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HIGHLIGHTS

International migration is a global phenomenon that is growing in complexity, scope and impact. 

Today, most countries are simultaneously countries of origin, destination and transit of migrants, so that 

countries in both less and more developed regions face various challenges and opportunities associated 

with migration. Since the International Conference on Population and Development (ICPD) in 1994, there 

has been a growing consensus that migration is an integral feature of global development in both sending 

and receiving countries. Most recently, the 2013 High-level Dialogue on International Migration and 

Development has reaffirmed the importance of migration for development.  

Migration policies play an important role in determining the flows, conditions and consequences 

of international migration. Using the information gathered in the World Population Policies Database for 

all Member and non-member States of the United Nations, this report describes Government views and 

policy priorities related to immigration and emigration, and how these have evolved in recent years with 

changing international migration patterns. The highlights of the report are listed below: 

TRENDS IN INTERNATIONAL MIGRATION

• In 2013, the number of international migrants worldwide reached 232 million, up from 154 million in 

1990. Currently, the global population of international migrants is growing at about 1.6 per cent per 

year. Between 1990 and 2013, the migrant stock has increased more than twice as fast in the global 

North (by 53 million) as in the global South (by 24 million).

• The origin of international migrants has become increasingly diversified over the past two decades. 

By 2013, South-South migration was as common as South-North migration. Between 1990 and 2013, 

the migrant stock born in the global South and residing in the global North doubled—from 40 million 

to 82 million, while that from South to South increased from 59 million to 82 million. 

• In 2013, 23 per cent of all international migrants in the world (54 million) were born in the North and 

resided in the North, whereas only 6 per cent of all migrants (14 million) who were born in the North 

resided in the South.  

• Major regions of the world account for different shares of the global stock of immigrants and 

emigrants. In 2013, Europe hosted 31 per cent of the global migrant stock, whereas it was the origin 

of 25 per cent of all emigrants (of whom 65 per cent were living within Europe). In comparison, Asia 

and Northern America hosted 31 and 23 per cent of the global migrant stock, respectively, while they 

were the origin of 40 per cent and 2 per cent of all emigrants. 

IMMIGRATION POLICIES

• A growing number of Governments have shown openness to regular immigration in the last two 

decades. In 2011, among the 195 countries with available data, a large majority of Governments 

(73 per cent) either had policies to maintain the current level of immigration or they were not 

intervening to change it, while 16 per cent had policies to lower it and 11 per cent had policies to raise 

it. 

• At the global level, the percentage of Governments with policies to lower immigration declined from 

40 per cent in 1996 to 16 per cent in 2011, while the percentage seeking to raise immigration 

increased from just 4 per cent in 1996 to 11 per cent in 2011.  
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• The receiving countries have shown greater selectivity towards highly skilled workers. A growing 

number of Governments have adopted policies to raise the immigration of highly skilled workers. The 

percentage of Governments with policies to raise the immigration of highly skilled workers increased 

from 22 per cent in 2005 to 39 per cent in 2011.  

• In 2011, few Governments had policies to raise immigration for permanent settlement (6 per cent) or 

for family reunification (9 per cent). On the contrary, more than three quarters of all Governments 

had policies to maintain their current levels of immigration for permanent settlement and family 

reunification or they were not intervening to influence them.  

POLICIES TO ENCOURAGE INTEGRATION, NATURALIZATION AND RETURN 

OF MIGRANTS

• The majority of Governments recognize that successful integration of migrants into the host society is 

essential to maximize the opportunities afforded by migration. Globally, 62 per cent of Governments 

had policies in place in 2011 to promote the integration of non-nationals, an increase from 44 per cent 

in 1996. 

• In 2011, 91 per cent of Governments in more developed regions had policies to promote integration 

of non-nationals, compared with less than one half of Governments in less developed regions (47 per 

cent) and less than one third in least developed countries (29 per cent). 

