was largely reached some time ago. However, the 
aggregate stability hides trends at the regional 
level. While the share of women going to the 
European Union has increased slightly from 48 

Figure 2.3  … but they also move less
Emigration rates by HDI and income

Panel A: Median emigration rates by origin country HDI group

Panel B: Probability of emigration by income level in Mexican households
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to 52 percent, that same share has dropped from 
47 to 45 percent in Asia. 

Of course, the relatively equal gender shares of 
the migrant population may hide significant dif-
ferences in the circumstances of movement and 
the opportunities available.15 At the same time, 
a growing literature has challenged conventional 
views about the subordinate role of women in 
migration decisions.16 For example, a qualitative 
study of decisions taken by Peruvian couples mov-
ing to Argentina found that many of the women 
moved first by themselves, because they were able 
to secure jobs more rapidly than their partners, 
who would later follow with the children.17 

The data also show very large temporary flows 
of people. In the countries of the Organisation 
for Economic Co-operation and Development 
(OECD), temporary migrants typically repre-
sent more than a third of arrivals in a given year. 
However, since most leave after a short period 
while others transit towards more permanent 
arrangements, the number of people on tempo-
rary visas at any given moment is much smaller 
than the aggregate flows suggest. Indeed, 83 per-
cent of the foreign-born population in OECD 
countries has lived there for at least five years.18 
Almost all temporary migrants come for work-
related reasons. Some enter into ‘circular’ ar-
rangements, whereby they repeatedly enter and 
leave the destination country to carry out sea-
sonal or temporary work, effectively maintaining 
two places of residence.19

It is important not to overemphasize the dis-
tinction between categories of migrants, as many 
migrants shift between categories. Indeed, the mi-
gration regime in many countries can perhaps best 
be understood through the analogy of the multi-
ple doors of a house. Migrants can enter the house 
through the front door (permanent settlers), the 
side door (temporary visitors and workers) or the 
back door (irregular migrants). However, once 
inside a country, these channels often merge, as 
when temporary visitors become immigrants or 
slip into unauthorized status, those with irregular 
status gain authorization to remain, and people 
with permanent status decide to return.

This analogy is particularly useful for un-
derstanding irregular migration. Overstaying is 
an important channel through which migrants 
become irregular, particularly in developed coun-
tries. In fact, the distinction between regular and 
irregular is much less clear-cut than is often as-
sumed. For example, it is common for people to 
enter a country legally, then work despite lacking 
a permit to do so.20 In some island states, such 
as Australia and Japan, overstaying is practically 
the only channel to irregular entry; even in many 
European countries, overstay appears to account 
for about two thirds of unauthorized migra-
tion. In OECD countries, people with irregular 
residence or work status tend to be workers with 
low levels of formal education.21 The best esti-
mates of the number of irregular migrants in the 
United States amount to about 4 percent of the 

Box 2.2  Conflict-induced movement and trafficking

People affected by conflict and insecurity can suffer some of the 

worst human development outcomes of all migrants. The number of 

people who move as a result of conflict is significant: at the begin-

ning of 2008, there were around 14 million refugees falling under the 

mandate of either UNHCR or the United Nations Relief and Works 

Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East (UNRWA), accounting 

for roughly 7 percent of all international migration. The vast majority 

of refugees originate in and relocate to the poorer countries of the 

world: in Asia and Africa refugees account respectively for 18 and 13 

percent of all international migrants. 

Even more individuals displaced by violence and conflict relo-

cate within the borders of their country. It is estimated that, in 2009, 

internally displaced persons number some 26 million, including 4.9 

million in Sudan, 2.8 million in Iraq and 1.4 million in the Democratic 

Republic of the Congo. 

It is much harder to ascertain the magnitude of human traffick-

ing. In fact, there are no accurate estimates of the stocks and flows 

of people who have been trafficked. Among the reasons for this are 

the fact that trafficking data are commonly mixed with data on other 

forms of illegal migration or migrant exploitation, the inherent chal-

lenges in distinguishing between what is voluntary and forced, and 

the very nature of human trafficking as a clandestine and criminal 

activity. Many of the frequently cited figures are disputed by the coun-

tries concerned, and there is a significant gap between estimated 

numbers and identified cases.

Source: IDMC (2009b), Carling (2006), Kutnick, Belser, and Danailova-Trainor (2007), de Haas (2007) and Lazcko (2009).
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population or 30 percent of total migrants.22 A 
recent research project funded by the European 
Commission estimated that in 2005 irregular 
migrants accounted for 6–15 percent of the total 
stock of migrants, or about 1 percent of the popu-
lation of the European Union.23 Some of these 
migrants are counted in official estimates of mi-
gration, but many are not (box 2.1).

The over-representation of skilled, working-
age people in migrant populations is one aspect 
of migrant selectivity. Not only do migrants tend 
to have higher income-earning capacity than 
non-migrants but they often also appear to be 
healthier and more productive than natives of 
the destination country with equivalent educa-
tional qualifications. Migrant selectivity usually 
reflects the effect of economic, geographical or 
policy-imposed barriers that make it harder for 
low-skilled people to move. This is most evident 
in terms of formal education. Tertiary graduates, 
for example, make up 35 percent of working-
age immigrants to the OECD but only about 6 
percent of the working-age population in non-
OECD countries.24 Immigrants to the OECD 
from developing countries tend to be of working 
age: for example, over 80 percent of those from 
sub-Saharan Africa fall into this group.25

What do we know about migrant selectivity 
in developing countries? When the migration 
process is more selective, individuals of work-
ing age (who have higher earning capacity than 
those out of the labour force) form a large pro-
portion of movers. Using census data, we com-
pared the age profiles of migrants to people in 
their countries of origin in 21 developing and 30 
developed countries. We found a significant dif-
ference between the age profile of immigrants in 
developed countries and that of their countries 
of origin: 71 percent of migrants in developed 
countries are of working age, as opposed to 63 
percent of the population in their origin coun-
tries; in contrast, the difference is negligible in 
developing countries (63 versus 62 percent). 

New evidence on internal migration paints 
a more complex picture of migrant selectivity. 
In Kenya, for example, commissioned research 
found a positive relationship between measures 
of human capital and migration,26 which tends 
to diminish with successive cohorts of migrants 
over time,27 a result that is consistent with the 
development of social and other networks that 

facilitate movement. In other words, poorer 
people may decide to take the risk of migrat-
ing as they hear news of others’ success and 
become more confident that they will receive 
the support they need in order to succeed them-
selves. Other commissioned research generated 
education profiles for internal migrants across 
34 developing countries. This showed that mi-
grants were more likely than non-migrants to 
complete secondary school, reflecting both se-
lectivity and better outcomes among migrant 
children (chapter 3).28

What else do we know about the relation-
ship between internal and international migra-
tion? Internal migration, particularly from rural 
to urban areas, can be a first step towards inter-
national migration, as found by some studies 
in Mexico, Thailand and Turkey, but this is far 
from being a universal pattern.29 Rather, emigra-
tion may foster subsequent internal migration in 
the home country. In Albania, migration flows to 
Greece in the early 1990s generated remittances, 
which helped to finance internal migration to 
urban centres; in India, international movers 
from the state of Kerala have freed up positions 
in their areas of origin and their remittances 
spurred a construction boom that has attracted 
low-skilled migrants from surrounding areas.30 

Comparisons between internal and interna-
tional migration can yield useful insights into 
the causes and implications of human movement. 
For example, background research for this report 
analysed the relationship between the size of the 
place of origin (as measured by its population) 
and skilled labour flows and found that the pat-
terns were broadly similar across countries as well 
as within them. In particular, emigration rates for 
skilled workers are higher in small localities than 
in large ones, just as they are higher in small coun-
tries than in large ones.31 These patterns reflect 
the importance of human interaction in driving 
movement. Movement both within and between 
nations is predominantly driven by the search for 
better opportunities, and in many cases—in par-
ticular those involving skilled labour—oppor-
tunities will be greater in places where there are 
other people with complementary skills. This is 
one of the reasons why people gravitate to urban 
centres, and why high-skilled professionals often 
move to cities and places where their profession is 
already well established.32  

Movement both within 
and between nations is 
predominantly driven 
by the search for better 
opportunities
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Despite our ability to establish these broad 
contours of movement, what we know is dwarfed 
by what we don’t know. Unfortunately, migra-
tion data remain weak. It is much easier for 
policy makers to count the international move-
ments of shoes and cell-phones than of nurses 
and construction workers. Most of our informa-
tion is based on censuses, but these do not pro-
vide time series of migration flows that would 
enable trends to be recognized nor key data for 
assessing the impact of migration, such as the 
income and other characteristics of migrants at 
the time of admission. Population registers can 
produce such time series, but very few countries 
have registers with that capacity. Policy makers 
typically require information about migrant 
admissions by type (e.g. contract workers, train-
ees, family members, skilled professionals, etc.), 
so administrative data reflecting the number of 
visas and permits granted to different types of 
migrants are important. Yet none of these data 
sources can answer questions about the social or 
economic impact of international migration.

