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The priestly leaders of the Parsis were brought before the local 
ruler, Jadhav Rana, who presented them with a vessel full of 
milk to signify that the surrounding lands could not possibly 
accommodate any more people. The Parsi head priest responded 
by slipping some sugar into the milk to signify how the strangers 
would enrich the local community without displacing them. 
They would dissolve into life like sugar dissolves in the milk, 
sweetening the society but not unsettling it. The ruler responded 
to the eloquent image and granted the exiles land and permission 
to practice their religion unhindered if they would respect local 
customs, and learn the local language, Gujarati.

—Parsi legend

As a global community, we face a choice. Do we want migration to 
be a source of prosperity and international solidarity, or a byword 
for inhumanity and social friction?

—António Guterres, Secretary-General of the United Nations, 2018 
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Foreword

The World Bank’s annual World Development Reports, or WDRs, are staples of the global 
community’s reservoir of knowledge and data about key development issues. This year’s 
Report discusses migration, one of the world’s most important and pressing challenges. 
There are 184 million migrants worldwide. Of them, 43 percent live in low- and middle-
income countries. Migration issues are becoming even more widespread and urgent due 
to severe divergences between and within countries—in terms of real wages, labor market 
opportunities, demographic patterns, and climate costs. 

Migration makes substantial contributions to economic development and poverty 
reduction but also involves difficulties and risks. Migrants often bring skills, dynamism, 
and resources that strengthen destination economies. In many cases, they also strengthen 
the country of origin, providing a vital support mechanism for communities by sending 
remittances as a lifeline for their families, especially during times of turmoil. This World 
Development Report 2023 proposes policies to better manage migration in destination, 
transit, and origin countries. These policies can help harness economic opportunities and 
mitigate the difficulties and risks that migrants face. 

The WDR discusses the migration trade-offs using a “Match-Motive Framework.” The 
“match” aspect is grounded in labor economics and focuses on how well migrants’ skills and 
related attributes match the needs of the destination countries. This determines the extent 
to which migrants, countries of origin, and countries of destination gain from migration: 
the stronger the match, the larger the gains. The “motive” refers to the circumstances 
under which a person moves in search of opportunity or due to fear of persecution, armed 
conflict, or violence. The latter may create international law obligations for the destination 
country: people who move because of a “well-founded fear” of harm at home are entitled 
to international protection. By combining “match” and “motive,” the framework identifies 
policy priorities for countries of origin, transit, and destination, and the international 
community. It also discusses how the policy response can be improved through bilateral, 
plurilateral, or multilateral initiatives and instruments. The way that policies are designed 
and implemented can help migrants move toward better opportunities and improved 
matches so that the benefits of migration for all are increased. 

Origin countries can maximize the development impacts of labor migration on their 
own societies by providing ways to facilitate remittance inflows, for example, by lowering 
the costs of sending and receiving transfers. Origin countries can also improve educational 
opportunities often in collaboration with destination countries, including language skills. 
They can also incentivize investment by diasporas, and support returning migrants as they 
reenter the labor market. 



xvi  |  FOREWORD

Destination countries can harness the potential of migration to meet their long-term 
labor market needs, especially to meet labor shortages triggered by aging or a lack of 
particular skills. They can improve efforts to treat migrants humanely and address social 
and economic impacts on their own citizens. Transit countries need to coordinate with 
countries of destination to address distressed migration. International cooperation is 
critical in sharing the costs for hosting refugees. 

Recognizing the challenges and complexities of migration, this WDR provides data-
driven and evidence-based examples and assessment of trade-offs, showing how migration 
can work for development. The Report will contribute to a better understanding of 
migration and should provide a useful reference for policy makers and other stakeholders 
as they make informed choices and formulate effective strategies that contribute to better 
outcomes for communities and individuals. 

David Malpass
President
The World Bank Group
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Key takeaways 

This Report provides a comprehensive analysis of international migration and its potential 
to serve as a force for growth and shared prosperity in all countries.

   �It focuses on people who lack citizenship in the country in which they live: about 
184 million people across the world, including 37 million refugees. About 43 percent 
of them live in low- and middle-income countries. Migrants are sometimes defined 
as “foreign-born.” This Report takes a different view because people who have been 
naturalized enjoy the same rights as all other citizens. 

   �Rapid demographic change is making migration increasingly necessary for countries at 
all income levels. High-income countries are aging fast. So are middle-income countries, 
which are growing older before they become rich. The population of low-income countries 
is booming, but young people are entering the workforce without the skills needed in  
the global labor market. These trends will spark a global competition for workers. 

   �This Report presents a powerful framework to guide policy making based on how 
well migrants’ skills and related attributes match the needs of destination countries 
and on the motive for their movement. The match determines the extent to which 
migrants, countries of origin, and countries of destination gain from migration. The 
motive may create international law obligations for the destination country: people who 
move because of a “well-founded fear” of harm or persecution at home—refugees, by 
definition—are entitled to international protection.

   �The match and motive framework enables policy makers to respond appropriately, 
and the Report identifies the policies needed.

●   �When the match of migrants is strong, the gains are large for themselves and for countries 
of origin and destination. This is the case for the vast majority of migrants, whether 
high- or low-skilled, regular or irregular. The policy objective should be to maximize 
gains for all. 

●   �For refugees, when the match is weak, the costs need to be shared—and reduced—
multilaterally. Refugee situations can last for years. The policy objective should be 
to lower the hosting costs while maintaining adequate standards of international 
protection.

●   �When the match is weak and people are not refugees, difficult policy challenges arise, 
especially when migrants are in irregular and distressed circumstances. It is 
the prerogative of destination countries to regulate entry of these migrants, but 
deportation and refusal of entry can lead to inhumane treatment. The restrictive 
policies adopted by destination countries can also impose costs on some transit 
countries. The policy goal should be to reduce the need for distressed migration—and 
development can play a critical role.



   �Origin countries should actively manage migration for development. They should 
make labor migration an explicit part of their development strategy. They should lower 
remittance costs, facilitate knowledge transfers from their diaspora, build skills in high 
demand globally, mitigate the adverse effects of “brain drain,” protect their nationals 
while abroad, and support them upon return.

   �Destination countries can also manage migration more strategically. They should 
use “strong match” migration to meet their labor needs, facilitating migrants’ inclusion 
while addressing social impacts that raise concerns among their citizens. They should 
let refugees move, get jobs, and access national services wherever they are available.  
And they should also reduce distressed, high-risk movements in a humane manner. 

   �International cooperation is essential to turn migration into a strong force for 
development. Bilateral cooperation can strengthen migrants’ match with destination 
countries’ needs. Multilateral efforts are needed to share the costs of refugee-hosting and 
to address distressed migration. New financing instruments should be developed to help 
countries care for noncitizens in a predictable manner. Voices that are underrepresented 
in the migration debate must be heard, including developing countries, the private 
sector and other stakeholders, and migrants and refugees themselves.
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Glossary

This list provides general descriptions, not precise legal definitions, of the terms commonly used 
in this Report. However, the descriptions include legal and policy elements relevant to how these 
terms are understood and applied in practice.

asylum or refugee status  A legal status arising from judicial or administrative 
proceedings that a country grants to a refugee in its territory. This status confers on 
refugees international refugee protection by preventing their return (in line with the 
principle of non-refoulement), regularizing their stay in the territory, and providing them 
with certain rights while there. 

asylum-seeker  A person outside of their home country who is seeking asylum. For 
statistical purposes, it is a person who has submitted their application for asylum but has 
not yet received a final decision. 

complementary (international) protection  Forms of international protection provided 
by countries or regions to people who are not refugees, but who still may need international 
protection. Countries use various legal and policy mechanisms to regularize the entry or 
stay of such individuals or prevent their return (in line with the principle of non-refoulement).

co-national  A person who holds the same citizenship as another person.

destination country/society   The country or society to which a migrant moves.

diaspora  The population of a given country that is scattered across countries or regions 
that are separate from its geographic place of origin.

distressed migrant  A migrant who moves to another country under distressed 
circumstances but who does not meet the applicable criteria for refugee status. Their 
movements are often irregular and unsafe.

economic migrant  A migrant who crosses an international border motivated not by 
persecution or possible serious harm or death, but for other reasons, such as to improve 
living conditions by working or reuniting with family abroad. This term encompasses labor 
migrants or migrant workers, who move primarily to work in another country.

emigrant  A person who leaves their country of habitual residence to reside in another 
country. This term is used from the perspective of the person’s country of origin. 



host country/society  The country or society to which a refugee moves, either temporarily 
or permanently.

immigrant  A person who moves to a country to establish habitual residence. This term 
is used from the perspective of the person’s destination country.

internally displaced persons (IDPs)  People who have been displaced within a state’s 
borders to avoid persecution, serious harm, or death, including through armed conflict, 
situations of generalized violence, violations of human rights, or natural or humanmade 
disasters.

international protection  Legal protection granted by countries to refugees or other 
displaced people in their territory who cannot return to their home countries because 
they would be at risk there and because their home countries are unable or unwilling to 
protect them. International protection takes the form of a legal status that, at a minimum, 
prevents their return (in line with the principle of non-refoulement) and regularizes their 
stay in the territory.

irregular migrant  A migrant who is not legally authorized to enter or stay in a given 
country (also called an undocumented migrant).

migrant  In this Report, those who change their country of habitual residence and who 
are not citizens of their country of residence. Such changes of country exclude short-
term movement for purposes such as recreation, business, medical treatment, or religious 
pilgrimage.

naturalized citizen  A migrant who has obtained citizenship in their country of 
destination.

nonnational  A person who does not hold the citizenship of the country in which that 
person resides.

non-refoulement  The legal principle prohibiting countries from returning people to 
places where they may be at risk of persecution, torture, or other serious harm. 

origin country/society  The country or society from which a migrant or refugee moves.

refugee  A person who has been granted international protection by a country of asylum 
because of feared persecution, armed conflict, violence, or serious public disorder in their 
origin country. The international protection granted by countries to refugees takes the 
form of a distinct legal status (see asylum or refugee status) preventing their return (in 
line with the principle of non-refoulement), regularizing their stay in the territory, and 
providing them with certain rights while there, under the 1951 Convention Relating to the 
Status of Refugees and its 1967 Protocol or other international, regional, or national legal 
instruments.

regular migrant  A migrant who is legally authorized to enter or stay in a given country.

stateless person  A person who is not a citizen of any country.

transit country  A country that a migrant transits through to reach their destination 
country.
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Abbreviations

APTC	 Australia Pacific Training Coalition
ASEAN	 Association of Southeast Asian Nations
BAMF	� Bundesamt für Migration und Flüchtlinge (Federal Office for Migration 

and Refugees, Germany)
BLA	 bilateral labor agreement
BoP	 balance of payments
CARICOM 	 Caribbean Community 
COVID-19	 coronavirus disease 2019
CSME	 Caribbean Community (CARICOM) Single Market and Economy
DAC	 Development Assistance Committee (OECD)
ECOWAS 	 Economic Community of West African States
EGRISS 	� Expert Group on Refugee, IDP and Statelessness Statistics 

(formerly EGRIS, Expert Group on Refugee and Internally Displaced 
Persons Statistics)

ETPV	� Estatuto Temporal de Protección para Migrantes Venezolanos 
(Temporary Protection Status for Venezuelan Migrants, Colombia) 

EU 	 European Union
FDI	 foreign direct investment
GBV	 gender-based violence
GCC	 Gulf Cooperation Council
GCR	 Global Compact on Refugees 
GDP	 gross domestic product
GSP 	 Global Skills Partnership
G20	 Group of Twenty
IASC	 Inter-Agency Standing Committee 
IDA	 International Development Association
IDMC	 Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre 
IDP	 internally displaced person
IGAD	 Intergovernmental Authority on Development
ILO	 International Labour Organization 
IMF	 International Monetary Fund
JDC	 Joint Data Center on Forced Displacement
KNOMAD 	 Global Knowledge Partnership on Migration and Development
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LGBTQ+	 lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer/questioning, plus (others) 
MTO	 money transfer operator
NGO	 nongovernmental organization
ODA	 official development assistance
OECD	 Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development
PPP	 purchasing power parity
RPRF	 Refugee Policy Review Framework
RPW	 Remittance Prices Worldwide
SAR	 special administrative region
SDG	 Sustainable Development Goal 
STEM 	 science, technology, engineering, and mathematics
TMF	 Tarjeta de Movilidad Fronteriza (Border Mobility Card, Colombia) 
UN	 United Nations
UN DESA	 United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs 
UNHCR 	 United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 
UNRWA 	� United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the 

Near East 
WAEMU	 West African Economic and Monetary Union
WDI	 World Development Indicators
WDR	 World Development Report
WHR	 Window for Host Communities and Refugees (IDA) 
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Overview

Migration has been part of the human experience since the earliest days of civilization. 
Homo sapiens left Africa’s Omo Valley some 200,000 years ago, and since then humans have 
never ceased to move, producing distinct cultures, languages, and ethnicities.1 Migration has 

proved to be a powerful force for development, improving the lives of hundreds of millions of migrants, 
their families, and the societies in which they live across the world. But there are challenges as well—for 
migrants, their countries of origin, and their countries of destination. 

This Report defi nes migrants as people who live outside their country of nationality (box O.1)—whether 
they moved in search of better economic opportunities or were displaced by confl ict or persecution (ref-
ugees). It does not consider as migrants people who have been naturalized in their country of residence. 
It is the lack of citizenship—and of the associated civil, political, and economic rights—that creates dis-
tinct challenges for migrants and policy makers, not the fact that people moved at some point in their life.

  The Report proposes a framework to best manage the economic, societal, and human impacts of 
migration. Combining insights from labor economics and international law, it looks at the degree to 
which migrants’ skills and attributes are in demand at their destination (match) and whether they seek 
opportunities or fear for their lives in their country of origin (motive). It distinguishes between four 
diff erent types of movements and identifi es priority policies and interventions to fully realize the devel-
opment benefi ts in all situations. To make change happen, international cooperation is critical—and so 
is empowering new voices that can change the nature and tone of the current debates.

Box O.1 How many migrants are there, and where do they live?

Today’s cross-border movements are characterized by their diversity: there is no typical migrant or typical 
origin or destination country. Migrants diff er by their reasons to move, their skills and demographic char-
acteristics, their legal statuses, and their circumstances and prospects. There are countries of origin and 
countries of destination at all levels of income, and, in fact, many countries are simultaneously both origin 
and destination, such as Mexico, Nigeria, and the United Kingdom. 

As defi ned in this Report, there are globally about 184 million migrants (about 2.3 percent of the world’s 
population)—37 million of them refugees:

• About 40 percent (64 million economic migrants and 10 million refugees) live in high-income countries 
that belong to the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD).a These are high- 
and low-skilled workers and their families, people with an intent to settle, temporary migrants, students, 
as well as undocumented migrants and people seeking international protection. This number includes 
11 million European Union (EU) citizens living in other EU countries with extensive residency rights. 

(Box continues next page)
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Migration is necessary for all countries
Migration is a response to shocks and global imbalances, such as the massive gaps in income and well- 
being across countries. Economic migration is driven by prospects of higher wages and access to better 
services.2 In 2020, about 84 percent of migrants lived in a country that was wealthier than their own. 
Yet moving has costs that most poor people cannot afford. Largely from middle-income countries, most 
migrants are not among the poorest or the wealthiest in their country of origin.

Demographic changes have sparked an intensifying global competition for workers and talent.  
Consider three countries. Italy, with a population of 59 million, is projected to shrink by almost half, to 
32 million, by 2100, with those above age 65 increasing from 24 to 38 percent of the population. Mexico, 
traditionally an emigration country, has seen its fertility rate drop to barely replacement level. Nigeria, 
by contrast, is expected to expand its population from 213 million to 791 million, becoming the second- 
most populous country in the world, after India, by the end of the century (figure O.1). 

Such trends are already having profound impacts, changing where workers are needed and where 
they can be found.3 Regardless of politics, wealthy countries will need foreign workers to sustain their 
economies and honor their social commitments to older citizens. Many middle-income countries, tra-
ditionally the main sources of migration, will soon need to compete for foreign workers—and many are 
not ready to do so. Low-income countries have large numbers of unemployed and underemployed young 
people, but many of them do not yet have skills in demand in the global labor market.4 

Climate change is compounding the economic drivers of migration.5 About 40 percent of the 
world’s population—3.5 billion people—live in places highly exposed to the impacts of climate change: 
water shortages, drought, heat stresses, sea level rise, and extreme events such as floods and tropical 
cyclones.6 Economic opportunities are dwindling in affected regions, amplifying vulnerabilities and 
fueling pressures for migration.7 Climate impacts are threatening the habitability of entire regions 
in places as diverse as the Sahel, low-lying Bangladesh, and the Mekong Delta.8 In some Small Island 
Developing States, these impacts are forcing leaders to contemplate planned relocations.9 Most of 
the movements attributed to climate change have so far been over short distances, mainly within a 

Box O.1 How many migrants are there, and where do they live? (continued)

•	 About 17 percent (31 million economic migrants) live in Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) countries. 
Nearly all of them are temporary workers with renewable work visas. They represent, on average, about 
half of the population across GCC countries. 

•	 About 43 percent (52 million economic migrants and 27 million refugees) live in low- and middle-income 
countries.b They moved primarily for jobs or family reunification or to seek international protection. 

The share of migrants in the global population has remained relatively stable since 1960. However, this 
apparent stability is misleading because demographic growth has been uneven across the world. Global 
migration increased more than three times faster than population growth in high-income countries and 
only half as fast as population growth in low-income countries.

Source: WDR2023 Migration Database, World Bank, Washington, DC, https://www.worldbank.org/wdr2023/data.
a.	 This estimate does not include approximately 61 million foreign-born naturalized citizens.
b.	 This estimate does not include approximately 31 million foreign-born naturalized citizens.
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country.10 But this may change. Whether and how much climate change will amplify international 
movements in the coming decades depend on the global and national policies for mitigation and adap-
tation adopted and implemented now.

Meanwhile, conflict, violence, and persecution continue to drive large numbers of people out of 
their home countries. The number of refugees has more than doubled over the last decade.11  

Figure O.1 Widely different demographic forces are at play in Italy, Mexico, and Nigeria

Source: 2022 data (medium scenario): World Population Prospects (dashboard), Population Division, Department of  
Economic and Social Affairs, United Nations, New York, https://population.un.org/wpp/.
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Forced displacement and economic migration patterns are largely distinct. Refugee movements are 
often sudden and rapid.12 Because refugees aim for the closest safe destination, they are concentrated  
in a small number of neighboring host countries. Refugees also include large numbers of vulnerable 
people—children account for 41 percent of the total.13 

In the face of such forces, migration needs to be managed so that its development benefits can fully 
materialize. Current approaches often fail both migrants and nationals. They create large inefficien-
cies and missed opportunities in both destination and origin countries.14 At times, they lead to human 
suffering. In many countries at all income levels, broad segments of society are challenging migration 
as part of a broader discourse against globalization.15 

A practical framework for policy makers: The Match and 
Motive Matrix
Migration entails both benefits and costs—for the migrants, the origin countries, and the destination 
countries. For all, favorable outcomes depend on migrants’ individual characteristics, the circumstances 
of their move, and the policies they face. Yet countries have unequal roles in setting such policies. Most ori-
gin countries have little sway in regulating movements. By contrast, destination countries define and reg-
ulate who crosses their borders, who is legally allowed to stay, and with what rights. They encourage some 
movements and discourage others. Their policies largely shape the impacts of cross-border movements.16

Labor economics and international law provide the two main lenses to understand migration patterns 
and to design the appropriate migration policies. These two perspectives arise from distinct intellectual 
and scholarly traditions, and they focus on different aspects of cross-border movements. As a result,  
each provides important insights, and yet until now there has been no simple framework to integrate 
them into a coherent whole. 

Labor economics focuses on the “match” between migrants’ skills and related attributes and desti-
nation countries’ needs (figure O.2, panel a). The starting point for migration policies in many destina-
tion countries is a simple question: Does migration yield benefits that exceed the costs? Migrants bring 
skills for which there are different levels of demand. The more migrants’ skills match the needs of the 
destination labor market, the larger are the gains for the destination economies and the migrants them-
selves—and often for the origin countries as well (through remittances and knowledge transfers).17 This 
applies regardless of skills level and legal status. But migrants also use public services, and they must be 
integrated into a society that can be unfamiliar. Both involve costs, at least in the short term. The net 
gains can thus be either positive or negative.

Under international law, migrants’ motives determine destination countries’ obligations. Countries 
decide which migrants to let in and under what status as a matter of state sovereignty (figure O.2, panel b). 
Yet when people flee their country because of a “well-founded fear” of persecution, conflict, or violence—
and when they cannot return without risking harm—they are entitled to international protection under 
the 1951 Refugee Convention, and the cost-benefit calculations by destination countries no longer apply. 
Under international law, these people are refugees, and they are not to be returned to their country of 
origin regardless of the cost of hosting them.18 There are other migrants who require special support 
because they face daunting challenges, such as some women and children (especially girls), LGBTQ+ 
people, and victims of racism, xenophobia, and other forms of discrimination. In fact, some people move 
for a combination of reasons, blurring the strict distinction between refugees and economic migrants. 
The need for international protection provides a second lens through which migration policies should 
be viewed as they are designed.
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This Report offers an analytical framework that incorporates both dimensions—match as well as 
motive. It distinguishes between four types of movements, and it identifies policy priorities for each 
situation (figure O.3):19

•	 Economic migrants with a strong match (upper-left quadrant). Most migrants move in search of 
better opportunities and choose destinations where they are likely to be a strong match.20 Their 
movement generates substantial development benefits for the migrants, the destination coun-
try, as well as the country of origin, regardless of their legal status. There are costs as well, but 
they are typically smaller. For such movements, the interests of all parties are generally aligned.  
The policy goal should be to further increase the benefits and to reduce the costs.

Figure O.2 Two perspectives on cross-border migration

Source: WDR 2023 team.
Note: Panel a: Match refers to the degree to which a migrant’s skills and related attributes meet the demand in the destina-
tion country. Benefits include greater economic output, a larger tax base, and a greater availability and affordability of some 
goods and services. Costs include greater demand for public services, effects on competing workers, as well as the costs 
of economic and social integration. Panel b: Motive refers to the circumstances under which a person moves—whether in 
search of opportunity or because of a “well-founded fear” of persecution, armed conflict, or violence in their origin country. 
Under the 1951 Refugee Convention, those who have such fear are entitled to a refugee status and shall be provided with 
international protection. They cannot be returned to their country of origin or to a country where they would face inhuman or 
degrading treatment or other irreparable harm (non-refoulement principle).
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•	 Refugees with a strong match (upper-right quadrant). Some refugees have skills and attributes that 
match the destination country’s needs, even though they are moving out of fear and not to seek 
opportunities. Their movement brings to the destination society the same development benefits 
as those brought by voluntary migrants. The policy goal should be to further increase net gains.

•	 Refugees with a weak match (lower-right quadrant). Many refugees bring skills and attributes that 
are a weak match with the needs of the destination society. They choose their destination based 
on their immediate need for safety, not labor market considerations. Yet under international law 
they must be accommodated, regardless of the costs. The policy goal for the destination country 
should be to reduce these costs and to share them internationally. 

•	 Distressed migrants (lower-left quadrant). Other migrants neither qualify as refugees nor are a 
strong match at their destination. Their aggregate numbers are not large, but their movements 
are often irregular and unsafe, raising significant challenges for destination countries. The term 
distressed migrants, as they are called in this Report, is an acknowledgment of the circumstances 

Figure O.3 “Match” determines the net gains of receiving migrants; “motive” determines their 
international protection needs

Source: WDR 2023 team.
Note:  Match refers to the degree to which a migrant’s skills and related attributes meet the demand in the destination  
country. Motive refers to the circumstances under which a person moves—whether in search of opportunity or because of a 
“well-founded fear” of persecution, armed conflict, or violence in their origin country.
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under which they move, not a normative category. Some of these distressed migrants, while not 
refugees, may still have protection needs on humanitarian grounds or otherwise. Others may be 
returned to the country of origin—but they must be treated humanely.

Where migrants stand in the Match and Motive Matrix is determined in part by destination countries’ 
policies. For example, the match of a migrant’s skills and attributes with the needs of the destination 
country depends on whether that migrant has the right to work at the level of his or her qualifications. 
The match can evolve over time, based on changing labor needs, economic regulations, and social norms 
in the destination country. Similarly, the determination of who should receive international protection 
varies significantly across countries within the broader parameters of international law. 

Ultimately, government policies should aim to both maximize the development gains of migra-
tion—for the migrants, origin societies, and destination societies—and provide refugees with ade-
quate international protection. Over time, policies should aim to strengthen the match of all migrants’  
skills and attributes with the needs of the destination societies so that the benefits can be further 
increased. They should also aim to reduce the need for distressed movements, which often entail 
considerable suffering. 

When the match is strong, the gains are large 
When migrants bring skills and attributes in demand in the destination country, the benefits typi-
cally outweigh the costs, regardless of motives, skill levels, or legal status. These migrants fill gaps in 
the destination labor market, with benefits for the destination economy, as well as for themselves and 
their origin country. There are costs as well, both social and economic, but they typically are much 
smaller than the benefits. Both destination and origin countries can design and implement policies 
that further increase the gains and address the downsides (figure O.4).

Destination countries should not let social and cultural controversies 
overshadow the economic gains of migration
Migrants can contribute much to the destination economy’s efficiency and growth, especially over the 
long term. Low-skilled migrants perform many jobs that locals are unwilling to take, or for which they 
would ask wages above what consumers are willing to pay.21 High-skilled migrants—nurses, engineers, 
scientists—improve productivity across many sectors of an economy, although only four countries—
Australia, Canada, the United Kingdom, and the United States—account for over half of all tertiary- 
educated immigrants.22 About 17 percent of health care workers in the United States, 12 percent in the 
United Kingdom, and 79 percent in the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) countries are foreign-born.23 
Consumers benefit from lower production costs and the lower prices of some goods and services.24 The 
long-term benefits of immigration include increased entrepreneurship and innovation, stronger links 
for international trade and investment, and better provision of services such as education and health 
care.25 Migrants’ contributions are larger when they are allowed and able to work formally at the level of 
their qualifications and experience. 

In many countries, however, the controversy is not about economics; it is about the social and cul-
tural impacts of migration. When migrants stay for an extended period of time—or permanently—the 
question of their integration becomes central. Sociocultural impacts are a function of the size of the 
migrant group, its origin, its socioeconomic standing, as well as the perceptions of citizens toward 
migrants—and sometimes their racial prejudices.26 Sociocultural impacts are also a function of each 
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country’s sense of identity and social contract.27 Some countries, such as Canada, define themselves 
as societies shaped by migrants and their descendants,28 while others, such as Japan, emphasize their 
ancient roots.29 

This debate plays out in a context in which societies and cultures are neither homogeneous nor 
static. There is no “pre-migration” harmony to return to. In every society, tensions, competition, and 
cooperation have always existed across a variety of groups that are partly overlapping and constantly 
changing. Some of these tensions reflect socioeconomic divides: they are not about migration but about 
poverty and economic opportunity—and large numbers of migrants happen to be poor. Because many of  
those who moved or their descendants have been naturalized, some of the cultural issues attributed 
to migration are, in fact, about the inclusion of national minorities. Migration is also just one of many 
forces transforming societies in an age of rapid change, alongside modernization, secularization, tech-
nological progress, shifts in gender roles and family structures, and the emergence of new norms and 
values, among other trends. Integration happens eventually, and it is facilitated by economic inclusion 
and nondiscrimination policies.

Figure O.4 When the match is strong, policies in both destination and origin countries can 
maximize the gains of migration

Source: WDR 2023 team.
Note:  Match refers to the degree to which a migrant’s skills and related attributes meet the demand in the destination  
country. Motive refers to the circumstances under which a person moves—whether in search of opportunity or because of a 
“well-founded fear” of persecution, armed conflict, or violence in their origin country.
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Destination countries should actively address the actual downsides of migration. The more closely 
migrants’ skills and attributes match the needs of the destination labor market, the smaller are their 
effects on nationals’ wages. Yet even if the average effects are limited, some workers—those whose skills 
are similar to migrants’—may lose wages or even jobs, and they need support.30 When a destination 
country must accommodate large numbers of foreign children, especially if they are not fluent in the 
local language, additional resources are needed to maintain the quality of education.31 Public invest-
ment should be increased in neighborhoods where migrants live to reduce poverty and discrimination 
that otherwise can lead to residential segregation and a range of social ills as experienced in France or 
Sweden.32 In most countries, migration increases fiscal revenue by expanding the tax-paying workforce, 
thereby creating space for the necessary spending.33 

Most migrants benefit greatly—even more so when they have rights in their  
destination country
Most economic migrants—both low- and high-skilled—fare much better in destination countries than 
if they had stayed in their origin country. Because migrants aim to maximize the benefits of their move-
ment, they deliberately choose destinations where their skills are in demand. They find opportunities 
they would not have had in their country of origin, earn higher wages, and often access better services. 
These gains increase substantially over time, especially if the destination economy is growing and its 
labor market functions well. Those who return to their country of origin—about 20–50 percent of the 
total in Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) high-income countries—
are better off than before their departure.34

Migrants face challenges as well. The financial costs of moving are very high in some situations, 
and migrants have to work years to repay them.35 Tens of millions of migrants are separated from their 
families, and many are at risk of social isolation in unfamiliar settings.36 The absence of parents raises 
challenges at home—such as for children’s education—with potential long-term consequences.37

The benefits of migration are larger when migrants have a legal status and formal employment rights 
in line with international labor standards. Examples are the right to decent work, to fair recruitment,38 
and to an ability to change employers when new opportunities arise.39 Once they have such rights, 
migrants’ wages and the quality of their jobs converge with those of nationals much faster than if they 
are undocumented, and they face less pressure to take on lower-skilled and lower-paying jobs than their 
skills warrant.40 They can travel more easily, and, as a result, they can better maintain connections with 
family members in their country of origin. They are also less vulnerable to abuse and discrimination. 
By contrast, in destinations where legal protection is inadequate, or where migrants cannot access it 
because of information and language barriers, they are at increased risk of exploitation.41 

Origin countries should actively manage migration for its development benefits
In origin countries, emigration can support poverty reduction and development—especially if it is  
well managed.42 Remittances are a stable source of income for migrants’ families, supporting invest-
ments in children’s education, health care, housing, and entrepreneurial activities. These benefits  
could be amplified by lowering the costs of sending remittances.43 In many cases, migrants, return-
ees, and diaspora communities transfer ideas, knowledge, and technology, spurring job creation and  
modernization—just as US Silicon Valley expatriates did when they helped nurture India’s informa-
tion technology sector.44 This process is easier when the origin country has sound economic policies 



10  |  WORLD DEVELOPMENT REPORT 2023

that foster a favorable business climate, efficient labor market policies, solid institutions, and business  
ecosystems into which entrepreneurs can tap.

High-skilled emigration from low-income countries—the so-called brain drain—can inflict losses 
and create development challenges. In Sub-Saharan Africa, the Caribbean, and the Pacific, people with 
a tertiary education are 30 times more likely to emigrate than those who are less educated.45 This emi-
gration can aggravate a shortage of skilled workers to provide essential services, such as health care. 
Because governments cannot prevent people from leaving, they need to expand the training capacity for 
such skills. This effort could be supported through coordination with destination countries, including 
to finance higher education and training programs.46 In essential sectors such as health care, additional 
measures may be necessary, such as minimum service requirements enforced through bilateral labor 
agreements with destination countries.47 Parallel economic and social reforms are needed to ensure 
that skilled workers have attractive prospects and can be employed at their full capacity in their origin 
countries. 

Origin countries benefit most from labor migration when they make it an explicit part of their pov-
erty reduction strategy. Governments can facilitate orderly movements through labor agreements with 
destination countries, improved labor market information systems, fair recruitment processes, and con-
sular support to citizens abroad. They can also work to reduce remittance and migration costs and sup-
port returning migrants as they reenter the labor market and society. They can adjust education systems 
to build the low and high skills in demand globally so that their citizens can obtain better jobs if they 
migrate and thus contribute more through remittances and knowledge transfers. Such initiatives have 
proved fruitful in several countries such as Bangladesh and the Philippines, although much remains to 
be done.48

When the match is weak, the costs need to be shared— 
and reduced—multilaterally
When migrants do not bring skills and attributes in demand at their destination, the costs to destination 
countries exceed the benefits. If there are gains for migrants and origin countries, these gains are not 
sustainable unless destination countries take action to reduce and manage their own costs (figure O.5).  
The policy challenges are different for refugees, who under international law must be hosted by the  
destination countries, and for other migrants who move under distressed circumstances. 

Refugee situations should be managed as medium-term development 
challenges and not just as humanitarian emergencies
Supporting refugee-hosting countries through a succession of emergency responses is both costly  
and ineffective. On average, the international community spends US$585 a year for each refugee hosted 
in a low- or lower-middle-income country, in addition to the expenditure incurred by host govern-
ments.49 The way in which international support is delivered often creates incentives for short-term 
approaches.50 Yet current refugees have been in exile for an average of 13 years,51 and millions live in 
limbo for decades.52 For example, many Afghans who left their country after the 1979 Soviet invasion are 
still in exile today, and so are their children and grandchildren. Humanitarian aid is critical to meeting 
immediate needs, but policy making, from the outset of a crisis, should aim for responses that can be 
sustained over time, both financially and socially. 
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Taking a medium-term approach can both reduce hosting costs and allow refugees to rebuild their 
lives. The 1951 Refugee Convention obligates states to provide refugees with safety, but also with access 
to jobs and essential services. Those who flee conflict and persecution often have severe vulnerabilities, 
including loss of assets and a traumatic experience, which can be compounded by an uncertain status.53 
Many cannot work, such as children or people with disabilities or undergoing trauma. But, if given a 
chance, most refugees look for ways to improve their lives and contribute to their hosting economies, 
much in the way other migrants do.54 This effort can be best supported by giving refugees the right to 
work, supporting them in accessing jobs, and including them in national education and health systems—
with adequate external support. This approach has been adopted in countries as diverse as Colombia,55 
Niger,56 Poland,57 Türkiye,58 and Uganda,59 among others. 

Internal mobility—letting refugees move within destination countries to places where there are jobs 
and services—can further transform the response to refugee situations. Many refugees are hosted in 
lagging borderland areas, where opportunities are scarce and where they form a large share of the pop-
ulation. Their presence can impose significant burdens on host communities. But other approaches 
are possible, as demonstrated by the support some countries have provided to displaced Venezuelans 
and Ukrainians, for example. In these situations, refugees are allowed, and even encouraged, to move 
across the entire host country and even within regional blocs. This freedom strengthens their match 

Figure O.5 When the match is weaker, policy making involves trade-offs for the destination 
country between economic gains and migrants’ dignity

Source: WDR 2023 team.
Note:  Match refers to the degree to which a migrant’s skills and related attributes meet the demand in the destination  
country. Motive refers to the circumstances under which a person moves—whether in search of opportunity or because of a 
“well-founded fear” of persecution, armed conflict, or violence in their origin country.
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with the needs of the destination societies because they can access more opportunities. It also lessens 
pressures on host communities because refugees are more evenly spread across the entire population. 
Such an approach requires a shift in the way assistance is provided, moving toward adopting predictable 
medium-term financing, formulating policy support, and strengthening national institutions to provide 
international protection.60

Hosting refugees contributes to a global public good. All nations should therefore help absorb the 
costs of hosting, but many do not. The vast majority of refugees live in only a dozen countries, typi-
cally low- and middle-income countries bordering the countries of origin.61 For example, in Jordan and 
Lebanon refugees make up a large share of the total population. Three donors provide almost two-
thirds of bilateral financing for assistance to refugees globally,62 and four countries account for almost 
three-quarters of all resettlements.63 This narrow base of support should be broadened by engaging new 
constituencies, including development organizations, local authorities, the private sector, and civil soci-
ety. Responsibility-sharing can also be part of broader bilateral negotiations, such as on trade access 
under the Jordan Compact64 or investment under the Ethiopia Job Compact.65 It could be complemented 
by regional initiatives, including in low-income contexts. For example, in the Horn of Africa the Inter-
governmental Authority on Development (IGAD) has helped develop a regional peer-to-peer process to 
gradually improve the management of refugee situations.66

Distressed migration needs to be reduced while respecting people’s dignity
The most difficult policy challenges arise when migrants are neither refugees nor a strong match 
for the destination society. Many of these migrants turn to irregular channels and to the growing 
smuggling industry and the exploitative labor market it feeds in destination countries.67 These move-
ments often entail suffering. Since 2014, nearly 50,000 people have died while attempting to migrate.68 
Many have perished while trying to cross the Mediterranean Sea, and deaths on other routes are 
also increasing. These movements have also created a sense of loss of control over borders, and they 
undermine the fragile consensus on the treatment of regular migrants and refugees. To deter such 
movements, some governments have implemented harsh policies, such as family separation at the US 
southern border in 2018 or externalization of border controls to third countries with dubious human 
rights records.69 All of these responses come at a significant cost to the dignity and human rights of 
migrants and would-be migrants. 

Some distressed migrants have protection needs, even though they are not refugees. They take 
life-threatening risks that suggest they have no viable alternatives in their country of origin, or they 
fall prey to human trafficking while moving. For example, undocumented migrants on their way to the 
US southern border face kidnapping, extortion, and sexual and other forms of violence from criminal 
gangs.70 In the face of what has become a series of human and political crises, several countries have 
developed ad hoc legal instruments to provide a form of protection for people who are not recognized 
as refugees but cannot be safely returned to their country.71 This approach is sometimes referred to as 
complementary or subsidiary protection. Such schemes should be extended in a coherent manner, and 
safe, legal routes should be established to access protection. 

Destination countries may choose to return other distressed migrants to their countries of origin. 
Still, human dignity must remain the yardstick of migration policies. Deportations are a tragedy for 
the individuals involved, yet they may be necessary to ensure the sustainability of the migration system 
because they demonstrate to citizens and would-be migrants alike that rules will be enforced. Involun-
tary returns should be executed in conformity with human rights conventions and in a humane manner. 
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They should be accompanied by parallel efforts to crack down on both smugglers and those who employ 
irregular migrants at the destination.

When destination countries adopt restrictive policies, their neighbors can also be affected, especially 
those through which migrants are transiting. Transit countries become substitute destinations when 
barriers prevent migrants from moving onward. Distressed migrants stay for months, and at times years, 
in countries where they did not wish to end up and where they are often vulnerable. This situation raises 
difficult policy issues for transit countries such as Mexico or Morocco that they cannot address alone. 
Both the destination and transit countries should work together to absorb distressed migrants or return 
them humanely (however, return should not apply to refugees for whom the 1951 Refugee Convention 
applies). This cooperation includes designing mechanisms to determine who should be absorbed in which 
country—destination or transit—and who should be returned, as well as agreeing on the corresponding 
processes and financial arrangements to do so effectively. Such arrangements may be complemented by 
efforts to scale up services and safety in countries in which migrants are merely passing through. 

Overall, the main challenge is to reduce the need for such movements (figure O.6). Development plays 
a critical role in that respect by changing who migrates and under what circumstances.72 As countries 

Figure O.6 Policy actions in both origin and destination countries can reduce distressed 
migration

Source: WDR 2023 team.
Note:  Match refers to the degree to which a migrant’s skills and related attributes meet the demand in the destination  
country. Motive refers to the circumstances under which a person moves—whether in search of opportunity or because of 
a “well-founded fear” of persecution, armed conflict, or violence in their origin country. The dashed vertical line in the lower- 
left quadrant highlights the distinction between distressed migrants who have some needs for international protection and 
those who do not.
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develop, people become better educated, and their skills better match the needs of domestic and global 
labor markets. They also become more resilient to shocks, and the availability of decent work and 
domestic migration alternatives reduce the need for distressed cross-border movements. But develop-
ment takes time, and shorter-term responses are also needed. Destination countries can cooperate with 
origin countries and expand legal pathways for entry to enable or even incentivize movements by peo-
ple whose skills and attributes match their needs, including lower-skilled workers. In the process, they 
shape the incentives of would-be migrants and the communities that support them, such as for acquir-
ing specific skills. 

Making migration work better requires doing things differently
Now is a difficult time for migration reform. Political debates have become polarized in many coun-
tries, at all levels of income. Tensions within the international community increased following the 2022 
Russian invasion of Ukraine. The global economic outlook remains uncertain. Yet reforms are needed 
urgently. Difficult debates lie ahead, but they cannot be avoided or delayed if the gains from migration 
are to be realized. 

Stronger international cooperation is essential: Bilateral to enhance migrants’ 
match and multilateral to respond to movements driven by fear
Both origin and destination countries need to manage migration strategically. For origin countries,  
the challenge is to maximize the development impacts of labor migration on their own societies. For 
destination countries, the challenge is to recognize and harness the potential of migration to meet their 
long-term labor needs, while treating all migrants humanely and addressing social impacts that raise 
concerns among their citizens. 

To increase the benefits they derive from migration, origin and destination countries need to work 
together (figure O.7). Cooperation can be formalized through bilateral labor agreements that facilitate bet-
ter matching of skills and provide those who move with legal status,73 such as between some Pacific Island 
states and Australia.74 Bilateral cooperation can help build globally transferable skills in origin countries 
such as through Global Skills Partnerships.75 Bilateral cooperation is also critical to process involuntary 
returns humanely.76 It can be complemented by regional initiatives—for example, to discuss labor needs 
across a group of countries of origin and destination or to create regional schemes for recognizing qualifica-
tions, such as the Single Market and Economy (CSME) initiative of the Caribbean Community (CARICOM). 

Multilateral efforts are also needed to address movements motivated by fear, both to strengthen 
global norms and to share the costs of hosting refugees. The international legal architecture for migra-
tion and forced displacement—and for defining who should receive international protection—has been 
evolving over the last decades to reflect changes in the patterns of movements. Likely to continue, it 
should include a strong development perspective. But at a time of renewed tensions in the international 
community, progress may be slow. Global action should be complemented by regional efforts—in partic-
ular, to share responsibility for hosting refugees and other forcibly displaced people—as Latin American 
countries did by allowing Venezuelan nationals to move across the region. 

To make change happen, underrepresented voices must be heard
Migration reform is a political process. Data and evidence are essential for successful reforms, but they 
are not sufficient. New stakeholder groups need to make their voices heard. This is especially important 
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when debates are highly polarized and when there are multiple competing priorities—among them, cli-
mate change, food security, and an ongoing global economic slowdown. 

In both origin and destination countries, the debates should engage broad segments of society 
beyond elite circles. This effort can be pursued by taking a whole-of-government approach beyond 
security agencies, by inviting the private sector and labor unions to assess medium-term labor needs 
and how to meet them, and by engaging with local authorities, which are often at the forefront of the 
response and integration challenges. Migrants’ and refugees’ voices should be heard as well, which 
requires developing systems to channel them in ways that ensure representation and accountability. 
Low- and middle-income countries—including origin countries for economic migrants and refugee- 
hosting countries—can also form constructive coalitions to get their perspectives better heard and 
defend their interests. 

A message of hope
This Report conveys a message of hope. Amid a debate dominated by ideological arguments about 
whether migration is good or bad, it tries to answer a different question: how can migration work better 
for global development? The answer requires recognizing both the potential benefits and the challenges—
economic, societal, and human—that emerge when people cross borders. Migration is neither universally 
good nor universally bad. It is complicated and necessary, and it needs to be better managed (table O.1 
and see chapter 9 for further details). Whenever and wherever it is well managed, migration is a powerful 
force for prosperity with benefits for all: economic migrants, refugees, and those who stay behind, and for 
origin and destination societies.

Figure O.7 Different types of migration require distinct forms of international cooperation

Source: WDR 2023 team.
Note:  Match refers to the degree to which a migrant’s skills and related attributes meet the demand in the destination  
country. Motive refers to the circumstances under which a person moves—whether in search of opportunity or because of a 
“well-founded fear” of persecution, armed conflict, or violence in their origin country.
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Source: WDR 2023 team.

WHEN MIGRANTS’ SKILLS ARE NOT IN DEMAND (WEAK MATCH, NO FEAR MOTIVE)

COUNTRY OF ORIGIN
Reduce the need for distressed movements

COUNTRY OF TRANSIT
Coordinate with countries of destination

COUNTRY OF DESTINATION
Respect migrants’ dignity

Resilience. Enhance social protection.
Create domestic alternatives to international 
migration.
Education. Build skills that allow people to have 
more options. 
Inclusion. Promote inclusive and green 
development. Foster adaptation to climate 
change.

Cooperation. Work with the destination country 
to absorb migrants or return them humanely (for 
last transit country).

Respect. Treat all migrants humanely.
Complementary protection. Strengthen the 
coherence of the current system to protect 
people at risk who are not refugees.
Legal pathways. Shift migrants’ incentives by 
establishing legal pathways for workers in 
demand, including lower-skilled workers.
Enforcement. Manage necessary returns 
humanely. Clamp down on smugglers and 
exploitative employers. Strengthen institutional 
capacity to process entries.

MAKING MIGRATION POLICY DIFFERENTLY

DATA AND EVIDENCE FINANCIAL INSTRUMENTS NEW VOICES

Harmonization. Harmonize data collection 
methods.
Evidence-building. Invest in new types of 
surveys to inform policy making.
Open data. Encourage research by making data 
widely available, while respecting migrants’ and 
refugees’ privacy.

New or expanded instruments. Develop medium- 
term instruments to support refugee-hosting 
countries. Provide external support to low- and 
middle-income countries receiving weaker 
match migrants. 
Enhanced use of existing instruments.  
Incentivize private sector engagement.  
Support origin countries in leveraging migration 
for development. Incentivize bilateral and  
regional cooperation.

Affected nations. Build coalitions among 
countries facing common challenges.
Domestic stakeholders. Ensure participation 
of a broad range of stakeholders in decision-
making processes. 
Migrants’ and refugees’ voices. Develop 
representation and accountability systems to 
organize migrants’ and refugees’ voices.