• In 2011, 65 per cent of all Governments in the world had less restrictive naturalization policies, and 

another 32 per cent allowed naturalization under more restrictive conditions. Five countries—Kuwait, 

Lebanon, Myanmar, Nauru and the United Arab Emirates—did not allow naturalization under any 

conditions. Seventy-eight per cent of Governments in more developed regions allowed less restrictive 

acquisition of naturalized citizenship in 2011, compared with 61 per cent of Governments in less 

developed regions and 47 per cent of least developed countries. 

• Among 58 countries with available data in 2011, 40 countries had programmes to facilitate the return 

of migrants to their home countries. Thirty-two out of 40 countries with data in more developed 

regions had such programmes, compared with 8 out of 18 countries with data in less developed 

regions. 

EMIGRATION POLICIES

• In 2011, one out of four Governments worldwide had policies to lower the level of emigration, two 

thirds desired to maintain the current level of emigration or did not intervene to influence emigration, 

and the remaining 9 per cent had policies to encourage emigration. 

• Since the mid-1990s, the proportion of Governments with policies to lower emigration has remained 

virtually unchanged, while the proportion with policies to raise emigration has increased steadily. 

• A growing number of Governments have instituted policies to encourage the return of their citizens. 

The proportion of countries with such policies has increased consistently since the mid-1990s, from 

43 per cent in 1996 to 51 per cent in 2005, and 63 per cent in 2011. 

• In 2011, slightly over half of all Governments (53 per cent) had policies that allowed their citizens 

abroad to retain their citizenship of origin without restriction when acquiring a second country’s 

citizenship, another 19 per cent allowed dual citizenship under certain conditions, and the remaining 

28 per cent did not have any provisions to allow dual citizenship. A much smaller proportion of 
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Governments in more developed regions had a total prohibition of dual citizenship (12 per cent) than 

in less developed regions (34 per cent) or least developed countries (37 per cent).  

• Many Governments have set up diaspora units and implemented policy measures to encourage 

investment by diaspora. In 2011, out of the 144 countries with available data, 114 countries had 

established special governmental units to deal with the matters of interest to emigrants and their 

families living abroad. 

• Among the 101 countries with available data in 2011 on measures to attract investment by diaspora, 

only 46 countries had instituted at least one of the six key measures. Among these, streamlined 

bureaucratic procedures for investment and provision of tax exceptions or breaks were the most 

frequently adopted measures (23 per cent and 19 per cent of the countries, respectively). 

Governments in less developed regions were more likely to have adopted diaspora investment 

measures than those in more developed regions. 

IRREGULAR MIGRATION, HUMAN TRAFFICKING AND REFUGEES

• The actual number of migrants in irregular situation is difficult to determine, but it is believed to be 

significant. Irregular migration is a major concern for countries of origin, transit and destination of 

international migrants. 

• In 2011, out of 146 countries with data, three out of four Governments viewed irregular migration in 

their countries as a major concern. Governments of 22 of the 25 countries with the largest migrant 

stocks regarded irregular migration as a major concern. A growing number of Governments have 

responded to address irregular migration by reforming their immigration laws, promoting the return 

of irregular migrants and implementing regularization programmes. 

• Smuggled migrants and victims of trafficking are extremely vulnerable to severe infringements to 

their human rights. The exact number of victims of human trafficking is not known. In 2012, the 

International Labour Organization estimated that globally 20.9 million people were victims of forced 

labour, which included victims of human trafficking.  

• According to the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, between 2007 and 2010, people from at 

least 136 different nationalities were trafficked and detected in 118 countries. During this time, 

women accounted for 55–60 per cent of all trafficking victims detected globally, and 27 per cent of 

all victims were children.  

• Refugees and asylum seekers constitute an important component of migration flows. By the end of 

2012, an estimated 15.4 million people were refugees, including 10.5 million under the mandate of 

the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) and 4.9 million 

Palestinian refugees registered by the United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine 

Refugees in the Near East (UNRWA). Another nearly 1 million (937,000) people were asylum 

seekers.  