Advances have been made in recent years. 
The OECD, the UN, the World Bank and other 
agencies have compiled and published census and 
administrative databases that shed new light on 
some aspects of global flows of people. But pub-
lic data still cannot answer basic questions, such 
as: how many Moroccans left France last year? 
What are the occupations of Latin Americans 
who took up United States residency in 2004? 
How has the number of Zimbabweans going 
to South Africa changed in recent years? How 
much return or circular migration occurs glob-
ally, and what are the characteristics of those mi-
grants? For the most part, migration data remain 
patchy, non-comparable and difficult to access. 
Data on trade and investment are vastly more de-
tailed. Many aspects of human movement simply 
remain a blind spot for policy makers. 

While some data limitations are difficult to 
overcome—including the problem of accurately 
estimating the number of irregular migrants—
others should be surmountable. A logical first 
step is to ensure that national statistics offices fol-
low international guidelines, such that every cen-
sus contains core migration questions.33 Existing 
surveys could be slightly expanded, or existing 
administrative data compiled and disseminated, 
to increase public information on migration 

processes. Adding questions on country of birth 
or country of previous residence to the national 
census would be a low-cost way forward for many 
countries. Another would be the public release 
of existing labour force data, including coun-
try of birth, as Brazil, South Africa, the United 
States and some other countries already do. Yet 
another would be the inclusion of standard mi-
gration questions in household surveys in coun-
tries where migration has grown in importance. 
These improvements are worthy of government 
attention and increased development assistance.

2.2 Looking back
We now consider how human movement has 
shaped world history. Doing so sheds light on 
the extent to which earlier movements differed 
from or were similar to those of today. It will 
also reveal the role of migration in the structural 
transformation of societies, the forces that drive 
migration and the constraints that frustrate it. 
We then present a more detailed discussion of 
the evolution of internal and international move-
ments during the 20th century, with a focus on 
the post-World War II era. The analysis of trends 
during the past 50 years is key to understanding 
the factors causing recent changes in migration 
patterns and how we can expect these to con-
tinue evolving in the future.

2.2.1 The long-term view 
Despite the widespread perception that inter-
national migration is associated with the rise 
of globalization and trade in the late 20th cen-
tury, large-scale long-distance movements were 
prevalent in the past. At the peak of Iberian 
rule in the Americas, more than half a million 
Spaniards and Portuguese and about 700,000 
British subjects went to the colonies in the 
Americas.34 Through the brutal use of force, 
11–12 million Africans were sent as slaves across 
the Atlantic between the 15th and late 19th cen-
turies. Between 1842 and 1900, some 2.3 mil-
lion Chinese and 1.3 million Indians travelled 
as contract labourers to South-East Asia, Africa 
and North America.35 At the close of the 19th 
century the fraction of foreign-born residents in 
many countries was higher than today.36 

Going back further in time, we find human 
movement has been a pervasive phenomenon 
throughout history, present in nearly every 

Unfortunately, 
migration data remain 
weak. It is much easier 
for policy makers to 
count the international 
movements of shoes 
and cell-phones 
than of nurses and 
construction workers
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community for which historical or archaeo-
logical evidence is available. Recent DNA tests 
support previous fossil evidence that all human 
beings evolved from a common ancestor from 
equatorial Africa, who crossed the Red Sea into 
Southern Arabia approximately 50,000 years 
ago.37 While encounters among different societ-
ies often led to conflict, the peaceful coexistence 
of immigrants in foreign lands is also recorded. 
An ancient Babylonian tablet from the 18th 
century BCE, for example, talks about a com-
munity of migrants from Uruk who fled their 
homes when their city was raided and, in their 
new home, met little resistance to their cultural 
practices, with their priests being allowed to 
inhabit the same quarters as those venerating 
local gods.38 The idea that migrants should be 
treated according to basic norms of respect is 
found in many ancient religious texts. The Old 
Testament, for example, states that “the alien 
living with you must be treated as one of your 
native-born,” whereas the Koran requires the 
faithful to move when their beliefs are in danger 
and to give aman (refuge) to non-Muslims, even 
if they are in conflict with Muslims.39

Population movements have played a vital role 
in the structural transformation of economies 
throughout history, thereby contributing greatly 
to development. Genetic and archaeological evi-
dence from the Neolithic period (9500–3500 
BCE) suggests that farming practices spread with 
the dispersal of communities after they had mas-
tered the techniques of cultivation.40 The British 
Industrial Revolution both generated and was 
fuelled by rapid urban growth, driven mainly 
by movement from the countryside.41 The share 
of rural population has declined markedly in all 
economies that have become developed, falling 
in the United States from 79 percent in 1820 to 
below 4 percent by 1980, and even more rapidly 
in the Republic of Korea, from 63 percent in 1963 
to 7 percent in 2008.42

An interesting episode from the standpoint 
of our analysis was that of the large flows from 
Europe to the New World during the second 
half of the 19th century. By 1900, more than a 
million people were moving out of Europe each 
year, spurred by the search for better conditions 
in the face of hunger and poverty at home. The 
size of these flows is staggering by contemporary 
standards. At its peak in the 19th century, total 

emigrants over a decade accounted for 14 percent 
of the Irish population, 1 in 10 Norwegians, and 
7 percent of the populations of both Sweden and 
the United Kingdom. In contrast, the number 
of lifetime emigrants from developing countries 
today is less than 3 percent of the total popula-
tion of these countries. This historical episode 
was partly driven by falling travel costs: between 
the early 1840s and the late 1850s, passenger 
fares from Britain to New York fell by 77 per-
cent in real terms.43 There were other determin-
ing factors in particular cases, such as the potato 
famine in Ireland. These population movements 
had sizeable effects on both source and destina-
tion countries. Workers moved from low-wage 
labour-abundant regions to high-wage labour-
scarce regions. This contributed to significant 
economic convergence: between the 1850s and 
World War I, real wages in Sweden rose from 24 
to 58 percent of those of the United States, while, 
over the same period, Irish wages rose from 61 to 
92 percent of those in Great Britain. According 
to economic historians, more than two thirds of 
the wage convergence across countries that oc-
curred in the late 19th century can be traced to 
the equalizing effect of migration.44 

Remittances and return migration were also 
very important in the past. Remittances were 
sent by courier and through transfers and notes 
via immigrant banks, mercantile houses, postal 
services and, after 1900, by telegraph wire. It is 
estimated that the average British remitter in 
the United States in 1910 sent up to a fifth of 
his income back home, and that about a quar-
ter of European migration to the United States 
around that time was financed through remit-
tances from those already there.45 Return migra-
tion was often the norm, with estimated rates of 
return from the United States ranging as high as 
69 percent for Bulgaria, Serbia and Montenegro 
and 58 percent for Italy.46 In Argentina, Italian 
immigrants were often referred to as golondrinas 
(swallows) because of their tendency to return, 
and a contemporary observer wrote that “the 
Italian in Argentina is no colonist; he has no 
house, he will not make a sustenance… his only 
hope is a modest saving.”47 

These population movements were enabled 
by a policy stance that was not only receptive to 
migration but in many cases actively encouraged 
it. This is as true of origin countries, which often 

Population movements 
have played a vital 
role in the structural 
transformation  
of economies 
throughout history
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subsidized passage in order to reduce pressures at 
home, as it was of destination governments, which 
invited people to come in order to consolidate set-
tlements and take advantage of natural resources. 
For example, by the 1880s about half of migrants 
to Argentina received a travel subsidy, while a law 
passed in Brazil in 1850 allotted land to migrants 
free of charge.48 More generally, the late 19th cen-
tury was marked by the absence of the plethora 
of mechanisms to control international flows of 
people that subsequently emerged. Until the pas-
sage of restrictive legislation in 1924, for example, 
there was not even a visa requirement to settle per-
manently in the United States, and in 1905, only 
1 percent of the one million people who made the 
transatlantic journey to Ellis Island were denied 
entry into the country.49

One key distinction between the pre-World 
War I period and today lies in the attitudes of 
destination governments. While anti-immigrant 
sentiment could run high and often drove the 
erection of barriers to specific kinds of move-
ment, the prevailing view among governments 
was that movement was to be expected and was 
ultimately beneficial to both origin and destina-
tion societies.50 This is all the more remarkable 

in societies where intolerance of minorities was 
prevalent and socially accepted to a far larger 
extent than today.51 It is also a useful reminder 
that the barriers to migration that characterize 
many developed and developing countries today 
are much less an immutable reality than might 
at first be supposed. 