Table O.1 Main policy recommendations

WHEN REFUGEES’ SKILLS ARE NOT IN DEMAND (WEAK MATCH, FEAR MOTIVE)

HOST COUNTRY
Manage with a medium-term perspective and enhance the match

INTERNATIONAL COMMUNITY
Share the costs with hosting countries

Institutions and instruments. Mainstream refugee support through line 
ministries. Develop sustainable financing frameworks.
Internal mobility. Facilitate and encourage refugees’ movements toward 
opportunities.
Self-reliance. Enable refugees to access jobs in the formal labor market.
Inclusion in national services. Deliver education, health, and social services 
to refugees through national systems.

Responsibility-sharing. Prevent or resolve situations that cause refugees 
to flee. Provide adequate amounts of medium-term financing. Increase 
resettlement options. Broaden the base of support beyond current main 
contributors. Develop regional approaches.
Solutions. Further work toward “durable solutions” (voluntary return, local 
integration or resettlement). Develop innovative statuses that provide state 
protection and access to opportunities over the medium term.

WHEN MIGRANTS’ AND REFUGEES’ SKILLS ARE IN DEMAND (STRONG MATCH)

COUNTRY OF ORIGIN
Manage migration for poverty reduction

COUNTRY OF DESTINATION
Maximize benefits, reduce costs

BILATERAL COOPERATION
Strengthen match

Strategy. Make emigration part of development 
strategies.
Remittances. Leverage remittances for poverty 
reduction and reduce their costs.
Knowledge. Work with the diaspora and 
returnees to spur knowledge transfers and to 
strengthen integration in the global economy.
Skills development and brain drain mitigation. 
Expand education and training in skills that are 
in demand in both the national and global labor 
markets.
Protection. Provide citizens abroad with 
protection. Support vulnerable family members 
left behind. 

Strategy. Acknowledge labor needs. Build a 
consensus on the role of migration. Ensure 
policy coherence.
Entry and status. Incentivize stronger match 
immigration. Ensure migrants have a formal 
status and rights.
Economic inclusion. Facilitate labor market 
inclusion. Enhance recognition of migrants’ 
qualifications. Combat exploitation and promote 
decent work.
Social inclusion. Prevent segregation 
and facilitate access to services. Combat 
discrimination.
Support to nationals. Support citizens who are 
negatively affected in terms of employment 
outcomes and public services through social 
protection and public investments.

Bilateral labor agreements. Structure and 
facilitate win-win movements. Reduce 
recruitment costs.
Skills development. Partner to finance the 
development of skills that are in demand in both 
the national and global labor markets.
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1
The Match and 
Motive Matrix 
Key messages
•  This Report defi nes migrants as people who live outside their country of citizenship, regardless of 

their status and motivations. For practical purposes, the term is used throughout the Report when 
referring to economic migrants and refugees as a group.

•  The Match and Motive Matrix draws from labor economics and international law to develop a unifi ed 
framework that identifi es priority policies for four types of movements based on who moves and under 
what circumstances (fi gure 1.1). 

•  Where a migrant fi ts in the Match and Motive Matrix depends in part on the policies of the des-
tination countries. Over time, the challenge is to enhance migration outcomes by strengthening 
the match of all migrants’ skills and attributes with their destinations and by reducing the need for 
so-called distressed movements by migrants who are neither refugees nor whose skills and attributes 
are a strong match for the destination society.

21

Figure 1.1 Distinct groups of migrants require distinct policy responses

Source: WDR 2023 team.
Note:  M atch refers to the degree to which a migrant’s skills and related attributes meet the demand in the destination 
country. Motive refers to the circumstances under which a person moves—whether  in search of opportunity or because of 
a “well-founded fear” of persecution, armed confl ict, or violence in their origin country.
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A people-centric approach
Migration is about people. It is about those who cross borders, those who stay behind, and those who 
receive them. When people move to a new country, their decision to move has economic and social con-
sequences for themselves, their communities of origin, and their destinations.

A people-centric approach to migration recognizes that migrants and refugees are men and women 
who make often difficult choices and deserve fair and decent treatment. They are people with identities, 
skills, cultures, and preferences. Similarly, destination countries are complex societies with diverse and 
at times conflicting constituencies, interests, and decision-making processes. As sovereign nations and 
as members of the international community, they design policies to further their own interests. When 
people decide to move across borders, their movements affect the development and prosperity of both 
origin and destination societies.

Migration has proved to be a powerful force for development, improving the lives of hundreds of 
millions of migrants, their families, and their communities across the world. However, it also entails 
migrants and refugees, their dependents, and many people in destination communities overcoming a 
range of issues and vulnerabilities and possibly needing development support to do so. Some of the long-
term drivers of mobility have been strengthening, and they are expected to intensify further in coming 
decades. At the same time, an intense public debate is under way in many destination countries about 
the costs and benefits of receiving migrants and refugees. 

The challenges and tensions associated with cross-border mobility arise because the choices and pref-
erences of stakeholders are often misaligned. They differ between the people moving across borders and 
the citizens of destination countries; among migrants; and among constituencies in both the origin and 
destination societies. However, the market mechanisms needed to reconcile these competing interests 
are often missing. For example, for some categories of workers in high demand, market forces may lead 
to excess emigration from the standpoint of the origin society (brain drain). Conversely, for other catego-
ries, immigration flows may be larger than what destination societies find optimal. Strong development 
outcomes require policies in both the origin and destination societies to address such mismatches and 
ensure improved economic and social outcomes for all.

A focus on foreign nationals
This Report defines migrants as people who live outside their country of citizenship, regardless of their 
status and motivations. The distinct challenges migrants face arise from their lack of citizenship in the 
destination country—and the associated civil, political, and economic rights. In response to migrants’ 
lack of citizenship, destination countries must adopt policies dedicated to defining their status, the 
rights they can enjoy, and the opportunities they can access. From the perspective of this Report, a per-
son ceases to be a migrant upon returning to his or her country of citizenship or upon naturalization in 
the destination country (box 1.1).

This Report looks specifically at international migration. Domestic and international movements 
respond to some of the same economic and social forces. In fact, globally the number of internal migrants 
significantly exceeds that of international migrants. But because people who have crossed an interna-
tional border lack citizenship at their destination, they find themselves in a situation fundamentally 
different from that of internal migrants. Governments’ policy responses to domestic and international 
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Box 1.1 Foreign nationals or foreign-born?

Many statistical databases and research studies define migrants as “foreign-born” people because most 
censuses, population registers, and surveys include a question on place of birth. By contrast, information on 
citizenship is not collected systematically, and in some cases respondents may be reluctant to share their 
legal status if, for example, they are undocumented. In some countries, the census authorities are even pro-
hibited from asking about citizenship status.a

Yet defining migrants as “foreign-born” is not equivalent to defining them as foreign nationals.  
“Foreign-born” implies that being a migrant is a lifelong status that will never change, not even through 
naturalization or full cultural and political integration. It also implicitly establishes differences among 
citizens based on their personal history. In countries where the terms migrant and alien are synonymous, 
discrimination can be perpetuated or reinforced. By contrast, a focus on foreign nationality makes it pos-
sible to better isolate the specific challenges that stem from lack of citizenship.

In practice, use of the “foreign-born” definition results in the categorization of larger numbers of people 
as migrants, which, in turn, influences perceptions, politics, and policy making in destination countries. For 
example, even though a relatively large number of migrants are eventually naturalized, under the “foreign- 
born” definition they are still counted as migrants. In the United States, 54 percent of foreign-born people 
are naturalized citizens, and the numbers are high as well in many high-income member countries of the 
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (figure B1.1.1). Large discrepancies between the 
number of foreign-born and the number of foreign nationals also arise from changes in borders. For example, 
following the breakup of the Soviet Union and of Yugoslavia, some people who were born in what once was 
a unified country found themselves counted as “foreign-born” if they ended up living in another part of the 
country when it became independent. For an older generation, the partition of British India generated signif-
icant population movements, and it still accounts for as many as 2 million “foreign-born” people.

The limitations of the “foreign-born” definition of migrants become obvious when considering the many 
political leaders who happened to be born in a foreign country and yet are prominent citizens of their 
nation. Among them are former king Juan Carlos of Spain, former presidents Abdelaziz Bouteflika of Algeria, 
Ian Khama of Botswana, and Toomas Ilves of Estonia, and former prime ministers Tony Abbott of Australia, 
Manuel Valls of France, Manmohan Singh of India, Shimon Peres of Israel, Boris Johnson of the United  
Kingdom, and Moana Carcasses Kalosil of Vanuatu, to name just a few. 

(Box continues next page)

movements, the trade-offs governments face, their ability to regulate movements, and the measures they 
need to adopt are markedly different.

The debate over migration policies is also separate from the question of how to integrate national 
minorities. Naturalized migrants may face many challenges in their new country of citizenship, includ-
ing racism and discrimination. But these issues are not related to their movement or to their lack of cit-
izenship rights. They are instead related to how certain groups of citizens are viewed and treated by the 
rest of society and to the inclusion challenges faced by national minorities. Recognition of this obser-
vation can help to reframe some sensitive issues, such as the cultural impacts of migration. Naturalized 
citizens, even if they belong to a distinct ethnic group or practice a minority religion, are as much a part 
of society—and of defining and shaping the national culture—as native-born citizens. 
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Box 1.1 Foreign nationals or foreign-born? (continued)

Figure B1.1.1 In many high-income OECD countries, over half of foreign-born people have 
been naturalized
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Source: WDR2023 Migration Database, World Bank, Washington, DC, https://www.worldbank.org/wdr2023/data.
Note: Refugees are included in “nonnaturalized” in the calculation of their share of the foreign-born. EU = European 
Union; OECD = Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development.

a. �For example, the US Supreme Court in Department of Commerce v. New York, 139 S. Ct. 2551; 204 L. Ed. 2d 978 
(2019), blocked the Trump administration’s intention to ask about citizenship status on the 2020 census form.  
The citizenship question has been absent from the US Census since the 1950 round.
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Two perspectives: Labor economics and international law
Labor economics and international law inform policy making on migration. Their perspectives arise 
from distinct intellectual and scholarly traditions, and they focus on different aspects of cross-border 
movements. As a result, each provides important insights, and yet until now there has been no simple 
framework to integrate them into a coherent whole. 

Both labor economics and international law recognize that the policies of destination countries play 
the primary role in shaping migration patterns and effects. These countries define and regulate, albeit 
imperfectly, who crosses their borders, who is legally allowed to stay and under which conditions, and 
what rights those who cross their borders are granted. These policies greatly affect migrants’ incentives 
and decisions before their departure, during their journey, and after their arrival, shaping all aspects of 
global mobility. By contrast, most origin countries have little sway in regulating movements. 

When destination countries set their migration policies, they focus primarily on their own welfare. 
Through their political process, they consider both the effects of migration on their labor markets and 
(because they are not just markets) the broader impacts of migration on their society. Only to a much 
more limited extent do they consider impacts on migrants and origin countries. 

Labor economics and cost-benefit calculations
Labor economics views migration as the movement of workers across borders to countries where their 
labor can be employed more productively than in their origin country. Market forces drive the move-
ment of factors of production—capital and labor—and their allocation across countries. From this  
perspective, the free movement of people is a key element of the efficient functioning of the global 
economy, and labor should be allowed to move where it is most productive without the introduction of 
friction by national borders and other policy restrictions. Nationals of destination countries who are 
negatively affected by migration—such as workers who compete with migrants in the labor markets—
can be supported through distributional policies. 

Labor economics focuses on the skills, qualifications, and professional experiences that migrants 
bring to the destination country and the extent to which these can be used productively. Some 
migrants bring skills that complement those already available in the labor market. This complemen-
tarity increases productivity, with substantial benefits spread across the destination country’s econ-
omy. In other occupations, migrant workers are substitutes. Their arrival expands the labor supply, 
thereby lowering wages and overall production costs. Consumers and employers (and the owners of 
capital) gain, but some existing workers experience lower wages and possibly unemployment. The 
distinction between complementary and substitute skills is based not on the level of skills, but on how 
much they match the needs of the labor market: both high skills and low skills can be complements 
or substitutes.

There is ample empirical evidence that when migrants’ skills match the needs of the destination labor 
market, the migrants benefit as well, as do their countries of origin.1 Because they can be employed more 
productively than in their country of origin, migrants earn higher wages. Countries of origin benefit 
from both financial transfers (remittances) and knowledge transfers. But there are also costs, such as 
when large numbers of people with scarce skills emigrate (brain drain). However, they tend to be of a 
smaller order of magnitude. 

This perspective has been further developed by recognizing that migrants bring not only skills but 
also a range of other attributes, including their personal histories and cultural preferences. The match 
of their skills with the needs of destination economies largely determines labor market effects. Their 
integration, however, goes beyond the labor market. It may entail financial costs, such as if migrants’ 
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families require education and health 
services. Depending on a migrant’s job, 
age, and family situation, these costs 
may or may not be fully covered by his 
or her taxes. Other costs may arise as 
well, including nonmonetary costs such 
as for migrants’ social integration. 

What is considered a strong match 
depends on both migrants’ character-
istics and the destination society’s pref-
erences. But these characteristics and 
preferences change over time, such as 
when economic growth accelerates or 
slows down. Distinct constituencies in 
the destination society may also have 
different views on the costs associated 
with migrants’ integration, especially 
for social inclusion. Yet both skep-
tics and supporters agree that some 
migrants’ skills and attributes better 
match the needs of the destination 
society than others. The debate is about 
what constitutes a stronger match and 
a weaker match. This question is typi-
cally arbitrated through political pro-
cesses, and what is viewed as a desirable 
outcome evolves over time. 

Overall, many destination countries derive their migration policies from a cost-benefit calcula-
tion. When migrants’ profiles match the needs of the destination society, their contributions exceed  
the costs of their integration (figure 1.2). In this situation, destination societies enjoy a net gain— 
and in most situations migrants and countries of origin do as well—and they tend to allow or even 
encourage such movements. By contrast, when migrants’ profiles do not match the needs of des
tination societies, the costs may exceed the benefits from their labor contributions. Migrants them-
selves may benefit, but destination countries experience a net loss, and therefore they try to discourage 
these movements. 

International law and the obligation to protect
Under international law, the choice of who is admitted into state territory is a matter of state sover-
eignty. Countries decide who to let in and under what status. This decision can be made unilaterally or 
through specific agreements between states, such as international conventions, regional free movement 
agreements, or bilateral labor agreements. Norms are drawn from various sources and fields of law, such 
as consular and diplomatic protection, the law of state responsibility, international human rights law, 
international refugee law, and international labor law and standards. They apply differently to distinct 
groups of migrants,2 and they are unevenly implemented at national levels. 

Figure 1.2 When migrants are a strong match, their 
contributions exceed the costs of their integration

Source: WDR 2023 team.
Note: Match refers to the degree to which a migrant’s skills and related 
attributes meet the demand in the destination country. 
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Human dignity and rights are at the core of international law, including the 1948 Universal Declara-
tion of Human Rights and the 1951 Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees and its 1967 Protocol 
Relating to the Status of Refugees (the 1951 Refugee Convention), as well as a range of complementary 
legal instruments. They also underpin key international norms, including the 2018 Global Compact 
for Safe, Orderly and Regular Migration and the 2018 Global Compact on Refugees, the International 
Labour Organization Declaration on Fundamental Principles and Rights at Work, and the central 
promise of the United Nations’ 2030 Global Agenda for Development and its Sustainable Develop-
ment Goals to “leave no one behind.” Acknowledging migrants as people implies that these norms fully 
apply to them whether they are in transit, at a border, or in a destination country. Particular attention 
should be paid to those facing daunting challenges, such as women and girls in some circumstances, 
LGBTQ+ individuals, unaccompanied children, and victims of racism, xenophobia, and other forms of 
discrimination. 

In a world of sovereign states, all persons are under the protection of their country of citizenship. 
Regardless of where a person lives, his or her rights are assured either by the country of citizenship or 
through an agreement between the country of citizenship and the country of residence. The protec-
tion of a state guarantees “the right to have rights,” as political philosopher Hannah Arendt famously 
declared in 1948. But situations can arise in which a country is unwilling or unable to protect the rights 
of some of its citizens because of, for example, conflict or persecution. 

International law defines such people as “refugees.” Refugees are people who can demonstrate a 
“well-founded fear” of harm if they were to return to their country of origin.3 Their status is protected 
under the 1951 Refugee Convention as well as regional refugee law instruments. Socioeconomic vul-
nerability does not enter into this definition. Some refugees are wealthy, although in many cases being 
a refugee leads to economic 
deprivation. Conversely, many 
people who are vulnerable do 
not require international pro-
tection even though they may 
need material assistance.

At the core of international 
protection is the principle of 
non-refoulement4: refugees shall 
not be sent back to their coun-
try of origin or to another coun-
try where they would be at risk 
of harm (figure 1.3). This prin-
ciple applies regardless of the 
costs to the hosting country. 
International protection also 
includes a set of specific rights 
refugees can enjoy in the coun-
try in which they are hosted 
until they regain full protec-
tion, as citizens or permanent 
residents, from either their ori-
gin country or another country.

Figure 1.3 When people have a “well-founded fear” of harm if 
they return to their country of origin, destination countries are 
obligated to host them

Source: WDR 2023 team.
Note: Motive refers to the circumstances under which a person moves—whether in 
search of opportunity or because of a “well-founded fear” of persecution, armed 
conflict, or violence in their origin country.
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The Match and Motive Matrix
The perspectives of labor economics and international protection have not been reconciled. Labor eco-
nomics provides insights into the economics of migration, but it struggles to explain movements that do 
not follow labor market forces such as forced displacement. The legal protection discourse, with its focus 
on protecting the life and dignity of refugees, does not fully address the economic and social effects in 
host countries other than in an instrumental manner to maintain support for refugee protection. 

The Match and Motive Matrix provides a unified framework that overlays the distinctions made by 
labor economics—between movements that represent a net gain and those that represent a net cost for 
destination countries—and by international law—between situations in which destination countries 
have the discretion to accept a migrant and situations in which they have an obligation to host a refugee. 

Four types of movements
The Match and Motive Matrix distinguishes between four types of movements (figure 1.4):

•	 People who are seeking opportunities in the destination country and whose skills and attributes strongly 
match the needs of the destination society—the upper-left quadrant in figure 1.4. This category, by 
far the largest, includes most economic migrants and their families. These migrants can be at 
all levels of skills—Indian engineers working in California’s Silicon Valley as well as South Asian 
construction workers employed in countries of the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC). They also 
include large numbers of undocumented migrants whose skills and attributes fill gaps in the des-
tination labor market even if the migrants do not have a legal status in the country of destination. 
For all these migrants, labor economics suggests that migration yields net gains—for themselves, 
their country of origin, and their country of destination. 

•	 People who are moving out of fear of persecution or serious harm in their country of origin and whose 
skills and attributes strongly match the needs of the destination society—the upper-right quad-
rant in figure 1.4. This group is mainly composed of refugees who have skills in demand at the 
destination. It is exemplified by theoretical physicist Albert Einstein, who had to flee Europe 
during World War II and became a refugee. Today, many professionals who left the Syrian Arab 
Republic, República Bolivariana de Venezuela, or, more recently, Ukraine are part of this group, 
as well as Afghan truckers in Pakistan or Somali traders in East Africa. Under international 
law, destination countries are obligated to host these people, but the countries also benefit from 
their presence. 

•	 People who are moving out of fear of persecution or serious harm in their country of origin but whose 
skills and attributes weakly match the needs of the destination society—the lower-right quadrant in 
figure 1.4. Most people fleeing conflict or persecution are in this group. Some receive formal ref-
ugee status, but others do not, such as the Forcibly Displaced Myanmar Nationals in Bangladesh. 
The weak match may reflect individual characteristics, such as unaccompanied minors who are 
too young to work and yet need support. Or it may be a consequence of government policies, such 
as not allowing some people to work and thus to contribute. Providing these people with inter-
national protection is both important and an obligation under international law, but it has a net 
cost for the destination country. The policy challenge is to manage this cost.

•	 People who are seeking opportunities in the destination country but whose skills and attributes weakly 
match the needs of the destination society—the lower-left quadrant in figure 1.4. This group is typi-
cally composed of migrants who engage in distressed and irregular movements that often involve 
significant risks and suffering. It includes some of those who arrive at the US southern border 
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or the northern Mediterranean shores, as well as in a host of low- and middle-income coun-
tries. Their presence imposes net costs on the destination countries, which have the discretion to 
accept or return them. This group raises some of the most complex policy trade-offs. 

Fluidity between types of movement
Where migrants appear in the Match and Motive Matrix is shaped in part by destination countries’ poli-
cies (figure 1.5). For example, migrants’ ability to contribute to their destination society and the strength 
of the corresponding match depend on their skills and attributes as well as on the demand in the desti-
nation labor market. However, it also depends on whether they are permitted to work at the level of their 
qualifications. For example, a medical doctor who is not allowed to work in her field—whether because 
her qualifications were not recognized or because she was altogether prevented from working in the 
formal sector—will contribute less than if she could work as a doctor. The strength of the match can 
also evolve over time based on the changing labor needs and social dynamics in the destination country. 

Figure 1.4 The Match and Motive Matrix combines the perspectives of labor economics and 
international law to distinguish between four types of movements

Source: WDR 2023 team.
Note:  Match refers to the degree to which a migrant’s skills and related attributes meet the demand in the destination  
country. Motive refers to the circumstances under which a person moves—whether in search of opportunity or because of a 
“well-founded fear” of persecution, armed conflict, or violence in their origin country.
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Similarly, the degree to which migrants are provided with protection—and are accepted regardless 
of the economic benefits of their presence—depends on destination countries’ policies. Beyond their 
obligations under international law, a number of countries have put in place legal frameworks to provide 
protection to specific groups who are allowed to enter or stay in their territory for humanitarian reasons. 
Other countries do not have such legal instruments. 

Policy priorities
Migration policies can help improve the outcome of cross-border movements for migrants, countries of 
origin, and countries of destination by adopting approaches tailored to the specifics of each situation. 
Based on the insights from labor economics and international law, the Match and Motive Matrix identi-
fies policy priorities for all groups (figure 1.6):

•	 People whose skills and attributes strongly match the needs of destination societies: Maximize gains at 
origin and destination. When migrants and refugees bring skills that are in demand at their des-
tination, the benefits outweigh the costs for the countries of destination, countries of origin, and 
the migrants and refugees themselves, regardless of status—whether migrants are documented 
or not. It is also true regardless of motive—whether migrants arrived in search of opportunities 
or as refugees fleeing persecution and violence. The challenge for both destination and origin 

Figure 1.5 Destination countries’ policies partly determine where migrants fit in the Match and 
Motive Matrix

Source: WDR 2023 team.
Note:  Match refers to the degree to which a migrant’s skills and related attributes meet the demand in the destination  
country. Motive refers to the circumstances under which a person moves—whether in search of opportunity or because of a 
“well-founded fear” of persecution, armed conflict, or violence in their origin country.
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countries is to design and implement measures that further increase the benefits of migration 
and effectively address its downsides. 

•	 People who move out of a “well-founded fear” of persecution or conflict but whose skills and attributes 
are a weak match for the needs of destination societies: Ensure sustainability and share the costs. When 
such people’s skills and attributes are a weaker match, the socioeconomic costs may exceed the 
benefits for the destination country. Yet there is an obligation to host refugees. The challenge for 
the host country is to adopt policies that can reduce the costs. The challenge for the international 
community is to ensure adequate responsibility-sharing because refugee protection is a global 
responsibility. 

•	 People who seek opportunities in the destination country but whose skills and attributes are a weak 
match for the needs of this country: Absorb or return distressed migrants humanely. For people whose 
skills are not a strong match in the destination country and who are not entitled to refugee pro-
tection, destination countries face a difficult trade-off. Accepting these migrants entails eco-
nomic and social burdens, but denying them entry can endanger their basic human rights. The 
destination country may decide to return them to their origin country. But it should also recog-
nize that some of these migrants have protection needs—for example, if they are fleeing gang 
violence—and treat them accordingly. In any case, they should be treated humanely.

Figure 1.6 The Match and Motive Matrix helps to identify policy priorities for distinct groups 
of migrants

Source: WDR 2023 team.
Note:  Match refers to the degree to which a migrant’s skills and related attributes meet the demand in the destination  
country. Motive refers to the circumstances under which a person moves—whether in search of opportunity or because of a 
“well-founded fear” of persecution, armed conflict, or violence in their origin country.
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Making migration better
Over time, the challenge is to strengthen the development outcomes of migration so that all—destina-
tion societies, origin societies, and the migrants themselves—can benefit. In a world where migration is 
increasingly necessary for countries at all levels of income, making migration better requires moving on 
two complementary fronts (figure 1.7):

•	 Strengthen the match of all migrants’ skills and attributes with the needs of destination societies. The 
benefits of migration—for both origin and destination societies as well as for migrants—are sig-
nificantly higher when migrants can contribute more to their destination society, when they 
can earn higher wages, and when they can transfer larger remittances (and knowledge) to their 
countries of origin. All this requires both providing legal channels for entry of those who have 
adequate skills—at all levels—and attributes and allowing them to engage in the formal labor 
market. It may be complemented by building skills in the country of origin—to serve both the 
global and the domestic labor markets and in the process to mitigate the negative impacts of 
high-skilled migration (brain drain), which may need international support. Achieving better 
matching of skills often requires cooperation between the countries of destination and origin. 

Figure 1.7 The challenge for countries is to enhance the match of migrants and reduce 
distressed movements

Source: WDR 2023 team.
Note:  Match refers to the degree to which a migrant’s skills and related attributes meet the demand in the destination  
country. Motive refers to the circumstances under which a person moves—whether in search of opportunity or because  
of a “well-founded fear” of persecution, armed conflict, or violence in their origin country. The dashed vertical line in  
the lower-left quadrant highlights the distinction between distressed migrants who have some needs for international pro-
tection and those who do not.
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Notes
1.	 World Bank (2018).
2.	 Regular migration is the movement of persons that 

occurs in compliance with the laws of the countries of 
origin, transit, and destination. Irregular migration is 
the movement of persons that occurs outside the laws, 

regulations, or international agreements governing the 
entry into or exit from the states of origin, transit, and 
destination.

3.	 OHCHR (1951, art. 1).
4.	 OHCHR (1951, art. 33).
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•	 Reduce the need for distressed movements. Such movements are often associated with consider-
able suffering for the migrants themselves. Irregular transit can turn into traumatic ordeals. 
Upon arrival, migrants face challenges in entering the labor force because their skills do not 
match the needs of the destination society, and they are often in situations of acute vulnerability.  
In many countries, distressed movements have polarized the migration debate. Reducing the 
need for such movements requires strengthening people’s resilience in countries of origin; 
enhancing their skills so they can be better matching the demands in the destination labor mar-
ket; and recognizing the need of some of these migrants for complementary modes of protection. 
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Spotlight 1

History

The history of mobility is the story of humankind—of various groups of people moving out of the 
African cradle and gradually spreading across all continents.1 It is a story of contacts and exchanges 

across groups and of population splits and fusions that resulted in the emergence of distinct ethnici-
ties, languages, and cultures2 and shaped today’s world. Mobility has often driven economic and social 
progress—for example, by enabling the transmission of ideas and technology.3 But at times, it has also 
brought immense suff ering. The main causes of these movements are well known to consumers of the 
daily news and students of history alike: a desire for a better life and fear of persecution or harm.

People’s ability to move across borders today varies signifi cantly, depending on which passport and 
which skills they have. Movements are easing for some people (such as citizens of high-income coun-
tries or high-skilled workers), even as they are tightening for others (such as migrants from low-income 
countries or irregular migrants).4 The polarization of migration debates is part of a broader backlash 
against globalization. Similar trends prevailed in the Western world toward the end of the nineteenth 
century, leading to a similar antiglobalization sentiment and higher barriers to cross-border migration 
and trade in the run-up to World War I.5 Yet what is often taken as the “normal” state of aff airs—the 
current understanding of cross-border mobility and the way it is managed—is just a moment in history.

Match: Economic and political considerations 
For most of recorded history, migration was not only permitted but often encouraged.6 The power of 
rulers was frequently measured by the number of their subjects. But attracting subjects was a challenge. 
After conquering Constantinople in 1453, Mehmed II strove to repopulate it by attracting people from 
all over the empire and releasing captured prisoners in the city.7 His son Bayezid II invited and settled 
the Sephardic Jews expelled from Spain after the Alhambra Decree in 1492. As late as 1857, the Otto-
man sultan issued a decree permitting anyone to immigrate who agreed to be a subject and abide by 
the Ottoman Empire’s laws. This decree was published widely in European newspapers, and the ruler 
enticed newcomers with guarantees of citizenship, religious liberty, tax concessions, free cattle, plots of 
agricultural land, and temporary fi nancial aid.8

As nation-states developed, systems were gradually put in place to regulate cross-border movements. 
The arrangements refl ected the interests of powerful constituencies or democratic majorities, and 
they were based on a mix of economic, social, and cultural considerations.9 These systems were strik-
ing in their diversity across regions and countries and in the ways they constantly adjusted to evolving 
circumstances.10

Some countries went so far as to seal themselves from any foreign infl uence, restricting immigra-
tion and even short-term visits. This approach to migration, dominant in Japan between 1630 and 1850 
under the Sakoku policy of the Tokugawa shogunate, had lasting consequences for the country’s culture 
and history.11 Similarly, under the Joseon dynasty, Koreans were forbidden to travel abroad except on 
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diplomatic missions to China or Japan. Some trade with China and Japan was allowed, but the country 
was closed to other outsiders.12

Elsewhere, countries such as the United States have long defined themselves as the lands of immigra-
tion. “Give me your tired, your poor, Your huddled masses yearning to breathe free, The wretched refuse 
of your teeming shore” is inscribed on a plaque affixed to the Statue of Liberty in New York Harbor. Still, 
the level of openness has varied greatly over time, reflecting both economic conditions and national or 
racial prejudice. In the United States, the initial inflows of migrants came from a handful of European 
countries, typically through private enterprises, with little government intervention. With the country’s 
expansion in the nineteenth century, the need for labor and the available opportunities expanded dra-
matically, while parts of Europe were undergoing political, economic, and social turmoil. Immigration 
increased 200-fold between 1820 and 1850, primarily from Ireland and Germany, and later from Italy and 
Central, Eastern, and Northern Europe. This influx was not without controversy, however, and through-
out the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries nativist movements emerged.13 In response, the US 
federal government sought to restrict the flows. In 1882, with passage of the Chinese Exclusion Act, it 
curtailed Asian immigration. In 1917, it introduced a literacy requirement to curb low-skilled migration, 
particularly from Europe.14 Then in 1924, it imposed national quotas through the Immigration Act.15 The 
country reopened to large-scale migration with passage of the 1965 Hart-Celler Act, a by-product of the 
civil rights movement and an integral part of President Lyndon B. Johnson’s Great Society programs. Race-
based quotas were replaced by preferential categories based on family relationships and skills. Gradually, 
immigration from Asia, Latin America, and Africa became more common. Today, the debate remains 
intense as political controversies over low-skilled and mostly undocumented migration from Central and 
South America have led to a succession of policies aimed at curbing irregular migration movements. 

Many European countries have gone through similar periods of relative openness and restrictions.  
In premodern Europe, border and immigration control was the exception rather than the rule.  
The United Kingdom was the first country to introduce an alien law that restricted immigration—in 
1793.16 Yet mobility remained largely unhindered across the continent, and people could move and settle 
across borders relatively easily until 1914.17 A system of control was introduced only with the outbreak 
of World War I—initially for national security considerations, later as part of protectionist efforts in 
the Great Depression era, and even later to deal with the large movements of refugees during and after 
World War II, which reshaped the human geography of the continent.18 Western Europe’s reconstruc-
tion effort, and the rapid economic growth that followed for almost three decades, led to a rapid increase 
in the demand for labor. Several “guest worker” programs were put in place to attract people from within 
and outside Europe, originally on a temporary basis. At the same time, politics—the Cold War and the 
decolonization process—produced an influx of displaced persons who were rapidly absorbed by receiv-
ing countries. These open policies came to a halt, however, with the 1973–74 oil shock and the ensuing 
economic recession.19 

Today within Europe, about half of new migrants arrive on a work visa and the other half as fam-
ily members, students, or asylum-seekers—and some are undocumented.20 Their integration has been 
uneven, and it is increasingly controversial, especially where the economy is sluggish and politics are 
polarized. Although immigration from outside the European Union was curtailed, mobility within the 
regional bloc is encouraged, and it increased sharply following the 1985 Schengen Agreement and the 
expansion of the European Union.21 This pattern—facilitation of some movements, restriction of oth-
ers—is an illustration of the two forces at play in setting migration policies: economic forces and polit-
ical considerations. 

Very different patterns prevailed in Persian Gulf countries. In the oil-producing countries of the Gulf 
Cooperation Council (GCC), migration increased dramatically from 241,000 migrants in 1960 to over  
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30 million in 2020.22 Although there had been a long history of permanent trading posts along the Per-
sian Gulf coast and a trickle of South Asian migrants under British colonial rule, movements accelerated 
from the 1970s on, mainly because of the oil boom and accompanying investments. Governments put 
in place contractual arrangements with a range of origin countries to attract large numbers of migrant 
workers on a temporary basis. In just a couple of decades, the region was transformed as migrants became 
indispensable to the economy.23 By 2020, migrants accounted for about half the region’s population and 
over 80 percent in Qatar and 90 percent in the United Arab Emirates.24 

Migration patterns are different in other parts of the world, especially in low-income countries, 
although they are still heavily influenced by a mix of economic and political considerations.25 Some 
South-South migrants move to regional economic hubs in the hope of finding better jobs—hubs such 
as Angola, Brazil, Chile, Malaysia, Mexico, South Africa, or Thailand.26 These movements can be tem-
porary or permanent. Other movements take place across borders that do not correspond to ethnic or 
cultural distinctions but instead to the legacy of colonial administrative boundaries, such as in Africa.  
In some contexts, such as South Africa, migration has led to social tensions, rejection, and even incidents 
of violence.27 In others, migrants are encouraged to come. For example, residents of the former Soviet 
Union are encouraged to migrate to the Russian Federation.28 Once again, the patterns reflect a com
bination of economic forces and political considerations.

Motive: The concept of international refugee protection 
Until World War I, people fleeing war or persecution were not regarded as a matter of international 
concern. Instead, they were generally dealt with on an ad hoc basis by affected states and their allies 
when problems arose.29 Because states were traditionally the only subjects of international law, individ-
uals had to rely on their state of nationality to “protect” them in relation to other states—for example, 
through documentation for international travel, representation in disputes with other states, and other 
forms of diplomatic protection. However, individuals who had been expelled or displaced from their 
origin country and had lost their nationality in a de jure or de facto sense were unable to depend on  
that country to fulfill its protection obligations in relation to other states. These individuals needed 
protection from a substitute entity.30

The first legal framework for international protection was developed by Fridtjof Nansen in the after-
math of the Russian Revolution. A renowned Arctic explorer and a diplomat, Nansen (1861–1930) was 
appointed High Commissioner for Refugees at the League of Nations in 1921 with a mandate to secure 
the resettlement of about 2 million Russian refugees. Without legal status in their country of refuge, the 
refugees were unable to move elsewhere because they could not obtain travel documents from the Soviet 
Union. In response, Nansen devised a system of international travel documents that became known as 
the “Nansen passports.” It was eventually extended to other groups of people fleeing crises deemed to be 
“of international concern,” including Greek, Bulgarian, Turkish, and Armenian refugees.31 The Nansen 
passport provided both a legal status and a form of international protection for its holders, enabling 
them to cross borders in search of work. It was issued to about 450,000 refugees and was recognized by 
more than 50 governments.

This approach was transformed after World War II to adjust to new patterns of displacement. The 
United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees was established with a dual mandate of international 
protection and solutions, and international standards were codified in the 1951 Convention Relating to 
the Status of Refugees and its 1967 Protocol.32 Under these instruments, refugees are defined as those 
who are outside of their country of nationality because of a well-founded fear of persecution33 against 
which their country of nationality is unable or unwilling to provide protection. The international 



38  |  WORLD DEVELOPMENT REPORT 2023

refugee protection regime granted to these individuals includes a list of specific rights that signatory 
states committed to provide. Among those is the principle of non-refoulement: countries shall not forcibly 
return or deport a refugee or asylum-seeker to a country or territory where he or she faces threats to life 
or freedom because of race, religion, nationality, membership in a particular social group, or political 
opinion.34 The refugee protection regime is based on the notion of international responsibility-sharing, 
even though there is no compulsory mechanism for collective action—a deficiency that is at the root  
of many of the current challenges. 

The international architecture for refugees has continued to adapt to changing circumstances—
from the aftermath of decolonization to the end of the Cold War to the emergence of new forms of 
fragility. The definition of refugees has been expanded through regional legal instruments in Africa (the 
1969 Organization of African Unity Convention Governing the Specific Aspects of Refugee Problems 
in Africa) and in Latin America (the 1984 Cartagena Declaration on Refugees) to reflect circumstances 
specific to these two regions. Other regions and countries, such as the European Union and the United 
States, have developed arrangements to provide complementary forms of protection to specific groups 
or individuals who do not meet the traditional refugee criteria. The recent movements of people out of 
República Bolivariana de Venezuela have raised new questions about who should qualify as a “refugee” or 
as “in need of international protection.” Defining who should be granted international protection—and 
accepted regardless of society’s labor needs—has been an ever-evolving issue, and it continues to drive 
the public debate in many countries.
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Part 1 is an overview of the context in which cross-border movements are taking place and migration policies 
are being designed and implemented. People have been moving from place to place since the earliest days of 
civilization. That migration is expected to continue in the decades to come.

Chapter 2 off ers an aggregated perspective on key numbers and patterns of movements. Cross-border move-
ments are a response to global imbalances, such as the massive gaps in income and welfare across countries, and 
to shocks, such as confl icts. The chapter discusses the current trends at both the global and regional levels, point-
ing out that many economic migrants and refugees live in low- and middle-income countries. It also reviews the 
evidence on some key characteristics of cross-border movements, both those driven by economic aspirations and 
those motivated by people’s fear for their lives in their country of origin.

Chapter 3 looks ahead. It features two critical issues likely to dramatically alter the drivers of movement. First, 
demographic changes—including the rapid aging of both high- and middle-income countries—are creating large 
mismatches in the global labor market that migration can help address. Second, climate change is emerging as 
a catalyst of other drivers of mobility. Thus far people are moving mainly within their country to escape the 
outcome of climate-related disasters, but disorderly international movements could ensue if climate action is 
not taken urgently.

Two spotlights complement this background discussion. Spotlight 2 discusses the challenges and limitations 
of the available data and the need to dramatically increase eff orts in that area. Spotlight 3 presents some of the 
methodological challenges researchers and practitioners face when trying to determine the eff ects of cross-border 
movements on migrants, refugees, and the societies of origin and destination countries.

Overall, the debate over migration should be placed in context and acknowledge the imbalances that shape 
today’s world and the way they are likely to evolve. Whether countries allow migration to help reduce some of the 
corresponding pressures will largely determine economic and social trajectories in countries at all income levels. 

Migration is increasingly
necessary for countries
at all income levels 
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Understanding who moves,
where to, and why

Key messages
•  Migration is a mechanism used by people in responding to long-term global imbalances, such as diff er-

ences in welfare, and in adapting to shocks, such as confl icts. 

•  Some 184 million people live outside of their country of nationality, about 20 percent of whom are 
refugees. Patterns of movement diff er based on migrants’ motives (fi gure 2.1).

•  Migrants and refugees live in countries in all income groups—43 percent in low- and middle-income 
countries; 40 percent in high-income member countries of the Organisation for Economic Co-operation 
and Development (OECD); and 17 percent in member countries of the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC). 

•  There is no simple dichotomy between migrants’ countries of origin and countries of destination. 
Many countries at all levels of income are both, at the same time. 
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Figure 2.1 Patterns of movements refl ect distinct matches and motives

Source: WDR 2023 team.
Note:  Match refers to the degree to which a migrant’s skills and related attributes meet the demand in the destination 
country. Motive refers to the circumstances under which a person moves—whether in search of opportunity or because of a 
“well-founded fear” of persecution, armed confl ict, or violence in their origin country.
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Current trends
This Report focuses on people who live outside their country of nationality, whether they moved in 
search of better economic opportunities or were displaced by conflict or persecution. There are approx-
imately 184 million such people worldwide, of whom 37 million are refugees, and they constitute about 
2.3 percent of the global population. They live in countries in all income groups (figure 2.2):

•	 Low- and middle-income countries. Of 
the approximately 79 million migrants 
and refugees who live in these coun-
tries, some moved for job opportunities, 
family, or other reasons under a variety 
of statuses, including undocumented 
(detailed data are lacking, however, 
in most countries). They also include 
about 27 million refugees.1 Although 
migrants represent a relatively small 
proportion of the population in most 
low- and middle-income countries, 
there are exceptions such as Colombia, 
Côte d’Ivoire, Djibouti, Gabon, Jordan, 
and Lebanon. Some migrants eventu-
ally acquire citizenship in the country 
of destination. 

•	 High-income OECD countries. The 
approximately 74 million migrants 
and refugees who live in these coun-
tries include both high- and low-skilled 
workers, migrants on student visas,  
as well as undocumented migrants. 
Family reunification with spouses, 
parents, or children accounts for a 
large share of regular migrants—about 35 percent in the European Union (EU).2 Among these 
migrants are people who have extensive residency rights, such as the 11 million EU nationals 
who live in another EU country and the 13.6 million green card holders in the United States. Also 
among them are about 10 million refugees, who are receiving international protection. Some 
migrants to the OECD high-income countries move temporarily, while others intend to settle 
there. Many are eventually naturalized—about 62 million naturalized citizens are spread across 
OECD high-income countries (and are not considered to be migrants in this Report). 

•	 GCC countries. Of the roughly 31 million migrants living in GCC countries, nearly all have a 
temporary status, typically a multiyear work visa that can be renewed. They are both high- and 
low-skilled. Only high-skilled migrants can be accompanied by their families. GCC countries do 
not host large numbers of refugees. Overall, migrants constitute about half of the GCC popula-
tion—about 79 percent if Saudi Arabia is excluded (box 2.1). 

Figure 2.2 A large share of migrants and 
refugees live in low- and middle-income 
countries

Source: WDR2023 Migration Database, World Bank, Washing-
ton, DC, https://www.worldbank.org/wdr2023/data.
Note: High-income countries exclude Gulf Cooperation Council 
(GCC) countries.
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There is no sharp distinction between countries of origin and countries of destination for migrants. 
In fact, most countries are both—at the same time. For example, the United Kingdom is home to about 
3.5 million immigrants,3 but it is also the origin of 4.7 million emigrants. At a lower level of income, 
Nigeria is home to almost 1.3 million immigrants and is the origin for 1.7 million emigrants. Türkiye 
has a large diaspora of economic migrants in Europe, but also hosts 3.5 million Syrian refugees and over 
2 million other migrants. Each society needs a combination of policies to best address the situation of 
both the people who enter and those who leave. 

Box 2.1 Migration data in this Report

Unless otherwise indicated, the data and figures in this Report are based on the WDR2023 Migration 
Database.a The database is constructed from the bilateral immigration data produced by the censuses  
of individual destination countries. Because of COVID-19 restrictions, only a handful of high-income 
countries managed to conduct the decadal censuses or nationwide surveys in 2020.b Data for member 
countries of the European Union, as well as for Norway, Switzerland, and the United Kingdom, are based 
on the European Union Labour Force Survey.c Data for all other countries are from the International 
Migrant Stock estimates of the Population Division of the United Nations Department of Economic and 
Social Affairs (UN DESA).d Most of these data are based on a definition of migrant as a person who lives 
in a country that is different from the country of birth. For the purposes of this Report, the data have 
been adjusted with citizenship data obtained from a variety of sources or estimations.e Data on refugees 
are based on the Refugee Population Statistics Database of the United Nations High Commissioner for 
Refugees (UNHCR) and include refugees and asylum-seekers and other people in need of international 
protection as determined by UNHCR as of mid-year 2022.f

a.	� WDR2023 Migration Database, World Bank, Washington, DC, https://www.worldbank.org/wdr2023/data.
b.	� They include Australia, Canada, Chile, and the United States. 
c.	� “European Union Labour Force Survey (EU-LFS),” Eurostat, European Commission, Luxembourg, https://ec.europa.eu 

/eurostat/web/microdata/european-union-labour-force-survey. 
d.	� International Migrant Stock (dashboard), Population Division, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, United Nations, 

New York, https://www.un.org/development/desa/pd/content/international-migrant-stock. 
e.	� WDR2023 Migration Database, World Bank, Washington, DC, https://www.worldbank.org/wdr2023/data.
f.	� Refugee Population Statistics Database, United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, Geneva, https://www.unhcr 

.org/refugee-statistics/.

Changes over time
Historical data on migration patterns are not available. What is known is that the share of foreign- 
born people (both migrants and naturalized citizens) has fluctuated between 2.7 percent and 3.5 per- 
cent of the world population since 1960.4 However, the apparent stability of this number is somewhat 
misleading because, worldwide, demographic growth has been very uneven since 1960. The world pop-
ulation increased by about 156 percent between 1960 and 2020, but high-income countries grew by only 
58 percent, while middle-income countries grew by 177 percent and low-income countries by 383 per-
cent.5 As a result, migration trends vary considerably across country income groups (figures 2.3 and 2.4). 
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As income levels and demographic trajectories change over time, the directions of migration flows 
change as well. Some countries or regions emerge as important origins or destinations, while others 
disappear. For example, the large movements from Europe to Latin America a century ago are no longer 
happening today. Migration to the GCC countries was almost nonexistent 60 years ago, and yet today 
these countries are the destination for some of the largest migration corridors. Meanwhile, Ireland and 
Italy, once countries of origin, have become countries of destination. 

Cross-border movements are increasingly distributed across a substantial number of corridors.  
In 1970, just 150 corridors—out of more than 40,000 possible pairs of origin and destination  
countries—accounted for 65 percent of the world’s migration. By 2020, that share had declined to  
50 percent. Today’s main corridors include Mexico to the United States; India to the United Arab Emir-
ates and Saudi Arabia; India and China to the United States; Kazakhstan to the Russian Federation 
and the Russian Federation to Kazakhstan; Bangladesh to India; and the Philippines to the United 
States. Additional large corridors are associated with the main forced displacement situations, such as 
between the Syrian Arab Republic and Türkiye, República Bolivariana de Venezuela and Colombia, and 
Ukraine and Poland. 

Origin countries
The largest share of emigrants6 are from middle-income countries. They are typically among neither the 
poorest nor the wealthiest in their country of origin; they can afford to move, and they have an incentive 
to do so. Even in situations of conflict and persecution, those who have more means tend to leave first, 
although there are exceptions, such as when an entire group is targeted for violence. 

Figure 2.4 Since 1960, the share of 
immigrants and naturalized citizens in high-
income countries' population has tripled
Foreign-born as share of population, by country 
income group, 1960, 1990, 2020

Sources: WDR2023 Migration Database, World Bank, 
Washington, DC, https://www.worldbank.org/wdr2023 
/data; population, 1960–2020: Population Estimates and 
Projections (database), World Bank, Washington, DC, 
https://datacatalog.worldbank.org/dataset/population 
-estimates-and-projections.
Note: The 2020 World Bank income level groups are used for 
the 1960 and 1990 data (Serajuddin and Hamadeh 2020).

Figure 2.3 Since 1960, the share of 
emigrants in low-income countries' 
population has almost doubled
Emigrants as share of population, by country 
income group, 1960, 1990, 2020

Sources: WDR2023 Migration Database, World Bank, 
Washington, DC, https://www.worldbank.org/wdr2023 
/data; population, 1960–2020: Population Estimates and 
Projections (database), World Bank, Washington, DC, 
https://datacatalog.worldbank.org/dataset/population 
-estimates-and-projections.
Note: The 2020 World Bank income level groups are used for 
the 1960 and 1990 data (Serajuddin and Hamadeh 2020).
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Emigrants constitute a significant share of the population of some origin countries. Many Small 
Island Developing States have emigration rates well above 25 percent of their population. A number  
of Central and Eastern European countries also have relatively large emigration rates, typically above  
15 percent (their citizens have easier access to Western European countries). The share of refugees to  
the total population of origin countries is also high in Afghanistan, the Central African Republic,  
Somalia, South Sudan, Syria, Ukraine, and República Bolivariana de Venezuela (map 2.1). Across all 
countries, the median emigration rate stands at 7 percent of the population.

Destination countries
Immigrants7 are spread across the world in countries at all levels of income. The main destination 
countries (in numbers of migrants) include the United States, Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates, 
Germany, and France. Other countries, such as Australia, Canada, and the United Kingdom, have natu-
ralized large numbers of migrants over time.

The share of immigrants in the population of destination countries varies (map 2.2). It is largest in 
the GCC countries—up to 88 percent in the United Arab Emirates. It is also significant in a number of 
high-income OECD countries, typically 5–15 percent. Part of migration is intraregional, directed to 
countries that are relatively better-off than their neighbors, such as Costa Rica, Côte d’Ivoire, Gabon, 
Kazakhstan, Malaysia, or Singapore. The share of immigrants is also large in some countries with a 
small population, such as Belize, Djibouti, and the Seychelles. Finally, although the share of refugees 
in the host population is typically small—below 1 percent—there are exceptions. For example, as of 
mid-2022, one person in six was a refugee in Lebanon; one in 16 in Jordan; and one in 21 in Colombia.8

Map 2.1 In most countries, only a small share of the population has emigrated to another 
country
Ratio of persons living abroad to origin country population, 2020

Source: WDR2023 Migration Database, World Bank, Washington, DC, https://www.worldbank.org/wdr2023/data.
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Regional perspectives
Patterns of movements vary widely across regions (figure 2.5): 

•	 In the East Asia and Pacific region, immigration remains limited, except for high-income coun-
tries such as Australia and New Zealand. Emigration from the region is directed to a range of 
destinations, both within the region and outside, such as North America and the GCC countries. 

•	 High-income European countries are home to about 43 million migrants, including 8 million 
refugees. They are predominantly from other European countries (56 percent) and to a lesser 
extent from other regions, mainly the Middle East and North Africa (13 percent), Latin America 
(9 percent), and Sub-Saharan Africa (8 percent). Emigration is mainly directed to other high- 
income European countries and North America. 

•	 In other European countries and Central Asian countries, the movements mainly take place 
within the region, totaling about 14 million immigrants. These movements are centered on a few 
corridors, including between countries of the former Soviet Union. Some people from the region 
have also migrated to high-income European countries (about 11 million). 

•	 In Latin America and the Caribbean, two main trends are evident. First, relatively large move-
ments occur within the region (about 10.7 million people), including the 4.4 million people who 
left República Bolivariana de Venezuela. Second, a large number of people originating from the 
region have emigrated, mainly to North America (about 60 percent) and to a much lesser extent 
to the European Union (about 10 percent). 

•	 In the Middle East and North Africa, there are three distinct patterns. First, GCC countries 
receive large numbers of immigrants, mainly but not only from South Asia (60 percent). Second, 
the rest of the region is the origin of relatively large emigration flows mainly toward high-income 
European countries (8 million) and to the GCC countries (6 million). And, third, the Syrian crisis 
and the ongoing insecurity in Iraq have also produced a large number of refugees who are hosted 
in the region (about 3.5 million). 

Map 2.2 Immigrants are spread across the world in countries at all levels of income
Ratio of immigrants to destination population, 2020

Source: WDR2023 Migration Database, World Bank, Washington, DC, https://www.worldbank.org/wdr2023/data.
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•	 In North America, the number of immigrants is about 6 times larger than the number of 
emigrants. Many of those who come to the region are from Latin America and the Caribbean 
(about 43 percent). Other large regions of origin are East Asia and Pacific (21 percent), Europe 
and Central Asia (16 percent), and South Asia (9 percent), with relatively smaller numbers from 
the Middle East and North Africa. Many of the immigrants to the United States and Canada are 
eventually naturalized. 

•	 In South Asia, migration is relatively limited considering the demographic size of the region. 
Three main trends are at play. First, about 19 million people have emigrated to GCC coun-
tries. Second, an additional 15 million have emigrated to other regions, mainly North America  
and high-income European countries. And, third, forced displacement—from Afghanistan to 
Pakistan and from Myanmar to Bangladesh—accounts for additional movements. 

•	 In Sub-Saharan Africa, most movements take place within the region. Of the approximately  
22 million people who live outside of their country, about 35 percent are refugees. These move-
ments are particularly intense along some corridors such as from Burkina Faso to Côte d’Ivoire 
or to regional economic poles such as Nigeria or South Africa. There are also large refugee move-
ments—for example, out of South Sudan, the Democratic Republic of Congo, Sudan, Somalia, 
and the Central African Republic. Emigration to other countries is mainly directed to EU coun-
tries, the United Kingdom, and the United States—about 10.3 million people. 

Motives and patterns
People move for a variety of reasons. Their motives partly determine the socioeconomic outcomes of 
their migration and their need for international protection. Patterns of movements differ between those 
who seek economic opportunities in the destination countries and those who move because of a “well-
founded fear” of persecution and conflict. In some situations, however, the line is blurred because some 
people are looking for both opportunities and safety. 

The decision to migrate is a complex one, forcing people to weigh their options: staying, moving 
within their own country, or migrating to a foreign destination. Some migrants decide to move on their 
own, whereas others do so at the behest and with the support of an entire group—their family or their 
community. Many factors come into play in making such a decision, including both economic and per-
sonal considerations. Economic theory suggests that potential migrants compare their expected welfare 
in various situations and the corresponding costs of moving—financial and nonfinancial. They eventu-
ally settle for the option most likely to let them achieve their objectives in terms of economic prospects, 
social and psychological well-being, or safety. 

Aspirations for a better life
The vast majority of migrants—over 80 percent—move in search of opportunities in the destination 
country. Their movements are often gradual, with predictable trends that reflect medium-term eco-
nomic and demographic patterns. These migrants are mainly driven by the potential for higher wages 
and for access to better services (map 2.3).9 Although they are not refugees, some people also move to find 
improved personal safety, a stronger rule of law, and more personal freedoms. 

In 2020, the vast majority—about 84 percent—of migrants (and naturalized citizens) lived in a coun-
try with an income higher than that of their country of origin. But migration levels are not the highest 
for corridors where welfare disparities are the largest. Where people are coming from largely deter-
mines where they are moving to. Movements are mainly determined by the demands for skills in the 
labor markets of destination countries, historical and geographic links, and the costs of migration. 
Most migrants from low-income countries migrate to other low-income countries or to middle-income 
countries, often because the cost of migration to higher-income destinations is prohibitive. Migrants 
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Figure 2.5 Cross-border movements vary greatly by region

(Figure continues next page)
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Figure 2.5 Cross-border movements vary greatly by region (continued)

Source: WDR2023 Migration Database, World Bank, Washington, DC, https://www.worldbank.org/wdr2023/data.
Note: Due to limitations on available data, immigration numbers for each region include all of foreign nationals; emigration 
numbers include foreign-born people (including naturalized). EAP = East Asia and Pacific; ECA = Europe and Central Asia 
(including Western Europe); GCC = Gulf Cooperation Council (countries); HICs = high-income countries; LAC = Latin America 
and the Caribbean; MENA = Middle East and North Africa; NA = North America; SA = South Asia; SSA = Sub-Saharan Africa.
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Map 2.3 Some of the global imbalances that drive migration movements are reflected in the 
Human Development Index

Source: Heat map based on 2021 data, Human Development Insights (table), United Nations Development Programme 
(UNDP), New York, https://hdr.undp.org/data-center/country-insights#/ranks.
Note: According to UNDP, the Human Development Index is “a summary measure of average achievement in key dimensions 
of human development: a long and healthy life, being knowledgeable and having a decent standard of living.” It ranges 
between 0 and 1. The categories in the map are defined as follows: low (below 0.55), medium (0.55–0.70), high (0.70–0.80), 
very high (0.80–0.90), and highest (above 0.90).

from middle-income countries often move to high-income countries. Likewise, many emigrants from 
high-income countries move to other high-income countries (figure 2.6). 

Overall, migration is constrained by challenges and barriers that most migrants face:

•	 Uncertainty. Migration is inherently risky. It involves dealing with unexpected and uncertain 
outcomes, including the possibility of unemployment, social isolation, psychological stress, or 
even injuries and death while in transit. People who migrate in search of opportunities tend to  
be more willing to take risks than others in their communities of origin. They also tend to be 
more adaptable to new environments and situations, regardless of their skill level or socio
economic background.10 

•	 Unfamiliarity. Moving to unfamiliar settings entails costs, both monetary and nonmonetary. To 
succeed, migrants must familiarize themselves with the language, social norms, and culture of 
their destination society.11 This may be difficult, and it takes time, although for some people, the 
social and cultural differences between origin and destination societies are precisely what moti-
vates their movement. Examples are some women and members of ethnic, sexual, and political 
minorities.12 The internet and new technologies have enhanced access to information and created 
both new aspirations and a better awareness of the potential risks and benefits of migration.13

•	 Job search. Finding a job in a new country can be challenging. Skills, credentials, or diplo-
mas acquired in one country may not transfer easily to another country. Many migrants end 
up “downgrading” to a lower-skill occupation, leading to “brain waste.”14 Some migrants rely 
on information passed through informal networks of friends and family to find decent work. 
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They tend to move to areas that are already home to other migrants of their nationality. Other 
migrants use formal intermediaries—typical for migrants moving from South Asia to the GCC 
countries—although such intermediation has a high cost.

• Financing. The upfront costs of migration can be substantial. They typically include travel and 
relocation, visas, and processing, as well as payments to intermediaries to fi nd a job or arrange 
a move. The costs vary widely across corridors. For example, for low-skilled migrants the 
cost of moving from Central America to Mexico can be as low as US$100, whereas it can reach 
more than US$4,000 for a move from Pakistan to Saudi Arabia.15 Irregular migration often 
requires paying high smugglers’ fees. For example, the cost of crossing the southern border 
of the United States irregularly has been estimated at US$2,000–$10,000, depending on the 
migrant’s point of origin.16

These constraints apply diff erently, depending on skill levels, which largely explains why low- and 
high-skilled migrants aim for diff erent destinations. A large share of low-skilled migrants move within 
their region: in 2020, about half of all low-skilled migrants were in a neighboring country.17 When they 
go farther, they tend to aim for more familiar places—that is, where they speak the dominant language 
or where they have access to social networks based on their ethnicity, community, or nationality.18 They 
therefore avoid the higher barriers in farther or less familiar destinations—such as higher fi nancing 
constraints or greater diffi  culties in fi nding a job. By contrast, high-skilled individuals are more likely 
to migrate to high-income countries, and this trend has intensifi ed over time. High-skilled individu-
als often benefi t from a stronger demand for their skills and more-welcoming migration regulations.19

In some countries, they also have easier access to pathways to residency and citizenship. 
Against this backdrop, migration can be both permanent or temporary. Some people, such as many 

high-skilled migrants in Australia, move with the intention of living permanently in the destination 
country. Some move with their families, whereas some plan to bring them later. But for others, migra-
tion is only temporary. They move for a fi xed period of time, to study or to work, with the intention of 
returning home afterward. This strategy accounts for most movements to GCC countries, the Repub-
lic of Korea, and Malaysia. Yet the distinction between temporary and permanent migrants is blurred 
because many people who initially intended to move for only a few years extend their stay for decades, 

Figure 2.6 Where migrants go to largely depends on where they come from

Source: WDR2023 Migration Database, World Bank, Washington, DC, https://www.worldbank.org/wdr2023/data.
Note: The thickness of the arrows refl ects the size of the corresponding movements.
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and sometimes for a lifetime. The impacts of temporary and permanent migration—the benefits they 
yield, the challenges they pose, and the policy responses they require—are markedly distinct. 

Fear in the country of origin
The patterns of forced displacement differ from those of economic migration in terms of the concen
tration of movements, the vulnerability of those who move, the destinations they choose, and the  
suddenness and rapid pace under which their movements occur.

Unlike economic migrants who move from a wide range of countries, most refugees come from a 
limited number of countries of origin—and increasingly so (figure 2.7). Although there are refugees  
from almost all countries in the world, crises in six countries account for 76 percent of all people in  
need of international protection: Ukraine (8 million as of February 2023), Syria (6.8 million), República 
Bolivariana de Venezuela (5.6 million), Afghanistan (2.8 million), South Sudan (2.4 million), and Myan-
mar (1.2 million Rohingya).20 

Refugee flows include large numbers of vulnerable people—those a family or a community wants to 
see out of harm’s way—unlike economic migrants, who are primarily working-age adults. In fact, chil-
dren account for 41 percent of refugees,21 and some are unaccompanied. For example, as of 2023 more 
than 70,000 unaccompanied or separated children were in Uganda.22 Regardless of their situation at 
origin, many refugees reach their destination in a state of destitution, having left behind their assets 
and arriving with little or no savings.23 Some have undergone traumatic ordeals that can make their 
economic and social inclusion challenging.24  

Refugees and economic migrants choose their destinations differently. Economic migrants typically 
move to a place where they believe there is demand for their skills, regardless of the distance from their 
country of origin.25 By contrast, refugees prioritize safety and security over labor market considerations, 
and therefore they tend to move to a safe country that borders their country of origin. 

Overall, more than half of all refugees are hosted in just 10 countries26 that typically border the origin 
countries (maps 2.4 and 2.5).27 As of mid-2022, 99 percent of refugees from South Sudan were hosted in 
neighboring countries, as were 86 percent of refugees from Myanmar; 78 percent of refugees from Syria; 

Figure 2.7 Most refugees come from a limited number of countries of origin—and increasingly so

Source: Midyear 2022 data, Refugee Population Statistics Database, United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, 
Geneva, https://www.unhcr.org/refugee-statistics/.

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

100

0

2

4

6

8

10

12

2000
2001

2002
2003

2004
2005

2006
2007

2008
2009

2010
2011

2012
2013

2014
2015

2016
2017

2018
2019

2020
2021

2022

S
h

a
re

 o
f 

re
fu

g
e

e
s

 (
%

)

N
u

m
b

e
r 

o
f 

c
o

u
n

tr
ie

s

Origin countries with more than 500,000 refugees

Share of refugees from large crises (more than 500,000 displaced)



THE NUMBERS: UNDERSTANDING WHO MOVES, WHERE TO, AND WHY  |  55

Map 2.4 Most refugees flee to neighboring countries

Source: Midyear 2022 data, Refugee Population Statistics Database, United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, 
Geneva, https://www.unhcr.org/refugee-statistics/.
Note: The bubbles indicating the number of refugees are placed at the center of each host country and not over the specific  
subregions in which refugees are hosted. 
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Map 2.5 Ten countries host more than half of all refugees

Source: Midyear 2022 data, Refugee Population Statistics Database, United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, 
Geneva, https://www.unhcr.org/refugee-statistics/.
Note: The bubbles indicating the number of refugees are placed at the center of each host country and not over the specific  
subregions where refugees are hosted.
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and 77 percent of refugees from Afghanistan. 
In some cases, refugees have moved to other 
countries within their region—such as those 
leaving Ukraine and República Bolivariana 
de Venezuela—but they remain very concen-
trated. In total, about 74 percent of refugees 
live in low- and middle-income countries, 
and 26 percent are in high-income countries, 
mainly in OECD high-income countries.28

Refugees who move beyond neighboring 
countries are increasingly traveling farther 
and to a larger number of destinations.29 They 
typically have better incomes, assets, educa-
tion, skills, and access to migration networks 
than refugees who flee to neighboring coun-
tries.30 Their movements are often influenced 
by opportunities for better economic benefits, 
family ties, and political freedoms.31 

Refugee movements are also often charac-
terized by their suddenness and rapid pace. 
Some refugee crises build up gradually, giving 
destination countries and the international 
community some time to prepare. But many 
occur suddenly,32 adding to the challenges of 
providing adequate assistance to the forcibly 
displaced and their hosting communities. The 
number of refugees fleeing a particular conflict 
may fluctuate as the intensity and geographic 
spread of violence evolve, triggering successive 
waves of movements. On average, however, 
over 40 percent of refugees in a given situa-
tion flee in the first year after violence breaks 
out (figure 2.8).33 When the numbers are large, 
hosting countries undergo a significant shock. 
These spikes often dominate the policy debate 
and the news headlines because of their inten-
sity and human toll, even though refugees rep-
resent a small share of all migrants.

Over the last decade, the nature of refugee 
movements has begun to change, although it 
is difficult to assess whether this is part of a 
longer-term trend. In particular, the countries 
of origin have changed. Although they were 
predominantly low-income and low-capacity 
countries until 2014, they are now increas-
ingly middle-income countries (figure 2.9). 
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Figure 2.8 Refugee flows spike after a crisis 
and then slow over time

Source: WDR 2023 team calculations, based on October 2022 
data from Forced Displacement Flow Dataset (dashboard), Refu-
gee Data Finder, Statistics and Demographics Section, Global 
Data Service, United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 
(UNHCR), Copenhagen, https://www.unhcr.org/refugee-statistics 
/insights/explainers/forcibly-displaced-flow-data.html. 
Note: The figure plots the average flow for refugee “situations” 
commencing between 1991 and 2017. A “situation” begins when 
the refugee flow exceeds 25,000. The shaded area indicates 
the 95 percent confidence interval. The category “refugees” 
includes refugees, asylum-seekers, and other people in need of 
international protection as determined by UNHCR.

Figure 2.9 Refugees are increasingly originating 
from middle-income countries

Source: Midyear 2022 data, Refugee Population Statistics Data-
base, United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, Geneva, 
https://www.unhcr.org/refugee-statistics/.
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This shift is changing some key characteristics of refugee flows. Refugees originating from middle- 
income countries typically have higher levels of skills than those leaving low-income countries, and 
their skills and attributes can make for a stronger match with the needs of the destination countries. 

A continuum of protection needs
Complex patterns of movements have emerged that blur the distinction between refugees and eco-
nomic migrants. Some routes, especially to high-income countries, are used by both economic migrants 
and refugees. Although they travel alongside each other, they still have distinct motivations, pros-
pects, and needs for protection. Yet for destination countries, such “mixed movements” pose partic-
ular challenges, requiring significant resources to determine who should be granted entry and under 
what status. Even on an individual level, movements may be determined by a combination of security 
threats and other considerations. Although not necessarily direct causes of refugee movements, climate  
change, environmental degradation, and natural disasters are increasingly interacting with the drivers 
of such movements.34

There is growing recognition that there is a continuum of international protection needs between 
those who move to seek opportunities and can enjoy the continued protection of their country of cit-
izenship and those who are recognized as refugees under international law. Some people risk harm if 
they return to their country of origin, even if that risk does not meet the threshold necessary for being 
granted refugee status—for example, when their country is in deep political crisis or subject to wide-
spread criminal violence. The challenge for both destination countries and the international commu-
nity is to ensure that all those who need international protection can access it and that the international 
framework evolves in line with the emergence of new protection needs.

Notes
1.	 In this Report, unless otherwise stated, the term refu-

gees refers to refugees and other people in need of 
international protection.

2.	 Data cover all valid permits. They represent all Euro-
pean Union countries for which data were available in 
2021. See Eurostat (2022).

3.	 Sturge (2022, 25).
4.	 WDR2023 Migration Database, World Bank, Washing-

ton, DC, https://www.worldbank.org/wdr2023/data; 
World Development Indicators (dashboard), World 
Bank, Washington, DC, https://datatopics.worldbank 
.org/world-development-indicators/.

5.	 World Development Indicators (dashboard), World 
Bank, Washington, DC, https://datatopics.worldbank 
.org/world-development-indicators/.

6.	 Emigrants are defined as people who have departed 
from their country of origin to become migrants.

7.	 Immigrants are defined as migrants who have arrived in 
a destination country.

8.	 These figures, based on UNHCR (2022b), do not  
include Palestinian refugees. The government esti-
mate of the number of refugees in Lebanon is more 
than 1.5 million, including Palestinian refugees. The 
government estimate of the number of refugees in  
Jordan is more than 2 million, including Palestinian 
refugees.

9.	 Beine, Machado, and Ruyssen (2020); Czaika and  
Reinprecht (2020).

10.	 Bütikofer and Peri (2021); Gibson and McKenzie (2012); 
Jaeger et al. (2010).

11.	 For a recent review of migration barriers with parti- 
cular emphasis on familiarity barriers, see McKenzie 
(2022).

12.	 For example, in destination countries higher female 
empowerment—as measured by the political empower-
ment subindex of The Global Gender Gap Report 2020 
(WEF 2019)—is associated with a higher share of 
females among migrants. Conversely, higher female 
empowerment in origin countries is associated with a 
lower share of females among migrants. The associa-
tion is much stronger among migrants from low- 
income countries. In the United States, between 1.2 
and 1.7 percent of applicants who applied for asylum 
because of fear of persecution mentioned gender iden-
tities in their asylum interviews (Shaw et al. 2021).

13.	 Bah et al. (2022).
14.	 Mattoo, Neagu, and Özden (2008).
15.	 For the microdata sets, see KNOMAD and ILO (2021a, 

2021b). For South Asian migrants to the GCC countries 
and Malaysia, migration costs ranged from US$600 to 
US$4,400, which amounted to 2–10 months of migrant 
earnings. A large share of the migration cost in this  



58  |  WORLD DEVELOPMENT REPORT 2023

corridor can be attributed to high intermediation fees 
(Bossavie 2023).

16.	 See Migrant Smuggling (dashboard), United Nations 
Office on Drugs and Crime, Vienna, https://www.unodc 
.org/unodc/en/human-trafficking/migrant-smuggling 
/migrant-smuggling.html.

17.	 World Bank (2018).
18.	 McKenzie and Rapoport (2010).
19.	 Clemens (2013); de Haas, Natter, and Vezzoli (2016).
20.	 UNHCR (2022b).
21.	 Data on refugees are based on Refugee Population 

Statistics Database, United Nations High Commis-
sioner for Refugees, Geneva, https://www.unhcr.org 
/refugee-statistics/.

22.	 Refugee Population Statistics Database, United 
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, Geneva, 
https://www.unhcr.org/refugee-statistics/.

23.	 World Bank (2017, 80–81).
24.	 Fazel, Wheeler, and Danesh (2005); Porter and Haslam 

(2005); Steel et al. (2009).

25.	 Moore and Shellman (2007).
26.	 Devictor, Do, and Levchenko (2021); UNHCR (2022b).
27.	 Devictor, Do, and Levchenko (2021); UNHCR (2022b).
28.	 The numbers on foreign citizens and foreign-born  

populations are based on 2020 data of WDR2023 
Migration Database, World Bank, Washington, DC, 
https://www.worldbank.org/wdr2023/data. However, 
data on refugees are from 2022 and include the move-
ment of refugees stemming from the Russian invasion 
of Ukraine.

29.	 Devictor, Do, and Levchenko (2021).
30.	 Aksoy and Poutvaara (2021).
31.	 Moore and Shellman (2007); Neumayer (2004).
32.	 UNHCR (2022a).
33.	 This result is consistent with the finding of Melander 

and Öberg (2006) that the rate of forced migration 
(including both refugees and internally displaced per-
sons) abates rather than escalates over time.

34.	 United Nations (2018, 4).
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Spotlight 2

Data

Reliable, timely, comprehensive data are critical to eff ective policy making, particularly for 
complex and polarizing issues such as migration. The Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and 

Regular Migration explicitly states as its fi rst objective collecting and utilizing “accurate and disag-
gregated data as a basis for evidence-based policies.”1 Yet the current migration data landscape is 
characterized by divergences and inconsistencies in defi nitions, data collection methodologies, and 
dissemination strategies. The available data have large gaps across countries and over time stemming 
from irregular collection eff orts, lack of harmonization, or failures in dissemination. Many of the 
data sets, including administrative data collected by governments, are beyond the reach of academics 
and policy makers. 

Why data?
Data are needed to inform policy making for all types of movements and at all stages. For example:

• Migration data help policy makers better understand the magnitude of migration, its drivers 
(including the potential role of climate change), as well as its impacts. High-quality data allow 
analyses of who moves, with what skills and attributes, and under what circumstances. 

• In origin countries, policy makers are interested in measuring how remittances can contrib-
ute to poverty reduction—which migrants contribute the most and with what patterns; how 
remittance fl ows aff ect poverty among various households in receiving communities; and how 
specifi c policy measures can enhance their eff ects. Other policy makers are concerned about 
the downside of emigration: What happens to family members left behind, and how can the 
issues they are facing best be mitigated? What are the actual eff ects of a brain drain in a given 
situation, which professions are most aff ected, and what is the eff ect of specifi c mitigation 
measures? Yet others look at the impact of emigration—including diaspora and return—on a 
country’s development.

• In destination countries, some policy makers are concerned about economic impacts—migrants’ 
skills and attributes, their participation in the labor market, their eff ects on productivity, 
the consequences for various groups of national workers, and the impacts of inclusion policies. 
Others are interested in social impacts—migrants’ abilities to integrate and the pace at which 
they do so, the eff ects on the provision of public services, and the diff erentiated impacts of 
 various policy approaches to manage this process. Information on the subnational distribution 
of migrants can be critical to informing such discussions.

• Additional data related to forced displacement, transit, undocumented, and “distressed” migra-
tion patterns are also important for the relevant countries. 
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Data sources
Multiple sources of data can inform policy making, each with its strengths and limitations. Each set of 
instruments is insufficient to fully address the data challenges related to migration. However, each can 
help provide evidence on specific aspects of cross-border movement. Effective policy making requires 
using multiple data sources across geographic, disciplinary, and institutional boundaries. Various data 
sources can complement one another so that, over time, a comprehensive picture emerges: 

Definitions
Consistency of definitions—across data sources within a country, across countries, and over time— 
is essential for the effective use of migration- and forced displacement–related data. However, there 
are wide variations, including in high-income countries with solid statistical systems. For example, the 
Norwegian authorities and the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) noted sig-
nificant discrepancies between the numbers of refugees in Norway reported for the end of 2013—18,734 
by Eurostat; 46,033 by UNHCR; and 132,203 by Statistics Norway—reflecting differences in definitions, 
time frames, and statistical methods.2 Similarly, the definition of migrant in national censuses varies 
across countries. It can be based on place of birth, citizenship, time of arrival, or even ethnicity or race 
(figure S2.1). Countries, government agencies within the same country, and researchers collect data 
using any one of these definitions, making comparisons and analyses difficult.

Figure S2.1 Many population censuses do not collect basic and consistent data on migration

Source: Juran and Snow 2018. Based on data for 149 countries from United Nations Department of Economic and Social 
Affairs (UN DESA). 
Note: The number of censuses refers to censuses in the 2010 round whose questionnaires include two or three core  
questions on country of birth, citizenship, and year of arrival.
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•	 Population censuses remain the primary data sources on global migration. On the one hand, their 
extensive coverage and granularity enable measurement of long-term movements of migrants. 
Population censuses are also conducted in almost every country at all income levels, enabling 
some level of comparability across countries and time periods. On the other hand, there are chal-
lenges related to their timeliness and accessibility. Censuses are most often conducted once every 
10 years, and so they cannot capture rapid changes in migration patterns. In destination coun-
tries, censuses tend to undercount certain subpopulations, such as undocumented migrants, 
and other hard-to-reach populations, such as refugees.3 Even when coverage is not a constraint, 
information on citizenship is rarely collected, thereby leaving the citizenship of foreign-born 
people unknown and making it impossible to construct statistics on noncitizens.4 In origin coun-
tries, censuses cannot capture emigrants when the entire household has left.5 The issues covered 
in questionnaires are necessarily constrained by issues related to costs and quality, even when 
extended questionnaires are used for subsample groups. Finally, in some countries, political  
considerations and financial constraints limit access to census data.

•	 Population registers are another primary source of data on global migration. Similar to censuses, 
they cover a large part of a country’s population and provide long-term data sets. However, they 
are largely limited to higher-income countries.6 Population registers often fail to fully account 
for undocumented migrants and other marginalized populations who have little incentive to 
register. They may overestimate the numbers of migrants and refugees if those who leave fail 
to de-register—for example, if registration is tied to receiving benefits. Population registers are 
often managed by line ministries, which are peripheral to the national statistical system, and this 
factor limits accessibility. Canada, Spain, and Nordic countries are in the early stages of connect-
ing population registers with a range of administrative databases.7

•	 Administrative data are among the most promising yet underutilized sources for migration 
research and policy making. On the one hand, almost every country collects administrative 
data, but through different systems. Data are collected on who crosses their borders, taxation, 
social and welfare programs, pensions, health care, education, and other public services, among 
other things. On the other hand, ministries and agencies have little incentive to share, harmo-
nize, or integrate their data sources due to national security, privacy, or bureaucratic concerns. 
The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) is leading efforts in its 
member countries and other parts of the world to address some of these issues.8 However, the 
true value of these data will be realized only when data sources are integrated, such as through 
national ID numbers, while ensuring adequate levels of data privacy. 

•	 Household and labor force surveys capture rich information on different aspects of migration, such 
as individual drivers, socioeconomic characteristics, and labor market impacts. Surveys in des-
tination countries provide evidence on the extent to which migrants themselves directly benefit 
from their movement.9 Surveys in origin countries help shed light on the development impacts of 
mobility, particularly on the families and communities of emigrants. However, these surveys are 
conducted infrequently, and they are rarely conducted among a sample large enough to capture 
meaningful information about migrants. Expanding coverage is very costly, even more so if cov-
erage is being expanded so that data for the same individuals are collected over multiple periods.10 
In the short term, adjusting existing general survey programs to include more migration-related 
questions may be a more cost-effective option to improve the availability of data. Experimental 
approaches (such as impact evaluations) could also solve many of the remaining challenges. 
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•	 Surveys for impact evaluations can help assess the effects of specific policies on various groups—
migrants, refugees, or nationals—and fine-tune policy design and implementation.11 On the one 
hand, they provide the more direct evidence that can be used for policy making. On the other, 
the corresponding data are often costly to collect—if they do not rely directly on administrative 
data—with possible coverage challenges. 

•	 New data sources have been heralded as a solution for the many limitations of traditional sources. 
Mobile phone call records, geotagged social media data, internet traffic, and Internet Protocol 
(IP) addresses are being used to track forced displacement, predict migration trends, and analyze 
remittances.12 However, these sources suffer from their experimental nature, low statistical rigor, 
and biases in sampling. Their access for academic and policy research purposes can also raise 
privacy-related issues.13 

Additional challenges
Data collection on refugees and other marginalized migrant populations faces particular challenges.14 
The sudden nature of some of these movements and the fact that they are occurring in areas often diffi-
cult to access or where administrative capacity is low complicate efforts considerably. At times, security 
and political considerations hamper data collection efforts as well.15 

The exclusion of forcibly displaced people from national statistical systems further marginalizes 
their access to social safety nets, public services, and employment opportunities.16 Some countries such 
as Chad have incorporated these populations into existing national data collection efforts.17 Chad’s  
Refugees and Host Communities Household Survey is fully integrated into its national household  
surveys as an integral part of the refugee policy dialogues among the government, the West African 
Economic and Monetary Union (WAEMU), and development partners.18 

Global efforts to improve the availability and quality of data on refugees and displaced populations 
have led to some improvements over the last decade. The global survey program on refugees by UNHCR, 
as well as initiatives such as the World Bank–UNHCR Joint Data Center on Forced Displacement (JDC), 
have demonstrated the feasibility and benefits of integrated data collection efforts. The Expert Group 
on Refugee, IDP and Statelessness Statistics (EGRISS), established by the United Nations in 2016, has 
developed two sets of methodological recommendations—one on refugee statistics and one on inter-
nally displaced person (IDP) statistics—that countries should implement to strengthen data collection 
efforts at national levels.19

Data privacy
In a world characterized by a growing need for more reliable statistics and comprehensive, timely data, 
as well as the emergence of new technologies, data protection is becoming increasingly relevant. The 
collection of data on migrants, who often lack the legal protections granted to citizens in their country 
of residence, raises many privacy concerns—and even more so when migrants have an undocumented 
status. These concerns need to be addressed.20 Collecting, sharing, and processing data—even if it can 
help inform policy making—pose privacy risks, including data theft, data loss, and unauthorized use of 
personal data.21 In some sensitive contexts such as refugee situations, child migration, human traffick-
ing, and migrant smuggling, confidentiality of personal data is especially important because identifica-
tion of a data subject can pose life-threatening risks.22
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Governments and other public authorities should aim to address these concerns by using the best 
resources available when collecting migration- and forced displacement–related data, while ensuring 
the fundamental privacy rights and safety of data subjects. They should also ensure that applicable data 
protection and privacy laws adequately cover noncitizen populations; that they are effectively enforced, 
including for noncitizen populations; that safe data handling procedures are developed to prevent third 
parties from accessing potentially harmful data, including through anonymization procedures; and 
that migrants know their rights and are informed about the purpose of data collection and about data- 
sharing risks and mitigation measures.23 Similarly, when using new technologies, governments should 
ensure that they are transparent about how the data are being used to make decisions about migrants. 

Looking ahead
Good data on migration are essential for governments to better manage migration and inform sound 
and effective policies. Yet there are significant data gaps, and major efforts are needed to collect both 
timely and granular data in a consistent manner. This will require more financial resources—including 
funding for long-term data collection—and support to strengthen the technical capacity of each coun-
try’s statistical agency—including lower-income countries.24 Dedicated data financing instruments such 
as the World Bank’s Global Data Facility can help address existing funding gaps while promoting greater 
coherence in investments in migration data.25

Within this context, priorities to enhance the availability and quality of data that can inform policy 
making include: 

•	 Harmonization. Efforts are needed to improve the consistency of definitions, or at least to collect 
data that can make comparisons possible even if countries use distinct definitions. For exam-
ple, censuses should include at least four core questions: on country of birth, country of citizen-
ship, country of previous residence, and year of arrival. Harmonization efforts undertaken by 
the United Nations Statistical Commission and OECD are critical. In addition to governments, 
many international and regional organizations collect data, particularly in areas where govern-
ment data may be lacking such as on refugees. Coordination among the various actors is needed 
to prevent duplication, actively seek synergies, and ensure consistency in the methodologies used 
across surveys, thereby enabling comparability. 

•	 Innovative surveys. Beyond traditional data sources, additional surveys can be conducted to inform 
policy making, including impact evaluations and surveys on the drivers and impacts of different 
types of movements. For example, longitudinal studies track migrants across borders and over 
time to understand the impact of migration or integration processes over time.26 Notable exam-
ples include the Mexican Family Life Survey27 and the Long-Term Impacts of Migration Survey on  
Tongan Migrants in New Zealand.28 Agreements across institutions in origin, destination, and 
transit countries are sometimes needed, such as for the Mexican Migration Project.29 Similarly, sur-
vey instruments are needed to analyze rapid and short-term movements using existing statistical 
systems, including movements lasting for short periods of time such as those in transit countries. 

•	 Data accessibility and privacy. Facilitating access to data while ensuring confidentiality often 
requires a combination of actions, including strengthening legal and regulatory instruments  
that regulate data exchanges; enhancing administrative data systems;30 establishing legal rules, 
data license agreements, and shared secure architecture to facilitate the exchange of privately 
owned data;31 and developing standard data access agreements between the owners and the users 
of the data, such as the members of the research and policy-making community. 
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Notes
1.	 United Nations (2019, 6).
2.	 World Bank (2017). The UNHCR estimate is based on the 

total number of asylum-seekers granted a positive deci-
sion on their asylum claim over the last 10 years. The 
Eurostat estimate is based on valid residence permits 
issued to those granted refugee status or subsidiary pro-
tection. Finally, the Statistics Norway estimate is based 
on the number of “principal applicants”—179,534, when 
including persons who have been given a residence per-
mit because of a family relationship with refugees.

3.	 Johnson (2022).
4.	 Artuc et al. (2015).
5.	 Indeed, assessing the overall extent of undercounting 

through demographic analyses and postenumeration 
surveys is key to determining the credibility and useful-
ness of population censuses for measuring migrant 
stocks (Kennel and Jensen 2022).

6.	 See Poulain and Herm (2013) for a list of population 
registers available.

7.	 Careja and Bevelander (2018).
8.	 OECD (2022).
9.	 Bilsborrow (2017); Fawcett and Arnold (1987).
10.	 Bossavie and Wang (2022).
11.	 Bilsborrow (2016); Bilsborrow et al. (1997); Borjas 

(1987); de Brauw and Carletto (2012); Eckman and 
Himelein (2022); Heckathorn (2002); Kish (1965);  
McKenzie (2012); McKenzie and Mistiaen (2007); 
McKenzie, Stillman, and Gibson (2010); McKenzie and 
Yang (2010).

12.	 Aiken et al. (2021); Hughes et al. (2016); Kim et al. 
(2020); Laczko and Rango (2014); Sîrbu et al. (2021); 
Tjaden (2021); UNHCR (2021).

13.	 Bloemraad and Menjívar (2022).
14.	 Cirillo et al. (2022); King, Skeldon, and Vullnetari (2008).
15.	 Sarzin (2017).
16.	 Baal (2021).
17.	 Nguyen, Savadogo, and Tanaka (2021).
18.	 Nguyen, Savadogo, and Tanaka (2021).
19.	 Baal (2021); EGRIS (2018, 2020).
20.	 Verhulst and Young (2018).
21.	 GMDAC (2022).
22.	 Ganslmeier (2019).
23.	 Migrants (dashboard), Privacy International, London, 

https://privacyinternational.org/learn/migrants.
24.	 GMG (2017).
25.	 Global Data Facility (dashboard), World Bank, Wash

ington, DC, https://www.worldbank.org/en/programs 
/global-data-facility.

26.	 UNECE (2020).
27.	 Rubalcava et al. (2008).
28.	 Gibson et al. (2018).
29.	 Durand and Massey (2006).
30.	 World Bank (2021).
31.	 Verhulst and Young (2018). Also see Development Data 

Partnership (dashboard), World Bank, Washington, DC, 
https://datapartnership.org/.
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The outlook
Changing patterns,
needs, and risks

Key messages
•  Spurred by two unprecedented forces—rapid demographic transitions and climate change—cross-

border movements are becoming both inevitable and necessary for migrants and economies at all levels 
of income. They will infl uence where many migrants stand in the Match and Motive Matrix (fi gure 3.1). 

•  The populations of high-income and many middle-income countries are aging quickly, while the 
 populations of low-income countries are expected to continue to grow. This trend is creating large 
mismatches between labor supply and demand across the world. Whether countries allow migration 
to help reduce some of these mismatches will largely determine economic and social trajectories at 
all income levels. 

•  Climate change is compounding other drivers of mobility. So far, most movements induced by 
climate impacts have been within countries. But climate change has the potential to increase dis-
tressed cross-border movements, and the global community urgently needs to limit global warming 
and support country-level adaptation policies.
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Figure 3.1 Demographics and climate change are transforming migration patterns 

Source: WDR 2023 team.
Note:  Match refers to the degree to which a migrant’s skills and related attributes meet the demand in the destination 
country. Motive refers to the circumstances under which a person moves—whether in search of opportunity or because of a 
“well-founded fear” of persecution, armed confl ict, or violence in their origin country.
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Demographics: The coming competition for workers
Unprecedented demographic changes create more opportunities for “stronger match” movements. 
Aging countries—both high-income and increasingly middle-income—need large numbers of foreign 
workers and broad skill sets to sustain their economies and maintain their social contracts. What is con-
sidered a strong match between migrants’ skills and attributes and the demand of destination countries 
is changing accordingly. In the decades to come, migration is likely to be driven largely by the needs of 
destination countries, which will compete for a shrinking pool of qualified workers.

A tale of three countries: Italy, Mexico, and Nigeria 
Italy, Mexico, and Nigeria exemplify the divergent demographic forces at play in today’s world. One  
of the main factors affecting the size of a population is the number of children born.1 Typically  
measured in terms of the average number of live births per woman over her reproductive years, the 
fertility rate must exceed 2.1 for replacement of the population. Between 1950 and 2022, Italy’s fertility 
rate fell from 2.4 to 1.3, well below the replacement level. Over the same period, Mexico’s fertility rate 
dropped from 6.7 to 1.8, also below that level. By contrast, Nigeria’s fertility rate declined only slightly, 
from 6.4 to 5.1.2 

Fertility rates have profound effects that carry through the medium term and are difficult to fully 
reverse. Based on current trends, Italy’s population is expected to shrink from 59 million in 2022 to  
32 million by 2100. Mexico’s population is also set to decline, from 127 million in 2022 to 116 million 
by 2100. Nigeria, by contrast, is expected to see its population increase, from 213 million in 2022 to  
791 million by 2100, elevating it to the second-most populous country in the world (after India).

Even more striking are the divergences in age distributions. Although all three countries had rela-
tively young populations in 1950, their age pyramids have since assumed different shapes (figure 3.2). In 
Italy, the share of people over age 50 has more than doubled—from 21.5 percent in 1950 to 46.7 percent 
in 2022—and the younger population cohorts are significantly smaller than their predecessors. Such an 
inversion of the age pyramid is unprecedented. Mexico’s population is still relatively young, but it is now 
aging rapidly, at a much faster rate than experienced by Italy. Its demographic pyramid has begun to 
assume an inverted shape, and it is set to become even more unbalanced by 2050. By contrast, in Nigeria 
the share of the population over age 50 (about 10 percent) has changed only slightly since the 1950s.  
The country is likely to remain young well through the middle of the century. 

The great divergence: Aging societies and youth bulges
The examples of Italy, Mexico, and Nigeria are reflective of broader trends. Countries at different levels 
of income are diverging, especially when it comes to population growth and age structures. 

As the global population grows, it is rebalancing across regions (figure 3.3). The ongoing growth of  
the global population—from 2.5 billion in 1950 to 8 billion in 2022 and 9.7 billion in 2050—will largely 
occur in low- and lower-middle-income countries.3 Meanwhile, the population is plateauing in high- 
income countries, and it is beginning to shrink in upper-middle-income countries. 	

Similarly, while the world as a whole is rapidly aging, low-income countries will remain young 
throughout the century (figure 3.4). Globally, the number of people over age 65 is already larger than 
the number of children under age five. By 2050, it will be double that of children under age five and 
larger than the number of youth ages 15–24.4 However, this is mainly the result of trends in high- and 
upper-middle-income countries.
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Labor needs in high-income countries
High-income countries are aging quickly. The share of people over age 65—already at a historic high 
of 19 percent in 2022—is expected to increase further, reaching 29 percent by midcentury.5 In the 
Republic of Korea—the most rapidly aging country—the share of people over age 80 will quadruple by 

Figure 3.2 Widely different demographic forces are at play in Italy, Mexico, and Nigeria

Source: 2022 data (medium scenario): World Population Prospects (dashboard), Population Division, Department of  
Economic and Social Affairs, United Nations, New York, https://population.un.org/wpp/.