2.2.2 The 20th century
The pro-migration consensus was not to last. 
Towards the end of the 19th century, many coun-
tries introduced entry restrictions. The causes 
were varied, from the depletion of unsettled land 
to labour market pressures and popular senti-
ment. In countries such as Argentina and Brazil 
the policy shift occurred through the phasing out 
of subsidies; in Australia and the United States it 
came through the imposition of entry barriers.52 
Despite the introduction of these restrictions, 
estimates from the early 20th century indicate 
that the share of international migrants in the 
world’s population was similar if not larger than 
it is today. This is especially striking given the 
relatively high transport costs at that time.53 

There was nothing in the area of migration 
policy even remotely resembling the rapid mul-
tilateral liberalization of trade in goods and 
movements of capital that characterized the 
post-World War II period.54 Some countries en-
tered bilateral or regional agreements to respond 
to specific labour shortages, such as the United 
States’ 1942 Mexican Farm Labour (Bracero) 
Program, which sponsored 4.6 million contracts 
for work in the United States over a 22-year pe-
riod,55 the 1947 United Kingdom–Australia 
Assisted Passage Agreement, or the flurry of 
European labour movement agreements and 
guest-worker programmes.56 But early enthusi-
asm for guest-worker programmes had fizzled 
out by the 1970s. The United States phased out 
its Bracero Program in 1964, and most Western 
European countries that had heavily relied on 
guest-worker programmes ceased recruitment 
during the 1970s oil shock.57 

This lack of liberalization is consistent with 
the observed stability in the global share of mi-
grants. As shown in table 2.1, this share (which 
excludes Czechoslovakia and the former Soviet 
Union for comparability reasons—see below) 
has inched up from 2.7 to 2.8 percent between 
1960 and 2010. The data nonetheless reveal a 

Table 2.1  Five decades of aggregate stability, with regional shifts
Regional distribution of international migrants, 1960–2010

Share of 
population

Share of 
population

1960 2010

Share 
of world 
migrants

Share 
of world 
migrants

Total 
migrants 
(millions)

Total 
migrants 
(millions)

World  74.1  2.7% 188.0  2.8%
(excluding the former Soviet Union and 
former Czechoslovakia)

BY REGION
Africa 9.2 12.4% 3.2% 19.3 10.2% 1.9%
Northern America 13.6 18.4% 6.7% 50.0 26.6% 14.2%
Latin America and the Caribbean 6.2 8.3% 2.8% 7.5 4.0% 1.3%
Asia 28.5 38.4% 1.7% 55.6 29.6% 1.4%
 GCC states 0.2 0.3% 4.6% 15.1 8.0% 38.6%
Europe 14.5 19.6% 3.5% 49.6 26.4% 9.7%
Oceania 2.1 2.9% 13.5% 6.0 3.2% 16.8%

BY HUMAN DEVELOPMENT CATEGORY
Very high HDI 31.1 41.9% 4.6% 119.9 63.8% 12.1%
 OECD 27.4 37.0% 4.2% 104.6 55.6% 10.9%
High HDI 10.6 14.2% 3.2% 23.2 12.3% 3.0%
Medium HDI 28.2 38.1% 1.7% 35.9 19.1% 0.8%
Low HDI 4.3 5.8% 3.8% 8.8 4.7% 2.1%

Source: HDR team estimates based on UN (2009d). 
Note: Estimates exclude the former Soviet Union and former Czechoslovakia.
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remarkable shift in destination places. The share 
in developed countries more than doubled, 
from 5 percent to more than 12 percent.58 An 
even larger increase—from 5 to 39 percent of the 
population—occurred in the GCC countries, 
which have experienced rapid oil-driven growth. 
In the rest of the world, however, the fraction of 
foreign-born people has been stable or declining. 
The declines are most marked in Latin America 
and the Caribbean, where international migra-
tion has more than halved, but are also evident 
in Africa and the rest of Asia.

An important caveat is that these trends 
exclude two sets of countries for which it is dif-
ficult to construct comparable time series on 
international migrants, namely the states of the 
former Soviet Union, and the two components 
of former Czechoslovakia. The independence of 
these new nations generated an artificial increase 
in the number of migrants, which should not be 
interpreted as a real increase in the prevalence of 
international movement (box 2.3).59

Where are recent migrants to developed 
countries coming from? We do not have a full 

picture of bilateral flows over time, but figure 2.4 
displays the evolution of the share of people from 
developing countries in eight developed econo-
mies that have comparable information. In all 
but one case (the United Kingdom), there were 
double-digit increases in the share of migrants 
from developing countries.60 In many European 
countries, this shift is driven by the increase 
in migrants from Eastern European countries 
classed as developing according to their HDI. 
For example, during the 1960s only 18 percent 
of developing country immigrants into Germany 
came from Eastern Europe; 40 years later that 
ratio was 53 percent.

In developing countries, the picture is more 
mixed, although data are limited. We can com-
pare the source of migrants today and several 
decades ago for a few countries, revealing some 
interesting contrasts (figure 2.5). In Argentina 
and Brazil, the decline in the share of foreign-
born people was driven by a fall in those com-
ing from the poorer countries of Europe, as 
those countries experienced dramatic post-
war growth while much of Latin America 

Box 2.3  Migration trends in the former Soviet Union

When the Soviet Union broke up in 1991, 28 million people be-

came international migrants overnight—even if they hadn’t moved 

an inch. This is because statistics define an international migrant 

as a person who is living outside their country of birth. These peo-

ple had moved within the Soviet Union before 1991 and were now 

classified as foreign-born. Without their knowing it, they were now 

‘statistical migrants’.

At one level, the reclassification makes sense. A Russian in Minsk 

was living in the country of her birth in 1990; by the end of 1991, she 

was technically a foreigner. But interpreting the resulting increase in 

the number of migrants as an increase in international movement, 

as some authors have done, is mistaken. Hence we have excluded 

them, together with migrants in the former Czechoslovakia, from the 

calculation of trends in table 2.1.

Has human movement increased in the former Soviet Union since 

1991? On the one hand, the relaxation of propiska controls increased 

human mobility. On the other, the erection of national boundaries may 

have reduced the scope for movement. The picture is further com-

plicated by the fact that many movements after 1991 were returns to 

the region of origin: for example, people of Russian origin returning 

from central Asia.

Any attempt to understand trends in the former Soviet Union 

should use comparable territorial entities. One way to do this is to 

consider inter-republic migration before and after the break-up. In this 

approach, anyone who moved between two republics that would later 

become independent nations would be considered an international 

migrant. Thus, a Latvian in St. Petersburg would be classified as an 

international migrant both before and after 1991. 

In background research for this report, Soviet census data were 

used to construct such a series. Thus defined, the share of foreign-born 

people in the republics of the USSR rose slightly from 10 percent in 1959 

to 10.6 percent in 1989. After 1990, there were divergent trends across 

the different states. In the Russian Federation, which became some-

thing of a magnet in the region, the migrant stock increased from 7.8 to 

9.3 percent of the population. For Ukraine and the three Baltic states, 

migrant shares declined, as large numbers of foreign-born people left. 

In all the other states of the former Soviet Union, the absolute number of 

migrants declined until 2000 and in most cases the migrant share of the 

population also declined. Thus, while 30.3 million foreign-born people 

lived in the territory of the Soviet Union at the time of its dissolution, the 

aggregate number fell to 27.4 million in 2000 and to 26.5 million in 2005, 

as many in the post-Soviet space chose to return home.

Source: Heleniak (2009), UN (2002), Zlotnik (1998), and Ivakhnyuk (2009).
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stagnated. In contrast, the rise in the immigra-
tion rate in Costa Rica was driven by large flows 
of Nicaraguan migrants, while the reduction in 
Mali reflects significant declines in immigration 
from Burkina Faso, Guinea and Mauritania.

Many countries have experienced increases 
in internal migration, as shown in figure 2.6. 
However, this trend is far from uniform. For 
the 18 countries for which we have comparable 
information over time, there is an increasing 
trend in 11 countries, no clear trend in four, 
and a decline in two developed countries. The 
average rate of increase for this set of countries 
is around 7 percent over a decade. However, our 
research has also found that the share of recent 
migrants (defined as those who have moved 
between regions in the past five years) has not 
increased in most countries in our sample, indi-
cating a possible stabilization of internal migra-
tion patterns.

A levelling off or even a decline in internal 
migration flows is to be expected in developed 
and high-HDI countries, where past flows were 
associated with rapid urbanization that has 
now abated. But in many developing countries 
urbanization has not slowed and is expected to 
continue. In fact, estimates from UNDESA sug-
gest that the urban share of the world’s popula-
tion will nearly double by 2050 and will increase 
from 40 percent to over 60 percent in Africa. 
Urbanization is spurred in part by natural popu-
lation growth in urban areas, alongside migration 
from rural areas and from abroad. Although it is 
difficult to determine the precise contributions of 
these different sources, it is clear that migration is 
an important factor in many countries.61 

Urbanization can be associated with major 
challenges to city dwellers and the government 
authorities responsible for urban planning and 
service provision. The most visible of these chal-
lenges is the 2 billion people—40 percent of 
urban residents—who are expected to be living 
in slums by 2030.62 As is well known, living con-
ditions are often very poor in the slums, with in-
adequate access to safe water and sanitation and 
insecure land tenure. As we discuss in chapters 
4 and 5, it is important that urban local authori-
ties be accountable to residents and adequately 
financed to tackle these challenges, since local 
planning and programmes can play a critical role 
in improving matters. 

In sum, the period since 1960 has been 
marked by a growing concentration of migrants 
in developed countries against a background of 
aggregate stability in overall migration. How do 
we explain these patterns? Our research shows 
that three key factors—trends in income, popu-
lation and transport costs—tended to increase 
movement, which simultaneously faced an in-
creasingly significant constraint: growing legal 
and administrative barriers. 

Divergence in incomes across regions, com-
bined with a general increase in incomes around 
most of the world, is a major part of the expla-
nation of movement patterns. The evolution of 
income inequalities shows remarkable diver-
gence between most developing and developed 
regions, even if the East Asia–Pacific and South 
Asia regions have seen a mild convergence (figure 
2.7, panel A).63 China presents an exception to 
the broad pattern of lack of convergence, with 

Figure 2.4  An increasing share of migrants come from developing countries

Share of migrants from developing countries in selected 
developed countries
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national per capita income rising from 3 to 14 
percent of the developed country average be-
tween 1960 and 2007.64 Overall, the data indi-
cate that income incentives to move from poor to 
rich countries have strongly increased.65

Attempts to account for this divergence have 
generated a vast literature, in which differences 
in labour and capital accumulation, technologi-
cal change, policies and institutions have all been 
investigated.66 Whatever the ultimate driving 
forces, one of the key contributing factors has 
been differing population growth rates. As is 
well known, between 1960 and 2010 the spatial 
demographic composition of the world popula-
tion shifted: of the additional 2.8 billion work-
ing-aged people in the world, 9 out of 10 were 
in developing countries. Because labour became 
much more abundant in developing countries, 
wage differentials widened. This meant that 
moving to developed countries became more at-
tractive and patterns of movement shifted as a 
result, despite—as we shall see—the raising of 
high barriers to admission. At the same time, 
average income levels in the world as a whole 
were increasing, as shown in panel B of figure 
2.7 (even if some developing regions also saw pe-
riods of decline). Since poverty is an important 
constraint on movement, higher average incomes 
made long-distance movement more feasible. In 
other words, as incomes rose, poorer countries 
moved up the ‘migration hump’, broadening 
the pool of potential migrants to developed 
countries. 

Recent declines in transport and communi-
cation costs have also increased movement. The 
real price of air travel fell by three fifths between 
1970 and 2000, while the cost of communica-
tions fell massively.67 The real cost of a 3-minute 
telephone call from Australia to the United 
Kingdom fell from about US$350 in 1926 to 
US$0.65 in 2000—and, with the advent of in-
ternet telephony, has now effectively fallen to 
zero.68 Such trends have made it easier than ever 
before for people to reach and establish them-
selves in more distant destinations. 

Given these drivers, we would expect to see 
significant growth in international migration in 
recent decades. However, this potential has been 
constrained by increased policy barriers to move-
ment, especially against the entry of low-skilled 
applicants. We turn now to a more in-depth 

examination of the role that these barriers play 
in shaping and constraining movement today.

2.3 Policies and movement
Since the emergence of modern states in the 17th 
century, the international legal system has been 
built on the bedrock of two principles: sovereignty 
and territorial integrity. Within this system, 
which includes a series of norms and constraints 
imposed by international law, governments police 
their country’s borders and enforce their right to 
restrict entry. This section discusses the different 
ways in which government policy determines how 
many people to admit, where these people come 
from, and what status is accorded to them. 

Figure 2.5  Sources and trends of migration into developing countries
Migrants as a share of total population in selected countries, 
1960–2000s
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While there is a wealth of qualitative coun-
try-level analysis of policies—especially for 
developed countries—severe data limitations 
impede comparisons of policy across countries. 
Measurement is intrinsically difficult because the 
rules take many forms and are enforced in dif-
ferent ways and to varying degrees, with results 
that are generally not amenable to quantification. 
In contrast to most aspects of economic policy, 
for example, national statistical bureaux do not 
measure the effects of migration policy in ways 
that are consistent across countries. Most of the 
measures used in this report have been developed 
by international research and non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs), not by national public-
sector agencies.

The measure that covers the largest number of 
countries and the longest time span comes from 
a periodic survey of policy makers conducted by 
UNDESA, in which governments report their 
views and responses to migration. The survey 
covers 195 countries and reflects the views of 
policy makers regarding the level of immigration 
and whether their policy is to lower, maintain or 
raise future levels. While it is a self-assessment, 
and official intentions rather than practice are in-
dicated, some interesting patterns emerge (table 
2.2). In 2007, some 78 percent of respondent 
governments viewed current immigration levels 
as satisfactory, while 17 percent felt them to be 
too high and 5 percent too low. A similar picture 
emerges when governments are asked to describe 
their policies. On both questions, developed 
country governments appear to be more restric-
tive than those of developing countries.

These patterns indicate a significant gap 
between the policies that the public appears to 
favour in most countries—namely greater re-
strictions on immigration—and actual policies, 
which in fact allow for significant amounts of 
immigration.69 While explanations for this gap 
are complex, several factors likely come into play. 

The first is that opposition to immigration is 
not as monolithic as first appears, and voters often 
have mixed views. As we show below, in many 
countries, concerns about adverse employment or 
fiscal effects are mixed with the recognition that 
tolerance of others and ethnic diversity are posi-
tive values. Second, organized groups such as la-
bour unions, employer organizations and NGOs 
can have a significant effect on the formulation 

Figure 2.6  Internal migration rates have increased only slightly
Trends in lifetime internal migration intensity in selected  
countries, 1960–2000s

Table 2.2  Policy makers say they are trying to maintain existing 
 immigration levels

Views and policies towards immigration by HDI category, 2007

VERY HIGH HDI
No. of Countries 7 26 6 39 7 24 7 1 39
Percent (%) 18 67 15 100 18 62 18 3 100

HIGH HDI
No. of Countries 6 40 1 47 9 37 1 0 47
Percent (%) 13 85 2 100 19 79 2 0 100

MEDIUM HDI
No. of Countries 17 62 4 83 18 47 3 15 83
Percent (%) 20 75 5 100 22 57 4 18 100

LOW HDI
No. of Countries 4 22 0 26 4 6 0 16 26
Percent (%) 15 85 0 100 15 23 0 62 100

TOTAL
No. of Countries 34 150 11 195 38 114 11 32 195
Percent (%) 17 77 6 100 19 58 6 16 100

Total
No inter-
vention

Raise 
levels

Maintain 
levels

Lower 
levelsTotalToo low

Satis-
factoryToo high

Policy on immigrationGovernment’s view on immigration

HDI 
categories

Source: UN (2008b).
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of public policies; in many cases these groups do 
not advocate for tight restrictions to immigra-
tion. Third, many governments implicitly toler-
ate irregular migration, suggesting that policy 
makers are aware of the high economic and social 
costs of a crackdown. For example, in the United 
States employers are not required to verify the 
authenticity of immigration documents, but 
must deduct federal payroll taxes from migrants’ 
pay: through this mechanism, illegal immigrant 
workers provide around US$7 billion annually to 
the US Treasury.70 

For the purposes of this report, we sought to 
address existing gaps in knowledge by working 
with national migration experts and the IOM to 
conduct an assessment of migration policies in 28 
countries.71 The key value added of this exercise 
lies in the coverage of developing countries (half 
the sample), which have typically been excluded 
from such assessments in the past, and the rich 
information we collected on aspects such as ad-
missions regimes, treatment and entitlements, 
and enforcement. 

Comparing the migration policy regimes of 
developed and developing countries reveals strik-
ing differences as well as similarities. Some of the 
restrictions commonly noted (and criticized) 
in developed countries are also present in many 
developing countries (figure 2.8). The regimes in 
both groups of countries are biased in favour of 
high-skilled workers: 92 percent of developing 
and all of developed countries in our sample were 
open to temporary skilled migrants; for perma-
nent skilled migration, the corresponding figures 
were 62 and 93 percent. In our country sample, 
38 percent of developing and half of developed 
countries were closed to permanent migration of 
unskilled workers.72

Temporary regimes have long been used 
and most countries provide such permits. These 
programmes stipulate rules for the time-bound 
admission, stay and employment of foreign 
workers. The H1B visas of the United States, for 
instance, grant temporary admission to high-
skilled workers for up to six years, while H2B 
visas are available for low-skilled seasonal work-
ers for up to three. Similarly, Singapore’s im-
migration policy has Employment Passes—for 
skilled professionals—and a Work Permit or 
R-Pass for unskilled or semi-skilled workers.73 

Among the countries in our policy assessment, 

developing countries were much more likely to 
have temporary regimes for low-skilled workers.