0–4
10–14
20–24
30–34
40–44
50–54
60–64
70–74
80–84
90–94

100+

A
g

e
 (

ye
a

rs
)

0123456 1 2 3 4 5 6

Population (millions)

2022

0123456 1 2 3 4 5 6

Population (millions)

1950

0123456 1 2 3 4 5 6

Population (millions)

2050

0–4
10–14
20–24
30–34
40–44
50–54
60–64
70–74
80–84
90–94

100+

A
g

e
 (

ye
a

rs
)

0123 1 2 3

Population (millions)

1950

0123 1 2 3

Population (millions)

2022

a. Italy's population is aging, inverting its demographic pyramid

b. In Mexico, the demographic transition is well under way and is expected to accelerate

c. Nigeria will remain young well through the middle of the century

0123 1 2 3

Population (millions)

2050

0–4
10–14
20–24
30–34
40–44
50–54
60–64
70–74
80–84
90–94

100+

A
g

e
 (

ye
a

rs
)

20 15 10 5 0 5 10 15 20

Population (millions)

1950

20 15 10 5 0 5 10 15 20

Population (millions)

2022

20 15 10 5 0 5 10 15 20

Population (millions)

2050

Males Females



72  |  WORLD DEVELOPMENT REPORT 2023

2050, from the current 4.1 percent to 15.7 per-
cent.6 Overall, the elderly population in high- 
income countries is projected to grow by about 
118 million by 2050, while the working-age 
population (ages 20–64) will decline by about  
53 million (figure 3.5).7 

The shrinking labor force is already cre-
ating challenges in some countries. In the 
United States, the number of jobs is projected 
to increase by 11.9 million between 2020 and 
2030, but, short of migration, the labor force 
will grow by only 8.9 million over the same 
period. In the European Union, the shortage 
of health care workers is projected to reach 
4.1 million by 2030, including 2.3 million 
nurses.8 In Japan, the working-age population 
peaked in 1998, and it has declined since. In 
the absence of migration, it is expected to fall 
by a further 37 percent by 2050.9 The current 
demographic trends and the resulting short-
ages in the labor supply have raised labor costs 
to the point of compelling a number of Japa-
nese firms to restrict their activities—some 
even declaring bankruptcy.10 

Aging is placing unprecedented stress on 
public finances. Working-age adults are generat-
ing the resources needed to support the elderly, 
but their number is shrinking. In the high- 
income member countries of the Organisation 
for Economic Co-operation and Development 
(OECD), the ratio of working-age adults (20–64 
years) to the elderly (65 years and above) went 
from 7.1 in 1950 to 2.9 in 2022. It is projected 
to drop to below 2.0 by 2050 (figure 3.6).11 Yet 
these countries are projected to increase pub-
lic expenditures by up to 7.6 percentage points 
of gross domestic product (GDP) by 2060 to 
accommodate the costs of their aging popula-
tions for pensions,12 health care, and long-term 
care.13 Without major policy reforms, aging 
could raise the public debt burden of advanced 
economies in the Group of Twenty (G20) by an 
average of 180 percent of GDP by 2050.14 Some 
countries, such as the United States, have more 
fiscal space, but in several European countries—
such as Austria, Belgium, France, Greece, Italy, 

Figure 3.3 The population is growing quickly 
in lower-income countries, whereas it will soon 
begin to shrink in higher-income countries
Total population, by country income group

Source: WDR 2023 team calculations, based on the medium fer-
tility scenario, World Population Prospects 2022 (dashboard), 
Population Division, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 
United Nations, New York, https://population.un.org/wpp/, 
applied to country income groups in Hamadeh et al. (2022).
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Figure 3.4 Higher-income countries are aging 
rapidly, whereas lower-income countries remain 
young
Number of elderly (65+ years) per child (under five 
years), by country income group

Source: WDR 2023 team calculations, based on the medium fer-
tility scenario, World Population Prospects 2022 (dashboard), 
Population Division, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 
United Nations, New York, https://population.un.org/wpp/, 
applied to country income groups in Hamadeh et al. (2022).
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Spain, and the Scandinavian countries15—the 
sustainability of pension systems will already 
be at risk in the coming decade.

Accelerated transitions in middle-
income countries 
Most middle-income countries are also well 
into their demographic transition. In the most 
populous country, China, the population has 
begun to shrink. In the second-most populous 
country, India, the population is projected to 
fall after midcentury. Fertility rates are plum-
meting across a range of middle-income coun-
tries. In some countries, they are now below 
the replacement rate (figure 3.7). This transi-
tion is happening at a much faster pace than in 
the past. In the United Kingdom, the rate fell 
from 5.5 children per woman in 1800 to about 
2.0 in 1975—a 175-year period. But it took 
fewer than 60 years for India’s fertility rate to 
fall from 6.0 children per woman in 1964 to 
2.01 in 2022, for Tunisia’s to fall from 7.0 in 
1964 to 2.06 in 2022, and for Malaysia’s to fall 
from 6.0 to 1.8 over the same period. 

Many upper-middle-income countries may 
grow old before they get rich (figure 3.8).16 The 
share of elderly in their population is expected 
to double by 2050.17 In upper-middle-income 
countries, the share of the working-age popu-
lation (20–64 years) peaked in 2014, and it has 
since been in decline. It is expected to peak 
by 2050 in lower-middle-income countries. 
Considerable policy challenges will confront 
countries trying, while they are still middle- 
income, to make up for a shrinking workforce 
and to finance retirement and care for an 
aging population. Among the emerging econ-
omies in the G20, aging could raise public debt 
burdens by an average of 130 percent of GDP 
by 2050 in the absence of policy reforms.18 

Booming population growth in  
low-income countries
Low-income countries are in the throes of an 
ongoing demographic explosion. Niger saw its 

Figure 3.6 By 2050, in the high-income OECD 
countries there will be fewer than two working-
age individuals to support every elderly person 
Ratio of working-age population (20–64 years) to 
elderly (65+ years)

Source: WDR 2023 team calculations, based on the medium fer-
tility scenario, World Population Prospects 2022 (dashboard), 
Population Division, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 
United Nations, New York, https://population.un.org/wpp/, 
applied to country income groups in Hamadeh et al. (2022).
Note: OECD = Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development.
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Figure 3.5 In high-income countries, the elderly 
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population of 3 million in 1960 rise to 24 million in 2020.19 In the same period, the population of the 
Republic of Yemen climbed from 5 million to 30 million.20 Fertility rates remain very high, with more than 
six children per woman in Niger, for example.21 Looking ahead, Sub-Saharan Africa—where most low- 
income countries are located—is expected to be the only region whose population will continue to 
grow after 2050, whereas population numbers will gradually decline in the rest of the world (figure 3.9). 

Figure 3.7 The number of children born per woman is declining rapidly in middle-income 
countries

Source: WDR 2023 team calculations, based on the medium fertility scenario, World Population Prospects 2022 (dashboard), 
Population Division, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, United Nations, New York, https://population.un.org/wpp/.
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Sub-Saharan Africa is also expected to be the only 
region where the number of children under age 
five will exceed the number of elderly (age 65 and 
above) by midcentury.

In the absence of emigration, low- and lower- 
middle-income countries are expected to add  
1.05 billion people to their working-age popu-
lations by 2050.22 Many of these economies are 
unlikely to grow sufficiently fast to generate the 
jobs needed to absorb their young and growing 
populations.23 They will need additional mecha-
nisms to relieve pressures on the labor market and 
to offer their youth development opportunities. 

Development, prosperity, and the need 
for migration
Demographic changes are rapidly leading to a 
global competition for workers. In high- and  
middle-income countries, the needs for labor are 
sizable. Low-income countries have large numbers of unemployed or underemployed youth, but only 
some have the skills in demand in the global labor market. The potential mismatches of labor demand 
and supply across countries are sizable. Most countries have to face difficult realities if they are to  
continue to develop or prosper.

Technological change, higher labor force participation, natalist policies, and pension reforms can 
help meet the labor needs of high- and middle-income countries, but often they will not be sufficient: 

•	 Technological change. Automation and technological innovations can improve the productivity of 
workers and thus compensate for their dwindling numbers. Such changes are profoundly reshap-
ing large swathes of the global economy, but significant needs will remain (box 3.1). 

•	 Higher labor force participation. In some countries, labor force participation can be increased, 
especially for women in aging middle-income countries where participation is lower. For exam-
ple, Italy, Greece, and Korea could potentially increase the participation of women in their labor 
markets. Yet the scope for such changes is somewhat limited in many high-income countries, 
where labor force participation is already high.24

•	 Natalist policies. Natalist policies have had a mixed and relatively limited impact across coun-
tries.25 Because the demographic decline is already well advanced, it is not likely to be reversed 
soon, if at all. Italy, for example, currently has about 2.4 million girls under the age of nine. Each 
of these girls would need to have 3.3 children if they were to build a generation as large as that of 
their parents—a dramatic increase in the fertility rate from the current 1.3. Similarly, the fertility 
rate would have to increase from 1.34 to 3.17 in Thailand and from 0.89 to 4.7 in Korea.

•	 Pension reforms. Several countries have raised or are considering raising the age of retirement. In 
high-income OECD countries, the working age (20–64 years) to elderly ratio was 2.9 in 2022, and 
it is likely to fall to 1.85 by 2050. To maintain about the same ratio in 2050, the retirement age 
would have to increase by an average of seven years. The current public opposition to reform pro-
posals regarding the retirement age and welfare programs in many Western European countries 
indicates this will not be an easy process.26 

Figure 3.9 By 2050, Sub-Saharan Africa will 
be the only region with population growth

Source: WDR 2023 team calculations, based on the medium 
fertility scenario, World Population Prospects 2022 (dash-
board), Population Division, Department of Economic and 
Social Affairs, United Nations, New York, https://population 
.un.org/wpp/, applied to World Bank regional groups.
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Box 3.1 Can technology solve labor market mismatches across countries?

Automation and technological innovations have 
transformed the demand for labor in a process 
that has led to employment polarization.a Automa-
tion has largely replaced labor employed in routine 
tasks that are easy to codify and program. This 
development has reduced the demand for some  
intermediate-skilled workers such as bank tellers. 

But it has increased the demand for both rel-
atively higher- and lower-skilled workers, such as 
engineers and construction workers, to carry out 
tasks that a machine cannot perform—typically 
nonroutine tasks that are analytical, creative, inter-
personal, or physical. 

The adoption of technology has also been depen-
dent on the availability of migrant labor in agricul-
ture and manufacturing, for example. Cheap migrant 
labor reduces the incentives for firms to automate 
their production processes. In China and the United 
States, when migrant labor becomes more read-
ily available, firms use less automation and switch 
to labor-intensive production. Conversely, scarce 
migrant labor induces firms to automate. When the 
Bracero program, which arranged agricultural migra-
tion between the United States and Mexico, was 
terminated in 1964, firms switched to greater mech-
anization in the production of some crops, such as 
tomatoes and cotton, for which they had relied on 
migrant labor.b

Rapid advances in technology, particularly in 
artificial intelligence and robotics, are continually 
changing the frontier of what can be automated. 
Occupations employing large numbers of people 
today will likely be automated in the coming decades. That automation will transform the demand for labor 
and further push people into tasks that cannot be automated—some of which may not yet exist.c

Automation and technological innovations are, however, unlikely to fully offset the increase in demand 
for workers in aging countries. Aging populations generate demand for personal services that currently 
are difficult to automate. For example, the top nine occupations in the United States, which account for 
one-third of the expected net job creation between 2020 and 2030, are all in food services, health care 
services, freight, or software development, which cannot be easily automated.d Many of these occu-
pations require younger and relatively less-educated workers (figure B3.1.1). A number of occupations 

(Box continues next page)
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Figure B3.1.1 US employment growth 
is expected to be higher for occupations 
having younger and less-educated workers

Sources: WDR 2023 team calculations, based on data 
from Employment Projections (dashboard), Bureau of 
Labor Statistics, US Department of Labor, Washington, 
DC, https://www.bls.gov/emp/, and 2019 one-year esti-
mates from American Community Survey (dashboard), 
US Census Bureau, Suitland, MD, https://www.census 
.gov/programs-surveys/acs.
Note: The number of new jobs is calculated based on the 
current percentage of workers from each demographic 
category in more than 800 occupations and assumes 
that shares in each occupation will remain constant.



THE OUTLOOK: CHANGING PATTERNS, NEEDS, AND RISKS  |  77

In many high-income countries, increased immigration will have to be part of the response to demo-
graphic changes. German government officials have repeatedly stated that their country’s economy 
needs an annual infusion of 400,000 foreign workers with diverse skills.27 Japan’s decision to admit  
up to 345,000 foreign workers over a five-year period starting in mid-2019 similarly reflects the country’s 
urgent labor needs. 

The needs are growing in middle-income countries as well. Many of these countries were once 
sources of migration, but with declining fertility rates and rapidly aging populations they will  
need foreign labor—and even more so if some of their citizens continue to emigrate to high-income 
countries. For example, Malaysia, Mexico, and Türkiye are becoming destination countries, typi-
cally for migrants from lower-income countries in the same region. Policies will have to be adapted  
to these changing circumstances, thereby requiring a shift of perspective for policy makers and  
society at large.

Yet to fulfill labor market needs, migrants must possess the skills and attributes needed to match 
the demand in destination societies. This has proved to be a challenge in some situations. For example, 
Korea launched a program to temporarily admit migrant workers—the Employment Permit System—
but it was able to fill only half of the posted vacancies in 2015 despite an oversupply of applicants from 
South and Southeast Asia.28 There may be more opportunities for migration, but only to the extent that 
would-be migrants can acquire skills that are in demand in destination countries. Countries, especially 
low-income, urgently need to develop transferable, marketable skills. 

Box 3.1 Can technology solve labor market mismatches across countries? (continued)

identified by the European Commission as essential during the COVID-19 pandemic also rely heavily on 
migrant labor.e 

How much will the COVID-19 pandemic change this picture? It may be too early to tell. During the 
pandemic, many companies switched to telework and made significant investments in the necessary dig-
ital infrastructure. An estimated 30 percent of workers in Europe and 62 percent of workers in the United 
States have jobs that could eventually be done remotely. The reduction in technological barriers could 
lead firms to hire more “tele-migrants” in lower-wage countries, providing opportunities for people who 
otherwise would have migrated. However, this possibility is unlikely to have much impact on a number of 
occupations in which immigrants are engaged and where a physical presence is required, such as health care 
services or freight industries.f 

a.	� For evidence on the impact of technological change on employment and wage polarization, see Autor, Levy, and Murnane 
(2003); Goos, Manning, and Salomons (2014); Michaels, Natraj, and Van Reenen (2014). For a review and synthesis, see 
Autor (2015); World Bank (2012, 2016b).

b.	� Clemens, Lewis, and Postel (2018).
c.	� See, for example, Acemoglu and Restrepo (2020); Brynjolfsson and McAfee (2014); Graetz and Michaels (2018).
d.	� Based on 2022 data of Occupational Outlook Handbook (portal), Office of Occupational Statistics and Employment Projec-

tions, Bureau of Labor Statistics, US Department of Labor, Washington, DC, https://www.bls.gov/ooh/.
e.	� Fasani and Mazza (2020).
f.	� Brenan (2020); Dingel and Neiman (2020); ILO (2020); Ottaviano, Peri, and Wright (2013).
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Climate change: New risks of distressed movements
Climate change poses an unprecedented and growing threat to human societies. Global warming has 
already reached approximately 1 degree Celsius above preindustrial levels. At current rates, it is likely 
to reach 1.5 degrees Celsius between 2030 and 2050.29 Rising global temperatures have contributed to 
more frequent and severe extreme weather events around the world, including heat waves, drought, 
heavy precipitation, floods, and storms. Such disasters can reverse decades of development progress. 
Climate change is also manifested in slow-onset impacts, such as shifts in temperature and precipita-
tion patterns, sea level rise, and ocean warming.30 These impacts have documented development effects 
on a wide range of outcomes such as health, income, food security, water supply, and overall human 
security.31 Approximately 40 percent of the world’s population—about 3.5 billion people—already live in 
places highly vulnerable to climate change.32

Climate change has emerged as a compounding driver of mobility (figure 3.10). Climate impacts affect 
the very habitability and income productivity of some regions. But climate impacts can rarely be iso-
lated from other drivers of mobility such as poverty, demographics, or political instability. Many people 
migrate because of a combination of factors that climate impacts exacerbate rather than climate change 
alone. Climate impacts often amplify preexisting patterns of movements—circular, seasonal, and rural-
to-urban migration.33 

Figure 3.10 Climate change affects migration through income and habitability

Source: WDR 2023 team.
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Climate change is already accelerating internal migration through both sudden- and slow-onset 
impacts. These effects are expected to grow over time.34 Sudden-onset extreme weather events dis-
placed over 300 million people within their countries over the last 15 years.35 In 2022, most new and 
repeated displacements were recorded in Asia, where tropical cyclones, monsoon rains, and floods hit 
highly exposed areas that are home to millions of people.36 Slow-onset climate impacts are also trigger-
ing large movements and reshaping where people live in a country because of water stresses and sea level 
rise, among other things.37 Projections to 2050 of climate-related internal migration across developing 
countries range from 44 million to 216 million people under different climate, demographic, and devel-
opment scenarios.38 

Climate change also affects the characteristics of who migrates, their skills, and human capital. For 
example, it can lead to an increase in distressed movements.39 Climate impacts also affect men and 
women differently, which, in turn, affects their mobility.40 Some people, however, may not be able to 
move because they lack the means to do so, and climate change may actually further impoverish them 
and trap them in place,41 especially poorer households who live in highly exposed locations.42 Finally, 
migrants from rural regions that experience successive episodes of water scarcity, for example, have 
lower skills than other migrants, especially where migration tends to be a last resort option such as in 
Brazil, Indonesia, and Mexico.43 
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So far, climate-related cross-border migration has occurred on a smaller scale than internal move-
ments.44 When they happen, cross-border movements typically take place between neighboring coun-
tries or between countries that have agreements governing labor migration, strong diaspora networks, 
or long-standing economic and cultural ties.45 For example, migration to the United States from Central 
America or the Caribbean has increased after climate disasters, especially from countries with larger 
numbers of US immigrants.46 When they cannot successfully adapt to climate change in their country 
of origin, some people have to leave under distressed circumstances (box 3.2).47 

Box 3.2 Compounded drivers of migration in Sub-Saharan Africa

The various drivers of migration cannot be analyzed 
independently. Poverty, state fragility, population 
growth, and climate change often reinforce one 
another (figure B3.2.1). For example, when climate 
impacts deplete natural resources, poverty increases. 
If the population is growing rapidly, the situation 
becomes worse.a In addition, various groups may 
have to compete for the dwindling resources, which 
can fuel social tensions and violence and further 
aggravate poverty. This combination of factors can 
compel people to move to better locations, either 
domestically or, if they can mobilize the necessary 
resources, internationally. Both the drivers and their 
interplay determine outcomes.

Sub-Saharan Africa is facing pressures on all 
dimensions at once (map B3.2.1). The region has 
the lowest average per capita income in the world, 
the fastest demographic growth, the largest num-
ber of fragile and conflict-affected countries, and 
the highest vulnerability to climate change. The population is expected to grow from 1.2 billion today to  
2.5 billion in 2050.b Climate change alone has led to a 34 percent reduction in agricultural productivity 
growth since 1961,c with severe consequences for food security.d About half of all countries are affected 
by conflict or institutional fragility. As a result, Sub-Saharan Africa is likely to see further movements in the 
coming decades, some under distressed circumstances. 

 The Sahel exemplifies the challenges. Burkina Faso, Chad, Mali, Mauritania, and Niger are among the 
world’s poorest countries. Their fertility rates are among the highest globally—about six births per woman 
in 2020—and their population doubles every 22 years. At the same time, the region’s perennial climate 
vulnerability has been aggravated by a rise in temperature. Climate change has disrupted traditional trans-
humance routes,e which has led to clashes between herders and farmers.f The region is going through a 
period of acute fragility, with conflicts in Mali and Burkina Faso, as well as violence in Chad and Niger. Mali 
experienced coups d’état in 2020 and 2021, and Burkina Faso experienced two in 2022 alone. Millions of 
people have been forcibly displaced, with about 1 million refugees in the region and over 3 million internally 
displaced persons.g Many others have embarked on irregular and sometimes distressed movements as a 
coping strategy, either within the region or toward the European Union. The region’s many vulnerabilities 
need to be tackled through a comprehensive development effort if migration is to be managed.

(Box continues next page)

Figure B3.2.1 Some intertwined drivers 
of mobility

Source: WDR 2023 team.
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Box 3.2 Compounded drivers of migration in Sub-Saharan Africa (continued)

a.  World Bank (2010).
b.   World Population Prospects 2022 (dashboard), Population Division, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, United 

Nations, New York, https://population.un.org/wpp/.
c.  WMO (2022).
d.  IPC Mapping Tool, Integrated Food Security Phase Classifi cation, Rome, https://www.ipcinfo.org/.
e.  Liehr, Drees, and Hummel (2016).
f.  Benjaminsen (2012); Benjaminsen and Ba (2009); Heinrigs (2010); McGuirk and Nunn (2020); Rigaud et al. (2021); Werz and 

Conley (2012).
g.  R4Sahel Coordination Platform for Forced Displacements in Sahel, United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, 

Geneva, https://data.unhcr.org/en/situations/sahelcrisis.

Sources: Panel a: World Bank 2019. Panel b: projections for 2015–20, World Population Prospects 2022 (dashboard), 
Population Division, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, United Nations, New York, https://population.un.org
/wpp/. Panel c: World Bank 2022. Panel d: 2020 data of University of Notre Dame Global Adaptation Initiative (dash-
board), University of Notre Dame, Notre Dame, IN, https://gain.nd.edu/our-work/country-index/.
Note: GDP = gross domestic product; ND-GAIN = Notre Dame Global Adaptation Initiative; PPP = purchasing power parity.

Map B3.2.1 Sub-Saharan Africa is exposed to a combination of vulnerabilities

a. GDP per capita b. Total fertility rate

c. State fragility d. Climate vulnerability
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Lower rural productivity and incomes
Higher temperatures and increasingly unpredictable precipitation affect the productivity and viability 
of rural incomes and thus migration patterns.48 For example, repeated periods without rainfall affect 
agricultural yields and income, leading to increased deprivation. Over time, as the options to adapt in 
place or move within the country are exhausted, some people choose to migrate across borders.49 Such 
patterns are especially visible in countries exposed to multiple climate impacts and where incomes are 
highly dependent on climate patterns and the capacity to adapt is limited.50 For example, in the Dry 
Corridor of Central America, which stretches from Panama to southern Mexico, lower precipitation and 
altered rainfall seasons have increasingly constrained rainfed subsistence farming, incomes, and food 
security since the 1950s, particularly for smallholder farmers.51 Some households have used migration 
to the United States as one of several risk management strategies when other options are not available.52 

Even with adaptation, certain areas could eventually become unsuitable for food production under 
high-emission scenarios.53 In fact, some natural systems have already reached their limits, including 
some rain forests, coastal wetlands, and subpolar and mountain ecosystems, with dramatic conse-
quences for the people who have relied on them for their sustenance, resources, and income.54 

Threats to habitability
More than 1 billion people live in low-lying cities and settlements that are at risk from coastal climate 
impacts by 2050.55 The global sea level has already risen an average of 0.20 meters since 1900, and the 
pace has accelerated since the late 1960s.56 Coastal erosion, submergence of coastal land, losses of coastal 
habitats and ecosystems, and salinization—compounded by storm surges, floods, and other extreme 
weather events—are placing increasing numbers of people at risk. Globally, US$7–$14 trillion in coastal 
infrastructure assets could be at risk by 2100, depending on warming levels and the trajectories of socio-
economic development.57 Large coastal areas across South and Southeast Asia are already at risk, includ-
ing densely populated regions, both urban and rural.58 Some governments have begun to implement 
planned relocation programs away from highly exposed coastal areas, and such responses are becoming 
more frequent.59

Small Island Developing States are among the most threatened. In these states, sea levels are projected 
to rise by 0.15–0.40 meters by 2050 in worst-case scenarios,60 thereby doubling the frequency of flood-
ing in much of the Indian Ocean and Pacific islands and worsening the scarcity of freshwater supplies. 
Some low-lying Pacific atolls could be partly or completely submerged even with warming of 1.5 degrees  
Celsius.61 In Kiribati, half of the population of 120,000 is located on the Tarawa atoll, which is at risk of 
being submerged as temperatures rise. Climate change also continues to put stress on terrestrial and 
marine ecosystems that are the backbone of key economic sectors, such as fisheries and tourism.62 

Beyond coastal and low-lying areas, climate change also affects the habitability of vast regions across 
Africa, Asia, and Latin America. Millions of people are already exposed to acute food insecurity and 
reduced water security.63 Human mortality and morbidity are increasing as a result of extreme heat 
events, aggravated urban air pollution, and the rising incidence of climate-sensitive diseases—whether 
food-borne, water-borne, or vector-borne.64 Some cities are already facing water scarcity65 at the very 
time large numbers of people are moving to urban areas across low- and middle-income countries.66 In 
some parts of South Asia, tropical Sub-Saharan Africa, and Latin America, climate change is expected to 
reduce people’s ability to work outdoors, which will have major economic and social impacts (map 3.1).67 
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Risks
Climate change could lead to large, distressed cross-border movements. The extent to which this  
happens will largely depend on the policies adopted and implemented today at both the global and  
the national level.

•	 Climate mitigation. The world is not on track to meet the 2 degrees Celsius goal of the Paris Agree-
ment; it is still headed toward 2.8 degrees Celsius of warming by the end of the century.68 The 
severity of future climate change impacts depends on the extent to which international collective 
action is able to curb global warming in the near term.69 The risks posed to natural and human 
systems significantly increase with every increment of warming.70 And past patterns of climate 
change may not fully predict future impacts. Beyond certain levels of global warming, there may 
be tipping points and runaway effects that have not yet been experienced.71 

•	 Climate adaptation. The extent to which vulnerable countries can build resilience and adapt to 
climate change will largely hinge on the availability of the appropriate financial instruments. 
Some urban, resource-rich coastal areas may have the resources needed to implement engineer-
ing projects and protect themselves against such things as a sea level rise. By contrast, adaptation 
may be more difficult for poorer rural areas, and the risks of displacement and migration will be 
higher.72 The 27th Conference of the Parties to the United Nations Framework Convention on 
Climate Change, held in 2022, reached a historic agreement on a global fund for losses and dam-
ages associated with the adverse effects of climate change. It is a promising example of collective 
action to help countries increase their adaptive capacity. 

•	 Migration and protection policies. Migration can be a critical part of the broader response to cli-
mate change. This will, however, depend on destination countries’ migration policies.73 The most 

Map 3.1 The areas where people can work outdoors are shrinking
Change in the number of days in which the heat index exceeds 35°C by 2050

Source: 2022 data, Climate Change Knowledge Portal, World Bank, Washington, DC, https://climateknowledgeportal 
.worldbank.org/.
Note: The maps depict the change in the number of days (relative to a 1995–2014 reference period) in which the heat index 
(HI) exceeds 35°C by midcentury under two Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change climate scenarios (IPCC 2021, 
2022a). Panel a corresponds to a scenario in which the goals of the Paris Agreement are met (Shared Socioeconomic  
Pathway 1-1.9). Panel b corresponds to a scenario under which emissions roughly double from current levels by 2100  
(Shared Socioeconomic Pathway 3-7.0).

a. More optimistic scenario b. More dangerous scenario
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difficult question is whether some of the people whose migration has been partly prompted by 
the compounding effects of climate change on other drivers of mobility should receive a form of 
international protection. This question is especially relevant for migrants who bring skills and 
attributes that only weakly match the demands of destination economies. There is no interna-
tional legal framework to address this issue comprehensively. Such individuals are not covered 
by the already stretched system of international protection for refugees, who are fleeing perse-
cution or conflict. Some destination countries have adopted or applied ad hoc protections, such 
as that offered by the United States to Hondurans after 1998 Hurricane Mitch.74 The situation 
of Small Island Developing States may also call for an international response. A comprehensive 
approach that reflects both the necessary and the distressed nature of some of these movements 
is urgently needed. 
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Spotlight 3

Methodological 
considerations

The evidence presented in this Report relies on analyses of the eff ects of migration and migration 
policies on migrants and refugees, as well as on origin and destination societies. However, a rigor-

ous assessment of such eff ects is diffi  cult. The diffi  culties often underpin the debates in the academic 
community, but even more so among practitioners, policy makers, and political stakeholders. Attributing 
specifi c economic or social eff ects to migration requires resolving complex methodological challenges.

Benchmarking challenges
Determining the eff ects of migration in a rigorous manner—whether on migrants, refugees, or origin 
and destination societies—would require comparing two situations: one with a certain set of migration 
policies and an identical one without those policies. In practice, however, there are no such identical 
situations. For researchers and practitioners alike, the challenge is to identify situations that can provide 
suitable comparisons or benchmarks and to correct for possible biases.1

A second methodological challenge arises from the diversity of situations among migrants and 
refugees, as well as among origin and destination societies. Transposing the conclusions of an 
analysis conducted in a specifi c context and at a specifi c point in time to another context and time 
is not obvious (it is often referred to as assessing the external validity of the results of a study). For 
example, to what extent are the results of a cash transfer program for Syrian refugees in Türkiye infor-
mative when considering similar programs for Somali refugees in the Republic of Yemen? In large 
part due to the availability of data, most academic studies, including many of those discussed in this 
Report, have focused on the impacts of migration to high-income countries such as the United States 
or those in the European Union. Furthermore, some studies were conducted in the recent or distant 
past. Applying such fi ndings to current low- and middle-income contexts requires careful consider-
ation of their external validity. 

Migrants
Migrants diff er from nonmigrants in many dimensions such as income, wealth, education, age, and con-
nections abroad, as well as abilities, drive, desires, risk preferences, and motivations. Even when people 
move under duress, some of these factors matter. Comparing a migrant with a nonmigrant who stayed 
in the origin country to determine the eff ect of migration is thus potentially misleading. For example, 
in some contexts migrants are more willing than nonmigrants to take risks. They may have higher 
 earnings than nonmigrants after they migrate, but is it because they migrated, or is it because they were 
willing to take risks in the fi rst place? Similarly, comparing a migrant with a citizen, for example, to 
assess the eff ects of their distinct status can also be erroneous. Citizens may have distinct characteristics 
that explain diff erences in outcomes, such as when young people move to aging countries. 
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To address such issues, researchers have made various attempts to construct comparison bench-
marks that included but were not limited to the following:

•	 Learn from a migration lottery that allocates visas randomly among those who apply. The average 
characteristics of those who migrated (those who obtained a visa) are similar to the characteris-
tics of those who did not. The differences in their respective outcomes, such as their poverty levels 
after several years, can thus be attributed to the effects of migration. This approach was used for 
studies of permanent migration from Tonga to New Zealand;2 of temporary work migration from 
Bangladesh to Malaysia;3 and of skills training and placement in a randomized controlled trial 
for Indian workers in India interested in hospitality jobs in Gulf Cooperation Council countries.4 

•	 Measure differences in outcomes between migrants and nonmigrants that are comparable. For exam-
ple, the Republic of Korea offered visas to migrants whose Korean language test scores were above 
a given threshold.5 Those who scored just above the threshold—and who migrated—were largely 
comparable with those who scored just below. Comparing outcomes between the two groups 
provides an appropriate benchmark to assess the effects of migration. Similar approaches have 
leveraged unanticipated changes in migration opportunities stemming from changes in host 
country policies6 or fluctuations in exchange rates for remittances.7 In such instances, those who 
are less affected can serve as a benchmark for those who are more so. 

•	 Use available data on migrant and nonmigrant characteristics to disentangle the effects of migration 
from those of other factors. For example, individuals—migrants and nonmigrants—with similar 
education, age, location of origin, household profile, and other features for which data are avail-
able can be compared. But interpreting such comparisons can be difficult because some import-
ant factors—such as motivation or entrepreneurial spirit—are difficult to observe and quantify. 
The interpretation of the results thus must account for possible biases.8

Societies
The same difficulty applies when examining the impact of migration on origin and destination societies. 
The questions are similar: to what extent can specific effects be attributed to migration? For example, 
if regions that receive large numbers of migrants fare better than others economically, is it because of 
migrants’ contributions? Or perhaps it is the other way around—migrants went primarily to regions that 
were already booming. 

In principle, such questions could be addressed by comparing outcomes in migrant-receiving (or 
migrant-sending) communities with those in identical communities not affected by migration. How-
ever, such identical communities rarely exist. Societies or communities that receive migrants may have 
strong sociocultural or historical ties with migrants (or their origin communities) or thriving economies, 
compared with those that do not. Likewise, communities of origin may differ from other communities 
in terms of their economies or networks with potential destinations. The very factors that make them 
the origins of or destinations for migrants differentiate them from other communities. 

To construct benchmarks against which migration effects can be assessed, researchers have used dif-
ferent approaches that include but are not limited to the following:

•	 Draw lessons from countries’ implementation of dispersal policies that settled migrants or refugees in 
different localities within the territory in a random manner. Because the allocation was random, 
destination communities can be compared with other communities that were candidates to host 
migrants but ended up with none or only very few. Random dispersal policies adopted in coun-
tries such as Denmark or Sweden led to multiple studies on the impact of immigration.9 
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•	 Rely on “natural experiments” that may have prompted migration to certain regions such as sudden 
policy changes (for example, sudden naturalizations), economic shocks, or catastrophic weather events. 
An influential early study of the impact of immigration on wages was based on the sudden arrival 
of Cuban refugees into Miami between April and October 1980, when the Cuban government 
allowed anyone who wanted to leave the country to do so (the so-called Mariel boatlift).10 Similar 
studies were conducted of the immigration of Jews from the Soviet Union to Israel in the 1970s 
and 1980s.

•	 Compare areas with and without preexisting settlement patterns by some ethnic groups.11 Immigrants 
are more likely to move to areas already settled by co-ethnic households. In practice, when imple-
mented correctly12 this exercise enables comparison of areas that might otherwise be similar in 
economic terms but have different migration inflows due to earlier settlements. Applications of 
such an approach include evaluation of the effects of European immigration to US cities between 
1910 and 1930 and the effects of Syrian refugee migration on labor markets in Türkiye.13

•	 Track outcomes over time and evaluate whether localities with more migrants evolved differently than 
those with fewer or no migrants. The localities with more migrants should also be compared with 
ones similar in characteristics for which data are available (such as size of the economy, popula-
tion, and distance to major trading centers). However, it is still possible that other characteris-
tics—such as governance quality and geography—could explain in part differences in outcomes 
and development trajectories, irrespective of immigration. Interpretations therefore should take 
into account such possible distortions.

Notes
1.	 See McKenzie and Yang (2022) for a detailed review  

of methodological challenges.
2.	 Gibson, McKenzie, and Stillman (2011).
3.	 Mobarak, Sharif, and Shrestha (2021).
4.	 Gaikwad, Hanson, and Tóth (2021).
5.	 Clemens and Tiongson (2017).
6.	 Clemens (2019); Dinkelman and Mariotti (2016).
7.	 Yang (2008).
8.	 Clemens and Hunt (2019).
9.	 For example, see Dahlberg, Edmark, and Lundqvist 

(2012); Dustmann, Vasiljeva, and Damm (2019).
10.	 Card (1990). Borjas (2017) revisited Card’s findings, 

and Dustmann, Schönberg, and Stuhler (2016) and 

Clemens and Hunt (2019) provided an explanation for 
the divergence in findings between Card (1990) and 
Borjas (2017). Further discussions of Card (1990) can 
be found in Angrist and Krueger (1999) and Peri and 
Yasenov (2019).

11.	 See Altonji and Card (1991) for a pioneering application 
of this idea, often referred to as the “shift-share 
instrument.” 

12.	 For a discussion of the methodological challenges of 
such an approach, see Goldsmith-Pinkham, Sorkin, 
and Swift (2020); Jaeger, Ruist, and Stuhler (2018).

13.	 See Altındağ, Bakış, and Rozo (2020); Del Carpio and 
Wagner (2015); Tabellini (2020).
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When the match is strong, 
the gains are large

When people bring skills and attributes that are in demand in their destination country, they fi ll gaps in 
that country’s labor market, with benefi ts for the destination economy, themselves, and their country 
of origin. These benefi ts materialize regardless of migrants’ motives for moving, skill levels, or legal 

status. There are costs as well, both social and economic, but typically they are much smaller than the gains. 
Both destination and origin countries can design and implement policies that further increase the gains and 
address the downsides.

This part is an overview of the evidence on the eff ects that economic migrants and refugees have on a destina-
tion economy when their skills and attributes match its labor needs. It also draws lessons from countries’ experi-
ences that can inform policy making.

Chapter 4 looks at migration from migrants’ perspective. Migration has proved to be a powerful force in reduc-
ing poverty by means of enhanced opportunities, higher wages, and access to better services. When they return to 
their country of origin, many migrants fare better than comparable nonmigrants. But there are challenges as well, 
including those caused by family separation and, in some cases, social isolation. Some migrants fi nd themselves 
in dire straits and in situations of exploitation. Policies by both origin and destination countries can help increase 
the benefi ts and mitigate the downsides.

Chapter 5 looks at the impact of migration on the countries of origin. A key fi nding of economic research is that 
when migrants succeed in their country of destination—when they have skills and attributes that are in demand 
in that country—their countries of origin gain as well. In a number of countries, emigration has contributed to 
poverty reduction and development, including through remittances and knowledge transfers. In some cases, how-
ever, especially in smaller and poorer economies, emigration of high-skilled individuals—often referred to as a 
“brain drain”—has had negative eff ects. Origin countries should therefore actively manage migration to maximize 
its development benefi ts.     

Chapter 6 presents fi ndings and lessons from destination countries. Migrants contribute to their destination 
economy’s effi  ciency and growth, especially over the long term, which yields substantial gains. Destination coun-
tries’ policies—in terms of both determining which migrants are allowed to enter and what status they receive—
largely determine the size of these gains. Yet migrants are not just workers, and the question of their social 
integration has at times become a key part of the public debate. Here, too, success largely depends on destination 
countries’ policies.

Part 2 includes three spotlights featuring important issues that contribute to the overall eff ects of cross-border 
movements. Spotlight 4 highlights some of the gender dimensions of cross-border movements, including gender 
norms, economic participation, and exposure to gender violence. Spotlight 5 examines the challenges in estimat-
ing remittances and underlines the need to improve the existing data. Finally, spotlight 6 reviews the eff ects of 
racism and xenophobia on migration outcomes.

Overall, the potential benefi ts of migration—for migrants as well as origin and destination societies—are 
sizable when people bring skills and attributes that are in demand. The benefi ts can be further increased by 
deliberate policy making in both the countries of origin and destination. This is the key message of this part.
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4
Migrants
Prospering—and even more
so with rights 

Key messages
•  International migration has proved to be a powerful engine of poverty reduction for people in low- 

and middle-income countries. 

•  When migrants’ skills and attributes strongly match the needs of their destination society, they reap 
signifi cant benefi ts (fi gure 4.1). Many migrants earn higher wages and enjoy access to better public 
services in the destination country than in their country of origin. 

•  Formal access to the labor market—documented status, the right to work and to change employers, 
recognition of professional licenses and qualifi cations—leads to better outcomes for migrants. Undoc-
umented migrants fare signifi cantly worse, and they are more vulnerable to exploitation. 

•  Migration is often not a one-way move; return migration is a signifi cant phenomenon. Migrants who 
return voluntarily typically fare better than before they left—and better than nonmigrants. 
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Figure 4.1 When migrants’ skills and attributes match the needs of destination societies, the 
gains are large

Source: WDR 2023 team.
Note:  Match refers to the degree to which a migrant’s skills and related attributes meet the demand in the destination 
country. Motive refers to the circumstances under which a person moves—whether in search of opportunity or because of a 
“well-founded fear” of persecution, armed confl ict, or violence in their origin country.
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Receiving higher wages
Migration leads to large wage increases for most people whose skills and attributes are a strong match 
with the needs of the destination society. These gains often exceed what could be achieved in the 
country of origin, even from internal migration to relatively better-off locations (figure 4.2). The gains 
are so large that at current rates of economic growth it would take decades for the average low-skilled 
person working in some countries of origin to earn the income they achieve by migrating to a high- 
income country (figure 4.3). These gains are then shared with families and communities in the coun-
tries of origin through remittances. For many migrants and their families, the income gains mean 
better living conditions and a greater ability to save and invest in businesses, housing, education, or 
health care.

Wage gaps between destination and origin countries are a key driver of economic migration. Even 
after adjusting for the differences in the cost of living, a truck driver in Canada earns over five times more 
than a truck driver in Mexico.1 Nurses in Germany earn nearly seven times more than nurses in the Phil-
ippines.2 A physician in Canada earns 20 times more than a physician in Zambia, around 10 times more 
than a physician in Côte d’Ivoire or Malawi, and about four times more than a physician in South Africa.3 
The potential gains are highest for people who move from low- to high-income countries.

The labor demand at the destination also shapes outcomes.4 Gains depend on migrants’ skills, gen-
der, age, and language ability. Although the absolute gains are larger for high-skilled workers than  
for low-skilled workers, low-skilled workers expe-
rience a multifold increase in their income as 
well (figure 4.4, panel a). For example, low-skilled  
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Figure 4.2 In Bangladesh, Ghana, and India, 
income gains from international migration 
are many times greater than those from 
internal migration

Sources: WDR 2023 team calculations, based on Akram,  
Chowdhury, and Mobarak (2017); Dercon, Krishnan, and  
Krutikova (2013); Gaikwad, Hanson, and Tóth (2023); Gibson  
and McKenzie (2012); Lagakos et al. (2020); Mobarak, 
Sharif, and Shrestha (2021).
Note: The income gains from international migration are 
based on experimental evidence from low-skilled migra-
tion to Malaysia from Bangladesh and to Gulf Cooperation 
Council (GCC) countries from India, as well as a survey of 
high-skilled migrants from Ghana to various destinations.

Figure 4.3 Decades of economic growth 
are needed in the country of origin for non-
migrants to achieve the economic gains of
migrants who moved to high-income countries
Number of years of economic growth in origin 
country needed to match economic gains of 
migrants in high-income countries

Sources: WDR 2023 team calculations. Gains from interna-
tional migration: Clemens and Tiongson (2017); Gaikwad, 
Hanson, and Tóth (2023); Gibson and McKenzie (2012); 
Mobarak, Sharif, and Shrestha (2021). GDP per capita: 
World Development Indicators (dashboard), World Bank, 
Washington, DC, https://datatopics.worldbank.org/world 
-development-indicators/.
Note: Number of years of growth is calculated by dividing 
the income gains from international migration by the aver-
age annual growth in gross domestic product (GDP) per 
capita (in constant international dollars) from 2002 to 2021.
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Yemenis and Nigerians moving to the United States increase their earnings by about 15 times  
(figure 4.4, panel b).5 The gains achieved by low-skilled workers are higher when they move from a  
society with high socioeconomic inequalities to a country with fewer inequalities and where the differ-
ence in wages between low- and high-skilled workers is lower.6

Figure 4.4 For low-skilled migrants, incomes surge at the destination

Sources: Panel a: Bangladesh–Malaysia: Mobarak, Sharif, and Shrestha (2021); India–Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC)  
countries: Gaikwad, Hanson, and Tóth (2023); India–United Arab Emirates (UAE): Clemens (2019); Philippines–Republic 
of Korea: Clemens and Tiongson (2017); Tonga–New Zealand: McKenzie, Stillman, and Gibson (2010). Panel b: Clemens, 
Montenegro, and Pritchett (2019).
Note: In panel a, income gains are taken from experimental studies. Percentage increases in income reflect comparisons 
in local currency. Incomes are not typically adjusted for purchasing power parity (PPP) because most spending continues 
to occur in the origin country through remittances, and in some cases expenses in destinations are covered under contrac-
tual agreements. One such estimate for the India–UAE corridor suggests that 85 percent of the earnings of Indian migrant 
workers in the UAE are spent in India. In panel b, percentage increases are calculated as real income gains for observably 
equivalent low-skilled male workers and adjusted for potential differences in unobservable characteristics.
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Financial costs
Income gains are at times partly offset by the financial costs of moving, especially for the low-skilled.7 
Migrants incur a range of expenses before their departure, from the job information and job matching 
fees they pay to intermediary agents to the regulatory compliance or documentation fees (for a visa/
sponsorship, medical tests, and security clearance), transportation costs, and predeparture training 
costs they must pay. For low-skilled migration, these costs tend to be borne by the workers, thereby 
contravening the principles of fair recruitment.8 These costs tend to increase with the duration of con-
tracts, and they limit the ability of many low-skilled workers to benefit from migration opportunities. 
Credit-constrained young and low-skilled workers are especially affected. For example, in Bangladesh 
halving the migration cost increases the migration rate of these workers by 29 percent.9 In Pakistan, a  
1 percent increase in recruitment costs resulted in a 0.15 percent reduction in remittances.10

Migration costs are particularly high along some corridors, especially for low-skilled South Asian 
workers moving to some Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) countries. These costs can reach as much 
as 10 months of expected earnings, although they are also highly variable across corridors (figure 4.5). 
Migrant households tend to finance these costs by selling their assets or by borrowing money from infor-
mal lenders at above-market interest rates, thereby significantly diminishing the economic gains of their 
migration for themselves and their families.

The high costs incurred by low-skilled migrants moving to some GCC countries reflect not only direct 
costs but also payments to intermediaries who link them up with employers. By contrast, the costs of 
migrating from Southeast Asia to the Republic of Korea are significantly lower—about one month of 
expected earnings for low-skilled workers, thanks to bilateral labor agreements and government-led  

Figure 4.5 South Asian workers moving to Gulf Cooperation Council countries face some of 
the highest migration costs

Source: WDR 2023 team calculations, based on World Bank KNOMAD migration cost database, https://www.knomad.org 
/data/recruitment-costs.
Note: All surveyed Sri Lankan workers in Kuwait were females engaged in domestic help services. UAE = United Arab 
Emirates.
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job matching services that reduce recruitment fees. Some countries of origin, such as the Philippines, 
mandate that migrants pay no recruitment costs out of pocket, but their ability to enforce such arrange-
ments is limited, and some migrant workers are charged through deductions in their salaries. 

The importance of human capital
Many migrants do not realize income gains immediately, even when their skills and attributes match 
the needs of the destination society.11 Those who move often differ from the average worker in the  
origin and destination labor markets in skills and personal characteristics such as risk tolerance, ambi-
tion, and entrepreneurship. However, they may lack the needed professional certifications, language 
skills, or social capital to enter the labor market at the destination at the average wage level. As a result, 
many migrants earn less than nationals with comparable education and professional characteristics, at 
least initially.12 In a range of high-income countries, migrants are overrepresented in the location-based 
gig economy, which is easy to enter on arrival,13 but the pay is low, and the prospects for advancement 
are limited.14

Some migrants face occupational or professional downgrading—that is, they cannot work in occupa-
tions commensurate with the diplomas or credentials they received outside of the destination country. 
This inability typically weakens the match between their skills and attributes and the needs of the des-
tination economy. The extent of such “brain waste” depends on the quality of the education migrants 
received and on the transferability of the credentials they obtained.15 Meanwhile, the longer migrants 
work in occupations below their skill level, the greater is the loss of skills and the more difficulty they 
face in catching up. Disruptions caused by migration and policies that restrict migrants’ access to the 
labor market can further erode their human capital. 