Rules concerning changes in visa status 
and family reunion differ widely across coun-
tries.74 Some temporary schemes offer a path to 

Figure 2.7  Global income gaps have widened
Trends in real per capita GDP, 1960–2007
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long-term or even permanent residence and allow 
foreign workers to bring in their dependents. An 
example is the US’s H2B visas, although their 
annual number is capped at a low level and the 
dependents are not entitled to work. Other gov-
ernments explicitly prohibit status change and 
family reunion, or severely restrict them. 

The temporary worker or kafala (literally 
meaning ‘guaranteeing and taking care of ’ in 
Arabic) programmes of the GCC countries are a 
special case.75 Under these programmes, foreign 
migrant workers receive an entry visa and resi-
dence permit only if a citizen of the host country 
sponsors them. The khafeel, or sponsor-employer, 
is responsible financially and legally for the 
worker, signing a document from the Labour 
Ministry to that effect.76 If the worker is found 
to have breached the contract, they have to leave 
the country immediately at their own expense. 

Kafala programmes are restrictive on several 
counts, including family reunification. Human 
rights abuses—including non-payment of wages 
and sexual exploitation of domestic workers—
are well documented, especially among the in-
creasing share of migrants originating in the 
Indian subcontinent.77 

In recent years, some countries in the region 
have taken moderate steps in the direction of 
reforming their immigration regimes. Saudi 
Arabia recently passed a series of regulations 
facilitating the transfer of workers employed by 
companies providing services (e.g. maintenance) 
to government departments.78 Other initiatives 
have also been implemented to monitor the liv-
ing and working conditions of foreign migrants. 
In the United Arab Emirates, the Ministry of 
Labour has introduced a hotline to receive com-
plaints from the general public. In 2007, the 
authorities inspected 122,000 establishments, 
resulting in penalties for almost 9,000 violations 
of workers’ rights and of legislation on working 
conditions. However, more ambitious proposals 
for reform, such as Bahrain’s proposal in early 
2009 to abolish the kafala system, have floun-
dered, reportedly in the face of intense political 
opposition by business interests.79 

In some developed countries—including 
Australia, Canada and New Zealand—the pref-
erence for high-skilled workers is implemented 
through a points system. The formulae take into 
account such characteristics as education, occu-
pation, language proficiency and age. This con-
fers some objectivity to what otherwise might 
seem an arbitrary selection process, although 
other countries attract large numbers of gradu-
ates without a point-based system.80

Points systems are uncommon in developing 
countries. Formal restrictions on entry include 
requirements such as a previous job offer and, in 
some cases, quotas. One aspect on which devel-
oping countries appear to be relatively restrictive 
is family reunification. About half the develop-
ing countries in our sample did not allow the 
family members of temporary immigrants to 
come and work—as opposed to one third of de-
veloped countries.

Family reunification and marriage migration 
represent a significant share of inflows into virtu-
ally all OECD countries. Indeed, some countries 
are dominated by flows linked to family ties, as in 

Figure 2.8  Welcome the high-skilled, rotate the low-skilled
Openness to legal immigration in developed versus  
developing countries, 2009
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France and the United States, where these account 
for 60 and 70 percent of annual flows respectively. 
While it is common to distinguish between fam-
ily reunification and labour migration, it is impor-
tant to note that family migrants often either have 
or can acquire authorization to work.

Of course the stated policy may differ from 
what happens in practice. Significant variations 
exist in migration law enforcement across coun-
tries (figure 2.9). In the United States, research 
has found that border enforcement varies over 
the economic cycle, increasing during recessions 
and easing during expansions.81 In South Africa, 
deportations more than doubled between 2002 
and 2006 without a change in legislation, as the 
police force became more actively involved in 
enforcement.82 Our policy assessment suggested 
that while developing countries were somewhat 
less likely to enforce border controls and less 
likely to detain violators of immigration laws, 
other aspects of enforcement including raids by 
law enforcement agencies and random checks, as 
well as fines, were at least as frequent as in de-
veloped countries.  Lower institutional capacity 
may explain part of this variation.   Even after 
detection, developing countries are reportedly 
more likely to do nothing or simply to impose 
fines on irregular migrants.  In some countries, 
courts weigh family unity concerns and the 
strength of an immigrant’s ties to a country in 
deportation procedures.83 Further discussion of 
the role of enforcement in immigration policies 
is provided in chapter 5.

One question that emerges from these rules 
on entry and treatment, which can be investi-
gated using cross-country data, is whether there 
is a ‘numbers versus rights’ trade-off. It is pos-
sible that countries will open their borders to 
a larger number of immigrants only if access to 
some basic rights is limited. This could arise if, 
for example, immigration is seen to become too 
costly, so that neither voters nor policy makers 
will support it.84 Data on the treatment of im-
migrants allow us to empirically examine this 
question. The Economist Intelligence Unit 
(EIU) has created an accessibility index for 61 
countries (34 developed, 27 developing) that 
summarizes official policy in terms of ease of 
hiring, licensing requirements, ease of fam-
ily reunification and official integration pro-
grammes for migrants. The Migrant Integration 

Policy Index (MIPEX) measures policies to in-
tegrate migrants in six policy areas (long-term 
residence, family reunion, citizenship, political 
participation, anti-discrimination measures and 
labour market access). 

Our analysis suggests that there is no system-
atic relation between various measures of rights 
and migrant numbers (figure 2.10). Comparison 
with the EIU index (panel A), which has a 
broader sample of developed and developing 
countries, reflects essentially no correlation be-
tween the number of migrants and their access to 
basic rights, suggesting that the various regimes 
governing such access are compatible with both 
high and low numbers of migrants. Restricting 
the analysis to the smaller sample of countries 
covered by the MIPEX allows us to take advan-
tage of OECD data, which distinguish the share 
of immigrants with low levels of formal educa-
tion from developing countries. Again, we find 
essentially no correlation (panel B). For example, 

Figure 2.9  Enforcement practices vary
Interventions and procedures regarding irregular migrants, 2009
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countries like Poland and Ireland have very low 
shares of low-skilled workers from developing 
countries, yet score poorly in the MIPEX. We 
have also found that countries that have seen in-
creases in their migrant shares over time did not 
curtail the rights and entitlements provided to 
immigrants.85 For example, between 1980 and 
2005 the share of immigrants in Spain increased 
from 2 to 11 percent; during the same period the 
Spanish government extended the provision of 
emergency and non-emergency health care to ir-
regular migrants.86

Similar results were found in our policy as-
sessment, which allowed us to distinguish be-
tween different components of migration policy. 
In fact, if there was any indication of a correla-
tion, it was often the opposite of that proposed 
by the numbers versus rights hypothesis. What 
the data reveal is that, in general, across many 
measures, developing countries have lower me-
dian shares of foreign-born workers and lower 
protection of migrant rights. Developed coun-
tries, which have more migrants, also tend to 
have rules that provide for better treatment of 
migrants. For example, India has the lowest score 
on provision of entitlements and services to in-
ternational migrants in our assessment, but has 
an immigrant share of less than 1 percent of the 
population; Portugal has the highest score while 
having an immigrant share of 7 percent.

Policies towards migration are not deter-
mined solely at the national level. Supra-national 
agreements, which can be bilateral or regional 
in nature, can have significant effects on mi-
gration flows. Regional agreements have been 
established under various political unions, such 
as the Economic Community of West African 
States (ECOWAS), the European Union and the 
Mercado Común del Sur (MERCOSUR), while 
a good example of a bilateral agreement is that of 
the Trans-Tasman Travel Arrangement between 
Australia and New Zealand. These agreements 
have had significant effects on migration flows 
between signatory countries. They are most 
likely to allow freedom of movement when par-
ticipating member states have similar economic 
conditions and when there are strong political 
or other motivations for socio-economic integra-
tion. For the countries in our policy assessment, 
about half of the special mobility agreements of 
developed countries were with other developed 

Figure 2.10  Cross-country evidence shows little support for the
 ‘numbers versus rights’ hypothesis

Correlations between access and treatment

Source: UN (2009d), The Economist Intelligence Unit (2008), OECD (2009a) and Migration Policy Group and British Council (2007).
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countries, while more than two thirds of those 
of developing countries were with other de-
veloping countries. There are examples where 
mobility is granted only to some workers, such 
as the higher skilled. For example, the migra-
tion system of the North American Free Trade 
Agreement (NAFTA) covers only nationals of 
Canada, Mexico and the United States who have 
a B.A. degree and a job offer in another member 
country. Box 2.4 briefly overviews the multilat-
eral arrangements related to human movement.

However, there can be large differences be-
tween the letter of these agreements and actual 
practice, particularly in countries where the 
rule of law is weak. For example, despite the 
provisions for comprehensive rights of entry, 
residence and establishment provided for in the 
ECOWAS agreement signed in 1975 (which 
were to be implemented in three phases over a 
15-year period), only the first phase of the proto-
col—elimination of the need for visas for stays 
up to 90 days—has been achieved. The reasons 

for slow implementation range from inconsis-
tency between the protocol and national laws, 
regulations and practices to border disputes and 
full-scale wars which have often led to the expul-
sion of foreign citizens.87

We also find restrictions on human move-
ment within nations as well as on exit. One 
source of data on these restrictions is the NGO 
Freedom House, which has collected informa-
tion on formal and informal restrictions on 
foreign and internal travel as a component of its 
assessment of the state of freedom in the world.88 
The results are striking, particularly given that 
the Universal Declaration of Human Rights 
guarantees the right to move freely within one’s 
country and to exit and return to one’s own 
country: over a third of countries in the world 
impose significant restrictions on these freedoms 
(table 2.3). 

Formal restrictions on internal movement are 
present in many countries with a legacy of central 
planning, including Belarus, China, Mongolia, 

Box 2.4  Global governance of mobility

Beyond a well-established convention on refugees, international 

mobility lacks a binding multilateral regime. The ILO has long had 

conventions on the rights of migrant workers, but they are heavily 

undersubscribed (chapter 5). The IOM has expanded beyond its his-

toric role in the post-war repatriation of refugees towards a more gen-

eral mission to improve migration management and has increased 

its membership, but it is outside the UN system and remains largely 

oriented towards service provision to member states on a project 

basis. Under the General Agreement on Trade in Services (GATS) of 

the World Trade Organization (WTO), some 100 member states have 

made commitments to the temporary admission of foreign nationals 

who provide services, but these mostly involve business visitor visas 

for up to 90 days and fixed-term intra-company transfers involving 

high-skilled professionals.

The lack of multilateral cooperation on migration has been at-

tributed to several related factors. In contrast to trade negotiations, 

where countries negotiate over the reciprocal reduction of barriers to 

each other’s exports, developing countries are in a weaker bargain-

ing position on the migration front. Most migrants from developed 

countries go to other developed countries, so there is little pressure 

from developed country governments to open channels for entering 

developing countries. This asymmetry, as well as the political sen-

sitivity of the migration issue in most developed destination coun-

tries, has led to a lack of leadership from these states in international 

negotiations. International discussions have also been characterized 

by lack of cooperation among sending countries. These obstacles 

have so far defied the best efforts of international organizations and 

a handful of governments to promote cooperation and binding inter-

national commitments. 

Further liberalization is currently being canvassed in the Doha 

Round of trade negotiations, which began in 2000 but have long 

since stalled. Existing commitments under GATS are limited, refer-

ring mainly to high-skilled workers. GATS also excludes “measures 

affecting natural persons seeking access to the employment market 

of another country [or] measures regarding citizenship, residence, or 

employment on a permanent basis”. Nor does GATS apply to perma-

nent migration: most WTO members limit service providers to less 

than five years in their country.

During the Doha Round it became clear that developing countries 

want to liberalize the movement of natural persons, whereas indus-

trial countries prefer trade in services. It could be argued that the 

importance of GATS to labour migration does not lie in the relatively 

small amount of additional mobility facilitated thus far, but rather in 

the creation of an institutional framework for future negotiations. 

However, better progress might be made if the WTO took a more 

inclusive and people-centred approach, which allowed greater par-

ticipation by other stakeholders and linked more closely with existing 

legal regimes for the protection of human rights.

Source: Castles and Miller (1993), Neumayer (2006), Leal-Arcas (2007), Charnovitz (2003), p.243, Mattoo and Olarreaga (2004), Matsushita, Schoenbaum, and Mavroidis (2006), Solomon (2009), and Opeskin (2009).
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the Russian Federation and Viet Nam.89 These 
restrictions are costly, time-consuming and 
cumbersome to maintain, as are informal bar-
riers, albeit to a lesser extent. Although many 
people in these countries are able to travel 
without the proper documentation, they later 
find that they cannot access services and jobs 
without them. In several countries, corruption 
is a key impediment to internal movement. 
Checkpoints on local roads, where bribes are 
levied, are commonplace in parts of sub-Saha-
ran Africa. For instance, in Côte d’Ivoire, peo-
ple living in northern areas controlled by rebel 
groups were routinely harassed and forced to 
pay US$40–60 when attempting to travel south 
to government-controlled areas.90 Examples of 
corruption were also reported from Myanmar, 
the Russian Federation and Viet Nam, where 
bribes were required to process applications for 
changes in place of residence. In several South 
Asian countries, migrants living in urban 
slums face constant threats of clearance, evic-
tion and rent-seeking from government offi-
cials.91 Internal movement is also impeded by 
regulations and administrative procedures that 

exclude migrants from access to the public ser-
vices and legal rights accorded to local people 
(chapter 3). 

Countries can limit exit by nationals from 
their territory by several means, ranging from 
formal prohibitions to practical barriers cre-
ated by fees and administrative requirements. 
Exorbitant passport fees can make it all but 
impossible for a poor person to leave the coun-
try through regular channels: a recent study 
found that 14 countries had passport fees 
that exceeded 10 percent of annual per capita 
income.92 In many countries, a labyrinth of 
procedures and regulations, often exacerbated 
by corruption, causes excessive delays and 
compounds the costs of leaving. For example, 
Indonesian emigrants have to visit numerous 
government offices in order to acquire the nec-
essary paperwork to leave. Not surprisingly, 
these exit restrictions are negatively correlated 
with emigration rates.93 

A handful of countries have formal restric-
tions on exit. These are strictly enforced in 
Cuba and the Democratic People’s Republic 
of Korea, and are in place in China, Eritrea, 
Iran, Myanmar, and Uzbekistan.94 Eritrea, for 
example, requires exit visas for citizens and 
foreign nationals and has reportedly denied 
the exit visas of children whose parents (living 
abroad) had not paid the 2 percent tax on for-
eign income.95 Twenty countries restrict the exit 
of women—including Myanmar, Saudi Arabia 
and Swaziland—while eight impose age-specific 
restrictions related to the travel of citizens of 
military service age.96 

2.4 Looking ahead: the crisis and 
beyond
The future of the global economy is a central 
concern for policy makers. Like everyone else, 
we hold no crystal ball, but we can examine the 
impacts and implications of the current crisis 
as the basis for identifying probable trends for 
the coming decades. Demographic trends, in 
particular, can be expected to continue to play 
a significant role in shaping the pressures for 
movement between regions, as we have seen 
over the past half-century. But new phenomena 
such as climate change are also likely to come 
into play, with effects that are much more dif-
ficult to predict.

Table 2.3  Over a third of countries significantly restrict the right to move
Restrictions on internal movement and emigration by HDI category

VERY HIGH HDI
No. of Countries 0 3 1 3 31 38
Percent (%) 0 8 3 8 81 100

HIGH HDI
No. of Countries 2 4 4 10 27 47
Percent (%) 4 9 9 21 57 100

MEDIUM HDI
No. of Countries 2 13 24 27 16 82
Percent (%) 2 16 29 33 20 100

LOW HDI
No. of Countries 2 5 13 5 0 25
Percent (%) 8 20 52 20 0 100

TOTAL
No. of Countries 6 25 42 45 74 192
Percent (%) 3 13 22 23 39 100

Total
Least 

restrictive321
Most 

restrictiveHDI categories

Restrictions on mobility, 2008

Source: Freedom House (2009).
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2.4.1 The economic crisis and the 
prospects for recovery 
Many people are now suffering the consequences 
of the worst economic recession in post-war his-
tory. At the time of writing, world GDP was 
expected to fall by approximately 1 percent in 
2009, marking the first contraction of global 
output in 60 years.97 This year’s contraction in 
developed countries is much larger, approach-
ing 4 percent. However, initial optimism that 
emerging economies might be able to ‘decouple’ 
from the financial crisis has been dampened by 
mounting evidence that they too are, or will be, 
hard hit. Asian countries have suffered from col-
lapsing export demand, while increases in the 
cost of external credit have adversely affected 
Central and Eastern Europe. African countries 
are battling with collapsing commodity prices, 
the drying up of capital liquidity, a sharp de-
cline in remittances and uncertainty concern-
ing future flows of development aid. Some of the 
largest emerging economies, such as Brazil and 
the Russian Federation, will dip into negative 
growth, while others, notably China and India, 
will see severe slowdowns.98

Typical recessions do not have a large impact 
on long-run economic trends.99 However, it is now 
clear that this is anything but a typical recession. 
As such it is likely to have long-lasting and maybe 
even permanent effects on incomes and employ-
ment opportunities, which are likely to be expe-
rienced unequally by developing and developed 
countries.100 For example, the recession set off by 
the Federal Reserve’s increase of interest rates in 
1980 lasted just 3 years in the United States, but 
the ensuing debt crisis led to a period of stagna-
tion that became known as the ‘lost decade’ in 
Africa and Latin America, as the terms of trade of 
countries in these regions deteriorated by 25 and 
37 percent respectively. As commodity prices have 
fallen significantly from the peak levels of 2008, a 
similar scenario is probable this time round.