Over time, however, migrants’ gains increase as they acquire human capital on and off the job,16 and 
the match between their skills and attributes and the needs of the destination economy strengthens. 
Migrants who are better prepared before departure reap these larger gains more quickly. In the United 
States, those who start from a relatively lower basis—notably, those from low-income countries—enjoy 
faster wage growth and improvements in occupational quality than nationals or migrants from higher- 
income origin countries.17 Through their engagement in the labor force, migrants acquire new skills and 
develop social networks that increase their income and open doors for professional advancement. Many 
migrants further invest in formal training while employed, especially if their credentials from their  
origin country are not fully recognized or are not relevant.18 These opportunities are additional incen-
tives for the highly skilled to migrate to higher-income destinations.19 

Dedicated policies adapted to migrants’ specific needs can help accelerate their inclusion in the labor 
market.20 Recognition and certification of migrants’ skills and experience influence how quickly they 
find a job and the extent of skill downgrading they experience. Training has positive impacts in the  
longer term, especially if combined with clear job prospects and interventions targeting other obsta-
cles.21 In high-income countries, counseling and wage subsidies have proved effective.22 

The importance of rights
When migrants have legal and socioeconomic rights, their wages, employment levels, and job quality 
increase faster and gradually converge with those of nationals.23 Migrants’ gains—and their ability to 
contribute—depend on labor market conditions and the strength of the match of their skills and attri-
butes with the needs of the destination economy, but also on the rights they receive in terms of labor 
market access.24
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Figure 4.6 In the United States, migrants’ wages are close to those of nationals—when 
migrants have documented status
Age earnings profiles, by legal status

Source: WDR 2023 team calculations, based on Borjas (2017) using data from American Community Survey (dashboard),  
US Census Bureau, Suitland, MD, https://www.census.gov/programs-surveys/acs.
Note: Earnings profiles are constructed at each year of age by calculating the average hourly wage for workers of each legal 
status. Undocumented immigrants are identified based on the methodology outlined in Borjas (2017).
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Secure prospects of stay, access to formal jobs, and complementary legal rights are critical to better 
labor market outcomes. To succeed, migrants often need to make certain investments specific to the 
destination country, such as learning a new language, establishing social and professional connections, 
or acquiring relevant skills. Secure prospects of stay and legal employment rights increase their incen-
tives to do so.25 Naturalization goes hand in hand with further enhanced economic outcomes.26 It allows 
access to a wider set of jobs in the labor market (such as in civil service and regulated professions) and 
has positive signaling effects for employers. Moreover, those who are offered a chance to be naturalized 
are often among the most successful migrants. To best contribute to the destination economy, migrants 
also need access to a range of complementary rights such as to move across the country, to open a bank 
account and obtain credit, or to create a business. The faster migrants gain legal status and access to the 
labor market, the better are their labor market outcomes.27

Undocumented migrants fare significantly worse than other migrants in the labor markets, even 
when their skills and other attributes are needed in the destination country (figure 4.6). They can-
not access most formal jobs because either they fear being detected or they lack the required licenses  
and credentials. Relegation to the informal sector means lower wages and fewer opportunities for 
advancement. Because undocumented migrants cannot readily report abuses to the police or access 
court systems, they are more easily exploited and underpaid. When they return to their country of 
origin, undocumented migrants fare worse relative to documented migrants, especially if they have 
been deported.28
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Undocumented migrants may still earn an income higher than what they would have earned in 
their own country, but the increase is smaller than if they are documented. Regularization programs 
for undocumented migrants have shown positive impacts on wages—notably, for those with more 
education—in the United States and European countries.29 In Colombia, the 2018 regularization of 
Venezuelan nationals led to an average 35 percent increase in migrants’ income and an average 10 per-
cent increase in formal employment.30

A much-discussed aspect of migrants’ rights has been their ability to change employers. Some 
migrants’ work permits are tied to an employer whom they cannot change. An example is the sponsor-
ship (kafala) system in GCC countries. Such systems confer disproportionate power on these employ-
ers, which, in turn, reduces migrant wages31 and potentially leads to other abuses or exploitative work 
conditions.32

Some GCC countries, such as Qatar in 2020 and Saudi Arabia in 2021, have begun to relax their 
sponsorship system, allowing migrant workers to seek other employers once their initial contract has 
expired and thereby increasing labor market flexibility and improving workers’ welfare.33 An earlier 
reform in the United Arab Emirates (2011) that allowed some workers to change employer revealed 
the impact of such changes. Prior to the reform, workers renewing their initial contract were forced to 
accept a 5 percent reduction in their wage. After the reform, they could renew their contract with the 
same or a slightly higher wage34 (figure 4.7). Additional reforms are under way, including the introduc-
tion of a minimum wage in Qatar in 2021 and of unemployment insurance for migrant workers in the 
United Arab Emirates in 2022,35 although much remains to be done to fully enforce these new regula-
tions and to cover all sectors of the economies, 
including domestic workers.

The question of migrants’ rights cannot be 
addressed separately from broader migration 
objectives. Migration policies and the rights 
granted to migrants determine the outcomes 
of existing migrants, but they also largely 
determine who migrates, where to, and for 
how long.36 For example, the policies of some 
destination countries directly or indirectly 
incentivize the migration of higher-skilled 
people who come with the intention to stay and 
integrate.37 Other policies encourage tempo-
rary migration by lower-skilled workers. Still 
others de facto create perverse incentives for 
workers to enter the country through irregu-
lar channels if, for example, there is a demand 
for their labor but no legal route. Broader 
social norms can play a role as well (box 4.1). 
The challenge for a destination country is to 
look at migration policies not only as a way to 
regulate the status of those who are already in 
the country, but also as a means of incentiviz-
ing movements that strongly match its needs. 

Figure 4.7 In the United Arab Emirates, 
workers received higher benefits upon contract 
renewal after a reform allowing them to change 
employers

Source: Naidu, Nyarko, and Wang 2016.
Note: The vertical line indicates the announcement date of the 
reform. Contract benefits include both earnings and benefits as 
defined in the contract. M1 = month 1.
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Box 4.1 Migrating to seek more inclusive gender norms: The case of highly educated women

A growing number of women with a tertiary education are migrating on their own to work or pursue fur-
ther education. They tend to favor destinations with smaller gender gaps and less gender discrimination.a 
Migration allows these women to circumvent labor market obstacles in their origin countries. 

The propensity of highly educated women to migrate is highest when they come from countries that are 
in the midrange of gender discrimination—that is, from countries where they have both the possibility and 
the incentives to move (figure B4.1.1). By contrast, lower-educated women migrate less frequently on their 
own, regardless of the level of gender discrimination in their origin countries. 

Figure B4.1.1 Emigration rates of high-skilled women are highest in countries in the 
midrange of gender-based discrimination

Source: WDR 2023 team calculations, based on World Bank (2022). 
Note: The World Bank’s Women, Business and the Law index measures the legal differences between the access of men 
and women to economic opportunities across phases of a woman’s career. Scores (1–100) are based on a set of binary 
questions on eight indicators: Mobility, Workplace, Pay, Marriage, Parenthood, Entrepreneurship, Assets, and Pension. 
The size of the bubbles is proportional to the total combined number of high-skilled female emigrants in countries with 
the same index scores. The shaded area represents the 95 percent confidence interval. The dashed line represents a  
0 percent emigration rate for tertiary-educated women. 

a.	 Ferrant and Tuccio (2015); Ruyssen and Salomone (2018).
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Accessing better services

Education
Worldwide, there are more than 6 million inter-
national students. The top destinations are 
the United States, the United Kingdom, and 
Australia, but France, South Africa, and the 
United Arab Emirates, among other countries, 
are important destinations as well for students 
from specific regions (figure 4.8). By migrating 
to study, people can acquire more human capital 
than they would have in their country of origin.

Student migration can be beneficial to both 
migrants and their destination countries in 
several ways. Some students stay after finishing 
their studies, as many countries provide easier 
access to work visas and give graduates time to 
find a job after graduation. Because employers 
in migrants’ destination countries are famil-
iar with the tertiary degrees offered there, 
migrants who have received such degrees can 
earn wages similar to those of nationals with 
the same qualifications.38 When they return to 
their country of origin, foreign students may 
receive a wage premium as well as facilitate eco-
nomic or other relations between their country 
and the one in which they studied.39

Many migrants move to provide a better 
future for their families, including better oppor-
tunities for education and health care.40 Indeed, 
children may benefit more from a move than 
their parents.41 In European member countries 
of the Organisation for Economic Co-operation 
and Development (OECD), children with par-
ents born abroad obtain, on average, 1.3 more 
years of schooling than their parents.42 In the 
United States, the children of lower-income 
immigrants are more likely to be wealthier 
than the children of US-born parents at similar 
income levels.43 In the European Union (EU), 
the upward economic mobility of children with 
parents born in other EU countries is similarly 
higher than for nationals, although it is lower 
for those with parents born outside the EU.44 

Education policies matter. Outcomes are better if school systems promote intergenerational eco-
nomic and social mobility, accommodate children from other cultural and linguistic backgrounds, and 

Figure 4.8 Destination countries attract 
international students from distinct parts of  
the world
Share of international students in select destinations, 
by region of origin

Source: WDR 2023 team calculations, based on UIS.Stat (dash-
board), Institute for Statistics, United Nations Educational, 
Scientific, and Cultural Organization, Montreal, http://data.uis 
.unesco.org/.
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provide them with additional support. Migrants’ children should also have access to schools of the same 
quality as those attended by the children of nationals.45 The age of children on arrival and their ability 
to adapt to a new environment also play an important role. The younger migrant children are on arrival 
and the closer the destination environment is to the country of origin, the easier it is for them to adapt.46 

Children of undocumented migrants face specific challenges. Some of these children do not have 
access to education, or they are able to access only education of lower quality. When enforcement of 
immigration laws increases in the United States, the number of children of undocumented migrants 
repeating a grade or dropping out of school increases.47 These children are less likely to attend preschool 
where they could develop their English language skills because of their parents’ fear of being detected.48 
However, once their parents legalize their status, the children of undocumented parents are able to 
improve their educational outcomes.49  

Health care
Migrants’ health outcomes depend on their working and living conditions and access to health care ser-
vices. Economic migrants tend to arrive in their country of destination in relatively good health.50 But if 
they have poor living conditions or little access to health care services, or if they have jobs in which the 
likelihood of occupational injuries is high, their health and well-being tend to deteriorate over time.51 
In Europe, for example, many migrants live in low-quality housing and in areas underserved by public 
services.52 More than one in three migrants in Italy and Greece report living in overcrowded housing. 
Living conditions are also a challenge for temporary migrants. Many workers in GCC countries live in 
crowded compounds far from where nationals live.53 

The COVID-19 pandemic underscored the importance of access to health care systems. The health 
of some migrants was compromised because of their living conditions—overcrowded spaces, limited 
availability of waste disposal facilities, and poor hygienic conditions—which drew public attention.54 
In other cases, migrants’ health was compromised because they worked in essential jobs that required 
face-to-face contact.55 At times, migrants with COVID-19 symptoms did not seek medical care because 
of financial constraints or lack of access.56 

For migrants who move with their families, the ability to access better health care services, especially 
for young children, is an important part of their gains. The younger a child is at the time of immigration 
and the safer and quicker the immigration journey, the higher are the potential health gains.57 Among 
Ethiopian Jews who were airlifted to Israel in 1991, mothers benefited at the destination from earlier 
access to prenatal care, which was not available in their country of origin, and their children had better 
educational and labor market outcomes later in life.58 

Because access to health care depends on migrants’ legal status and destination countries’ regulations, 
undocumented migrants are at a severe disadvantage. In fact, they are less likely to have access to health 
care services than education services.59 Fearing detection, they are also less likely to use health services 
for their children even when the children are covered by public health insurance.60 Health outcomes 
for children in migrant families improve when their legal status is secure. For example, an amnesty for 
undocumented migrants in Italy reduced the incidence of low birthweight among their children.61 

Dealing with social costs
One of the many challenges migrants face in a foreign social environment and far away from families 
and social networks is isolation. Women who move to join their spouse are often affected if they have no 
access to a job where they can meet people or to social networks of co-nationals. 
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Discriminatory policies and attitudes can heighten these difficulties. In some countries, darker skin 
color and foreign-sounding names affect migrants’ ability to enter the labor market62 and to access hous-
ing, education, health care, and social services,63 with significant negative effects on their well-being.64 
Discrimination can lower the performance of migrant workers, as well as their acquisition of human 
capital.65 

Undocumented migrants face particular challenges because of the constant fear of deportation and 
separation from loved ones. They cannot report abuses, which increases their likelihood of being victim-
ized.66 These restrictions impair their physical and mental health and that of their children.67

Family separation, even when expected or planned, is often difficult. The policies of destination coun-
tries—such as whether they allow migrants to bring their families with them or to visit them regularly—
largely determine the costs in well-being. Undocumented migrants are especially affected because they 
cannot easily reenter the destination country if they visit their families in their origin country. By con-
trast, policies that allow migrants to move with their families, to reunite with them at a later stage, or at 
least to be able to visit them regularly have proved important for the well-being of migrants.

Social inclusion and social support programs help reduce the risks of social isolation. The formation 
of social networks in the destination society—not only with co-nationals but also with citizens—helps 
migrants develop a feeling of belonging, while facilitating labor market and social integration. Desti-
nation countries can encourage the creation of such networks by adopting policies that incentivize and 
enable migrants to learn the local language and culture and to choose where to settle.68 

Family members left in the country of origin also suffer from the absence of parents, spouses, or chil-
dren, especially when the separation is prolonged.69 Migrants’ absence can have negative effects, even 
if family members benefit from the financial remittances sent by them.70 For example, the absence of 
migrant parents is associated with a range of issues affecting the children left behind—such as lower 
school attendance in Albania,71 poor psychological well-being in both Albania and Ecuador,72 conduct 
problems in Thailand, and adverse emotional symptoms in Indonesia.73  

Creating formal and informal social support systems for migrant families in the countries of origin is 
critical. Networks of migrant households can provide informal social services. Examples are the seafarer 
migrant household networks in the Philippines, the village-level Desmigratif support program in Indo-
nesia, and the migrant support networks in Mozambique. Risks to the well-being of the migrant family 
can also be reduced when other relatives step in as caregivers and when remittances allow families to 
seek paid care services. 

Returning
Worldwide, an estimated 40 percent of all migrants eventually return to their country of origin.  
There are, however, large variations across destination countries.74 Nearly all migrants to GCC countries 
return eventually to their country of origin because all migration to those countries is temporary by 
design.75 In OECD countries, between 20 and 50 percent of immigrants leave their destination within 
five to 10 years after their arrival to return to their origin country or to move on to a third country. 
However, there are significant differences between, for example, the United States and Western Europe 
(figures 4.9 and 4.10).76  

Migrants who expect to return behave differently than those who intend to stay permanently. The 
latter have stronger incentives to invest in human and social capital specific to the destination, includ-
ing learning the language. By contrast, those planning to return tend to be less willing to make such 
medium-term investments, even if it means working for lower wages. Migrants who plan to return have 
higher rates of savings and of sending remittances.77 
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The intent to stay or return may change over time. Return decisions depend on socioeconomic con-
ditions in both the origin and destination societies. The return of Turkish migrants from Germany to 
Türkiye has been influenced by the extent of their engagement while abroad with their community back 
at home, as well as the economic difficulties or xenophobia faced in Germany.78 Similarly, for Moroccan 
migrants, having investment opportunities and social ties in Morocco has played a key role in their 

Figure 4.9 Only a minority of migrants to the United States return to their countries of origin, 
mainly those from other high-income OECD countries
Percentage of migrants leaving the United States, by gender and region of origin

Source: Bossavie and Özden 2022, based on data from American Community Survey (dashboard), US Census Bureau,  
Suitland, MD, https://www.census.gov/programs-surveys/acs.
Note: OECD = Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development.
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Figure 4.10 Many migrants to Western Europe return to their country of origin, but less so 
women from Eastern Europe
Percentage of migrants leaving Western Europe, by gender and region of origin

Source: Bossavie and Özden 2022, based on data from Employment and Unemployment (LFS): Overview (European Union 
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decision to return.79 Knowing that if they leave the destination country they may not be able to come 
back lessens migrants’ incentives to return to their origin country.80 Conversely, when migrants have the 
option to return, and especially if they have citizenship, they engage more frequently in circular migra-
tion between their countries of origin and destination, especially those who have relatively lower levels 
of education.81 

Many migrants return to their origin countries voluntarily; they are legally able to stay but choose to 
return because, for example, they have saved the intended resources. In the Netherlands, migrants who 
have met their savings target are more likely to return to their origin country, and it is both the highest-  
and lowest-skilled migrants who are the most likely to return voluntarily to their origin country.82  
In Bangladesh and the Philippines, migrants who have been able to accumulate sufficient assets tend to 
return to the domestic labor market after several episodes of temporary migration.83 

At times, sudden economic shocks, family pressure, or other social factors precipitate a decision to 
return, even when migrants have the legal right to stay longer. During the COVID-19 pandemic, many 
migrant workers, especially those on temporary contracts, were forced to return to their origin country 
either because they lost their jobs or because the destination countries deported them.84 

Temporary migrants who return voluntarily after a successful stay abroad often end up better off 
than before they left.85 They usually benefit from a wage premium on return, especially if they are  
higher-skilled.86 This premium depends on whether the work experience and human capital gained at 
the destination are in demand in the origin country, on the development level of migrants’ destination 
country, and on how long they stayed abroad. Successful migrants also have more access to capital than 
before they left, and they are more likely than nonemigrants to invest in housing and other assets and to 
become entrepreneurs.87 Higher savings and a longer stay are positively associated with entrepreneur-
ship after return.88 

Legally, however, some migrants are not able to stay even if they would like to do so. Their visas may 
have expired; their asylum application may have been rejected; or they never had the legal right to stay. 
They return by themselves; they are assisted in their return; or they are deported. The number of forced 
returns (assisted returns or deportations) is much lower than the number of voluntary, spontaneous 
returns. On average, less than 2 percent of migrants are forced to return from the United States, Canada, 
European Union, Japan, and Korea every year.89

Those forced to return, however, have worse socioeconomic outcomes after their return.90 They are less 
likely to have prepared for their return, and they often have not stayed long enough to accumulate suffi-
cient savings and social and human capital. Undocumented migrants are similarly less likely to be able 
to accumulate the financial, human, and social capital needed for a successful return. As a result, after 
their return, undocumented migrants face a wage penalty, compared with both documented migrants 
and those who never migrated, as has been documented in the case of the Arab Republic of Egypt.91 

For destination countries, the policy challenge is twofold. First, they can support those who return 
voluntarily—for example, by means of labor market policies that enable migrants to accumulate savings 
or by enabling them to move back and forth between the countries of origin and destination, especially 
if they have skills and attributes that match the needs of the destination economy. Second, they must 
treat humanely those who are deported, and in some cases they can assist some in their reintegration in 
the country of origin.92 

Failing, sometimes
For some migrants, migration does not work out as expected—even if their skills and attributes were a 
strong match for the needs of the destination society—because of conditions faced either during transit 
or at their destination. 
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Transit can be dangerous—and sometimes deadly—even for migrants whose skills and attributes are 
a strong match for the needs of the destination country, and especially the undocumented. In Italy,  
45 percent of undocumented migrants reported experiencing physical violence in transit through Afri-
can countries.93 During their transit, they had to work without pay and were detained by authorities or 
criminal networks. Many undocumented migrants on their way from Central America to the United 
States, as well as those who attempted to reach Saudi Arabia via the Gulf of Aden and the Republic of 
Yemen, have been kidnapped and confronted with extortion and other forms of violence by criminal 
gangs and other actors.94 Those who cannot pay for the whole trip in advance are at particular risk. 
Women and adolescent girls face sexual violence and exploitation.95 

Once at their destination, some migrants face exploitative labor conditions. Even if they are docu-
mented, migrants do not always benefit from the labor protections given citizens or permanent resi-
dents. They are not always included in minimum wage legislation or allowed to join trade unions and 
participate in collective bargaining.96 Migrant workers also often lack adequate information about their 
rights and may not have the social networks or language skills needed to claim them. Lack of docu-
mentation, unethical recruitment practices, and lack of protection or enforcement of migrant rights 
heighten the risks.

Long working hours and higher incidences of work-related injuries are more common among 
migrants.97 This situation can arise when work and residency permits are tied to a specific employer, 
leaving a migrant with limited options for changing jobs. The employer’s dominant position not only 
reduces a migrant’s wages,98 but also may lead to the illegal extraction of forced labor.99 For low-skilled 
migrants to GCC countries, the aggregate losses resulting from wage shortfalls, excessive hours, and 
occupational safety and health issues amount, on average, to an estimated 27 percent of total actual 
wages.100 Some migrants face pressure to accept poor working conditions because they lack other 
options and need to repay the cost of migration and send the expected remittances to their origin coun-
try. Others are victims of deception and end up in forced labor with little or no recourse.

In some extreme situations, migrants are exposed to crime, violence, and exploitation by abusive 
employers, traffickers, and recruitment agents.101 Migrants’ passports may be confiscated; they may be 
threatened with being reported to the police; or they may be held in debt bondage and forced to repay 
their loans. As a result, migrants are three times more likely than citizens to experience forced labor—
which has been called a form of modern slavery102—especially in the construction and domestic work 
sectors.103 Domestic workers are at special risk because they are often isolated and less protected by 
labor laws.104 The prosecution of human traffickers is hampered when victims are not protected and not 
allowed to stay in the destination country after reporting their traffickers.105

Outbreaks of violence against foreigners threaten migrants across the globe. Many have been insulted 
and threatened because of their status, their skin color, their religion, among other things. In some 
instances, migrants’ shops, houses, and group accommodations have been attacked by mobs, and they 
have been physically harmed or killed.106 In Germany, foreigners experienced more than 5,000 politically 
motivated crimes at the height of the influx of refugees in 2015 and 2016 and more than 2,000 such 
crimes in 2021.107 In South Africa, riots against foreign nationals (mostly from other African countries), 
as well as attacks on them and their businesses, have occurred in several waves since 2008.108 In the 
United States, there was a strong rise in anti-Muslim sentiments and hate crimes after the terrorist 
attacks of September 11, 2001.109

Destination countries can reduce some of these negative impacts by ensuring that migrants have 
access to fair recruitment and decent work in line with international standards. They are also responsi-
ble for enforcing their laws and regulations, including to prevent forced labor and exploitation. Strong 
antidiscrimination initiatives are needed in some countries, as well as efforts to ensure migrants’ secu-
rity and safety. Overall, migrants—even when they fail—must be treated humanely. 
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Spotlight 4

Gender

The features and implications of cross-border mobility diff er by gender, gender identity, and sexual 
orientation. Women migrate for many reasons and in many ways, depending on whether they are 

labor migrants, refugees, or reuniting with their family; whether they are traveling alone, with children, 
or with their entire family; and whether they have skills in demand at their destination. Risks associated 
with fragility, confl ict, and violence, coupled with legal frameworks that criminalize same-sex conduct, are 
steadily driving forced displacement for sexual and gender minorities. Because data and empirical evidence 
on sexual and gender minorities are scarce, this spotlight focuses primarily on the migration of women.

Patterns of male and female migration vary widely across countries. The feminization of migration 
fl ows has been increasing since well before the 1960s.1 This shift refl ects a combination of factors, includ-
ing the feasibility of travel by women2 and the nature of the demand for migrant labor (construction 
versus domestic work, for example). The percentage of female migrants is particularly high in certain 
migration corridors, such as from Indonesia, the Philippines, and Thailand to Hong Kong SAR, China, 
and from Sri Lanka to Jordan.3

Women and girls are overrepresented among some groups of migrants. For example, in 2022, 
86 percent of adult Ukrainian refugees arriving in Europe were women,4 as were 62 percent of Ethiopian 
adult refugees present in South Sudan.5 Many of these women came with children, while the men stayed 
behind. Women also constitute a large part of those who migrate for family reunifi cation. Typically, a 
wife and children move to join a migrant male family member who has already settled at the destina-
tion. This is the main long-term immigration fl ow in many member countries of the Organisation for 
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), including the United States.6

Climate change brings new dynamics to aff ected communities, and women face specifi c challenges. 
In many low- and lower-middle-income countries, women are often engaged in agriculture, frequently 
at the small, independent production level.7 These activities can be disproportionately aff ected by 
slow-onset climate change. Yet when they do not have other skills that are in demand in the labor mar-
ket or when they are constrained by family obligations, women may not be able to move,8 and they are 
trapped in a situation of “maladaptation.” Still, patterns vary across countries and contexts. For example, 
in Bangladesh women are more likely to migrate than men in cases of crop failure and fl ooding9 because 
of insecurity in land tenure. By contrast, in Mali and Nigeria males are more likely to migrate in the 
event of climate shocks. 

Overall, women and girls make up a relatively large share of emigrants from some regions and coun-
tries, such as Latin America, the Russian Federation and Central Asia, Central and Northern Europe, 
and the Philippines and Thailand (map S4.1). In other regions, such as South Asia, the Middle East, and 
large parts of Africa, men and boys predominate. 

Similarly, some regions and countries receive relatively larger shares of female immigrants, such as 
Eastern Europe, the Balkans, and Argentina and, to a lesser degree, the United States, Australia, and 
some Western European countries (map S4.2). Others receive a larger share of male immigrants, such as 
the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) countries, Germany, and most of Scandinavia. 



120  |  WORLD DEVELOPMENT REPORT 2023

Map S4.1 Some countries send more female migrants; others send more male migrants 
Share of females among emigrants from origin countries where migrants constitute at least 2 percent of 
the total population

Source: WDR2023 Migration Database, World Bank, Washington, DC, https://www.worldbank.org/wdr2023/data.
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Map S4.2 Some countries receive more female migrants; others receive more male migrants
Share of females among immigrants in destination countries where migrants constitute at least 2 percent 
of the total population

Source: WDR2023 Migration Database, World Bank, Washington, DC, https://www.worldbank.org/wdr2023/data.
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Migration and gender 
norms
Gender norms affect cross-border mobility at 
all stages, from the decision to migrate to the 
decision to settle or return. Gender norms often 
determine the options available to women and 
girls in the country of origin, including in 
terms of education and jobs. In some countries, 
women also face higher barriers to accessing 
the labor market.10 Even when legal norms  
are not as restrictive, such as in Brazil, Guate-
mala, India, and Lebanon, laws do not man-
date equal remuneration for work of equal 
value.11 These factors affect women’s choices to 
migrate and seek better opportunities. Restric-
tive gender norms are also driving women, 
especially high-skilled women, to emigrate. 
Many highly skilled women are choosing to 
migrate on their own to work, and they tend to 
favor destinations with lower gender gaps and 
less discrimination, such as OECD countries.12 
Between 2000 and 2020, the rate of migration 
from low- and middle-income countries to 
high-income countries increased 163 percent 
among tertiary-educated women (figure S4.1). 
This rate is faster than the increase in tertiary- 
educated male migrants (138 percent), as well 
as the increase in lower-skilled female migrants (39 percent).13 The rate of single women with a college 
education migrating to the United States has been growing steadily, particularly for women from South 
Asia and certain countries in the Middle East and North Africa.

Restrictive gender norms can be an incentive for migration, but they can also be an obstacle.14  
For example, in Iraq, Jordan, Sudan, and the Syrian Arab Republic women cannot travel outside of  
their countries under the same conditions as men.15 In other countries, social expectations place  
higher burdens on women—for example, when it comes to fulfilling family duties or making decisions 
independently. These burdens may limit women’s options for migration. 

Access to the labor market at the destination
Many migrant women face challenges in accessing the labor market in the destination country. Some 
immigrant women have few labor market opportunities outside the informal and service sectors, and 
so they often work as domestic or care workers in precarious conditions.16 For example, in Colombia, 
Venezuelan women are more likely than men to work in the informal sector; recent women migrants 
are more than twice as likely as men with similar education levels to be unemployed; and even when 
migrant women have higher levels of education, they earn less than migrant men.17 Targeted policies are 
needed to leverage women’s economic potential and tackle issues of gender and labor discrimination. 

Figure S4.1 The rate of migration of tertiary-
educated female migrants is increasing faster 
than that of tertiary-educated male migrants  
and lower-skilled female migrants
Increase in the rate of migration from low- and 
middle-income countries to high-income countries, 
2000—2020

Sources: IOM and OECD 2014; WDR2023 Migration Database, 
World Bank, Washington, DC, https://www.worldbank.org/wdr 
2023/data.
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Many of the women who move for family reunification—about one-third of migrant women in 
Europe18—need support to access labor markets. This support includes childcare, skills matching, 
language courses, and vocational training. Several municipalities in Germany have implemented the 
Mama lernt Deutsch (Mom is learning German) initiative, which provides German-language courses for 
migrant women and childcare while mothers attend class.19 Torino, Italy, has offered courses in lan-
guage, mathematics, civic education, and migration rights to less-educated Arab-speaking women from 
North Africa, who often live in isolation because they lack jobs and social networks.20 Indeed, for women 
and girls, being able to work helps reduce social isolation and improve the prospects of social integration. 

Women refugees often face additional challenges. In situations of forced displacement, families are 
often torn apart, frequently leaving women with the full responsibility for their children. When they do 
not have support networks or childcare, women face extreme difficulties in accessing the labor force. 
They also may face discrimination as they look for full-time employment. Some Syrian refugee women, 
for example, have to juggle jobs, childcare, and household duties in fulfilling their role as the main or 
sole breadwinner.21 

Policies and support programs can help address gender differences in labor market access for migrant 
women. Civil society organizations and local governments have developed a range of initiatives, and 
additional efforts are under way at the national level. For example, Portugal implemented an initiative 
at the municipal level to provide women who had immigrated from Brazil and Cabo Verde with skills 
and job training.22 In Jordan, recent changes in work regulations allow home-based businesses to be 
registered. This new policy is expected to benefit both Syrian refugee women and Jordanian women 
whose ability to work outside their home is limited because of childcare responsibilities.23 In parallel, 
origin countries such as the Philippines have established a set of requirements to protect the rights of 
migrant domestic workers—mostly female—at their destination.24 But such protective measures must 
be balanced with other economic considerations so that migrants are not denied jobs or opportunities.25 

Education at their destination can help women access careers that were not available in their origin 
countries. It is even more important for girls. Migrant girls in OECD countries perform better than boys 
at all education levels,26 suggesting there are high returns on investments in their education. One crucial 
component of scaling up education and access to the labor market is the availability of language courses. 

Gender-based violence
Some women and girls, both refugees and nonrefugees, migrate to escape sexual and gender-based 
violence (GBV) in their origin country. Women and girls are especially affected by GBV in contexts of 
armed conflict. For example, in the Democratic Republic of Congo women and girls have been raped 
on an alarming scale.27 Between 2003 and 2006, the International Rescue Committee registered 40,000 
cases of GBV in the country.28 In fact, between 2005 and 2007 more than 32,000 cases of conflict-related 
sexual violence were registered in the province of South Kivu alone, and the actual numbers are believed 
to be even higher.29 Other forms of GBV are also common in situations of conflict, forced displacement, 
and humanitarian crises, including early marriage.30 

Women are often subject to intimate partner violence in both conflict-affected and safer settings, 
even though such violence often goes unreported because of trauma, fear of retaliation, and lack of laws 
addressing the issue.31 Several countries affected by fragility, conflict, or violence, such as Afghanistan, 
Guinea, Haiti, Libya, Sudan, and Syria, do not have specific legislation addressing domestic violence.32 

Women and girls encounter great risks of GBV at all stages of migration, as do sexual and gender 
minorities. Migrants in general—but especially women, girls, and sexual and gender minorities—face a 
very high risk of sexual and gender-based violence along migration routes. Forced migrants and those 
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who are smuggled are particularly affected.33 The risks are exacerbated when victims have a limited 
ability to report crime to local authorities—such as if they are undocumented.34 Women are about three 
times more likely than men to be subjected to sexual violence along the western and central Mediter-
ranean routes.35 Unaccompanied women and girls are 71 percent more likely to be victims of human 
trafficking,36 sexual exploitation, and abuse than those who are accompanied.

Gender-based violence urgently requires dedicated, holistic policies. Origin and destination coun-
tries have begun to tackle this issue. For example, Slovenia has placed specialized staff in asylum facil-
ities to mitigate GBV risks. In Sweden, staff at reception centers are trained to identify possible GBV 
victims at all stages of processing applications for asylum.37 Since 2019, the Vietnamese government has 
been regularly informing embassy and consular officials about GBV, labor migration, and trafficking, 
and it instructed them to respond to GBV through direct service provision and referrals.38 More needs to 
be done, however, including increasing funding and investment in women’s groups, widening access to 
sustained services for survivors, investing in efforts to prevent GBV in situations of forced displacement, 
and improving understanding of local settings through better data.39

A path toward empowerment
People leave their countries in a quest for a better life. This is a particularly important option for women 
and girls and sexual and gender minorities when local gender norms may hamper their mobility, access 
to justice, safety, and fair access to the labor market. Migration can lead to empowerment, financial 
independence, better opportunities for education, safety, family reunification, and employment. How-
ever, migration brings additional challenges, which can add to existing vulnerabilities. To maximize the 
benefits of migration for women and their families, discrimination should be addressed by increasing 
the access of women and children to educational opportunities, fighting against labor market discrim-
ination, preventing and tackling GBV, and working toward social integration. To better inform policy 
making, more—and disaggregated—data on gender and migration are needed.
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Origin countries
Managing migration
for development

Key messages
•  When migrants’ skills and attributes are a strong match with the needs of destination countries, origin 

countries benefi t as well. Benefi ts include remittances, knowledge transfers, and positive impacts on 
the labor market. These benefi ts accrue to both regular and irregular migrants, although migrants’ 
gains, and how much they can share with their families in their origin countries, are larger when they 
have regular status. 

•  However, the absence of migrants also has a downside for their families and origin countries, includ-
ing the impacts of the brain drain when high-skilled workers emigrate. Although the costs tend to be 
smaller in magnitude than the gains, they are signifi cant in some countries.

•  Origin countries benefi t most when they make labor emigration an integral part of their development 
strategy. In doing so, they can adopt policies and engage in bilateral cooperation with destination 
countries to increase the net impact of migration on poverty reduction (fi gure 5.1). 
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Figure 5.1 The policies of origin countries can maximize the impacts of migration on poverty 
reduction

Source: WDR 2023 team.
Note:  Match refers to the degree to which a migrant’s skills and related attributes meet the demand in the destination 
country. Motive refers to the circumstances under which a person moves—whether in search of opportunity or because of a 
“well-founded fear” of persecution, armed confl ict, or violence in their origin country.
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Reaping the full development benefits of remittances
Remittances to low- and middle-income countries have increased dramatically over the last two decades. 
They were estimated at US$605 billion in 2021,1 even though their measurement raises technical dif-
ficulties (spotlight 5). In 2021, India, Mexico, China, the Philippines, and the Arab Republic of Egypt 
were the main recipient countries, in that order. Remittances account for about one-third of the total 
recorded capital inflows to low- and middle-income countries (figure 5.2). They also account for a large 
share of the gross domestic product (GDP) in several countries in Central America and Central Asia, in 
small low-income economies, and in countries with a large diaspora, such as Lebanon (figure 5.3). 

The remittances they can send their families is often a primary motivation for people to migrate.2 
Many families decide together on the optimal migration strategy—who migrates, where, how long, and 
how remittances will be spent.3 Some migrants send remittances to their broader community, especially 
when the community is in need.

The size of remittance inflows depends on migrants’ characteristics. Many low-skilled workers 
migrate alone and regularly remit a large share of their income to support the families they left behind.4 
For example, Indian migrants in Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) countries send, on average, nearly 
70 percent of their earnings to their families.5 Among low-skilled migrants, women are more likely to 
remit higher amounts. By contrast, high-skilled migrants are more likely to come from wealthier fam-
ilies, migrate with their immediate families, and move permanently. Although they may remit higher 
amounts, they tend to do so sporadically.6 

Figure 5.2 Remittances represent a large and growing share of external financing flows to 
low- and middle-income countries

Source: World Bank 2022a.
Note: The figure covers low- and middle-income countries as classified by the World Bank. The data for 2021 are estimates; 
the data for 2022 and 2023 are forecasts. Portfolio flows include both debt and equity investments. If China were excluded, 
trends would show remittance flows exceeding FDI flows over the last five years. FDI = foreign direct investment; ODA = 
official development assistance.
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Remittance flows depend as well on how successful migrants are in the destination country, whether 
they have a job, and how much they earn. Remittances are larger when migrants’ skills and attributes are 
a stronger match with the needs of the destination society—which is why origin countries benefit more 
from such movements. Remittances are also larger when migrants have a documented status. Irregular 
migrants face greater exposure to job insecurity and income fluctuations and are thus less able to remit 
in a regular and predictable manner.7 

Effects on poverty reduction 
Remittances have proved to be a powerful instrument for reducing poverty in origin countries. In Nepal, 
remittances from GCC countries and Malaysia accounted for 40 percent of the decline in poverty rates 
between 2001 and 2011 (figure 5.4).8 In 2018, remittances were found to reduce the poverty rate in the 
Kyrgyz Republic from 30.6 percent to 22.4 percent of households.9 In Central America and the Carib-
bean, large reductions in poverty were experienced between 1970 and 2000 in areas where migrants 
came from the bottom 40 percent of the income distribution.10 Similar positive impacts on poverty 
reduction have been found in Indonesia and the Philippines.11 

Remittances contribute to poverty reduction across a variety of dimensions:  

•	 Remittances increase household income. For example, in Bangladesh remittances from low-skilled 
migrants double their families’ income.12 In Albania, remittances nearly double the daily per 
capita income of households in the bottom 30th percentile.13 In some households, remittances 
function as lifelines, especially in conflict-afflicted countries such as Somalia. Internally dis-
placed persons living outside settlement areas receive an average of US$876 a year in interna-
tional remittances, or almost twice the level of GDP per capita.14

Figure 5.3 In some countries, remittances account for over one-fifth of national income

Sources: Remittances: KNOMAD Remittances Data (dashboard), Global Knowledge Partnership on Migration and Devel-
opment, World Bank, Washington, DC, https://www.knomad.org/data/remittances; World Bank 2022a. GDP (current US  
dollars): World Economic Outlook Databases (dashboard), International Monetary Fund, Washington, DC, https://www.imf 
.org/en/Publications/SPROLLS/world-economic-outlook-databases#sort=%40imfdate%20descending.
Note: Remittances as a share of gross domestic product (GDP) are based on 2022 estimates.
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•	 Remittances increase consumption and food security. For example, Indonesian households receiv-
ing remittances spend about 16 percent more on food than they would without remittances.15  
In Ethiopia, farm households receiving remittances are less worried about procuring sufficient 
food and are at lower risk of malnutrition.16 

•	 Remittances allow households to spend more on education and health care—human capital invest-
ments with important long-term benefits. For example, in Colombia households receiving remit-
tances spend 10 percent more on education.17 In Malawi, migration to South Africa has increased 
the educational attainment of children in rural communities.18 In many other countries, chil-
dren in households that receive remittances tend to stay in school longer19 and reach higher levels 
of education and lifetime income.20 

•	 Remittances enable some household members to reduce their working hours.21 In rural Nepal,  
remittances allow women to spend less time in agricultural and informal work.22 In some Latin 
American countries, thanks to remittances female household members in rural areas were able 
to reduce the number of hours they spent in informal and nonpaid work. However, male house-
hold members were not similarly affected.23 The effects, though, are uneven. In Nigeria24 and 
Mexico,25 some household members have to replace the labor and income of the person who left, 
such as when the family is operating an enterprise. 

•	 Remittances help close some gender gaps. In some countries, such as Pakistan, remittances con-
tribute to closing the gender gap in primary education.26 In Morocco, parents with low levels of 
education in households that receive remittances postpone their daughters’ entry into the labor 

Figure 5.4 In Nepal, poverty levels declined between 2001 and 2011 in villages with higher 
emigration

Source: Shrestha 2017.
Note: The figure was constructed using Nepal’s Housing and Population Census data for 2001 and 2011. Villages were first 
sorted based on the change in migration rates to member countries of the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) and Malaysia. 
They were then grouped into 100 bins, each containing 1 percent of Nepal’s population. Each point in the figure indicates the 
average change in migration rate (horizontal axis) and average change in poverty rate (vertical axis) of each bin.
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market so they can stay in school longer.27 But social norms play a key role. For example, in rural 
Tajikistan the main beneficiaries of remittances are boys because they are expected to be more 
productive than girls in the labor market.28 

In addition to their immediate effects on available income, remittances contribute to poverty reduc-
tion through a variety of channels: 

•	 Remittances protect households from shocks. Remittances increase when migrants’ families face 
economic downturns, and they smooth consumption, especially for families with limited access 
to formal financial markets. In the Philippines, remittances have made up, on average, 60 percent 
of household income lost from typhoons and other natural disasters.29 In Ethiopia, households 
that receive remittances use cash reserves to cope with drought instead of selling livestock.30 
Although permanent migrants do not send remittances frequently, they tend to increase their 
remittances when their families in their home countries face adverse economic shocks.31 In times 
of crises, remittances can be directed to entire communities. For example, migrants from the 
Pacific Islands residing in New Zealand sent goods and remittances through nongovernmental 
organizations to rebuild village livelihoods and wider communities after Cyclone Winston hit 
their region of origin in 2016.32 

•	 Remittances can facilitate entrepreneurship by easing financial constraints. In Morocco and Tunisia33 
and in the Sahel,34 households that receive remittances are more likely to engage in commer-
cial agriculture (rather than subsistence farming) and purchase modern agricultural equipment.  
In Nigeria, households that receive remittances invest more in agrochemicals and planting  
materials, and thus their farms have larger yields.35 In Ecuador, remittances increase the prob-
ability of being self-employed among men and of microenterprise ownership among females.36 

•	 Remittances reduce poverty even in households that do not receive them. Households that receive 
remittances increase their spending, which boosts local economic activity and the incomes of 
other households in the community.37 Spending from remittances creates local jobs in nontrad-
able sectors such as construction.38 In Albania, international migrants tend to invest in busi-
nesses and housing in the capital city, Tirana, instead of their home villages, fueling urban job 
creation and internal migration.39 In the midst of the Asian financial crisis in 1997–98, remit-
tances increased in some regions in the Philippines and protected them from the downturn.40 
The development impacts were long-lasting in these regions, mainly through higher investments 
in education.41 

Despite the benefits, remittances have mixed effects on inequality.42 In some countries, remittances 
boost the economic and social mobility of the poor, such as in Morocco.43 But the dynamics can be com-
plex. The effect of remittances on inequality depends on which households receive them and how much 
they receive.44 For example, remittances were found to increase inequality in Kosovo while lowering it 
in Mexico and Pakistan.45 Remittances can initially increase inequality because wealthier households 
can more easily afford to send migrants abroad and thus earn higher remittances. But equality will 
decline over time when emigration becomes easier through migrant networks and lower costs, making 
it possible for less wealthy households to benefit as well. Remittances may also create new equalities—
between households that receive remittances and become relatively wealthier and those that do not in 
the same community. 

Some policies further increase the impacts of remittances on poverty reduction. For example, making 
it easier for migrants and their families to open savings accounts in origin countries linked to remit-
tances helps them accumulate assets.46 Some countries are also providing financial literacy training 
for migrants before their departure and for their families, which leads to higher savings rates, lower 
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debt levels, and ownership of more assets.47 In Mexico, regulatory reforms to enable land ownership 
by women have improved the entrepreneurial activities of female members of households that receive 
remittances in rural areas.48 Other interventions shown to increase the development impact of migra-
tion include matching grants that incentivize households to direct remittances for education purposes. 
Two pilot activities—EduRemesa (2011–12), aimed at El Salvadorian migrants in Washington, DC,49 and 
EduPay (2012–13), aimed at Filipinos in Rome50—increased education expenditures without crowding 
out other expenditure categories.

Macroeconomic stability 
Remittances are a stable source of foreign exchange, which supports macroeconomic stability. Unlike 
official development assistance (ODA) flows—government to government—or profit-seeking foreign 
direct investment (FDI) and other capital flows, remittances are transfers between private individuals 
based on family relationships. In contributing to foreign exchange inflows, remittances increase the 
foreign exchange reserves available to pay for imports and to service the external debt.51 In the Philip-
pines, they are the largest source of external financing, covering the trade deficit and keeping the current 
account balance in surplus.52  

Because they are mostly used to finance household consumption, remittances tend to be less  
volatile than FDI and other capital flows. From 1980 to 2015, official capital flows were twice as vola-
tile as remittances, and private capital flows were almost three times more volatile than remittances  
(figure 5.5).53 Remittances tend to be resilient 
even in times of crises. For example, during 
the global financial crisis of 2008–10 they 
remained relatively stable while other cap-
ital inflows suddenly stopped.54 During the 
COVID-19 pandemic, after initially dropping, 
they recovered rapidly following the adop-
tion of fiscal stimulus packages in destination 
countries.55 The availability of large amounts 
of foreign exchange provided by remittances 
and their relative stability help anchor market 
confidence and contain borrowing costs for 
governments and businesses.56

The ability of migrants to send remittances 
is not affected by business cycle fluctuations 
in countries of origin, which can help smooth 
these fluctuations. For example, remittance 
inflows increase after natural disasters. In 
Latin America and the Caribbean, remittances 
were found to rise from 4 percent to 4.6 per-
cent of GDP after hurricanes and other natural 
disasters,57 and remittances to El Salvador rose 
following harsh agricultural conditions.58 

However, remittance flows can be affected 
by business cycle fluctuations in the countries 
of destination. For example, in 2015 and 2020 
weak oil prices reduced the economic activities 

Figure 5.5 Between 1980 and 2015, remittances 
were less volatile than other capital inflows

Source: De et al. 2019.
Note: Financial flows are measured relative to each country’s 
gross domestic product (GDP). Their volatility is measured as the 
deviation of annual data from the average over the period 1980–
2015. If annual flows remain very close to the average—that is, 
if they do not vary much from one year to the next—volatility is 
low. But if they change significantly from year to year, their dis-
persion and volatility increase. “High remittance-receiving coun-
tries” refers to countries for which remittances were greater than  
1 percent of GDP during 2003–12. FDI = foreign direct invest-
ment; ODA = official development assistance.
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and employment of migrant workers in countries dependent on oil exports, thereby affecting remit-
tance outflows. Yet the decline was less pronounced in countries that managed to better smooth macro
economic fluctuations. For example, outward remittances from the Russian Federation experienced a 
bigger decline than those from Saudi Arabia (figure 5.6).59 

Countries that receive remittances from a diversified set of destination countries are less exposed 
to business cycle fluctuations in these countries.60 This is illustrated by the diverging experiences of 
the Philippines and Mexico following the 2008–10 global financial crisis. Filipino migrants have global 
footprints, and they work across a range of sectors such as health care, manufacturing, construction, 
and seafaring industries. At the peak of the global financial crisis, their remittances rose by 5.6 percent. 
By contrast, Mexican migrants are concentrated in the United States, and they work primarily in the 
construction and services sectors, which contracted severely during the financial crisis.61 Remittances to 
Mexico fell by 16 percent.