The financial crisis has quickly turned into 
a jobs crisis (figure 2.11). The OECD unem-
ployment rate is expected to hit 8.4 percent in 
2009.101 That rate has already been exceeded in 
the United States, which by May 2009 had lost 
nearly six million jobs since December 2007, 
with the total number of jobless rising to 14.5 
million.102 In Spain, the unemployment rate 
climbed as high as 15 percent by April 2009 and 

topped 28 percent among migrants.103 The places 
hit hardest by the crisis thus far are those where 
most migrants live—the more developed econo-
mies. The negative correlation between numbers 
of immigrants and economic growth suggests 
that migrants are likely to be badly affected not 
only in OECD countries but also in the Gulf, 
East Asia and South Africa (figure 2.12).104

A jobs crisis is generally bad news for mi-
grants. Just as economies tend to call on people 
from abroad when they face labour shortages, so 
they tend to lay off migrants first during times 
of recession. This is partly because, on average, 
migrants have a profile typical of workers who 
are most vulnerable to recessions—that is, they 
are younger, have less formal education and less 
work experience, tend to work as temporary 
labourers and are concentrated in cyclical sec-
tors.105 Even controlling for education and gen-
der, labour force analysis in Germany and the 
United Kingdom found that migrants are much 
more likely to lose their job during a downturn 
than non-migrants.106 Using quarterly GDP and 
unemployment data from 14 European coun-
tries between 1998 and 2008, we also found 
that, in countries that experienced recessions, 

Figure 2.11  Unemployment is increasing in key migrant destinations
Unemployment rates in selected destinations, 2007–2010
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the unemployment rate of migrants tended 
to increase faster than that of other groups. 
Within the OECD, migrants were concentrated 
in highly cyclical sectors that have suffered the 
largest job losses—including manufacturing, 
construction, finance, real estate, hotels and res-
taurants—sectors that employ more than 40 per-
cent of immigrants in almost every high-income 
OECD country.107 The decline in remittances 
from migrants is likely to have adverse effects 
on family members in countries of origin, as we 
discuss in greater detail in chapter 4.

Several factors come into play in determin-
ing how the crisis affects—and will affect—the 
movement of people. They include immediate 
prospects at home and abroad, the perceived 
risks of migrating, staying or returning, and the 
increased barriers that are likely to come into 
place. Several major destination countries have 
introduced incentives to return (bonuses, tickets, 
lump sum social security benefits) and increased 
restrictions on entry and stay. Some govern-
ments are discouraging foreign recruitment and 

reducing the number of visa slots, especially for 
low-skilled workers but also for skilled work-
ers. In some cases these measures are seen as a 
short-term response to circumstances and have 
involved marginal adjustments rather than out-
right bans (e.g. Australia plans to reduce its an-
nual intake of skilled migrants by 14 percent).108 
But there is also a populist tone to many of the 
announcements and provisions. For example, 
the United States economic stimulus pack-
age restricts H1B hires among companies that 
receive funds from the Troubled Asset Relief 
Program;109 the Republic of Korea has stopped 
issuing new visas through its Employment 
Permit System; and Malaysia has revoked more 
than 55,000 visas for Bangladeshis in order to 
boost job prospects for locals.110 

There is some evidence of a decline of flows 
into developed countries during 2008, as the 
crisis was building. In the United Kingdom, 
applications for National Insurance cards from 
foreign-born people fell by 25 percent.111 Data 
from surveys carried out by the US Census 

Figure 2.12  Migrants are in places hardest hit by the recession
Immigrants’ location and projected GDP growth rates, 2009
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Bureau show a 25 percent decline in the flow of 
Mexican migrants to the United States in the 
year ending in August 2008.112 These trends can 
be expected to continue in 2009 and 2010, as the 
full effect of the crisis plays out in rising domestic 
unemployment. There are reasons to be sceptical, 
however, that major return flows will emerge. 
As the experience of European guest-worker 
programmes in the 1970s demonstrates, the size 
of return flows are affected by the prospects of 
re-entry to the host country, the generosity of 
the host country’s welfare system, the needs of 
family members and conditions back home—all 
of which tend to encourage migrants to stay put 
and ride out the recession.

Whether this crisis will have major structural 
effects on migration patterns is not yet clear. 
Evidence from previous recessions shows that 
the outcomes have varied. A historical review of 
several countries—Argentina, Australia, Brazil, 
Canada, the United States and the United 
Kingdom—showed that, between 1850 and 
1920, declines in domestic wages led to tighter 
restrictions on immigration.113 Several schol-
ars have argued that the 1973 oil crisis, which 
heralded a prolonged period of economic stag-
nation, structural unemployment and lower de-
mand for unskilled workers in Europe, affected 
migration patterns as a wealthier Middle East 
emerged as the new destination hub.114 During 
the 1980s, the collapse of Mexican import sub-
stitution set in motion an era of mass migration 
to the United States that was unintentionally ac-
celerated by the 1986 United States immigration 
reform.115 In contrast, there is little evidence that 
the East Asian financial crisis of the late 1990s 
had a lasting impact on international migration 
flows.116 

At this stage it is impossible to predict the 
type and magnitude of the structural changes 
that will emerge from the current crisis with any 
confidence. Some commentators have argued 
that the origin of the crisis and its fierce con-
centration in certain sectors in developed coun-
tries may strengthen the position of developing 
countries, particularly in Asia, even leading to 
a radically different configuration of the global 
economy.117 However, there are also reasons for 
expecting a revival of pre-crisis economic and 
structural trends once growth resumes. It is cer-
tainly true that deeper long-term processes, such 

as the demographic trends, will persist regardless 
of the direction taken by the recession. 

2.4.2 Demographic trends
Current forecasts are that the world’s population 
will grow by a third over the next four decades. 
Virtually all of this growth will be in  developing 
countries. In one in five countries—including 
Germany, Japan, the Republic of Korea and the 
Russian Federation—populations are expected 
to shrink; whereas one in six countries—all of 
them developing and all but three of them in 
Africa—will more than double their popula-
tions within the next 40 years. Were it not for 
migration, the population of developed coun-
tries would peak in 2020 and fall by 7 percent in 
the following three decades. The trend evident 
over the past half century—the fall in the share 
of people living in Europe and the increase in 
Africa—is likely to continue.118

Aging of populations is a widespread phe-
nomenon. By 2050, the world as a whole and 
every continent except Africa are projected to 
have more elderly people (at least 60 years of 
age) than children (below 15). This is a natural 
consequence of the decline in death rates and 
the somewhat slower decline in birth rates that 
has occurred in most developing countries, a 
well-known phenomenon known as the ‘demo-
graphic transition’. By 2050, the average age in 
developing countries will be 38 years, compared 
to 45 years in developed countries. Even this 
seven-year difference will have marked effects. 
The global working-age population is expected 
to increase by 1.1 billion by 2050, whereas the 
working-age population in developed countries, 
even assuming a continuation of current migra-
tion flows, will decline slightly. Over the next 
15 years, new entrants to the labour force in de-
veloping countries will exceed the total number 
of working-age people currently living in devel-
oped countries (figure 2.13). As in the past, these 
trends will put pressure on wages and increase the 
incentives for moving among potential employees 
in poor countries—and for seeking out workers 
from abroad among employers in rich countries. 

This process affects the dependency ratio—
that is, the ratio of elderly and young to the 
working-age population (table 2.4). For every 
100 working-age people in developed countries, 
there are currently 49 who are not of working 

Current forecasts 
are that the world’s 
population will grow by 
a third over the next  
four decades
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age, roughly half of whom are children or elderly. 
In contrast, in developing countries, the ratio is 
higher, at 53, but three quarters of the depen-
dents are children. Over the next 40 years, as 
the effect of lower birth rates is felt and the pro-
portion of children falls as they reach working 
age, the dependency ratio will remain roughly 
stable in developing countries, reaching just 55 
by 2050. However, the proportion of elderly will 
rise markedly in developed countries, so that 
there will then be 71 non-working-age people for 
every 100 of working age, a significantly higher 
fraction than today. These dependency ratios 
would increase even more rapidly without the 
moderate levels of immigration included in these 
scenarios: if developed countries were to become 
completely closed to new immigration, the ratio 
would rise to 78 by 2050. 

As is well known, this scenario makes it 
much more difficult for developed countries to 
pay for the care of their children and old people. 
Publicly funded education and health systems 
are paid with taxes levied on the working popu-
lation, so that as the share of potential taxpayers 

shrinks it becomes more difficult to maintain 
expenditure levels. 

These demographic trends argue in favour 
of relaxing the barriers to the entry of migrants. 
However, we do not suggest that migration is 
the only possible solution to these challenges. 
Greater labour scarcity can lead to a shift in 
specialization towards high-technology and 
capital-intensive industries, and technological 
innovations are possible for services that were 
traditionally labour-intensive, such as care of 
the old. The sustainability of pensions and health 
care systems can also be addressed, at least in 
part, by increases in the retirement age and in 
social security contributions.119 Growing depen-
dency ratios will occur sooner or later in all coun-
tries undergoing demographic transitions—and 
migrants themselves grow old. Nevertheless, the 
growing labour abundance of developing coun-
tries suggests that we are entering a period when 
increased migration to developed countries will 
benefit not only migrants and their families but 
will also be increasingly advantageous for the 
populations of destination countries.

Figure 2.13  Working-age population will increase in developing regions
Projections of working-age population by region, 2010–2050

 2010  2050

Source: HDR team calculations based on UN(2009e).

North America

0.23  0.27 billion
+16%
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0.50  0.38 billion
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2.80  3.40 billion
+22%

Africa

0.58  1.3 billion
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Oceania

0.02  0.03 billion
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Latin America  
and the Carribean

0.39  0.49 billion
+26%
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2.4.3 Environmental factors
The environment can be a key driver of human 
movement. From nomadic pastoralists, who fol-
low the favourable grazing conditions that arise 
after rain, to the people displaced by natural di-
sasters such as the Indian Ocean tsunami and 
Hurricane Katrina, environmental conditions 
have been intimately linked to movements of 
people and communities throughout human his-
tory. Some are now expecting that the continu-
ing warming of the earth will generate massive 
population shifts. 

Climate change is projected to increase en-
vironmental stress in already marginal lands 
and to raise the frequency of natural hazards. 
Continued greenhouse gas emissions are likely 
to be associated with changes in rainfall pat-
terns, desertification, more frequent storms and 
rises in sea level, all of which have implications 
for human movement.120 Changing rainfall pat-
terns, for example, will affect the availability of 
water and hence the production of food, possibly 
increasing food prices and the risk of famine. 

Existing estimates indicate that several de-
veloping areas will be strongly affected by cli-
mate change, although the range of estimates 
is still very wide and predictions are subject to 
considerable uncertainty. At one extreme, by 
2020 it is expected that the yields from rainfed 
agriculture in Southern Africa could be halved 
by drought.121 Over the medium term, as glacial 
water banks run down, river flows are expected 
to diminish, severely affecting irrigated agricul-
ture, especially around major massifs such as the 
Himalayas.

Rises in sea level most directly affect people 
in coastal areas. One scenario suggests that 145 
million people are presently at risk from a rise 
of one meter, three quarters of whom live in 
East and South Asia.122 In some cases, rises will 
imply the relocation of entire communities. The 
government of the Maldives, for example, is con-
sidering buying land in other countries as a safe 
haven, given the probability that their archipel-
ago will become submerged.123 

Some estimates of the numbers of people 
who will be forced to move as a result of climate 
change have been presented, ranging from 200 
million to 1 billion.124 Regrettably, there is little 
hard science backing these numbers. For the 
most part, they represent the number of people 

exposed to the risk of major climatic events and 
do not take into account the adaptation mea-
sures that individuals, communities and gov-
ernments may undertake.125 It is thus difficult to 
know whether such inevitably crude estimates 
facilitate or obstruct reasoned public debate. 

The effect of climate change on human set-
tlement depends partly on how change comes 
about—as discrete events or a continuous pro-
cess. Discrete events often come suddenly and 
dramatically, forcing people to move quickly to 
more secure places. Continuous processes, on 
the other hand, are associated with slow-onset 
changes like sea level rise, salinization or erosion 
of agricultural lands and growing water scarcity. 
In many cases, continuous change leads commu-
nities to develop their own adaptation strategies, 
of which migration—whether seasonal or per-
manent—may be only one component. Under 
these conditions movement typically takes the 
form of income diversification by the house-
hold, with some household members leaving and 
others staying behind.126 This pattern has been 
observed, for example, among Ethiopian house-
holds hit by severe and recurrent droughts.127 

Given the uncertainty as to whether climate 
change will occur through a continuous process 
or discrete events, the extent and type of result-
ing adaptation and movement are difficult to 
predict. Moreover, environmental factors are not 
the sole determinants of movement but interact 
with livelihood opportunities and public policy 
responses. It is often the case that natural disas-
ters do not lead to out-migration of the most vul-
nerable groups, because the poorest usually do 

Table 2.4  Dependency ratios to rise in developed countries and 
 remain steady in developing countries

Dependency ratio forecasts of developed versus developing 
countries, 2010–2050

No Migration scenarioNo Migration scenario Baseline scenarioBaseline scenario

Developing countriesDeveloped countries

2010 49 50 53 53
2020 55 56 52 52
2030 62 65 52 52
2040 68 74 53 53
2050 71 78 55 54

Year

Source: UN (2009e).
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not have the means to move and natural disasters 
further impair their ability to do so. Empirical 
studies in Mexico have found that the effects 
of changes in rainfall on migration patterns 
are determined by socio-economic conditions 
and the ability to finance the cost of moving.128 
Background research on migration patterns in 
Nicaragua during Hurricane Mitch, carried out 
for this report, found that rural families in the 
bottom two wealth quintiles were less likely to 
migrate than other families in the aftermath of 
Hurricane Mitch.129 

More fundamentally, what happens in the 
future is affected by the way we consume and 
use our natural resources today. This was the 
key message of the 2007/2008 HDR (Fighting 
climate change: Human solidarity in a divided 
world): catastrophic risks for future generations 
can be avoided only if the international commu-
nity acts now. The demand for increased energy 
in developing countries, where many people still 
lack access to electricity, can be met while re-
ducing total carbon emissions. The use of more 
energy-efficient technologies that already exist 
in developed countries needs to be expanded 
in developing countries, while creating the next 
generation of still more efficient technologies 
and enabling developing countries to leapfrog 
through to these better solutions. At the same 
time, energy consumption in developed coun-
tries needs to be rationalized. The policy options 
for encouraging a transition to a low-carbon en-
ergy mix include market-based incentives, new 
standards for emissions, research to develop 
new technologies and improved international 
cooperation.130

2.5 Conclusions 
Three key findings have emerged from this chap-
ter’s analysis of global trends in human move-
ment. First, movement largely reflects people’s 
need to improve their livelihoods. Second, this 
movement is constrained by policy and eco-
nomic barriers, which are much more difficult 
for poor people to surmount than for the rela-
tively wealthy. Third, the pressure for increased 
flows will grow in the coming decades in the face 
of divergent economic and demographic trends. 

Ultimately, how these structural factors will 
affect the flow of people in the future depends 
critically on the stance taken by policy makers, 

especially those in host countries. At present, 
policy makers in countries with large migrant 
populations face conflicting pressures: signifi-
cant levels of resistance to increased immigration 
in public opinion on the one hand, and sound 
economic and social rationales for the relaxation 
of entry barriers on the other.

How can we expect policies to evolve in the 
next few decades? Will they evolve in ways that 
enable us to realize the potential gains from mo-
bility, or will popular pressures gain the upper 
hand? Will the economic crisis raise protection-
ist barriers against immigration, or will it serve 
as an opportunity to rethink the role of move-
ment in fostering social and economic progress? 
History and contemporary experience provide 
contrasting examples. Acute labour scarcity 
made the Americas very open to migration dur-
ing the 19th century and allowed rapid rates of 
economic development despite widespread in-
tolerance and xenophobia. This is analogous in 
some ways to the situation in the GCC states 
today. However, the tendency to blame outsiders 
for society’s ills is accentuated during economic 
downturns. Recent incidents across a range 
of countries—from the Russian Federation to 
South Africa to the United Kingdom—could 
presage a growing radicalization and closing off 
to people from abroad.131

Yet none of these outcomes is predetermined. 
Leadership and action to change the nature of 
public debate can make a crucial difference. 
Shifting attitudes towards internal migrants in 
the United States during the Great Depression 
provide us with a compelling example. As a 
result of severe drought in the nation’s south-
ern Midwest region, an estimated 2.5 million 
people migrated to new agricultural areas dur-
ing the 1930s. There they met fierce resistance 
from some residents, who saw these migrants as 
threats to their jobs and livelihoods. It was in this 
context that John Steinbeck wrote The Grapes of 
Wrath, one of the most powerful indictments 
of the mistreatment and intolerance of internal 
migrants ever written. Steinbeck’s novel sparked 
a national debate, leading to a congressional in-
vestigation into the plight of migrant workers 
and ultimately to a landmark 1941 decision by 
the Supreme Court establishing that states had 
no right to interfere with the free movement of 
people within the United States.132

Movement largely 
reflects people’s 
need to improve 
their livelihoods… 
this movement is 
constrained by policy 
and economic barriers