The cost of sending remittances
Sending money across international borders remains expensive, despite technological advances. Remit-
tance costs averaged 6 percent (of a remittance) during the second quarter of 2022, or twice the 3 percent 
target of the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Costs include various fees and 
foreign exchange margins in both the sending and receiving countries.62 They are highest for transfers 
to Sub-Saharan Africa, at 8.8 percent in the second quarter of 2022. 

Remittances are channeled through a range of operators—including banks, money transfer opera-
tors, post offices, and mobile operators—as well as through informal systems, such as the hawala used in 
parts of Africa, the Middle East, and South Asia. On average, banks tend to charge higher fees, and their 

Figure 5.6 From 2007 to 2020, remittance outflows from the Russian Federation were more 
correlated with oil prices than those from Saudi Arabia

Source: World Bank 2021b.
Note: Q = quarter.
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delivery times are longer than other means of transfer. Post offices are less expensive, although volume 
and demand are often low.63 In cost, money transfer operators, such as Western Union or MoneyGram, 
are third. Mobile operators, such as M-Pesa (from Kenya to Tanzania and Uganda, from Rwanda to 
Kenya, and from Tanzania to Kenya) and Orange Money (from France to Côte d’Ivoire and Mali and 
from Senegal to Mali), are the cheapest channel, and their costs are close to the SDG target (figure 5.7). 
Typically, informal transfers are more expensive than mobile payment services.64

The costs of sending remittances reflect a variety of factors. Countries with large remittance inflows 
such as India and the Philippines generally enjoy low costs—even “no fees” for certain corridors and 
transaction amounts. But low-income countries face costlier options, especially for poorer households 
receiving smaller and irregular amounts. Corridors with higher fees tend to be those in which compe-
tition is limited in either the sending or receiving countries,65 where migrants are fewer,66 and where 
access to financial institutions is more difficult, once again in both sending and receiving countries.67 

The use of mobile digital money, regardless of operators, is lowering costs. However, its potential 
growth and availability are constrained by regulations aimed at money laundering and the financing 
of terrorism. These operators face strict scrutiny when partnering with international money transfer 
networks and accessing domestic payment systems.68 

Lowering the cost of remittances will require increasing competition in both the sending and receiv-
ing countries and ensuring that migrants and their families can compare the costs of all the channels 
available to them.69 Expanding the use of mobile payment services could also help lower costs within the 
context of a well-regulated market. The Group of Twenty (G20) has developed a road map to that effect. 
It calls for (1) a commitment to a joint public and private sector vision; (2) coordination of regulatory, 

Figure 5.7 Money transfers via mobile operators are less expensive than through other 
channels
Average cost of sending a US$200 remittance, 2011–22

Source: WDR 2023 team calculations, based on data from Remittance Prices Worldwide (portal), World Bank, Washington, 
DC, https://remittanceprices.worldbank.org.
Note: Q = quarter.
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supervisory, and oversight frameworks; (3) improvements in existing payment infrastructure and 
arrangements to support the requirements of cross-border payments; (4) increased data quality and 
standardized data exchange; and (5) new payment infrastructure and arrangements.70 In some coun-
tries, reforms aimed at strengthening the financial sector can also encourage senders to transfer money 
through formal financial channels.

Leveraging knowledge transfers
Migration benefits countries of origin through knowledge transfers from diasporas and returning 
migrants. These effects are larger when migrants are successfully employed in the destination country— 
that is, when their skills and attributes are a strong match with the needs of the destination economy. 
Knowledge transfers can also include the transfer of institutional and social norms to the country of 
origin (box 5.1).

Box 5.1 Migrants can transfer institutional and social norms to their origin country 

Migrants can be agents of institutional change in their countries of origin. The shorter their stay in destina-
tion countries (that is, the stronger the links with their origin countries), the greater is the diffusion of ideas 
from destination to origin countries.a The transfer of “social remittances” has largely occurred in three areas.

Institutional quality. The migration of high-skilled individuals has a positive effect on institutional quality 
if the origin country has policies that allow diaspora members and returning migrants to take part in social 
and economic activities. In such contexts, institutional quality can benefit from the knowledge and experi-
ence acquired in the destination country. These effects are blunted, however, when large-scale emigration 
leads to a dearth of qualified professionals in local government and political parties, which delays political 
and social change.b 

Demand for accountability. Migrant households tend to be more politically active, and they may demand 
greater political accountability in communities of origin, such as in Cabo Verde and the Philippines. Remit-
tances from Filipino migrants are related positively to government effectiveness at the provincial level.c 
As education increases thanks to remittances, residents call for more political accountability, and rent- 
seeking activity in local governments becomes less likely. Networks connecting migrants to residents in 
their origin villages have shaped political attitudes and empowered village residents in countries such as  
in Mozambique. 

Gender norms. Migration affects the evolution of gender norms but in different ways. For example,  
Moroccan and Turkish migrants to Europe have transmitted liberal views on gender roles to their com-
munities of origin, and they tend to have fewer children. By contrast, migrants to the Gulf Cooperation 
Council (GCC) countries, such as those from Jordan and the Arab Republic of Egypt, tend to adopt and 
transmit more conservative gender normsd and to have more children than comparable households with-
out migrants.e Migration to countries with female political empowerment is associated with higher female 
parliamentary participation in origin countries.

a.	 Docquier et al. (2016); Levitt (1998); Tran, Cameron, and Poot (2017).
b.	 Anelli and Peri (2017); Horvat (2004).
c.	 Tusalem (2018).
d.	� Chattopadhyay, White, and Debpuur (2006); Ferrant and Tuccio (2015), studying South-South migration; Hadi (2001);  

Sakka, Dikaiou, and Kiosseoglou (1999); Tuccio and Wahba (2018).
e.	 Bertoli and Marchetta (2015); Fargues (2013).
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Migration contributes to the integration of origin countries into global networks. Some migrants 
have served as catalysts for increasing international trade between origin and destination coun-
tries.71 They have provided information on laws, regulations, markets, and products and have linked 
sellers and buyers across these countries. An increase in demand for goods and services produced in  
origin countries has also been linked to migrants from those countries.72 Migration has been linked as 
well to an increase in FDI flows from destination to origin countries73 and a reduction of the correspond-
ing transaction costs.  

Migrants—especially if they are highly educated and are in high-skilled occupations—have also 
helped to develop industries in their countries of origin by transferring knowledge and fostering inno-
vation.74 For example, Indian migrants in California’s Silicon Valley have launched large information 
technology–related firms in India.75 In 2006, firms established by returnees accounted for some 90 per-
cent of firms in software technology parks in Bangalore.76 Citations in patent applications reveal that 
ethnic networks facilitate knowledge transfer, raising the labor productivity of manufacturing in origin 
countries.77 Some diasporas are contributing to the national debates on economic policy making. For 
example, Vietnam78 and the Republic of Korea have programs to invite their diasporas to take part in 
formulating their economic development plans. 

Some temporary migrants acquire skills abroad and return home better equipped with skills and 
assets.79 They command higher wages than nonmigrant workers with similar education levels, especially 
those who have a tertiary education.80 They are also more likely than nonmigrants to engage in self- 
employment and entrepreneurship, especially because migrants tend to have a relatively high risk toler-
ance and an entrepreneurial appetite.81 For example, in Bangladesh more than two-thirds of returning 
temporary migrants engage in some form of entrepreneurial or self-employment activity after return-
ing, as opposed to only one-third of similarly educated nonmigrant workers (figure 5.8).82 

Figure 5.8 In Bangladesh, returning migrants are more likely than nonmigrants to be  
self-employed or entrepreneurs
Share of population self-employed or engaged in entrepreneurial activity, by age and migration status

Source: Bossavie et al. 2021.
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Knowledge transfers can be supported by government policies in the country of origin. The extent of 
transfers depends on political stability, institutional quality, the investment climate, human capital, and 
export capacity. Some countries have also adopted measures to facilitate diaspora engagement, includ-
ing to foster collaboration in research and development.83 Others, like the Philippines, offer temporary 
emigrants entrepreneurial training to ease their return to the domestic labor force and improve the odds 
that they can contribute to national development.84 

Managing labor market impacts
Employment and wages 
The emigration of large numbers of workers reduces the size of the labor force in origin countries.  
In the Philippines, approximately 2 million workers (or about 5 percent of the labor force) leave for tem-
porary foreign jobs each year—on average for seven years. In Tajikistan, nearly half of the labor force 
works abroad on a seasonal basis, primarily in Russia. Such outward migration alleviates the pressures 
of unemployment and underemployment, especially in lower-income countries with younger popula-
tions.85 However, this effect is partly blunted if migrants return and reenter the domestic labor force. 

In origin countries, the effects of migration on the labor force are uneven across regions because 
migrants come disproportionately from some regions, such as in Mexico (map 5.1). In parts of the Phil-
ippines, the rate of emigration is twice higher than the national average. In Bangladesh, emigration rates 
can reach 10 percent of the labor force in some areas. Labor market effects are greater in regions with 
large outflows.86 

At times, emigration creates tight labor market conditions and, in turn, generates movement by work-
ers within a country. For example, in India emigration from the state of Kerala created relocation oppor-
tunities for workers from Kolkata.87  
In Bangladesh, the government has  
subsidized internal transportation costs 
to facilitate such labor reallocations 
within the country.88 

The effects of migration on domes-
tic wages are often more complex—and 
they largely depend on who migrates. If 
migrants were unemployed before mov-
ing, migration increases labor force par-
ticipation without significantly changing 
wages.89 If, on the other hand, migrants 
were working before moving, their 
departure may increase wages for those 
who have similar skills and who stay in 
the country of origin. For example, in 
the early 2000s, outflows of young and 
low-skilled workers improved wages for 
other low-skilled people in Pakistan and 
the Philippines.90 But migration can also 
depress wages for those whose skills are 
complementary to those of the migrants. 

Map 5.1 Emigration from Mexico is uneven across 
regions
Share of households with emigrant(s), by municipality

Source: WDR 2023 team calculations, based on data from Censo 
de Población y Vivienda 2020 (dashboard), Instituto Nacional de 
Estadística y Geografía, Aguascalientes, Mexico, https://www.inegi 
.org.mx/programas/ccpv/2020/.
Note: The map shows the share of households in each municipality with 
at least one person who emigrated from 2014 to 2019.
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For example, emigration of high-skilled workers reduces the wages of low-skilled workers if a substantial 
part of the service industry serves clients with high incomes who are no longer in the country.91

Brain drain
Migrants whose skills and attributes are a strong match with the needs of the destination economy can 
also be critical workers in their country of origin. Thus their emigration can create situations in which 
the interests of the countries of origin and destination are not aligned. 

The emigration of highly skilled people from lower-income countries is often referred to as a “brain 
drain.” It is an impediment to development when the costs to the origin society from losing a highly 
qualified worker outweigh the benefits from the remittances and the knowledge spillovers the worker 
generates. These adverse effects are especially relevant when workers are in occupations deemed essen-
tial for the origin society such as health care. 

The emigration of high-skilled workers is a global phenomenon. It stands at about 4 percent of  
the high-skilled population of high-income member countries of the Organisation for Economic  
Co-operation and Development (OECD), slightly over 10 percent for middle-income countries, and 
around 20 percent for low-income countries.92 High-level skills tend to be in greater demand in many 
destination countries, and these migrants have better access to foreign employment opportunities. 
Accordingly, tertiary-educated workers tend to be overrepresented among emigrants from lower- and 
middle-income countries (figure 5.9).93 The emigration rate for individuals with a tertiary education is 
7.3 times that of individuals with only a primary education and 3.5 times that of individuals with only 
secondary schooling. For example, 25.6 percent of Cambodians (age 25 and over) with a tertiary educa-
tion live abroad, compared with 6.7 percent of those with a primary or secondary education.94 

The emigration rates of highly skilled and educated workers is especially high in low-income and 
smaller countries. In Sub-Saharan Africa and in Small Island Developing States in the Caribbean and 
the Pacific, the emigration rates of the tertiary-educated are 30 times higher than those of the less- 
educated.95 More than 40 percent of all tertiary-educated people born in Small Island Developing States 
have emigrated to another country. About 70 percent of highly educated Cabo Verdeans live abroad.96 
In 2018, about 25,000 doctors trained in Sub-Saharan Africa—that is, nearly one-quarter of the total 
number of physicians in Africa—were working in OECD countries.97 

For origin countries, the brain drain raises two policy questions. First, how do they mitigate the brain 
drain’s effects, especially on sectors such as health care? Second, when the losses in origin countries 
translate into gains in destination countries, can mechanisms be established to redistribute some of the 
gains from destination to origin countries? This issue is particularly relevant when the education of the 
emigrants is financed publicly, either in part or in full. 

High-skilled emigration often stems from the economic limitations and resource constraints in the 
origin countries. Some high-skilled workers are not employed at their full productive capacity domesti-
cally.98 For example, challenges in providing basic health care services in some countries arise not only 
from the absence of health professionals, but also from the shortage of inputs, medicines, and facilities 
in the health care system. Some shortages have stemmed from doctors’ preference for working in urban 
areas to the detriment of rural areas,99 such as in Benin, Côte d’Ivoire, Mali, and Senegal. At times, the 
decision to migrate is linked not only to income but also to professional advancement prospects, better 
facilities, and family safety.100 

In many small countries, the domestic market is too limited for some sectors to be profitable. 
Seeking to give high-skilled professionals incentives to stay rather than migrate, some countries  
have specialized in niche activities that can also serve the global market. For example, medical tourism 
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not only can serve as a source of additional revenue in the health care sector, but also can give medical 
workers opportunities to stay as well as respond to the domestic demand.101 For smaller economies, 
regional cooperation could also make it possible to expand domestic markets and sustain specialized 
activities that would otherwise not be viable, thereby reducing the incentives of high-skilled profes-
sionals to emigrate. 

To reduce the impact of brain drain, origin countries need to expand their capacity for training  
high-skilled workers. Greater capacity increases the likelihood that a sufficient number of high-skilled 
workers stay, even if others migrate. The challenge, however, is how to finance such an expansion. 

When high-skilled workers who leave have been educated with public funding from the origin coun-
try, their migration becomes a de facto subsidy from the origin country (typically lower-income) to the 
destination country (typically higher-income). Almost one-third of college-educated emigrants, how-
ever, have obtained their education after they migrate—at no cost to their country of origin.102 This 
proportion is particularly high among some migrant groups. For example, more than 50 percent of 

Figure 5.9 On average, migrants are more educated than the labor force in their origin 
countries 
Share of the tertiary-educated among emigrants and labor force in origin countries, 2020

Sources: WDR 2023 team compilations. WDR2023 Migration Database, World Bank, Washington, DC, https://www.world 
bank.org/wdr2023/data. Data on skill structure of population: census data, 2014–20; updated Barro and Lee (2013); Data 
(portal), Wittgenstein Centre for Demography and Global Human Capital, Vienna, https://www.wittgensteincentre.org/en 
/data.htm.
Note: The size of the circles is relative to the number of emigrants from the country. The diagonal line represents equal  
levels of tertiary education between emigrants and the labor force in the origin country. For country abbreviations, see  
International Organization for Standardization (ISO), https://www.iso.org/obp/ui/#search.
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college-educated Jamaicans who live in the United States studied there (figure 5.10), and 90 percent of 
Micronesians and 95 percent of Tongans with tertiary education received their degrees abroad.103  

In some countries, private education can complement public efforts. For example, in response to the 
rising demand in destination countries for nurses, the Philippines rapidly expanded its nursing educa-
tion programs in private institutions.104 For every new emigrant nurse, nine new nurses were licensed, 
ultimately boosting the net number of nurses in the country.105 

International cooperation can enhance the match between workers’ skills and attributes and the 
needs of the destination economy while reducing some of the adverse effects of the brain drain. For 
example, the Global Skills Partnerships (GSPs) and other bilateral and regional agreements between 
origin and destination countries facilitate expansion of training.106 In a GSP, the country of destina-
tion—either the government or the private sector—underwrites the training of potential migrants so 
that they acquire the qualifications needed by its labor market. The training is held in the country of 
origin prior to migration. It also benefits students who will stay home and enter the domestic labor force. 

To be effective, however, such schemes must be market-driven with substantive involvement by the pri-
vate sector. The Australia Pacific Training Coalition (APTC) learned this lesson. It established technical 
and vocational training campuses on five Pacific Island countries and had by 2019 graduated over 15,000 
students.107 However, only a small fraction of these students moved to Australia or New Zealand for work, 
despite a majority aspiring to do so. This outcome was attributed to weak links with prospective employ-
ers and inadequate mechanisms for recognizing skills and experience obtained in the country of origin.108

Figure 5.10 Many high-skilled migrants who migrate to the United States from Latin America 
and the Caribbean and Sub-Saharan Africa receive their tertiary education in the United States
Share of high-skilled migrants in the United States who received their tertiary degree in the United States

Source: WDR 2023 team calculations, based on five-year estimates of American Community Survey (dashboard), US  
Census Bureau, Suitland, MD, https://www.census.gov/programs-surveys/acs.
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The additional measures needed to retain essential workers in critical sectors such as health care 
would require cooperation between origin and destination countries. For example, some origin coun-
tries have considered requiring essential workers to undertake a minimum period of national service. 
The enforcement of such schemes that go against market forces is challenging and more likely to suc-
ceed when supported by both origin and destination countries—for example, if destination countries 
mandate a minimum period of service as a condition for receiving a visa within the broader context of 
bilateral labor arrangements.109 But such measures can only be complements, not substitutes, for other 
policies that make domestic labor markets more attractive for the targeted workers.110

Taking a strategic approach 
Migration of workers whose skills and attributes are a strong match in destination economies can be  
a powerful driver of poverty reduction in countries of origin. Some origin countries, such as the  
Philippines, have managed it as an integral component of their development strategies, with noticeable 
results (box 5.2). 

Box 5.2 The Philippines: A case study of how origin countries can benefit from migration 

The Philippines offers an instructive example of a proactive, integrated policy approach to migration.  
Its migration system evolved from the 1970s to its current structure spanning the entire migration life 
cycle—from pre-deployment to eventual return and reintegration. Its elements include the following:

•	 Bilateral labor agreements. The Philippines entered into 54 bilateral labor agreements (BLAs) to provide 
better conditions for emigrants. For example, the BLA with Saudi Arabia and other Gulf Cooperation 
Council (GCC) countries for household service workers abolished placement fees to reduce migration 
costs and included a model contract enshrining certain rights and protections. It permitted the estab-
lishment of a minimum wage. The BLA also accompanied broader reforms to better equip workers with 
technical skills and knowledge. Enforcement of these agreements requires ongoing efforts by both 
destination countries and the Philippines.a 

•	 Preparation of migrants. The government has put in place programs to develop potential migrants’ 
skills in line with the demands in the global market. The Technical Skills and Development Authority 
(TESDA) trains more than 800,000 graduates a year. Education in selected occupations in high demand 
globally, such as nursing, has also been expanded. This approach has positive spillovers for the domestic 
labor market because some graduates from these programs do not migrate. In parallel, the government 
provides pre-departure orientation programs to inform migrants about the risks and benefits of migra-
tion and labor rights and safety measures, as well as information specific to the destination. Recently, 
the Philippine government began requiring financial literacy training for all prospective overseas work-
ers. The recent inclusion of this pilot financial literacy class in the orientation programs increased the 
likelihood of having a bank account among some migrants.b Lessons from these pilots will need to be 
reflected in broader efforts beyond the pilot phase.

•	 Protection of migrants. The Philippines aims to engage with workers while they are overseas through its 
Philippine Overseas Labor Offices (POLOs). These offices assist with labor protection, training, and 
general support. In addition, the Philippines has established a Post Arrival Orientation Seminar that 

(Box continues next page)
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Box 5.2 The Philippines: A case study of how origin countries can benefit from migration  
(continued)

imparts information about the destination country and, in some exceptional circumstances, resource 
centers that can serve as shelters for women migrant workers in need. To further protect workers 
and their households, the government requires that they be covered by insurance, which is generally 
the responsibility of the employer or recruiter, but there are gaps in such health insurance coverage as 
exposed during the COVID-19 pandemic.c

•	 Cost of remittances. Remittances are important determinants of investment in health and education in 
the Philippines, especially for children. The costs of sending remittances to the Philippines from other 
countries in the region are among the world’s lowest because of efforts by the government and the 
private sector to develop digital platforms and expand information on remittance services. Investments 
in education have also increased thanks to private sector innovations that allow lenders to designate 
remittances for specific purposes. And yet despite the significant development impacts of remittances, 
gaps remain, particularly for children whose parent or caregiver goes abroad. Households relying on 
remittances may face uninsured shocks from abroad, such as a pandemic.d 

•	 Support to returning migrants. To maximize the economic potential of returning migrants, the govern-
ment implements programs to support their reintegration into the labor market, which includes provid-
ing information about return and opportunities to gain skills while abroad. The government also offers 
business training and loans or grants for entrepreneurship. However, uptake of these supportive efforts 
has been low—just 4 percent of returnees. Seventy percent of returning migrants still report having 
difficulty finding a satisfactory job. The government has continued to expand these efforts, especially 
during the COVID-19 pandemic.e

•	 Institutional arrangements. The Philippine Development Plan 2017–2022 aimed to mainstream 
migration, facilitate temporary movements, and support migrants’ return.f The new Philippine Devel-
opment Plan (2023–28) focuses on returning migrants’ reentry into the economy, and on the man-
agement of social impacts, including through health and psychosocial services to migrants’ children.  
To ensure coherence among all interventions, the government has merged several agencies to  
form the cabinet-level Department of Migrant Workers to support migrants and their families prior 
to departure, while abroad, and upon return.g In addition, the government recently resuscitated  
the right of migrants overseas to vote for senators and party-list representatives as a way to get their 
voice heard.

Source: Ang and Tiongson (2023).
a.	� Arriola (2022); Chilton and Woda (2021); ILO (2019); Rivera, Serrano, and Tullao (2013); Ruhunage (2014); Wickramasekara 

(2015); Yagi et al. (2014).
b.	� Abarcar and Theoharides (2021); Barsbai et al. (2022); Cabanda (2017); OECD (2017, 105). See also the various entries  

on the Philippines in the Good Practices Database: Labour Migration Policies and Programmes, International Labour Orga-
nization, Geneva, https://www.ilo.org/dyn/migpractice/migmain.home.

c.	� Ang and Tiongson (2023); DOLE (2015).
d.	� Asis (2006); Clemens and Tiongson (2017); Cortes (2015); De Arcangelis et al. (2015); Dominguez and Hall (2022);  

Edillon (2008); NEDA (2021); Pajaron, Latinazo, and Trinidad (2020); World Bank (2022b); Yang (2008).
e.	� Ang and Tiongson (2023); Asis (2020); OECD (2017, 83).
f.	 NEDA (2021).
g.	 “About DMW,” Department of Migrant Workers, Mandaluyong City, the Philippines, https://www.dmw.gov.ph/about-dmw.
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To manage emigration for poverty reduction, countries have adopted measures in areas that often 
reinforce one another:

•	 Remittance costs. Reducing remittance costs and incentivizing migrants to channel such trans-
actions through the formal financial sector. For example, Mexico does not charge income tax on 
remittances received under a certain amount (about US$30,000).111 Vietnam and Tajikistan have 
also removed taxes on incoming remittances and saw increased flows as a result.112 These efforts 
can also be complemented by partnerships in destination countries. For example, the Tonga 
Development Bank has created the ‘Ave Pa’anga Pau initiative, a digital service supporting remit-
tances received from New Zealand and Australia for a fee of about 4.5 percent.113 

•	 Knowledge transfers. Strengthening the business environment to maximize the effects of knowl-
edge transfers and engaging with the diaspora to further encourage knowledge flows. For exam-
ple, Korea and Vietnam have programs to invite their diasporas to take part in formulating their 
economic development plans.

•	 Supporting return. Supporting return migrants as they reenter the domestic labor force, such as in 
Malaysia. To entice migrant workers to come back, Malaysia offers benefits that include a 15 per-
cent flat income tax for five years, permanent status eligibility for foreign spouses and children, 
and various duty exemptions.

•	 Skills building. Providing workers with skills that are a strong match with the needs of both the 
domestic market and potential destination countries and even specializing in some skill sets, 
such as in Bosnia and Herzegovina, the Philippines, Tunisia, Indonesia, and India in the context 
of the Triple Win Program with Germany. The program is designed to facilitate migration to 
Germany. The process comprises foreign credential recognition processes, language and profes-
sional courses, and job placements. Beneficiaries are then entitled to a residence permit.

•	 Supporting nationals abroad. Strengthening consular services to support migrants while they 
are abroad, which the Philippines did so migrants would be better protected against abuse and 
exploitation. 

Efforts like these have been institutionalized in some countries, both at the national level and through 
bilateral cooperation. Many origin countries have established specialized agencies to design and imple-
ment emigration-related policies and coordinate with other government departments. Some countries, 
such as Bangladesh, Pakistan, and the Philippines, have established dedicated ministries for effective 
coordination. In parallel, some origin countries have entered into formal bilateral labor agreements 
with destination countries as a way to regulate and steer labor migration in a manner that is mutually 
beneficial. 

Notes
1.	 World Bank (2022b).
2.	 Migrants’ reasons for sending remittances depend on 

the conditions in their origin countries and the type of 
migration. On the one hand, the countercyclicality of 
remittances suggests migrants’ altruism—that is, they 
send money to improve the well-being of their families 
(Frankel 2011; Lucas and Stark 1985; Osili 2004). On 
the other hand, remitting behavior can be motivated 
by migrants’ self-interest, such as to increase the 
probability that it will lead to an inheritance (Hoddi-
nott 1994; Osili 2004) or to invest in assets in the 

origin country (Garip 2012). Whatever the motivation, 
it is difficult to test for altruism or self-interest 
because remittances reflect diverse factors and rea-
sons—such as to compensate a family member caring 
for a migrant’s children (Cox 1987). Or perhaps altru-
ism and self-interest coexist. Lucas and Stark (1985, 
904) assert: “In the end, one cannot probe whether the 
true motive is one of caring or more selfish wishing to 
enhance prestige by being perceived as caring.” 

3.	 Adams (2009); Fischer, Martin, and Straubhaar (1997); 
Stark and Bloom (1985). When remitting part of their 
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from their family members back home to, for example, 
avoid pressure from family members to remit. See 
McKenzie, Gibson, and Stillman (2013); Seshan and 
Zubrickas (2017).
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(2014).
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6.	 World Bank (2018, chap. 5).
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for families of refugees. Finding employment in the 
host country takes refugees longer, and their potential 
to earn and remit to their families back home may be 
lower as family ties become stretched. Sending remit-
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Spotlight 5

Measurement of
remittances 

Properly estimating and monitoring personal remittance fl ows have become critical for many coun-
tries of origin because of the macroeconomic eff ects of such fl ows and their potential contribution 

to  poverty reduction and development. Yet there are signifi cant issues surrounding the remittance data 
currently available.1

Discrepancies
Remittance data are based on infor-
mation provided by countries—both 
sending and receiving—in their annual 
balance of payments (BoP) reports. 
Estimating remittances, however, is a 
complex endeavor, and countries use 
diff erent methods. Most BoP reports 
are based on some combination of 
direct reporting from commercial banks 
and other financial intermediaries; 
household surveys to account for trans-
fers through informal channels, among 
other things; and estimation models.2

There are, however, signifi cant 
inconsistencies in estimates of remit-
tances. In principle, the total received 
(remittance infl ows, as reported by 
countries that received them) should 
be equal to the total sent (remittance 
outfl ows, as reported by countries from 
which they are sent).3 But there is a sig-
nifi cant gap, which has widened since 
the early 2000s. In 2020, the reported 
remittances received exceeded the remit-
tances sent by almost 40 percent (fi gure 
S5.1). Such inconsistencies can also be 
observed in bilateral remittances data 
(box S5.1).

Figure S5.1 In 2020, the gap between global estimates 
of remittances received and sent reached 40 percent 

Source: Balance of Payments and International Investment Position 
Statistics (dashboard), International Monetary Fund, Washington, DC, 
https://data.imf.org/?sk=7A51304B-6426-40C0-83DD-CA473CA1FD52.
Note: The fi gure includes remittances for all countries reporting balance 
of payments data to the International Monetary Fund (IMF). Infl ows are 
reported by the countries to which remittances are sent. Outfl ows are 
reported by the countries from which remittances are sent. As per the 
IMF’s Balance of Payments and International Investment Position Manual, 
6th edition (IMF 2009a), personal remittances include only the standard 
components of personal transfers and employee compensation. Missing 
data for Vietnam and the United Arab Emirates are replaced with esti-
mates from KNOMAD Data, Global Knowledge Partnership on Migration 
and Development, World Bank, Washington, DC, https://www.knomad
.org/data.
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Box S5.1 Testing the inflow-outflow gap at the country level

The most commonly used remittances database, the Bilateral Remittances Matrix,a contains data on remit-
tance inflows and outflows, as well as estimated bilateral flows by corridor.b However, the estimated amounts 
are not fully consistent because of the gap between reported inflows and outflows in balance of payments 
(BoP) reports. For example, the total outflow reported by a country in its BoP should, in principle, equal 
the sum of all bilateral outflows originating from that country, but often it does not (figure SB5.1.1). The 
difference is sometimes positive, sometimes negative; there is no clear pattern. Although many of these dis- 
crepancies could be attributed to normal estimation errors, large gaps—such as in the United Kingdom, 
Spain, and Canada, as well as in Luxembourg and Switzerland—suggest broader issues. For the United 
States, the gap suggests an underreporting of remittance outflows in the BoP by a staggering US$125 billion.

Figure SB5.1.1 Remittance estimation gaps are significant in many economies

Sources: Balance of Payments and International Investment Position Statistics (dashboard), International Monetary 
Fund, Washington, DC, https://data.imf.org/?sk=7A51304B-6426-40C0-83DD-CA473CA1FD52; KNOMAD Remittances 
Data (dashboard), Global Knowledge Partnership on Migration and Development, World Bank, Washington, DC, https://
www.knomad.org/data/remittances.
Note: Imputed outflows represent the sum of all bilateral outflows originating from a country based on Bilateral 
Remittances Matrix estimates. Reported outflows are based on balance of payments data. Only economies with  
at least US$3 billion in either recorded or imputed outflows are included.

a.	� KNOMAD Remittances Data (dashboard), Global Knowledge Partnership on Migration and Development, World Bank, 
Washington, DC, https://www.knomad.org/data/remittances.

b.	� Ratha and Shaw (2007). The breakdown by bilateral corridor is based on the total amount of remittances received by a given 
country, the share of workers from that country in each destination country, and the difference in gross domestic product 
per capita between origins and destinations.
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Inconsistency with other economic measures
The observed gaps in the measurement of remittances raise a question: in the face of large discrepan-
cies, which estimates are more reliable—inflows data from remittance recipients or outflows data from 
remittance-sending countries? One way to address this question is to compare the trends in remittance 
inflows and outflows with the underly-
ing economic fundamentals.4 

Economic fundamentals are based 
on changes in the main factors that 
drive remittances: (1) the number of 
migrant workers; (2) their average 
income; and (3) the share of that income 
they send back to their country of ori-
gin. Assuming that the share of income 
remitted by migrants was constant 
between 2000 and 2020, the economic 
fundamental estimates increased by  
84 percent between 2000 and 2020; the 
reported outflows increased by 96 per-
cent; and the reported inflows increased 
by 177 percent (figure S5.2). In other 
words, at the global level the economic 
fundamentals are consistent with the 
observed growth in reported remittance 
outflows, but they cannot explain the 
increase in reported inflows.

Global trends, however, mask signif-
icant variations across countries, where 
both inflows and outflows can be incon-
sistent with economic fundamentals 
and fluctuate dramatically (figure S5.3). 
In Guatemala, for example, the reported 
remittance inflows grew over four times 
faster than what the economic fun-
damentals would suggest. In Nigeria, 
remittance inflows jumped by almost  
10 times in one year and then declined, 
even though economic fundamentals 
suggest they should have increased 
steadily. Remittance outflows from China 
overall follow the economic fundamen-
tals, but with large annual variations. 
Remittance outflows from the euro area 
also increased much faster than economic 
fundamentals and then declined, once 
again suggesting measurement issues.

Figure S5.2 At the global level, outflow remittance 
reports are closer than inflow remittance reports to 
economic fundamentals

Sources: Balance of Payments and International Investment Position 
Statistics (dashboard), International Monetary Fund, Washington, DC, 
https://data.imf.org/?sk=7A51304B-6426-40C0-83DD-CA473CA1FD52; 
KNOMAD Remittances Data (dashboard), Global Knowledge Partnership 
on Migration and Development, World Bank, Washington, DC, https://
www.knomad.org/data/remittances; World Development Indicators 
(dashboard), World Bank, Washington, DC, https://datatopics.worldbank 
.org/world-development-indicators/; WDR2023 Migration Database, 
World Bank, Washington, DC, https://www.worldbank.org/wdr2023/data.
Note: As per the International Monetary Fund’s Balance of Payments and 
International Investment Position Manual, 6th edition (IMF 2009a), per-
sonal remittances include only the standard components of personal 
transfers and employee compensation for both inflows and outflows. 
Missing data for Vietnam and the United Arab Emirates are replaced 
with estimates from KNOMAD Data, Global Knowledge Partnership on 
Migration and Development, World Bank, Washington, DC, https://www 
.knomad.org/data. Economic fundamentals are estimated based on  
(1) the global number of migrants; (2) migrants’ income as proxied by the 
global gross domestic product (GDP) per capita weighted by the number 
of migrants in each country; and (3) a stable share of income remitted. 
Weights for the year 2000 are used for 2001–09, and weights for the year 
2010 are used for 2011–19.
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Figure S5.3 At the country level, reports of both inflows and outflows can be inconsistent with 
economic fundamentals

Sources: Balance of Payments and International Investment Position Statistics (dashboard), International Monetary Fund, 
Washington, DC, https://data.imf.org/?sk=7A51304B-6426-40C0-83DD-CA473CA1FD52; KNOMAD Remittances Data (dash-
board), Global Knowledge Partnership on Migration and Development, World Bank, Washington, DC, https://www.knomad 
.org/data/remittances; World Development Indicators (dashboard), World Bank, Washington, DC, https://datatopics.world 
bank.org/world-development-indicators/.
Note: As per the International Monetary Fund’s Balance of Payments and International Investment Position Manual, 6th edi-
tion (IMF 2009a), personal remittances include only the standard components of personal transfers and employee com-
pensation for both inflows and outflows. Economic fundamentals are the product of real gross domestic product (GDP) per 
capita (constant US$) and the total number of migrants. For Guatemala and Nigeria (inflows), economic fundamentals are 
the total number of emigrants multiplied by a composite real GDP per capita of destination countries, weighted by migrant 
share. For China and the euro area (outflows), they are a product of the total number of immigrants and real GDP per capita. 
Data on personal transfers are not available in the balance of payments for the euro area between 2008 and 2012.
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Underlying challenges
The gaps in remittance estimates reflect challenges many countries are facing in compiling data from 
various sources:

•	 Measurement of informal flows. Large amounts of remittances are transferred via informal chan-
nels, such as hawala,5 or carried by hand across borders, typically because of lower fees, more 
favorable exchange rates, or better accessibility. Most countries use surveys and models to esti-
mate such transfers, but doing so accurately is notoriously challenging. When large amounts shift 
from informal to formal channels—or vice versa—large variations in reported flows sometimes 
occur, even though the actual amounts transferred did not change to the same extent. For exam-
ple, during the COVID-19 pandemic, lockdowns and border closures between the United States 
and Mexico raised the costs of informal channels prohibitively. Some migrants thus shifted from 
informal channels to formal channels, such as banks or mobile operators, which are easier to 
capture in official statistics.6 This shift led, in turn, to an increase in formal remittances, in spite 
of the economic slowdown. 

•	 Inconsistent estimation methods. Many countries use a combination of instruments to estimate 
remittances, including financial institution reports, household surveys, and econometric models. 
For example, Mexico’s central bank relies on monthly reports by remittance firms and sur-
veys of incoming Mexican nationals at the US border. Similarly, the Philippine central bank 
tracks amounts transferred through the banking sector and uses surveys to estimate transfers 
through informal channels. By contrast, the US government relies on an economic model to 
assess the amounts of remittances sent to other countries. The model uses data on the number of  
foreign-born residents, their income, the share of their income remitted,7 and other demographic 
indicators. Although based on similar principles, these approaches rely on different instruments, 
yielding results that are not fully consistent. 

•	 Classification issues. As per the International Monetary Fund (IMF) guidelines, personal remittances 
include only the standard components of personal transfers and employee compensation for both 
inflows and outflows.8 However, some small cross-country transactions are often classified in the 
BoP as remittances, even though they may be payments for international trade in goods or services 
or the repatriation of savings.9 For example, when Pakistani migrants in Dubai repatriated their 
savings in the wake of the 2008–09 Great Recession, these flows were counted as remittances.10 

•	 Administrative capacity. In some low- and middle-income countries, statistical offices have  
limited administrative capacity, which compounds the remittance estimation issues. The qual-
ity of financial reporting from banking institutions and mobile operators also varies across 
countries. Complementary sources of information, such as household and enterprise surveys or 
administrative data, can be expensive, and many countries do not use them in a systematic man-
ner. This practice limits the universal applicability of sophisticated estimation methodologies.

Looking forward, improving the measurement of remittance flows is critical to enable countries of ori-
gin and destination to manage them at both the macroeconomic and microeconomic levels. The current 
discrepancies and inconsistencies across countries suggest the need for a significant effort to improve the 
accuracy and comparability of remittance data. This effort will require enhancing the implementation of 
shared guidelines, as provided by the IMF;11 encouraging the widespread use of both complementary sources 
of information, such as household and enterprise surveys, as well as administrative data; and strengthening 
statistical capacity where needed, including in low- and middle-income countries.12 Such efforts are urgent 
because the emergence of new money transfer operators and the diversification in the way person-to-person 
transactions are conducted are transforming the ways in which migrant workers are sending remittances. 
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Notes
1.	 The sixth edition of the International Monetary Fund’s 

Balance of Payments and International Investment  
Position Manual (BPM6) and its “International Transac-
tions in Remittances: Guide for Compilers and Users,” 
both released in 2009, as well as its BPM6 Compilation 
Guide, released in 2014, provide the statistical frame-
work, methodology, and practical guidance needed to 
record and compile the components of personal remit-
tances (IMF 2009a, 2009b, 2014).

2.	 IMF (2009a).
3.	 Each cross-border financial transaction should be 

recorded as both an inflow in the remittance-receiving-
country’s BoP and an outflow in the remittance-send-
ing country’s BoP.

4.	 Clemens and McKenzie (2018).

5.	 Hawala is an informal method of transferring remit-
tances. A payment is made by the remitter to an inter-
mediary in the remitting country. The intermediary 
asks his or her partner in the country to which the 
remittance is sent to arrange a payment in local cur-
rency to the beneficiary. The debt between the partners 
is then settled at a later time through other mecha-
nisms (Afram 2012).

6.	 Dinarte-Diaz et al. (2022).
7.	 GAO (2006).
8.	 IMF (2009a).
9.	 Amjad, Irfan, and Arif (2013).
10.	 Amjad, Irfan, and Arif (2013).
11.	 IMF (2009a, 2009b, 2014).
12.	 Ambler, Aycinena, and Yang (2015); Clemens and  

McKenzie (2018).
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Destination
countries
Maximizing gains through
economic and social policies

Key messages
•  Destination countries gain signifi cantly from the contributions of migrants whose skills and attri-

butes strongly match their needs, irrespective of migrants’ legal status or motivation. 
•  Benefi ts arise from migrants’ contributions in the labor market and to higher productivity and greater 

availability and lower prices for some goods and services, as well as their fi scal contributions. These 
benefi ts are larger if migrants are allowed and able to work formally at the level of their qualifi cations. 

•  Costs are associated with the use of public services and the negative wage or employment eff ects on 
some nationals (typically among the lower-skilled). Social integration can have a cost as well, but the 
debate must be placed in context: destination societies are not identical, culturally uniform, or static. 

•  Destination countries can adopt policies that improve how well migrants’ skills and attributes match 
countries’ needs—and thus their gains—by creating adequate legal pathways for entry and by facilitat-
ing economic and social inclusion (fi gure 6.1). 

159

Figure 6.1 When migrants’ skills and attributes are a strong match with the needs of their
destination countries, the countries benefi t and can increase their benefi ts through policy actions

Source: WDR 2023 team.
Note: Match refers to the degree to which a migrant’s skills and related attributes meet the demand in the destination 
country. Motive refers to the circumstances under which a person moves—whether in search of opportunity or because of a 
“well-founded fear” of persecution, armed confl ict, or violence in their origin country.
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Benefiting from migrants’ labor
About 30 percent of Australia’s population has migrated from another country, and two-thirds of them 
are now citizens. The country has a market-driven immigration policy that, with inputs from employers, 
prioritizes the skill sets and occupations in high demand. It also has programs aimed at family reunifica-
tion, students in tertiary (postsecondary) education, and investors. This approach has attracted qualified 
individuals from many countries, with the result that 55 percent of adult migrants have a tertiary edu-
cation.1 Australia has also expanded its temporary migration programs, such as for agricultural workers, 
making it possible for migrants to convert to a longer-term status and, in some cases, citizenship.2 These 
policies aim to ensure that economic immigrants’ skills and attributes are a strong match with the needs 
of the labor market, thereby improving labor productivity and responding to the needs of particular 
regions and industries.

In the European Union (EU), all nationals of EU Member States have the right to enter and reside in 
any Member State with the same socioeconomic rights as citizens.3 Some movements within the bloc 
are even encouraged through programs supported by the European Commission, such as Erasmus+ for 
students.4 About 3 percent of EU citizens live in an EU country other than their own, and the propor-
tion is higher among younger and more educated citizens.5 Indeed, free movement is a cornerstone of 
the European construction and “convergence machine.”6 It has transformed the European economy and 
improved productivity, and it has allowed income levels to rise rapidly across the regional bloc, especially 
among the new Member States.7 

Other countries rely on temporary migration to meet their labor needs, including the Gulf Coop-
eration Council (GCC) countries. Millions of immigrant workers from all over the world are employed 
in construction, engineering, banking, health care, and almost every other low-, medium-, and high-
skilled occupation. In fact, the GCC receives significantly larger numbers of low-skilled workers than 
other high-income countries, although there has also been widespread criticism of their treatment.8 
Today, about two-thirds of the labor force in Bahrain, Oman, and Saudi Arabia and 80–90 percent in 
Kuwait, Qatar, and the United Arab Emirates consist of temporary migrants whose stays range from a 
few months to several decades. For these destination economies, migrants’ contributions are indispens-
able, and migration is largely behind the region’s modernization. 

Many middle- and upper-middle-income countries are also important destinations, especially for 
relatively lower-skilled migrants from neighboring countries and lower-income countries. In Malaysia,  
11.9 percent of the labor force is composed of migrants, with the vast majority from Indonesia, the Phil-
ippines, and Thailand.9 As the education and income levels of citizens rose in Malaysia over the last three 
decades, labor demand in construction, agriculture, low-tech manufacturing, and services were met by 
lower-skilled migrants from these countries, supporting and enabling the country’s further development. 

The experience of high-income countries is relevant to the development debate for two main reasons. 
First, the success of migrants in high-income destination societies contributes to development outcomes 
in countries of origin and therefore is of interest to the development efforts in these countries. 

Second, because data and research have predominantly focused on high-income countries, they pro-
vide insight into both the short- and long-term economic effects of migration (box 6.1), which will be 
helpful to policy makers in middle- and low-income countries that receive large numbers of migrants. 

Demand for skills and labor in destination countries
Today, entire industries are relying on immigrant labor—construction and high-tech in the United 
States, oil and energy in the Middle East, mining in South Africa, plantations in Malaysia, childcare in 
Singapore, finance in the United Kingdom, transportation in Germany, and agriculture in almost every 
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high-income country. In many countries, migrants are a significant addition to the labor force for both 
high- and low-skilled occupations. 

In high-income countries, migrant workers are usually concentrated at opposite ends of the educa-
tion distribution—among the highly educated and among those with only a primary education or less—
which reflects labor market demands. By contrast, the share of migrants and naturalized citizens with 
an intermediate level of education—high school (upper-secondary) and postsecondary—is much lower 
(figure 6.2). Nationals with intermediate-skilled jobs act as complements to both high- and low-skilled 
migrant workers and benefit from their presence.

Fewer data are available on the skills complementarity of migrants in low- and middle-income desti-
nation countries. Most migrants are predominantly lower-skilled workers, and the complementarity of 
their skills with those already in the labor market is possibly weaker than in high-income countries. Many 
low- and middle-income countries also have relatively large informal economies. In the informal sec-
tor, migrants, irrespective of their skills, typically act as competitors with other informal workers.10 When 
they can engage in the formal sector, migrants are more likely to be complementary to other workers.11 

Box 6.1 The longer-term economic effects of migration

Long-term data underscore the aggregate economic gains of “strong match” immigration. In Argentina, 
counties that received higher shares of migrants during the age of mass migration (1850–1914) had higher 
gross domestic product (GDP) per capita a century later. For example, an average Argentinian county 
that increased its share of immigrants from 20 percent to 25 percent in 1914 had GDP per capita almost  
40 percent higher at the turn of the twenty-first century.a Massive inflows of immigrants to neighbor-
ing Brazil in 1850 had similar impacts. Municipalities that received a higher share of migrants experienced 
higher per capita income and higher levels of schooling than the national average, and this outcome per-
sisted 100 years after the migration episode.b Population inflows during the age of great migration to the 
United States (1850–1920) increased overall prosperity through higher incomes, lower poverty and unem-
ployment, faster rates of urbanization, and greater educational attainment that are still evident today.  
The economic gains enjoyed by the counties that received more immigrants did not come at the expense  
of nearby counties that received fewer immigrants.c 

Even when people move under duress, the long-term benefits can be significant. In India, districts that 
received large numbers of people displaced during the 1947 Partition were more likely to adopt new agri-
cultural technologies in the decades that followed, and they experienced significantly higher agricultural 
yields than other parts of the country.d Similarly, in Greece municipalities that received large numbers of 
people who were forcibly displaced following the Greco-Turkish War of 1919–22 benefited from new skills, 
especially in textile production and commercial agriculture. Seventy years later, they still had larger man-
ufacturing sectors and higher average earnings than the rest of the country.e However, where newcomers 
were segregated in separate villages, the economic benefits were smaller, which illustrates the importance 
of social integration.f

a.	 Droller (2018).
b.	 Rocha, Ferraz, and Soares (2017).
c.	 Sequeira, Nunn, and Qian (2020); Tabellini (2020).
d.	 Bharadwaj and Ali Mirza (2019).
e.	 Murard and Sakalli (2020).
f.	 Murard and Sakalli (2020).
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Figure 6.2 In the United States and Western Europe, migrants and naturalized citizens are 
overrepresented at both ends of the education spectrum
Difference between share of migrants and naturalized citizens and share of native-born citizens, 
by education level

Sources: WDR 2023 team compilations, based on education data from American Community Survey (dashboard), US Cen-
sus Bureau, Suitland, MD, https://www.census.gov/programs-surveys/acs; European Union Labour Force Survey (database), 
Eurostat, European Commission, Luxembourg, https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/EU_labour_
force survey. 
Note: A postsecondary education includes those who have completed one year or more of college education without receiv-
ing a full degree. Western Europe is composed of Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Ireland, Italy, Lux-
embourg, Netherlands, Norway, Portugal, Spain, Sweden, and the United Kingdom. The data include all workers over age 15. 
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Skills complementarity reflects not only migrants’ qualifications but also the response by national 
workers. For example, when low-skilled immigrants arrive, the incentives for young nationals to acquire 
higher skills increase. This has been documented in Western Europe from 1996 to 2010. Younger  
nationals who had just entered or were about to enter the labor force invested in additional education 
that allowed them to take on jobs requiring more abstract thinking and communication and command-
ing higher wages.12 Likewise, in Denmark the settlement programs of low-skilled refugees across munic-
ipalities between 1986 and 1998 prompted young and less-educated nationals to strengthen their skills 
so that they could pursue occupations that were less intensive in manual labor and that offered better 
wages, employment prospects, and occupational mobility.13 

Broader economic effects: Higher productivity, lower consumer prices,  
and stronger business links 
The economic effects of migration stem from the complementarity of migrants’ skills with those of 
national workers. When migrants’ skills complement those already in the labor market, productivity 
increases, spreading substantial benefits across the destination country’s economy. 

High-skilled migrants generate productivity gains and spillovers that create opportunities for 
workers at lower levels of skills—both migrants and nationals.14 In 18 Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development (OECD) member countries taken together, foreign-born individuals 
accounted for 27 percent of all doctors and 16 percent of all nurses in 2018.15 In the United States, over 
a third of current medical residents completed their medical degree abroad. And almost two-thirds 
of the US winners of the Nobel Prize are foreign-born.16 High degrees of skill complementarity result 
in agglomeration economies and geographic concentration in many sectors—such as technology in 
California’s Silicon Valley and finance in London, New York, and Singapore.17

Migrants in low-skilled occupations can also provide complementary skills. As education levels have 
increased and the workforce has aged rapidly in many high- and upper-middle-income economies, the 
share of national workers without a high school degree has declined. Immigration is making it possible 
for employers to hire the low-skilled workers they need to keep their businesses sustainable. Migrant 
workers represent 12 percent of agricultural workers across the European Union and over 40 percent in 
Spain.18 They account for 64 percent of agricultural workers in the United States.19 Similarly, the vast 
majority of the construction workers in the GCC countries and plantation workers in Malaysia are also 
migrants.20 

The presence of low-skilled workers has additional effects. The cost of domestic household services 
declines when immigrants perform housework and childcare in higher-income countries. Women 
nationals, released from these tasks, can then join the labor force in larger numbers—especially high-
skilled married women—leading to overall economic gains. This pattern has been observed in a wide 
range of economies, such as Germany; Hong Kong SAR, China; Italy; Spain; Switzerland; the United 
Kingdom; and the United States.21 

Migrants also facilitate trade, investment, and other economic flows between destination and origin 
countries.22 They bring their social capital and business networks to the destination country, along with 
their knowledge of the origin country’s language, regulations, market opportunities, and institutions, 
thereby creating opportunities for trade and investment in the origin country and lowering the corre-
sponding transaction costs. For example, the United States received large numbers of Vietnamese refu-
gees in the 1970s who settled across the country. When trade restrictions between the United States and 
Vietnam were lifted 29 years later, US states with larger Vietnamese populations experienced the most 
significant growth in exports to Vietnam.23 The return of Bosnian refugees from Germany also resulted 
in higher exports from Germany to Bosnia and Herzegovina in sectors in which refugees previously had 
a higher presence.24 Ethnic Chinese networks established via historical migration patterns facilitated 
foreign direct investment (FDI) in Southeast Asia.25 
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How migration gains are shared within the destination society varies across countries and sectors 
of activity. In addition to the migrants themselves, two groups stand to potentially gain from migrants’ 
labor: consumers, if migrants’ contributions result in greater availability and lower prices for some 
domestically produced goods and services, and employers or owners of capital, if migrants’ contributions 
are reflected in higher profits. 

Policy choices made by the destination society—including the degree to which markets are compet-
itive—determine the outcome. A 2014 study found that in the United Kingdom immigration had no 
effect on the prices of tradable goods, but it did result in lower prices for nontraded services, such as 
construction, restaurants, and hairdressers.26 In the United States, a 10 percent increase in the share of 
low-skilled immigrants in the labor force reduced the price of some services, such as housekeeping, and 
construction by 2 percent.27 Similarly, after large numbers of immigrants from the former Soviet Union 
arrived in Israel during the 1990s, a 1 percentage point increase in the ratio of immigrants to nationals in 
a region was associated with a 0.5 percentage point decrease in the price of a basket of consumer goods.28

Mixed effects on wages and employment
Despite economywide gains, migration can be disruptive at the local level for some groups, even if migrants’ 
skills and attributes strongly match the needs of the destination economy. Impacts are often felt in the geo-
graphic areas and occupations in which migrants are concentrated. The economic adjustment can affect 
nationals’ wages and employment levels, at least in the short term. It affects some groups negatively—typi-
cally those whose skills are similar to those of the migrants29—while benefiting complementary workers.30 
Cross-country variations reflect a range of factors, including the state of the destination economy, the 
share of migrants in the labor force, and the complementarity of skills between migrants and nationals.

As for other shocks, markets eventually adjust through a reallocation of capital and the movement 
of workers to other occupations, sectors, and regions. Over time, the adverse impacts of migration tend 
to decline, especially when product and labor markets are flexible31 and social protection mechanisms 
are effective. Still, the adjustment costs can be significant for some workers and their families. For many 
workers, it is difficult to switch jobs, firms, or geographic locations to adjust to the presence of immi-
grant workers.32

In terms of wage gains (or losses) experienced by existing workers, a review of 111 studies in 29 coun-
tries reveals different outcomes (figure 6.3) when immigration increases the labor force by 1 percentage 
point. They range from a net loss of 6 percent for low-skilled workers in Colombia to a net gain of about 
5 percent for high-skilled workers in Türkiye.33

When wages are relatively rigid, the short-term effects of migration may include higher unemploy-
ment for nationals at the local level.34 For example, in the early 1990s Germany received about 2.8 mil-
lion ethnic Germans from the former Soviet bloc (not including the former Democratic Republic of 
Germany), settling them randomly across the country. Although wages remained largely stable, for every 
10 new workers who arrived in a certain region three German workers lost their jobs. Similarly, a 1990 
policy gave workers from the Czech Republic employment rights—but not residency—in some German 
border municipalities. By 1993, wages had declined by only 0.13 percent, but the influx of Czech workers 
had led to almost one-to-one job losses for Germans in that area.35 Some affected workers chose to with-
draw from the labor force or to relocate to other regions.36 In South Africa, the arrival of migrant work-
ers led to lower wages and prompted nationals to move to areas with better employment prospects.37  
In Europe, immigration-related job losses among nationals are lower in labor markets with smaller  
hiring costs, less rigid wages, and lower business entry costs.38

Overall, lower-skilled workers tend to be negatively affected more often—and more severely—by 
immigration than higher-skilled workers because their skills tend to be closer to those of migrants.  
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For example, in Colombia, although both low- and high-skilled workers are negatively affected, lower- 
skilled are more so. In Germany, the Netherlands, Türkiye, and the United Kingdom, lower-skilled  
workers experience negative wage impacts, while high-skilled workers see gains.39 In Colombia and  
Türkiye, the arrival of refugees in the labor market has negative effects on informal workers and posi- 
tive effects on formal workers.40 Migration to low- and middle-income countries, when it is a close  
substitute for low-skilled workers and a strong complement for high-skilled workers, also disproportion-
ately affects low-skilled and thus low-income individuals.41 

In many countries, previous waves of migrants are the most affected by new inflows because their 
skills are most similar to the skills that new migrants bring. In the United States, new migration between 
1990 and 2006 reduced the wages of previous cohorts of migrant workers by 7.6 percent, whereas the 
impact on nationals was a marginal gain of 0.6 percent.42 The pattern was similar in Malaysia, where a 

Figure 6.3 The impacts of immigration on wages vary across countries

Source: WDR 2023 team calculations, based on a review of 111 studies in 29 countries. 
Note: The average wage impact is the percentage wage gain or loss experienced by existing workers when the local labor 
force increases by 1 percentage point due to immigration.
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10 percent increase in the number migrants reduced the wages of existing migrants by about 3.9 percent, 
with no observable impacts on the wages of nationals.43 

Fiscal contributions
The fiscal impacts of migration are usually positive. In OECD countries, the net fiscal contributions 
of migrants—measured as the tax revenue and social security contributions collected from migrants 
minus the social transfers they receive44—are often even higher than those of nationals (figure 6.4).45 
The net fiscal contribution is higher when migrants arrive with skills and attributes that strongly match 
the needs of the destination country. They can, however, be reduced when migrants face labor market 
discrimination or do not work at the level of their skills and qualifications and thus earn lower wages 
than comparable nationals.

Differences in the age distribution of immigrants and naturalized citizens relative to the native-
born account for a large part of the difference in their net fiscal contribution—70 percent in the OECD 
countries (figure 6.5).46 This finding stems from the fact that immigrants are overrepresented among 
prime-age individuals—the age group that contributes more and draws relatively fewer benefits—and 
underrepresented among children and the elderly—the age groups that consume the most education, 
health, and old-age benefits, while not contributing much.47 Most immigrants arrive in the host country 

Figure 6.4 On average, the net fiscal contributions of migrants and naturalized citizens in 
OECD countries are higher than those of native-born citizens
Ratio of individual-level government revenue to expenditure (per capita), 2006–18 average

Source: Damas de Matos 2021. 
Note: Data include only individual-level government expenditures and revenue. Expenditures are on health, education, and 
social protection. Revenue is from direct and indirect taxes, as well as social contributions. Expenditures on pure public 
goods, such as national defense, are excluded. OECD = Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development.
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having completed their education.48 Between 1995 and 2011, European immigrants brought skills and 
training into the United Kingdom that would have cost almost US$17 billion if produced through the 
British education system.49 As they engage in the labor force, prime-aged immigrants contribute three 
times more than the government spends on them.50 Overall, the average recent immigrant to the United 
States with less than a high school education delivers an estimated net present value contribution of 
US$128,000 over the course of their employment—almost twice the median annual income level.51 

Other factors also matter. The fiscal effects of temporary and permanent migration differ. Temporary 
workers typically return to their countries of origin before needing the public expenditures associated 
with old age—health care and pensions. Many migrate without their families and thus do not use the 
education system. By contrast, permanent migrants need full access to health care, education, and pen-
sion systems, and they typically generate smaller fiscal gains for the destination country.52 Education 
and skill levels also affect migrants’ net fiscal contributions. Individual government expenditures on 
migrants are similar across education levels,53 but migrants’ fiscal contributions are not; higher-skilled 
migrants contribute more than those with lower skills. 

Migrants’ legal status and formal employment are the single most important determinant of a 
migrant’s net fiscal contribution.54 Whereas all migrants—whether documented or undocumented—
pay consumption and value added taxes, only documented migrants pay income or social security taxes. 
Having the right to work allows documented migrants to earn higher wages, which, in turn, increases 

Figure 6.5 Migrants’ fiscal contributions are larger when they are working age
Correlation between the relative fiscal ratio (foreign-born to native-born) and the relative share of the 
population ages 15–64, 2006–18 average

Source: OECD 2021.
Note: For country abbreviations, see International Organization for Standardization (ISO), https://www.iso.org/obp/ui 
/#search.
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their fiscal contributions.55 In Colombia, a large amnesty program that granted job permits to about 
half a million Venezuelan migrants in 2018 increased formalization rates by 10 percentage points—and 
many of these migrants are now paying taxes.56

The overall fiscal impact of immigration also includes indirect contributions. Indirect and long-
run fiscal impacts are generally harder to quantify. They are based on assumptions about productiv-
ity, growth, capital allocation, and other adjustment mechanisms in the economy. But it is clear that 
migrant labor increases the revenue and profits of the firms that employ them and thus the taxes these 
firms have to pay. In the United States, such taxes are over three times larger than the direct (net) fiscal 
effects of migrants.57 

Maximizing economic gains
Destination countries’ policies largely affect the size of their economic gains. Policies include those  
affecting entry—determining who is allowed to come into a country—as well as policies affecting 
migrants’ stay—determining the rights they can enjoy and the opportunities they can access. Migrants’ 
contributions are larger in countries where migration policies ensure a high complementarity between 
migrants and nationals across all skill levels. Specifically, those are countries in which it is possible for 
migrants to work formally and at their level of qualification and in which the business environment 
enables capital and labor to be allocated swiftly across regions and sectors of the economy.

Entry policies
To meet their economic needs, most countries need multiple legal migration channels, including for 
both permanent and temporary migration. For example, the United States has as many as 185 visa  
categories, among them those for high-skilled workers and for agricultural seasonal laborers, for family 
reunification, and for temporary stay on humanitarian grounds. Similarly, numerous criteria provide 
grounds for obtaining a green card (permanent residency), such as family ties, employment, refugee sta-
tus, and protection from abuse or human trafficking.58 Multiple channels make for a cumbersome sys-
tem, but they also allow nuanced and comprehensive responses to a wide variety of situations and needs.

Entry policies need to acknowledge market forces. Where there is a demand, restrictions on immigrant 
labor come at a high economic cost and generate adverse effects, such as increases in undocumented 
migration and declines in output and productivity.59 For example, the US Bracero program provided 
Mexican farm workers with temporary work permits, and its termination in 1964 closed legal paths to 
employment for almost half a million temporary workers. Closure of the program was intended to benefit 
domestic workers. However, employers replaced migrant labor with machines, or they hired undocu-
mented migrants, who simply replaced the legal temporary workers. More recently, several oil-rich GCC 
countries imposed hiring quotas on immigrants to promote employment of nationals in the private sec-
tor. In Saudi Arabia, the employment of Saudi nationals increased, but the affected firms were 7 percent-
age points less likely to export; the value of their exports was likely to fall by 14 percent; and they were 1.5 
percentage points more likely to exit the market.60 In response to government restrictions, an irregular 
market then emerged, with migrants working illegally for an employer other than their visa sponsor.61

Measures to deter irregular migration can have unintended consequences. For example, the Secure 
Communities program implemented in the United States between 2008 and 2013 deterred irregular 
migration of one person for every person deported.62 However, the policy also had negative consequences 
for US citizens. It reduced the employment and wages of low-skilled workers63 because of a reduction in 
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local consumption and an increase in labor costs that reduced job creation. And it curtailed the labor 
force participation of high-skilled citizens, especially women.64

To ensure the effectiveness and sustainability of legal pathways, some countries have developed con-
sultative processes with employers, labor unions, and other stakeholders. For example, in the United 
Kingdom the Migration Advisory Committee reviews labor needs in selected sectors to advise the gov-
ernment on the potential use of immigration as a response to those needs.65 Similar schemes have been 
developed in Australia and Singapore, among others. Some countries also engage with local authorities 
or civil society as a way to build and strengthen a consensus on migration objectives. Such processes aim 
to ensure better matching of the potential pool of incoming migrants with the needs of the destination 
labor market. 

Permanent schemes
When designing pathways for permanent migration, some destination countries focus on migrants’ 
potential for integration. Canada and New Zealand have organized their permanent migration path-
ways using a points system. Applicants are scored based on a set of criteria, such as skills, language, 
or demographics, and those who accrue a sufficient number of points are allowed entry on a path that 
typically leads to naturalization. Canada’s points system is based on a migrant’s potential to succeed, 
whereas New Zealand mostly gives preference to skilled migrants.66 Australia has also implemented a 
points-based system. Until the mid-1990s, it offered skilled migrants permanent migration opportuni-
ties, but it has evolved to focus on people with strong employment prospects.67 Austria, Germany, Portu-
gal, Sweden, and the United Arab Emirates have also established job search visas; foreign workers who 
meet specific criteria are allowed entry for the purpose of finding employment.

In fact, most destination countries have adopted policies aimed at attracting high-skilled migrants. 
These policies include employment rights and residency privileges comparable to those of nationals, as 
well as a greater ability than lower-skilled migrants to migrate with their families.68 Consequently, in 
many destination countries the share of immigrants and naturalized citizens with a tertiary education 
is higher than that of nationals (figure 6.6). 

Almost half of all tertiary-educated migrants live in just four destination countries: the United States, 
the United Kingdom, Canada, and Australia.69 For example, almost half of all doctoral students in  
science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) in the United States and Canada are  
from other countries—and a large share of these students stay after graduation.70 Overall, high-income 
OECD countries receive almost 75 percent of all tertiary-educated migrants. 

Some legal entry pathways have been designed to reflect the economic and social objectives of des-
tination countries. For example, in the United States some channels aim to strengthen the country’s 
diversity by allocating a certain number of green cards (permanent residency) through an annual lottery 
system that gives preference to people from origin countries underrepresented among migrants.71 Other 
legal pathways also encourage and facilitate longer-term integration. For example, admissions on family 
reunification grounds have become the largest migration channel to OECD countries.72 

Temporary pathways
Temporary migration pathways are used by a range of destination countries. They account for almost 
all migrants in the GCC countries, Malaysia, and Singapore. And they are used in EU countries to fulfill 
labor demands across the skills spectrum.73 They have also been introduced in the Republic of Korea, 
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which in 2003 established an Employment Permit System to address the labor demand of small and 
medium enterprises. 

Several OECD countries are turning increasingly to temporary forms of migration, including as 
a first stage of permanent migration.74 In Australia, for example, until the mid-1990s almost all for-
eign workers admitted into the country were arriving as permanent settlers. Today, three-quarters 
of migrants are entering under a temporary work visa.75 This visa serves as a “trial period” before 
migrants apply for permanent status.76 In Canada, temporary migration has also overtaken permanent 
movements (figure 6.7). Similarly, Germany has gradually developed a path to a permanent stay for  
temporary migrants.77 Korea permits low-skilled foreign workers to change their visa category to 
a semiskilled one, subject to passing skills qualification tests. Thus far, a quarter of migrants with 

Figure 6.6 In many destination countries, the share of immigrants and naturalized citizens 
with a tertiary education exceeds the average for the labor force

Sources: WDR 2023 team compilations, based on migration data for 2020 from DataBank: Global Bilateral Migration, World 
Bank, Washington, DC, https://databank.worldbank.org/source/global-bilateral-migration; data on skill structure of the pop-
ulation from census data (2014–20); updated Barro and Lee (2013); and Data (portal), Wittgenstein Centre for Demography 
and Global Human Capital, Vienna, https://www.wittgensteincentre.org/en/data.htm.
Note: The size of the circles is relative to the number of immigrants and naturalized citizens in the country. For country  
abbreviations, see International Organization for Standardization (ISO), https://www.iso.org/obp/ui/#search.
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semi- to high-skilled visas have benefited from such a conversion, which, in some cases, also provides a 
pathway to residence and family reunion.78 

Many countries use seasonal migration programs to fill labor shortfalls in certain sectors, and this 
approach has proved mutually beneficial for migrants, origin countries, and destination countries in 
many contexts.79 For example, Spain and Morocco signed a bilateral agreement in 2001 that allowed 
Moroccans to work in Spain’s agriculture sector for up to nine months a year.80 Spain has similar pro-
grams with countries in Latin America such as Honduras, Colombia, and Ecuador.81 Poland is issuing 
seasonal work permits for up to nine months at the request of employers in the agriculture and tourism 
sectors.82 Similar seasonal worker programs are also common in Australia, Canada, New Zealand, and 
the United States. In Canada, the Seasonal Agricultural Worker Program brings in 20,000 workers a 
year from Mexico and participating Caribbean countries for between six weeks and eight months.83  
To ensure that seasonal workers do not overstay their visas, some countries allow workers to return  
the following season if they comply with a stated return rule. Compliance rates have been high in  
Canada, New Zealand, and Spain.84 

Temporary migration is indeed a suitable channel to address temporary labor needs. For destina-
tion countries, temporary migration meets labor needs while reducing medium-term social impacts. For 
example, under such programs migrants are typically not allowed to bring their families. In other words, 
these arrangements separate the migrant’s labor from other traits and characteristics that could make 
long-term inclusion more complex. 

Figure 6.7 Temporary migration has overtaken permanent migration in Canada

Source: WDR 2023 team, based on data from Open Government (dashboard), Strategic Communications and Ministerial 
Affairs, Treasury Board of Canada Secretariat, Ottawa, https://open.canada.ca/en.
Note: Temporary work migrants include those who entered Canada through the Temporary Foreign Worker Program (TFWP) 
and the International Mobility Program (IMP). Permanent work migrants are permanent residents under the economic class 
of immigrants.
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Temporary migration, however, is less suitable to address longer-term labor needs. When tempo-
rary work permits are extended or renewed over long periods of time, the integration challenges may 
be heightened. Temporary visas lower incentives to acquire languages and invest in country-specific 
human capital and social networks,85 and the destination country usually does not implement measures 
to support integration.86 For example, in the 1960s in Europe foreign workers—such as the Gastarbeiter 
(guest workers) in Germany—were expected to stay for only a few years, but many never left.

Stay policies
Skills recognition and skills building
Recognition of degrees and skill certifications is important to make the best of labor migration.  
To do so, destination countries must develop mechanisms to determine whether origin countries’ 
standards for each skill are equivalent to their own.87 International standards may help facilitate  
such assessments,88 but they have proved difficult to put in place. Regional cooperation and the  
development of regional qualification frameworks are promising. Examples are the European Quali-
fications Framework and the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) Qualifications Refer-
ence Framework.89 Although such certification efforts are heavily technical and time-consuming, they 
are critical to maximizing the benefits of cross-border labor movements for migrants and destination 
economies alike.90

Better command of the local language and language training programs are also associated with 
higher productivity and the labor force participation of migrants,91 which, in turn, benefit the destina-
tion society economically. Access to language training and some integration support have had positive 
impacts in high-income countries such as Denmark, France, and Germany.92

Student visas offer an alternative route for migrants to obtain the skills needed in destination labor 
markets. By accepting migrant students, countries are able to offer them qualifications that will be easily 
recognized by their employers—often more effective than an ex post certification of degrees and experi-
ences obtained elsewhere. Accepting migrants as students also gives them both the opportunity and the 
incentive to invest in learning the local language and accumulate other forms of social capital specific to 
the destination country, thereby facilitating their social integration. 

Global Skills Partnerships are another model. By means of partnerships, destination countries finance 
the training of potential migrants in their origin countries and provide them with entry upon gradua-
tion. This approach aims to ensure that the skills and attributes of potential migrants match the labor 
needs at destination and to reduce the negative brain drain impacts because some program participants 
eventually choose not to migrate. Pilot programs have been launched by Belgium and Morocco in the 
information and communication technology sector and by Germany and Tunisia in the nursing sector,93 
but this approach has not yet been scaled up. Early lessons highlight the need to ensure active employers’ 
participation in the design of the training programs, the importance of ensuring the social acceptability 
of these programs in the origin country, and the complexity of multilateral partnerships involving train-
ing institutes and public authorities in both origin and destination countries, as well as employers at the 
destination. 

Legal status and labor rights
Providing migrants with a secure legal status and formal employment rights facilitates their inclusion 
in the labor market and makes it possible for them to engage in formal activities at the level of their 
skills and qualifications. Having a secure legal status—whether it involves having a valid employment 
visa, asylum or residency status, or citizenship—means predictable prospects of stay, protection of the 
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rule of law, and other legal rights.94 Migrants then have greater incentives to invest in their destination 
community, workplace, or country, and they learn a new language, engage in entrepreneurial activities, 
acquire additional educational degrees, and become part of social networks.95 With secure legal status, 
migrants can move more freely within the economy and society, increase their income and personal ties, 
and further integrate socially and economically.

Support for affected nationals
Labor market flexibility is key to supporting nationals whose skills are similar to those of migrants and 
who are negatively affected because of a decline in wages or employment. Flexibility allows complemen-
tary workers and capital to move to areas and sectors that migrants entered, and it allows workers with 
similar skills to move to other regions, sectors, or occupations. 96 Similarly, flexible capital markets can 
facilitate the entry of new firms in a sector or the expansion of existing firms, both of which increase 
the demand for labor and reduce the negative impacts of migration on wages and employment.97 By con-
trast, market rigidities that hamper capital or labor market adjustments increase the negative effects of 
immigration. These restrictions are particularly pervasive in low- and middle-income countries where 
migrants are concentrated in the informal economy, the mobility of nationals is low, and firms’ capacity 
to expand is limited because of lack of access to financial markets and low productivity,98 as documented 
in Colombia,99 Ecuador,100 and Peru.101 

Workers who face job losses and mobility costs may also need support as they search for employment 
in other regions or sectors. Social protection programs and active labor market policies reduce the adverse 
effects of immigration. In high-income countries where the aggregate gains from migration create the 
necessary fiscal resources, it is possible to support those who are temporarily affected by job loss. How-
ever, experience with the adjustment to trade liberalization reveals the complexity of such efforts if, for 
example, people are unwilling or unable to move to new areas or activities. In lower- and middle-income 
destination countries, where the skills of nationals and migrants are more similar and fiscal resources 
are more limited, implementing such social protection programs may be even more challenging. 

Fostering social inclusion
In many countries, the political debate on migration has shifted from economics to the challenges 
associated with migrants’ social inclusion. When migrants stay for an extended period of time—or  
permanently—the question of their integration becomes central. The findings on integration out- 
comes are mainly limited to high-income countries, but they can help inform migration policies in other 
destination countries, both middle- and low-income, while adjusting to local circumstances. 

Successful integration benefits both migrants and destination societies. Migrants gain significantly 
through better outcomes in the labor market,102 as well as stronger engagement in society. Destination 
countries benefit through migrants’ stronger economic contributions103 and by avoiding the emergence 
of a marginalized population. Within a society, trust and cohesion between groups are associated with 
higher economic growth.104 But when social tensions are particularly strong, divisions along the lines 
of ethnicity, race, religion, or national origin can worsen productivity by reducing cooperation between 
workers.105 

Residential segregation
Migrants and their families tend to settle in certain regions, municipalities, or even neighborhoods in 
a community from their country of origin that can help them find a job and adjust to a new social 
and cultural environment (maps 6.1 and 6.2).106 For example, Mexican migrants to the United States 
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Source: WDR 2023 team calculations, based on five-year estimates from Data (portal), Wittgenstein Centre for Demography 
and Global Human Capital, Vienna, https://www.wittgensteincentre.org/en/data.htm.

with limited English-language skills tend 
to live in communities with high concen-
trations of Mexican migrants.107 In Den-
mark, refugees often prefer to live in areas 
with higher proportions of migrants from 
their origin countries.108 These prefer-
ences may be reinforced when discrimi-
nation affects migrants’ ability to access 
the housing market in some areas, as has 
been documented in France.109 Because 
of residential segregation, migrants may 
represent a large share of the population 
in some areas, even when national aver-
ages are relatively low.

Migrants’ concentration may be exac-
erbated when nationals relocate to avoid 
sharing public spaces with those who dif-
fer from them in, for example, ethnicity 
or religion—a phenomenon called “native 
flight.”110 Such relocation further affects 
a neighborhood’s desirability for other 

Map 6.1 In the United States, immigrant households are largely concentrated along the 
southern border and in major metropolitan areas
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Map 6.2 In the New York City metropolitan area, 
migrants are concentrated in certain neighborhoods
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nationals. These effects can be significant in some situations. For example, in France municipalities that 
opened new refugee centers saw an average of three to six residents leave for each refugee who arrived 
within two years of the opening.111 

Residential segregation affects housing prices. In most high-income countries, where the immigra-
tion inflow is gradual and responds to local economic opportunities, the housing market adjusts—unless 
it is constrained by zoning laws.112 In Canada and the United States, an immigration inflow of 1 percent 
of a city’s population increases rents, but by less than 1 percent as new construction takes place.113 

In some cases, native flight contributes to lowering housing prices in neighborhoods with a large 
share of migrants. In the largest 20 cities in Italy, between 2000 and 2010 a 10 percent increase in the 
immigrant population led to a 2 percent decline in housing prices relative to other parts of the cities  
as the locals moved out.114 Similar effects have been documented in the United States, the United  
Kingdom, and Germany.115 When a refugee shelter opened in Berlin, the listed prices for new rentals near 
the shelter declined by 3–4 percent, and satisfaction with the neighborhood’s amenities fell.116 Native 
flight can also affect housing prices in neighboring areas with a lower share of migrants. For example,  
in the United States housing demand and prices increase in the areas to which natives are moving.117 

Residential segregation tends to be associated with lower public investment, further aggravating 
the situation. The priority that public authorities give to serving the needs of migrant communities 
may depend on migrants’ voting rights.118 Nationals may react to the arrival of migrants by supporting 
less redistributive policies.119 In the early decades of the twentieth century, public spending per capita 
declined in areas of the United States that received large numbers of immigrants.120 However, this effect 
may depend on a country’s current socioeconomic condition121 or on migrants’ legal status.122 

Education and health care
The impact of immigrants on education systems depends on the size, composition, and concentration 
of the immigrant population. Larger numbers lead to larger adverse effects when investments in infra-
structure, teachers, and resources do not adjust in a timely manner or when the neighborhoods in which 
migrants live are not prioritized.123 In Spain, provinces with the largest shares of migrants have higher 
student-teacher ratios (figure 6.8).124 

Educational outcomes for nationals also reflect peer effects, which encompass social interactions and 
group learning, among other things.125 In some situations, the presence of migrant children in a class-
room negatively affects average learning and test scores. However, the number of migrants’ children in 
the classroom, whether their parents are highly or less educated and whether these children have a solid 
command of the local language, can make a significant difference.126 Such negative effects have also been 
observed in low-income countries such as Colombia and Uganda.127 In the Netherlands, the effects are 
the strongest if immigrant children are recent arrivals, suggesting that increasing levels of integration 
can lessen the negative impacts.128 Still, many other factors come into play to explain learning outcomes, 
such as class size or cultural background in the communities.129 

Native flight compounds the situation in many communities. Evidence of families changing school 
districts in response to large migrant inflows has been documented in several countries, such as in the 
United States when students must transition from relatively homogeneous primary schools to more 
mixed high schools.130 Similarly, in Spain and Türkiye in response to higher numbers of immigrant chil-
dren in public schools, the enrollment of native-born children in private education tends to increase,131 
especially if those students are from higher-income households.132 That increase raises the ratio of 
migrants to nationals in public schools, amplifying negative perceptions. It can also reduce support for 
disadvantaged public schools.133 
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Immigration has similar effects on the access to and delivery of health care, especially in communi-
ties with limited public resources, but these effects are ambiguous. In some countries, migrants account 
for a relatively large share of health care workers, thereby providing the national population with addi-
tional services. The impact of migrants’ consumption of health care services on nationals depends on 
migrants’ geographic concentration, their age profile and health status, and the share of patients who 
need specialized services. In the United Kingdom, waiting times for health care have increased in dis-
advantaged areas with large inflows of immigrants. However, migrants have a lower propensity to use 
health care services than nationals, in part because they tend to be younger and healthier134 and in part 
because they may face discrimination and barriers to accessing health care.135 

Crime and insecurity
The relationship between immigration and crime has been the subject of intense public debates. In most 
OECD countries, foreign nationals make up a larger share of the incarcerated population than their 
share of the overall population, often by a significant margin.136 Yet empirical investigations of the link 
between immigration and crime have been largely inconclusive. Some studies find no significant effect 

Figure 6.8 Student-teacher ratios in Spain increase with higher shares of migrant students

Source: Tanaka, Farré, and Ortega 2018.
Note: The figure depicts the change in the student-teacher ratio for 17 provinces in Spain over the period 2000–2010. 
The regression line is weighted by population in each province.
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of immigration on overall crime rates, as in Italy.137 Others document a lower propensity to commit 
crime among migrants, as in Malaysia.138 And yet others find a positive effect on crimes that are moti-
vated by monetary gains, as in the United States.139 Crime rates also reflect reactions from nationals. 
For example, when the presence of immigrants induces a sense of insecurity, nationals may relocate or 
preemptively invest in security measures.140 

Criminal behavior mainly arises from the conditions in which migrants live, work, and interact with 
others in the destination country. In any population, unemployment increases the likelihood of com-
mitting crimes, as does social marginalization.141 In many countries, migrants are overrepresented in 
the poorer and excluded segments of society—that is, those in which criminal behavior is more preva-
lent. Economic and social inclusion go a long way in reducing the risk of migrants committing crime. 
For example, lifting the legal barriers to employment for irregular migrants and asylum-seekers reduces 
the incidence of crime.142 In Italy, irregular migrants are less likely to commit crimes when they have a 
legal status that allows them to access the formal labor market.143 The regularization of nearly 3 million 
immigrants in the United States in 1986 led to a 3–5 percent decrease in crime.144 

In some countries, the presence of migrants has also raised national security concerns. These con-
cerns span a range of issues from spying to terrorism, which typically involve a small number of indi-
viduals but are broadly feared. When terrorist events occur,145 fear can drive negative sentiments toward 
entire communities,146 such as those experienced by members of Muslim communities since the rise of 
Islamic terrorism in the 1990s.147 

Beyond inclusion: Social integration
The notion of social integration varies significantly across societies. In some destination societies, 
migrants are expected to rapidly embrace the cultural heritage of the majority of the population, 
whereas other countries are more open to the long-term persistence of migrants’ cultural preferences. 
Some of the “cultural” issues attributed to migrants reflect, in fact, a lack of progress toward the inclu-
sion of national minorities—and especially the descendants of naturalized migrants. These attitudes 
are reflected in the criteria used for naturalization, which can range from blood lineages, as in Germany 
until 2000; to command of the dominant language, as in France; to knowledge of the constitution and 
government institutions, as in the United States. Countries that define or perceive themselves as multi-
ethnic or multireligious often embrace a greater degree of cultural diversity. 

Most destination societies and cultures are neither homogeneous nor static (box 6.2). Algeria and  
Canada have two official languages, Belgium three, Switzerland four, and South Africa 11. Some coun-
tries officially recognize additional languages: four minority languages in Sweden, 22 scheduled lan-
guages in India, and various indigenous languages in countries as diverse as Mexico, Nigeria, and the 
Russian Federation. In some countries, including several in Western Europe, regional political move-
ments are seeking independence or greater autonomy, challenging the narrative of a unified national 
culture. In various parts of the world, including Sub-Saharan Africa, political borders do not always 
correspond to linguistic or cultural boundaries, blurring the distinction between “national” and (some) 
“foreign” cultures. In every country, tensions, competition, and cooperation across a variety of groups 
that are partly overlapping and constantly changing have always existed. 

Integration requires a degree of change by both migrants and nationals.148 The US National Acad-
emies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine defines integration as “the process by which members of 
immigrant groups and host societies come to resemble one another. . . . Integration is a two-fold pro-
cess: it happens both because immigrants experience changes once they arrive and because native-born  
[individuals] . . . change in response to immigration.”149
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Box 6.2 Profound cultural changes are under way

In the realm of social integration, migration is just one of many forces rapidly reshaping societies, many of 
which have little to do with migration:

•	 Aging. Many societies are rapidly aging. The share of people over age 65 rose from 7.9 percent to  
20.1 percent between 1950 and 2022. This development poses threats to the social contract—includ- 
ing in terms of care for the elderly and pension systems—which could be very disruptive.

•	 Urbanization. The share of the world population that lives in cities rose from 37 percent to 56 percent 
over the last 50 years, transforming the way people connect with one another and their perspectives 
and expectations.a 

•	 Technology. The rise of the internet—like television before it—has transformed almost every aspect of 
lives, including values, social interactions, entertainment, and business practices.b In 2020, people in the 
United States spent an average of 1,300 hours on social media—almost four hours a day.c A 2022 survey 
found the average screen time among adults in the United Kingdom to be five hours a day, in addition 
to any screen-related work. Relatively higher use was observed among younger cohorts.d

•	 Education levels. In France, the share of those who have a high school degree (baccalaureat) increased 
from 29 percent in 1985 to 80 percent in 2020,e which has transformed both culture and society. In the 
United States, the number of people with a master’s degree doubled to 21 million from 2000 to 2018.f

•	 Gender relations. Access to contraception has deeply transformed gender relations, with effects on 
fertility, women’s professional engagement, and patterns of cohabitation.g In the United States, women 
have consistently earned the majority of doctoral degrees since academic year 2008/09.h And in  
Colombia, the share of women ages 25–29 cohabiting increased from about 20  percent in 1973 to 
almost 50 percent in 1993 and to over 65 percent in 2005.i

•	 Family structures. The share of married adults has drastically fallen across a range of countries. In the 
Republic of Korea, the number of marriages per 1,000 inhabitants fell from 9.2 in 1970 to 5.2 in 2018, 
and in Argentina from 7.5 to 2.7 over the same period.j In the United States, the share of children 
living in a “traditional” nuclear family—two married heterosexual parents in their first marriage— 
dropped from 73 percent in 1960 to less than half, 46 percent, in 2022. About 40 percent of children 
were born out of wedlock in 2020, up from 5 percent in 1960.k In Chile, where divorce was only legalized 
in 2014, about 70 percent of children were born out of wedlock that year, up from almost none in 1964.l 

•	 Religious practice. The share of self-declared French Catholics fell from 70 percent in 1981 to 32 percent 
in 2018 (of whom only 6.6 percent were practicing Catholics), while those who indicate they do not 
belong to any religion increased from 26 percent to 58 percent over the same period.m 

•	 New ways of working. The COVID-19 pandemic, with its social distancing and shift toward remote 
work, changed people’s relationships to their jobs and their social relations.n In the United States, less 
than 10 percent of the workforce telecommuted before the pandemic. In June 2022, 80 percent were 
working full-time or part-time remotely.o

a.	� Data: Rural Population (% of Total Population) (dash-
board), World Bank, Washington, DC, https://data.world 
bank.org/indicator/SP.RUR.TOTL.ZS.

b.	� Castells (2002); DiMaggio et al. (2001); Gauntlett and Hill 
(1999); La Ferrara, Chong, and Duryea (2012); Olken (2009).

c.	� Suciu (2021).
d.	� Hiley (2022).
e.	� INSEE (2021).
f.	� America Counts Staff (2019).
g.	� Bailey (2006); Bailey, Hershbein, and Miller (2012); Chris-

tensen (2012); Goldin and Katz (2002); Marcén (2021); 
Miller (2011).

h.	� Perry (2021).
i.	� Esteve et al. (2016).
j.	� Ortiz-Ospina and Roser (2020).
k.	 Livingston (2014); Pew Research Center (2015).
l.	 Chamie (2017).
m.	�Fourquet and Jardon (2021).	
n.	� Hayes et al. (2021); Irawanto, Novianti, and Roz (2021); 

McDermott and Hansen (2021).
o.	 Paulise (2022).
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Specifically:

•	 Migrants and their descendants converge toward the culture of the destination society, becom-
ing more likely to identify as members of their destination society.150 In the United States, 
migrants’ attitudes toward divorce and women’s work tend to converge faster than attitudes 
toward family structure and relatives151 or attitudes toward redistribution, social assistance, 
political orientation, sexual morality, and religion.152 And yet the path to integration is not nec-
essarily one in which migrants have to forgo all elements of their origin culture to fit in desti-
nation societies. In fact, in some situations forcing migrants to give up elements of their culture 
has negative effects.153

•	 Local cultures also integrate some elements of migrants’ heritage and values. The present-day 
political ideology and preferences for redistribution in the United States were historically affected 
by European values and ideas of the welfare state brought by migrants during the nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries.154 More recently, the influence of the Hispanic community has been 
seen across the United States, with more and more states translating laws and various applica-
tions into Spanish. Today, driver’s license exams are offered in Spanish in all but five states.155 

Unless specific steps are taken to prevent it, integration happens. Many migrants and their descen-
dants once described as irreducibly different—such as Irish immigrants in the United States or Italian 
and Polish migrants in France—are now unquestionably part of the mainstream. The challenge is to 
make integration happen quickly and in a way that results in positive outcomes for all. 

The success of social integration depends on a range of factors specific to each context: migrants’ per-
sonal characteristics, backgrounds, skill levels, and expectations; destination societies’ social contract, 
norms, and understanding of what it takes to be a citizen; and government policies (figure 6.9).156 

Overall, several factors affect migrants’ prospects for social integration: 

•	 Migrants’ number and concentration. Social integration is more challenging when the number 
of migrants is larger at the national or the local level.157 Some nationals find the presence of 
large numbers of immigrants a threat to their sense of nationhood or to their relative position in 
society.158 Meanwhile, when migrants can rely on a large community of co-nationals, they have 
fewer incentives to establish links outside of their group. The community provides an effective 

Figure 6.9 The determinants of social integration

Source: WDR 2023 team.
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social network and helps with finding employment and meeting the other challenges faced by 
migrants, as has been shown in Denmark, Sweden, and the United States.

•	 Economic conditions. Social integration is easier during times of economic growth and low 
unemployment. By contrast, economic shocks create insecurity, which may prompt those who 
are affected to identify more strongly with the values and traditions associated with stability.159  
In such times, some nationals feel a greater sense of belonging to their cultural group and are 
more likely to see migrants and naturalized citizens as outsiders.160 In Europe, the attitudes 
toward immigrants are most positive among workers in the occupational sectors that are grow-
ing, and the rising number of immigrants has no impacts on attitudes when the economy is 
performing well.161

•	 Linguistic and cultural familiarity. Familiarity with the language and culture of the country of 
destination can facilitate migrants’ social integration—but not in all situations. All else being 
equal, migrants tend to prefer to move to countries that are culturally or at least linguistically 
more familiar.162 Yet even where migrants share an ethnic background, race, or culture with most 
native-born citizens, social integration can be challenging.163 For example, Burkinabe migrants to 
Côte d’Ivoire and Zimbabwean migrants to South Africa have been subjected to discrimination.164 

•	 Perceptions and prejudice. When migrants do not share the dominant cultural expectations or 
fully embrace the societal norms of their destination country, their presence may be resented.165 
Racial, cultural, or social differences can result in stereotyping and misperceptions166 and can be 
amplified by media coverage,167 political narratives and framing,168 or social media.169 The pres-
ence of migrants may even lead to a realignment of nationals’ group identities away from social 
class and along cultural or racial lines.170 This effect may depend on a country’s or community’s 
culture.171 In Denmark, for example, opposition to migrants increased in rural municipalities 
but not in the most urban ones,172 a pattern that reflects a greater emphasis on group identity in 
rural areas.173 In some contexts, migrants adjust by choosing “native-sounding” names for their 
children—such as in the United States, Canada, and Europe174—or by adopting local languages 
or styles of clothing—such as in urban West Africa.175 However, discrimination may become self- 
reinforcing by leading migrants to “disidentify” and disengage with the destination culture, 
which, in turn, increases marginalization and discrimination.176 

Government policies can support migrants’ social integration (box 6.3). What is needed depends on 
the specific circumstances of each country, but often it includes several elements: 

•	 Economic inclusion. Migrants’ economic integration is often a prelude—and a precondition—of 
their social integration. Economic inclusion provides migrants with both the financial resources 
that allow settling stably in the destination society and access to networks, including connec-
tions with national workers. In turn, economic inclusion is made easier by social integration. 
Still, the policies aimed at facilitating labor market inclusion should be understood as a criti-
cal element of the social integration agenda. Such policies include providing a legal status and 
secure terms of stay, which allow and incentivize migrants to make investments in the destina-
tion society such as in language acquisition, cultural familiarization, and establishment of social 
connections with those who are not co-nationals.

•	 Dispersion policies. Some countries have attempted to disperse newly arrived migrants across their 
entire territory to mitigate the difficulties arising from an overconcentration. The results, however, 
have been mixed. For example, in Sweden migrants and refugees who were settled in less dynamic 
regions had less access to jobs, which negatively affected their prospects for social integration. Sim-
ilarly, the dispersion of asylum-seekers across Germany in 2015–16 did not consider the match 
between their skills and aspirations and the training and employment prospects in their regions 
of settlement. This approach led to disappointing results.177 By contrast, the integration model in 
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other countries, such as the United States, allows the formation of strong ethnic communities. Pol-
icies should reflect the specific social dynamic of each country, but also should accompany—rather 
than oppose—market forces to find an adequate balance between concentration and dispersion. 

•	 Local development. Public and private investments in areas where migrants are heavily concen-
trated are often necessary to provide additional services and prevent the emergence of pockets 
of poverty. It is also important to prevent or mitigate native flight and support nationals in those 
areas, including through investments in housing, public transportation, education, and health 
care services.

•	 Antidiscrimination efforts. Discrimination negatively affects migrants, and it also hampers their 
eventual integration. Influencing nationals’ perceptions of migrants—such as through pub-
lic campaigns—has produced some success in certain settings178 but mixed results in others.179 
Interactions between migrants and nationals can reduce stereotyping and influence the atti-
tudes that people form toward one another. For example, in Austria support for parties that pro-
mote more restrictive migration policies grew in municipalities that refugees passed by without 
settling in, but they declined in municipalities where they settled and had the opportunity to 
interact with locals.180 Political leadership is critical to antidiscrimination efforts.

•	 Targeted integration policies. Policies fostering the development of human and social capital 
have succeeded in encouraging and enabling integration, but policies that require migrants to 
renounce their cultural identity have usually proved ineffective.181 Furthermore, policies target-
ing a specific group can have ambiguous effects when they accentuate group boundaries and thus 
reinforce rather than mitigate cultural and social differences.182 Integration policies should be 
carefully designed and implemented to avoid unintended consequences. 

Box 6.3 Lessons from Germany: The successful integration of asylum-seekers and refugees

Between July 2015 and February 2016, nearly 1 million Syrian refugees and other asylum-seekers entered 
Germany seeking international protection, thereby stretching the capacity of the government and civil soci-
ety organizations. Emotions ran high. Large segments of society came together under Chancellor Angela 
Merkel’s mantra “Wir schaffen das” (“We can do this”) and embraced the notion of Germany as an open 
and welcoming country. But others felt alienated by the large numbers of new arrivals. In the medium term, 
the country’s efforts to integrate the newcomers into German society were largely successful, albeit not 
without challenges. 

Labor market integration
Asylum-seekers and refugees in Germany quickly integrated into the labor market, with over half (55 per-
cent) employed within five years of their arrival. Specifically, 9 percent were employed within the first two 
years, rising to 22 percent, 32 percent, and 46 percent in each subsequent year. Critical factors included:

•	 Secure terms of stay. Migrants who were granted protection were also granted a secure residence status. 
•	 Decentralization. Each federal state was allowed to implement labor market integration schemes  

tailored to its own environment and constraints. 
•	 Firms structure. The prevalence of dynamic medium-size enterprises in the economy facilitated labor 

market integration outside the major metropolitan hubs. For example, the “Wir zusammen” (“We 
together”) network brought together more than 230 individual companies and facilitated the employ-
ment of more than 33,000 asylum-seekers and refugees. 

(Box continues next page)
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Box 6.3 Lessons from Germany: The successful integration of asylum-seekers and refugees 
(continued)

•	 Skills-building systems. Germany’s well-established system of vocational training enabled the new
comers to acquire the skills they needed to enter the labor market. Significant investments were  
made in German language and integration courses throughout the country. 

Yet challenges remain. Significant gender gaps persist in terms of employment, which are partly attribut-
able to lower levels of education and work experience, lower or later participation in integration programs, 
and cultural norms related to women’s entry into the labor market. During the COVID-19 pandemic, the 
unemployment rate of asylum-seekers and refugees also increased by 4 percentage points—considerably 
higher than the 1.1 percent increase for German citizens and permanent residents—and language and 
integration measures, as well as schooling and vocational training, were largely suspended or slowed. 

Accommodation, education, and health care
Beyond the labor market, several lessons emerged in other areas:

•	 Decentralization played a key role in the reception and integration of the newcomers. Despite being 
under significant stress, subnational governments proved to be best placed to address the new chal-
lengesa and more effective in addressing the concerns of local communities affected by temporary 
housing arrangements for asylum-seekers.

•	 Investing in language acquisition was a success factor throughout all stages of education and in terms 
of entry into the labor market.b However, placing teenage refugees who lacked German language skills 
in separate classes proved to be counterproductive in the long term.c 

•	 The introduction of electronic health care cards for asylum-seekers in some federal states and indi-
vidual districts made health care services more accessible and resulted in beneficial health outcomes 
without any significant drawbacks or higher costs.d 

•	 In both education and health care delivery, the sudden and rapid inflow of migrants highlighted some 
long-standing shortcomings, triggering new efforts to improve data collection and gather knowledge 
about the specific needs of asylum-seekers and to identify gaps in targeted service provision and find 
ways to address them. The Federal Office for Migration and Refugees (Bundesamt für Migration und 
Flüchtlinge, BAMF) improved its data collection efforts and launched a concerted effort to improve its 
data management system and digitalize working processes.

Resentment and new restrictive policy measures
From the outset of the refugee influx, the government balanced its relative openness with several restric-
tive policy measures, including the requirement that refugees remain in their assigned states during asylum 
procedures, reductions in the social benefits granted to asylum-seekers, restrictions on family reunification 
options for beneficiaries of subsidiary protection,e and ramped-up return efforts for those who did not 
have legal status. While working domestically on processing new arrivals, the government also supported 
European Union (EU) policies that reduced pathways for legal entry, including the EU-Turkey Agreement.f

Overall lessons learned
Several overarching lessons can be drawn from Germany’s experience:

•	 Political leadership and communication. Political leadership played a key role, as well as clear, informative, 
and solution-oriented communications. These proved crucial for bringing people together and mobiliz-
ing support. Candor was critical to maintaining trust in state institutions, including by recognizing short-
term negative effects and describing the steps taken to implement sustainable long-term solutions. 

(Box continues next page)
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Notes

Box 6.3 Lessons from Germany: The successful integration of asylum-seekers and refugees 
(continued)

•	 Comprehensive responses. All policy areas are invariably linked, and the successful integration of a large 
number of asylum-seekers within a short period of time requires an integrated approach. Labor market 
integration is linked not only to language and vocational training and skills recognition, but also to child-
care, teacher training, and the provision of secure residency statuses. Although some of these areas 
can be addressed through legislative changes, others require financing and adequate burden-sharing 
arrangements between levels of government. 

•	 Engagement of civil society. Civil society is a crucial resource for the short-, medium-, and long-term 
integration of refugees. These efforts can be supported financially, as well as sustained, through trust-
based cooperation between civil society and state authorities.

Source: Based on Koch et al. (2023).
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Spotlight 6

Racism, xenophobia, 
and discrimination

Migration policies and impacts cannot be fully understood without acknowledging how race and 
ethnicity shape individual and community experiences at all stages of cross-border movements—

in normative frameworks, as drivers of movement, in explicit and tacit criteria for entry, and in treatment 
at the destination. The factors driving discrimination include racism, xenophobia, ethnic animosities, 
and religious prejudice.1 Playing out in countries at all income levels, they aggravate human distress and 
result in inequitable opportunities and outcomes.

Normative frameworks and policies
Some migration policies have been designed with an explicit racialized intent, even though international 
human rights law precludes discrimination on the basis of race, nationality, or ethnic origin.2 For exam-
ple, with passage of the 1882 Chinese Exclusion Act and the 1924 Immigration Act, the United States 
aimed to restrict or ban immigrants of non-European descent.3 Likewise, the “White Australia” policy 
aimed to maintain racial homogeneity, and it was not revoked until 1973.4

Some migration systems have been less explicit in their attempt to exclude people with certain racial 
backgrounds, typically non-White, but they have been similarly intentional. For example, in 1908 Can-
ada enacted the “continuous journey regulation” in response to an infl ux of Asian laborers, mostly Japa-
nese and Indian. The regulation required whoever immigrated to Canada to make a continuous journey 
from their country of citizenship, but there were no direct routes from Japan or India. The government 
could then restrict immigration from these countries without specifying exclusion on the basis of race, 
nationality, or ethnic origin.5

Immigration measures that provide preferential visas based on descent may not be as intentional, 
but they have racialized impacts. For example, in the United Kingdom an Ancestry Visa is available to 
South Africans with a grandparent, and in some cases a great-grandparent, born in the United King-
dom, and it grants the bearer fi ve years of work authorization with a pathway to citizenship.6 This visa 
has the eff ect of allowing access for predominantly White South Africans that their Black co-nationals 
do not enjoy.

The international refugee system has long been applied in a racialized manner as well. The 1951 
Geneva Convention restricted the defi nition of refugees to persons fl eeing events in Europe before 1951, 
leaving out the 14–18 million people who were displaced in the aftermath of the 1947 partition of British 
India and the 5 million people who fl ed from the Korean War in the early 1950s.7 The 1967 Protocol to 
the Convention lifted these restrictions and somewhat relaxed the “Eurocentric” defi nition of a refugee 
in international law. Still, the number of non-European people recognized as refugees remained very 
low throughout the 1960s and early 1970s, even though war was raging in Vietnam and tens of millions 
were displaced during the Bangladesh Liberation War. It is only from the mid-1970s on that the interna-
tional system began to recognize large numbers of refugees outside of the European context.8
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The very definition of migrant in many countries has exclusionary undertones. Unlike this Report, 
many data sources on migration define a migrant as a foreign-born individual rather than a foreign 
national. This definition implies that integration or assimilation is not sufficient to be no longer con-
sidered an alien: migrant is a lifelong status. In countries where most migrants have a different racial  
or ethnic background from the majority population of the destination country, expressions such as  
“second-generation immigrants” can carry the distinction between citizens even further, and they can 
compound other forms of discrimination.  

Drivers of movement out of origin societies
Racial, ethnic, or religious discrimination in the origin society determines in part who decides to migrate 
or to flee. It also underpins many situations of statelessness. Discrimination is severest when specific 
groups are targeted for violence or persecution because of their race, ethnicity, or religion. The experi-
ence of Jewish people forced to flee Nazi Germany and other occupied countries during World War II 
exemplifies such situations. Later, and under less extreme circumstances, Jewish minorities dispropor-
tionately fled the Soviet Union and other countries. In the early 1970s, people of South Asian descent 
were disenfranchised and persecuted in Uganda, which led to their massive exodus.9 More recently, the 
Muslim Rohingya in Myanmar and the Shi’a Hazara in Afghanistan had to leave their respective coun-
tries because of targeted violence. Discrimination also may spur migration when specific groups are no 
longer able to access economic opportunities in their country of origin, such as those of South Asian 
descent in Fiji following a regime change in 1987.10 When members of these groups have the necessary 
resources, they often migrate to more open environments. 

Perceptions in destination societies
Racism and other prejudices play a central role in the perceptions of migrants and refugees in desti-
nation societies, particularly when race is regarded as a key part of the destination country’s national 
identity.11 In North America and Europe, many citizens’ positions on immigration depend on the race 
or ethnicity of the migrants.12 For example, polls in both the United Kingdom and the United States 
reveal that their citizens were more welcoming to Ukrainians fleeing violence than to other populations 
such as Syrians or Afghans.13 In the Russian Federation, attitudes toward immigrants from the South  
Caucasus and Central Asia are more negative than attitudes toward immigrants from other regions of 
the former Soviet Union with a predominantly White population.14

Political leaders may reflect or further fuel popular misgivings. In January 2018, US president Donald 
Trump asked why more people from “shithole countries” should be allowed into the United States, 
reportedly referring to African countries. He then suggested that, instead, the United States should 
allow more entrants from countries such as Norway. In July 2022, Hungarian prime minister Viktor 
Orbán expressed concern about non-European migration: “This is why we have always fought: we are 
willing to mix with one another, but we do not want to become peoples of mixed-race.”15

Ethnic differences can also negatively affect the perception of migrants and refugees in destination 
societies. In South Africa, for example, attitudinal surveys suggest a degree of xenophobia (figure S6.1). 
Somali and Zimbabwean migrants and refugees have been subject to violent xenophobic attacks.16 Such 
attacks against foreigners and their businesses have predominantly occurred in townships and infor-
mal settlements where marginalized South Africans feel they are competing with migrants for scarce 
employment opportunities and a better quality of life. 
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Differences in religious and cultural backgrounds are also often invoked to justify prejudice. Even in 
European countries where religious practice is low, citizens usually express a preference for migrants 
originating from traditionally Christian countries,17 and they are less welcoming to migrants with a 
Muslim background.18 In some Swiss municipalities where citizenship applications used to be decided 
by referendum, the country of origin was a critical determinant. Turkish applicants were found to 
receive a higher rate of “No” votes than applicants from Northern or Western Europe, even when other 
factors such as their language ability, age, education, and number of years since arrival were the same.19  

Effects on migration policies
Perceptions of and racial attitudes toward migrants affect the conditions under which they can enter 
a country. For example, in the United States undocumented immigrants, who are largely from Latin 
America, face harsher consequences than White Europeans faced in years past for the same offense—
unauthorized entry.20 For refugees and asylum-seekers, racism and prejudice against certain ethnicities 
sometimes drive who is granted status, even though the asylum regime is explicitly intended to protect 
individuals who have faced persecution based on race and ethnicity.21 In 2022, for example, many Afri-
can immigrants living in Ukraine experienced discrimination when trying to flee the war.22

Perceptions and attitudes also affect how migrants and refugees are treated in the destination coun-
try.23 Darker skin color is associated with lower call-back rates for interviews in at least nine European 
and North American countries.24 Women with a Turkish name but with a résumé otherwise identical to 
those of women with a German name are less likely to be invited to a job interview in Germany, espe-
cially if they wear a headscarf.25 Employers in Uganda are also less likely to hire refugees than citizens,26 
and the policy in Ethiopia that permitted refugees to leave camps was initially limited to Eritrean refu-
gees. In some countries, migrants and refugees also face ethnic discrimination in the workplace and in 
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Figure S6.1 Attitudes toward migrants in South Africa are more negative than positive
Percentage of responses to 2019 survey question “Do you agree/disagree with the statements about 
cross-border migrants?”

Source: Adapted from Economist 2022b. 
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girls, as well as sexual and gender minorities, see spot-
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2.	 See UNHRC (2018); United Nations (1965).
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Immigration Act of 1924, United States Statutes at Large 
(68th Cong., Sess. I, Chap. 190, pp. 153–169), https:// 
loveman.sdsu.edu/docs/1924ImmigrationAct.pdf.

4.	 See Immigration Restriction Act 1901, C1901A00017 
(December 23, 1901), Federal Register of Legislation, 
Australia, https://www.legislation.gov.au/Details 
/C1901A00017.

5.	 See “Continuous Journey Regulation, 1908,” Cana-
dian Museum of Immigration at Pier 21, Halifax, 
Nova Scotia, Canada, https://pier21.ca/research 
/immigration-history/continuous-journey-regulation 
-1908.

6.	 “UK Ancestry Visa,” GOV.UK, https://www.gov.uk 
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7.	 See OHCHR (1951), Article 1, Paragraph B.(1).
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(2019).
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14.	Yuri Levada Analytical Center (2017).
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20.	Ngai (2014).
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22.	OHCHR (2022).
23.	Kamasaki (2021); Li (2019).
24.	Quillian and Midtbøen (2021); Quillian et al. (2019).
25.	Weichselbaumer (2020).
26.	Loiacono and Silva-Vargas (2019).
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(2011); Bosch, Carnero, and Farré (2010).
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29.	Esses, Bennett-AbuAyyash, and Lapshina (2014).
30.	Dávila, Mora, and Stockly (2011); Hersch (2008).
31.	Bertrand and Duflo (2016); Glover, Pallais, and Pariente 

(2017); Steinhardt (2018).
32.	Abel (2017).
33.	de Coulon, Radu, and Steinhardt (2016); Steinhardt 

(2018); Suleman, Garber, and Rutkow (2018); WHO 
(2022).

34.	Pascoe and Richman (2009); Steinhardt (2018).
35.	Bailey et al. (2022); Gould and Klor (2016).
36.	Aksoy, Poutvaara, and Schikora (2020).

the housing market,27 as well as in their access to social services. They are subject to harassment, and in 
some extreme cases to racially motivated hate crimes.28

Racial and ethnic discrimination affect migrants’ economic outcomes and compromise the benefits 
that accrue to host societies.29 Darker skin color is associated with worse economic outcomes among 
immigrants in the United States.30 Besides making it more difficult to obtain a job, discrimination can 
lower the actual performance of migrant workers as well as their acquisition of human capital.31 Faced 
with discrimination in hiring, migrants search for jobs farther from where they live, and the higher 
transportation costs reduce their earnings, as experienced in South Africa.32 

Discrimination also affects migrants’ social integration and overall well-being.33 Anti-immigration 
attitudes and perceived discrimination are closely associated with worsened mental health for migrants.34 
Social integration is hindered or facilitated by the perceptions and attitudes of the host community.35 In 
Germany, attitudes toward immigrants are as important as local unemployment rates in shaping refugees’ 
integration outcomes.36 Openness toward migrants affects their ability to build social networks with their 
hosts, which are important for integration. 

*  *  *
Migrants have the right to fair and decent treatment regardless of their race, ethnicity, religion, or cul-
tural origin. This principle should be at the center of all policy making. It implies that countries need to 
adopt policies explicitly aimed at combating all racial and other forms of discrimination. Global norma-
tive frameworks can also help ensure that racism and other forms of discrimination do not negatively 
influence policy making. 

Notes
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When the match is weak,
the costs need to be shared—
and reduced—multilaterally 

When people do not bring skills and attributes that are in demand at their destination, the costs to 
destination countries often exceed the benefi ts of migration. Moreover, any gains for migrants and their 
origin countries are not sustainable unless the destination countries are able to reduce and manage 

their own costs. The policy challenges are diff erent for refugees, who under international law must be hosted by 
the destination countries, and for other migrants. This part is an overview of the evidence on the eff ects of such 
movements. It also reviews countries’ experiences to draw lessons for policy makers.

Chapter 7 focuses on refugees. Under international law, destination countries are obligated to host those who 
have a “well-founded fear” of persecution and violence in their country of origin, regardless of the costs. But refugee 
situations should be managed as medium-term challenges and not just as humanitarian emergencies because 
they tend to extend over time. The economic outcomes for both refugees and their host communities are largely 
determined by host countries’ policies, as well as by the international community’s ability to share responsibilities 
equitably. 

Chapter 8 looks at the situation in which migrants who are not refugees bring skills and attributes that are 
only a weak match with the needs of the destination economy. Such movements—referred to in this Report as 
distressed migration—are often irregular and harrowing, and they pose diffi  cult policy challenges for destination 
countries. The eff ects of such movements are largely determined by destination countries’ responses, including 
their cooperation with transit countries. Overall, human dignity should be the yardstick of migration policies. Over 
time, the main challenge is to reduce the need for such movements. Development in the countries of origin can play 
a critical role.

Two spotlights complement this discussion. Spotlight 7 discusses both internally displaced persons (IDPs)—
that is, those fl eeing confl ict and violence but remaining in their own country—and stateless persons. Spotlight 8 
examines the evidence on the impact of development on cross-border movements in terms of both numbers and 
destinations for countries at diff erent levels of income. 

Overall, the potential costs of forced displacement and distressed migration—for migrants as well as destination 
societies—can be managed through eff ective policy making and international cooperation. That is the key message 
of this part. 
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7
Refugees
Managing with a
medium-term perspective

Key messages
•  Because refugees move for safety, they are not always able to reach destinations where their skills are 

in demand. Providing international protection often comes with costs for the host country, and yet it 
is an obligation under international law.

•  Responsibility-sharing is key to managing these costs, and it requires complementing global eff orts 
with regional action.

•  Host countries’ policies can also help reduce the costs, while maintaining high protection standards. 
Refugee situations tend to last for years, and managing them exclusively through emergency and 
humanitarian programs is ineff ective. Policies should be geared toward fi nancial and social sustain-
ability by means of internal mobility, self-reliance, and inclusion in national services (fi gure 7.1).

•  Innovative approaches are also needed to facilitate the achievement of durable solutions by combining 
legal and development perspectives.
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Figure 7.1 Refugee situations are best managed with a medium-term perspective, with costs 
shared across countries

Source: WDR 2023 team.
Note: Match refers to the degree to which a migrant’s skills and related attributes meet the demand in the destination 
country. Motive refers to the circumstances under which a person moves—whether in search of opportunity or because of a 
“well-founded fear” of persecution, armed confl ict, or violence in their origin country.
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Recognizing the development challenge
Under international law, international protection is required when people crossing borders are “unable 
or unwilling to return to their country of origin owing to a well-founded fear” for their life, physical 
integrity, or freedom as a result of persecution, armed conflict, or other forms of violence—that is, they 
are refugees.1 This definition was codified in the 1951 Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees, 
its 1967 Protocol,2 and subsequent international refugee law. As of 2022, more than 149 states were 
parties to the convention or the protocol, or both, although almost half of them have reservations about 
specific articles. 

Central to the Refugee Convention is the binding legal norm of non-refoulement—that is, the prohi-
bition on sending refugees back to their country of origin or other places “where [their] life or freedom 
would be threatened.”3 The convention also provides certain socioeconomic rights that are essential for 
refugees to reestablish themselves. Although implementation has been uneven across countries, this 
system has been praised for saving tens of millions of lives over the last several decades.4

A growing crisis
The number of refugees has more than doubled over the last decade (figure 7.2).5 As of mid-2022, there 
were about 37.8 million refugees worldwide: 26.7 million refugees (and people in refugee-like situations) 
under the mandate of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR); 5.8 million Pales-
tine refugees under the mandate of the United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees 

Figure 7.2 The number of refugees has more than doubled over the last decade

Source: WDR 2023 team, based on 2022 data from Refugee Data Finder (dashboard), United Nations High Commissioner for 
Refugees, Geneva, https://popstats.unhcr.org/refugee-statistics/download/.
Note: Refugees include all those under the mandate of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR),  
Palestine refugees under the mandate of the United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near  
East (UNRWA), and other people in need of international protection. Data for 2022 are as of mid-2022, when the latest  
figures were available.
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in the Near East (UNRWA); and 5.3 million other people in need of international protection. An addi-
tional 4.9 million people have requested asylum (asylum-seekers) and are awaiting a decision on whether 
they will be granted refugee status. These numbers have since increased, including with the flight of over 
8 million Ukrainians as of February 2023 (box 7.1).6

Box 7.1 Ukrainian refugee crisis 

The Russian Federation’s invasion of Ukraine has triggered the largest humanitarian and displacement crisis 
in Europe since World War II. Nearly a third of Ukraine’s prewar population was displaced by late February 
2023,a including over 8 million refugees registered across Europeb and 5.4 million internally displaced per-
sons within the country.c 

Most Ukrainian refugees initially fled to neighboring countries (Poland, the Slovak Republic, Hungary, 
Romania, and Moldova) before moving on to higher-income countries in the European Union. In 2023, 
Poland and Germany are hosting the largest numbers of Ukrainian refugees (1.6 million and 1 million, 
respectively), whereas Czechia, Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania are hosting the largest numbers of refugees 
as a percentage of their population (map B7.1.1).d 
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(Box continues next page)
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Refugee situations—traditionally seen as humanitarian emergencies—are also increasingly lasting 
many years (figure 7.3)7 because conflicts are often protracted, and durable solutions are lacking. Of the 
large refugee crises since the end of the Cold War, only one—Kosovo in 1999—was resolved in a matter 
of weeks. In all other crises, refugees have found themselves in a lengthy, intractable state of limbo.8 For 
example, many of the Afghans who left their country following the 1979 Soviet invasion are still out of 
their country, and many of the current Afghan refugees are, in fact, the grandchildren of those who ini-
tially fled. At the end of 2021, there were 51 protracted refugee situations9 that accounted for 15.9 million 
refugees, or more than 40 percent of all refugees.10 

Refugees’ specific vulnerabilities
The plight of refugees poses challenges for development efforts aimed at eradicating extreme poverty, 
boosting shared prosperity, and achieving the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals.11  
As extreme poverty has receded across the globe, it has become increasingly concentrated among vul
nerable groups, including refugees.12 

Many refugees have specific vulnerabilities that distinguish them from other poor populations and 
require dedicated support.13 Many of them have also lost assets and have undergone traumatic ordeals.14 
The challenges they face are often compounded by a status that gives them limited rights, limited access 

Box 7.1 Ukrainian refugee crisis (continued)

Women and children account for 86 percent of Ukrainian refugees, and 78 percent of refugees have 
been separated from immediate family members, mainly because of restrictions on men leaving Ukraine.e 
A recent survey found that 40 percent of refugees have already found employment or are self-employed, 
although about half still rely on social protection or cash assistance (or both). 

Refugee-hosting countries swiftly established temporary protection regimes that now cover more than 
4.8 million Ukrainian refugees, providing a legal basis for them to work and access services across the Euro-
pean Union and in Moldova. To provide refugees with protection and assistance, national and municipal 
authorities have generally coordinated local responses involving national and local nongovernmental orga-
nizations, civil society groups, volunteers, Ukrainian diaspora communities, and refugee-led organizations. 

The Ukrainian government is supportive of these efforts—in particular, to prepare refugees for an even-
tual return to Ukraine. At least 80 percent of refugees plan to stay in their current host countries until 
hostilities subside and the situation improves in Ukraine.f Although for refugees peace in Ukraine is the 
main condition for their return, adequate access to electricity and water, health care services, housing, and 
livelihoods in Ukraine also significantly influence return intentions.g 

a.	� Ukraine’s population was 43.3 million as of January 1, 2022.
b.	� As of February 21, 2023, 8,087,952 refugees from Ukraine were recorded across Europe, of whom 4,863,513 were registered 

for temporary protection or similar national protection schemes in Europe. See Ukraine Refugee Situation (dashboard), 
Operational Data Portal, data version of February 22, 2023, United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, Geneva, 
https://data.unhcr.org/en/situations/ukraine.

c.	� Ukraine Refugee Situation (dashboard), Operational Data Portal, data version of February 22, 2023, United Nations High 
Commissioner for Refugees, Geneva, https://data.unhcr.org/en/situations/ukraine. 

d.	� UNHCR (2023b). 
e.	� UNHCR (2023c).
f.	� UNHCR (2023c).
g.	� UNHCR (2023a).
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to opportunities, and a short planning horizon.15 As a result, they tend to be disproportionately affected 
by poverty. In Uganda, for example, in spite of progressive refugee policies, 46 percent of refugees lived 
in poverty in 2018, compared with 17 percent of the host population.16 Some refugees also have higher 
protection needs (box 7.2). An example is unaccompanied minors, who accounted for about 15 percent 
of those who sought asylum in the European Union in 2020.17

Figure 7.3 The number of refugees in protracted situations has more than doubled over the 
last decade

Source: Refugee Population Statistics Database, United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, Geneva, https://www 
.unhcr.org/refugee-statistics/, based on the methodology outlined in Devictor and Do (2017).
Note: Data for 2022 are as of mid-2022, when the latest figures were available.
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Box 7.2 Among refugees, some have higher protection needs

Women and girls experience forced displacement differently than men and boys and often face special 
challenges. Displaced populations have large shares of women and children and a high prevalence of female-
headed households.a In some situations, it has been suggested that displacement provides space for “posi-
tive” change and empowerment, such as when gender norms are more progressive at the destination than in 
the place of origin, or when traditional divisions of labor are disrupted in ways that are favorable to women.b 
But women’s access to the labor market, as well as to education and adequate health services, is not always 
guaranteed. For example, a recent study found that the employment rates for displaced men were at least 
90 percent higher than for displaced women in Ethiopia, Nigeria, Somalia, South Sudan, and Sudan.c 

Women and girls are also often at risk of rape, sexual abuse, and other forms of gender-based violence 
throughout the displacement cycle—during flight, in transit, and in exile.d Early marriage, sexual exploita-
tion, or engagement in survival sex to provide for families are common occurrences in many forced displace-
ment situations. 

(Box continues next page)
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Refugees need safety and security, but they also need an opportunity to rebuild their lives while in 
exile and in the expectation of a durable solution. This requires addressing their specific vulnerabilities 
so they can be back on a level playing field with other members of their community. Under the 1951 
Refugee Convention and its 1967 Protocol, international refugee protection is not limited to providing 
a temporary legal status that prevents people from being subjected to violence and harm. It also entails 
granting rights that enable refugees to recover and contribute to their host society, such as the right to 
move freely within the host country, to work, and to access services.18 Indeed, once they have reached 
safety, many refugees, like other people in their host society, seek jobs and access to services—at least 
where they are allowed to do so.

A transformed environment for the development of host communities
By creating new challenges and new opportunities, the presence of refugees transforms the environment 
in which host communities are pursuing their own development efforts.19 A combination of policy mea-
sures and investments is needed to mitigate the downside of hosting refugees, while taking advantage of 
the benefits their presence may generate. 

The arrival of large numbers of refugees is often a disruptive shock for host communities. The  
consequences of this shock depend largely on the preexisting conditions, the number and composition 
of new arrivals, and the policy responses. The presence of refugees may exacerbate some preexisting 
challenges such as unemployment or inadequate services, or it may increase competition for natu-
ral resources.20 It can also disproportionately affect some groups within the host society, including  
those who have similar qualifications or spending patterns and find themselves in competition with 
the refugees.21 

The effects can be significant, depending on the initial conditions and on the government’s and the 
international community’s ability to respond at scale. For example, in Tanzania, following the arrival 
of half a million survivors of the Rwanda genocide in 1994, adverse health impacts were apparent in 
neighboring communities more than a year later, including a worsening of children’s height, weight, 
body mass, and other anthropometrics; an increase in the incidence of infectious diseases (by 15–20 

Box 7.2 Among refugees, some have higher protection needs (continued)

Other groups—such as LGBTQ+ and indigenous people, as well as religious minorities—also often have 
specific protection needs. Membership in a minority can be one of the main reasons they are exposed to 
persecution and harm in some countries and consequently are compelled to seek international protection. 
For example, homosexuality is criminalized in countries such as the Islamic Republic of Iran, Kenya, Paki-
stan, Saudi Arabia, and Uganda, compelling some people to flee. LGBTQ+ refugees may also be subject 
to discrimination, either de jure or de facto, in host countries. Other groups, such as indigenous people 
and religious minorities, may similarly face persecution in their country of origin and discrimination in host 
countries. Policy making should consider the specific circumstances and protection needs of such groups.

a.	 UNHCR and World Bank (2019); World Bank (2018a, 2018b).
b.	 Fiddian-Qasmiyeh (2014); Fincham (2022); Habash and Omata (2022); Tumen (2023); World Bank (2013).
c.	 GIWPS and PRIO (2021).
d.	 Klugman (2021); Vu et al. (2014).
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percentage points); and an increase in mortality for children under five (by 7 percentage points).22  
These impacts were caused in part by the spread of vector-borne and infectious diseases, combined with 
the overcrowding of sanitation infrastructure and health care facilities.

And yet the presence of refugees can also benefit host communities. For example, in Tanzania the 
abundance of refugee labor enabled farmers in host communities to double their cultivated areas 
between 1993 and 1996.23 Some refugees use their assets to create enterprises and jobs, such as in  
Türkiye.24 An influx of external assistance in previously underserved regions can also transform the 
economy. In northeast Kenya, local wages around the Dadaab refugee camp are reportedly 60 percent 
higher than in comparable parts of the country because of the greater economic activity generated in 
the camp by external assistance.25

Hosting costs that need to be managed
Because they move to seek safety, refugees do not always bring skills in demand at the destination. Most 
economic migrants seek a place where there is a demand for their work, but the logic of forced displace-
ment is different: people flee to a safe place, often without regard for labor market considerations. If refu-
gees have skills in demand in the host economy—and if they are allowed to work—their presence provides 
benefits that are similar to those offered by regular labor migrants,26 and hosting them is beneficial to the 
host country. But many refugees do not have such skills or simply cannot work, such as children, persons 
with disabilities, or those suffering from trauma. Moreover, many end up in places where job opportunities 
are limited, usually in economically lagging areas of low- or middle-income economies close to the bor-
der. In some cases, refugees are even compelled to flee to other conflict-affected countries, such as Somali 
refugees to the Republic of Yemen. Refugees are denied the right to work in a number of host countries 
because these countries prioritize access to the labor market for citizens or want to deter further arrivals. 
In these situations, the economic benefits of labor mobility cannot materialize. Host societies thus need 
to absorb, even temporarily, large groups of people who cannot easily contribute to their economy. 

Hosting refugees therefore often has costs, even though it is an obligation under international law. 
The challenge for the host country is to manage such costs. It can be achieved through a combination of 
efforts, such as (1) sharing the costs across the international community using effective responsibility- 
sharing arrangements; (2) reducing the costs (while preserving high standards of protection) by adopt-
ing and implementing adequate policies that go beyond emergency responses; and (3) making prog-
ress toward durable solutions—when refugees no longer have protection needs—including by exploring 
innovative schemes that combine both legal status and access to opportunities. 

Such actions should be complemented by international action in the countries of origin to help mit-
igate the drivers of fragility and address the root causes of forced displacement. International actions 
include supporting peace, human rights, and the rule of law, as well as supporting durable solutions such 
as voluntary repatriation and reintegration. 

Enhancing responsibility-sharing through regional solidarity
The costs—and potential benefits—of hosting are both economic and fiscal.27 Hosting costs typically are 
short-term costs related to absorption of the shock caused by a large influx of people, as well as medium- 
term costs related to hosting refugees in more protracted situations. Economic costs emerge when large 
numbers of refugees are not able to engage in the host economy—for example, when a large share of 
the refugees are children, when refugees’ skills are not consistent with the needs of the labor market, or 
when refugees are not allowed to work. Fiscal costs—government expenditures that must be financed 
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through taxes or external aid—arise when refugees benefit from public services to which they are not 
contributing. Both economic and fiscal costs are closely linked to hosting policies. 

These costs should not be borne by the host countries alone. The preamble of the 1951 Refugee 
Convention recognizes “that the grant of asylum may place unduly heavy burdens on certain countries” 
and that, due to the “international scope and nature” of the refugee problem, it could not be solved 
“without international co-operation.”28 It recommends “that Governments . . . act in concert in a true 
spirit of international co-operation in order that these refugees may find asylum and the possibility of 
resettlement.”29 This nonbinding framework does not require cooperation between states, but its objec-
tives cannot be met without responsibility-sharing. 

Addressing the challenge of responsibility-sharing is at the core of the 2018 Global Compact on Ref-
ugees (GCR). The GCR aims to “provide a basis for predictable and equitable burden- and responsibility- 
sharing” among states and other stakeholders.30 Yet the lack of explicit legally binding rules defining 
the way in which states should fulfill the obligation to share responsibilities for hosting refugees creates 
uncertainty about how this global public good can be adequately provided.31 This problem is at the core 
of the international refugee protection system.

The current limitations of responsibility-sharing
The responsibility-sharing challenge is acute because most ref-
ugees are hosted in a small number of countries—typically low- 
and middle-income countries bordering the countries of origin. 
As of mid-2022, about 52 percent of the world’s refugees and 
other people in need of international protection were hosted in 
middle-income countries and 22 percent in low-income countries 
(figure 7.4).32 Because of the protracted nature of forced displace-
ment crises, many of the largest host countries have been host-
ing refugees for extended periods of time—for some, such as the 
Islamic Republic of Iran and Pakistan, more than four decades. 

Over the years, an elaborate system of external assistance has 
been developed for high-income countries to support refugee- 
hosting low- and middle-income countries. As the numbers of 
refugees increase, however, this system has been challenged on 
multiple fronts: 

•	 Resource availability. International financing in support 
of refugees and host communities has been estimated at 
12.3 percent of all bilateral official development assistance 
(ODA) and 3.2 percent of multilateral development bank 
financing, for a total of US$46.7 billion over 2018 and 2019.33 In light of the competing demands 
on external financing needs—on issues such as climate change, food security, and other develop-
ment needs—these amounts are unlikely to be increased dramatically. 

•	 Narrow donor base. External assistance rests on a small number of donors—with three (European 
Union institutions, Germany, and the United States) accounting for almost two-thirds of the 
total (figure 7.5).34

•	 Effectiveness. For the international community, the cost of supporting refugee-hosting in low- 
and middle-income countries is, on average, about US$585 per refugee per year—in addition to 
what these countries are spending directly. This is a substantial amount in view of the average 

Figure 7.4 More than half of 
the world’s refugees are hosted 
in middle-income countries
Share of refugees hosted,  
by country income group

Source: UNHCR 2022b.
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annual income per capita in 2019 of US$743 in low-income countries and US$5,499 in middle- 
income countries.35 

•	 Cross-country allocations. External aid has also been unevenly distributed across refugee situa-
tions.36 In 2018–19, about 43 percent of these resources was used for hosting refugees in high- 
income donor countries. Nearly all of the remaining amount was earmarked for specific countries 
or regions, of which almost half was directed to the Middle East. Some other host countries, such 
as Colombia, the Islamic Republic of Iran, Pakistan, and Sudan, were facing a “responsibility- 
sharing gap.” 

•	 Emergency focus. About 71 percent of external financing was provided through humanitarian 
financing in 2019, typically as a short-term response to urgent demands and often through a cycle 
of annual budgets.37 This approach creates a mismatch between the needs—which are medium 
term and require predictable streams of resources—and the available funding. The reallocation 
of resources in 2022 to accommodate Ukrainian refugees following the Russian invasion is an 
example of the volatility of programming that leaves many host countries ambivalent about 
making medium-term commitments to improving refugee situations. 

Resettlement, the other traditional form of responsibility-sharing, remains marginal in terms  
of numbers, even though it is politically important.38 Refugees are “resettled” when they are offered 
a chance to move from a low- or middle-income host country to a high-income country where  
they will be integrated.39 These programs have undeniably resulted in positive outcomes for refu-
gees, but very few countries are involved in resettling refugees. In fact, almost three-quarters of all  
resettlement activity occurs in just four countries: Canada, Germany, Sweden, and the United States 
(figure 7.6).40 Only 57,500 refugees were resettled in 2021, whereas more than 1.4 million refugees 
needed to be, according to UNHCR.41 The low 2021 numbers partially reflected border and travel 
restrictions in response to the COVID-19 pandemic, but also a downward trend in resettlement 
options offered by states.

Figure 7.5 Three donors contribute 
almost two-thirds of all bilateral ODA 
to refugees

Source: OECD 2021.
Note: EU = European Union; ODA = official devel-
opment assistance.
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three-quarters of resettled refugees

Source: OECD 2021.
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Beyond global approaches
Looking ahead, the priority is to strengthen aid effectiveness because the share of ODA available for 
refugee-related programs is unlikely to increase dramatically. This effort will require developing instru-
ments that can provide medium-term resources in line with the protracted nature of many forced dis-
placement situations (box 7.3). It can build on ongoing efforts to track financing, such as through the 
Development Assistance Committee (DAC) of the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Devel-
opment (OECD), thereby taking stock of spending and facilitating an informed allocation of funds across 
countries over time. This effort should support hosting policies that provide adequate international pro-
tection but also aim to lower the medium-term costs of doing so.

Meanwhile, the base of support for refugees and host communities must be broadened. Under the 
Global Compact on Refugees framework, responsibility-sharing can be implemented in various ways. 
They include addressing the underlying causes of displacement, enabling the resettlement of refugees, 
creating paths for the self-sufficiency of refugees and asylum-seekers, financing assistance and interna-
tional protection programs, investing in technical assistance and capacity-building in host countries, 
hosting refugees and asylum-seekers, and improving internal and regional migratory policies.42 The 
GCR also aims to broaden the range of partners involved, including development organizations, local 
authorities, the private sector, and civil society.43 For example, leveraging new resources for support 
in refugee-hosting areas in the form of targeted private sector interventions can complement ODA. It 
is too early to assess how successful such arrangements will be, especially in view of the disruptions 

Box 7.3 An example of development financing: IDA’s Window for Host Communities and 
Refugees 

Since 2017, the World Bank’s financing arm for low-income countries, the International Development Asso-
ciation (IDA), has been providing low-income refugee-hosting countries with development resources over 
and above their country allocations. These resources, totaling about US$6 billion, help refugee-hosting 
countries (1) mitigate the shocks stemming from refugee inflows and create social and economic develop-
ment opportunities for refugees and host communities; (2) facilitate sustainable solutions to protracted ref-
ugee situations, including through the sustainable socioeconomic inclusion of refugees in the host country 
or their return to the origin country; and (3) strengthen country preparedness for increased or new refugee 
flows. The resources have been deployed in over 17 low-income refugee-hosting countries across a variety 
of sectors, such as community development, education, health, and social protection.

The IDA Window for Host Communities and Refugees (WHR) provides predictable resources over a 
multiyear horizon, with a focus on supporting sound hosting policies. The WHR is closely linked to the 
international protection agenda. To be eligible for these resources, a refugee-hosting country must main-
tain an adequate protection framework, which is assessed in partnership with the United Nations High 
Commissioner for Refugees. The WHR also seeks to support and create incentives for government lead-
ership by requiring authorities to develop a strategy for addressing refugee situations. In several countries, 
the WHR has been instrumental in expanding the policy dialogue to a range of sectoral ministries, such as 
health or education, beyond dedicated refugee agencies. It has also introduced the Refugee Policy Review 
Framework (RPRF), which takes stock of key refugee-related policies and provides a basis for coordination 
on policy reforms.

Source: IDA 2022.



REFUGEES: MANAGING WITH A MEDIUM-TERM PERSPECTIVE  |  215

produced by the COVID-19 pandemic. However, the first GCR “Indicator Report,” issued in late 2021, 
noted that progress has been slow, and it may be further aggravated by the current fractures in the 
international community.44 

Complementary forms of cooperation at the regional level are more promising. Most Latin American 
countries have worked together (including in the context of the Quito Process45) to develop a region-
wide approach that can provide consistency across national responses in the face of the Venezuelan 
crisis. This approach has helped to lessen pressures on first-line countries, especially Colombia. A similar 
approach has been adopted by the European Union for refugees from Ukraine, helping to reduce the load 
on countries such as Moldova, Poland, and Romania.46 Regional efforts are not limited to middle- or 
high-income contexts. In Africa, the Intergovernmental Authority on Development (IGAD) has helped 
develop a regional peer-to-peer process to gradually improve the management of refugee situations in 
the broader Horn of Africa.47

Responsibility-sharing can also be advanced through broader bilateral or multilateral negotia-
tions, such as on trade access.48 In Jordan, the government agreed to provide more than 200,000 Syr-
ian refugees with access to job opportunities in the form of work permits and grant them the right  
to access public education. As part of a responsibility-sharing scheme—the Jordan Compact—the 
European Union provided the country with grants, loans, and preferential trade and investment 
agreements for certain products from Jordanian businesses in which at least 15 percent of workers 
were Syrian refugees. However, the actual amount of new investments and the actual number of  
work permits delivered were somewhat below expectations, in part because of the need to ramp up 
administrative delivery mechanisms (for example, Syrians were working even without work permits) 
and in part because refugees were limited to formally working only in designated low-skilled sectors.49 
The Jordan Compact was followed by a similar scheme in Ethiopia in which the country received 
significant external financing to develop new industrial zones as part of an effort to create jobs also 
accessible to refugees.50 Such initiatives can help improve the social and political environment for 
refugee protection.

Going beyond emergency responses
Because refugee situations almost always last for years, “hosting policies” should be financially and 
socially sustainable. Decisions made at the onset of a refugee crisis—such as where to accommodate 
refugees and what status to give them—often set a dependency path that can have long-term implica-
tions for both the refugees and the host communities. Tanzania is an extreme case. In the initial rush 
to accommodate large numbers of Burundi refugees in the 1970s, Tanzania established camps miles  
away from water sources. As a result, water had to be trucked to the camps for almost 40 years at a con-
siderable cost.51 There is no evidence that hosting policies that take a medium-term planning horizon 
create incentives for refugees to extend their stay. In fact, they provide a way to minimize costs if the 
situation becomes protracted.

Successful responses to an influx of refugees enable them to find jobs and obtain services. Examples 
of responses that reduced the host country’s medium-term needs for financial support as well as major 
social tensions include Türkiye’s hosting of Syrian refugees,52 the welcoming of large numbers of Vene-
zuelans by Colombia and other countries in Latin America,53 and the efforts of the European Union to 
respond to the flight of millions of Ukrainians.54 

These responses have three main elements (figure 7.7): (1) permitting internal mobility for refugees 
to lessen pressures on host regions and foster self-reliance (the more refugees are dispersed, the smaller 
their impact on communities in areas of first arrival ); (2) supporting self-reliance and access to the labor 
market to reduce the financial and social costs of “enforced idleness” (the more refugees can work, the 
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less they need assistance and the lower the costs);55 and (3) delivering services through national sys-
tems (such as health and education) to ensure refugees’ welfare and fair treatment between refugees and 
nationals while minimizing costs (parallel structures are typically costlier than national ones).

Why are such medium-term approaches not being used more often? The problem may be a lack 
of incentives and a bias toward the short term. Most international assistance is delivered in the form 
of humanitarian aid, which has short-term horizons for planning and delivery. But a medium-term 
approach often requires medium-term financial commitments from donors and host communities to, 
notably, include refugees in national health and education systems. Financing instruments that can 
provide predictable resources over a long horizon are thus critical.56 

Institutional arrangements matter as well. For example, autonomous “refugee agencies” set up at 
the request of international partners and attached to a country’s security apparatus may have a vested 

Figure 7.7 In responding to refugee inflows, host countries should aim for medium-term 
sustainability—financial and social

Source: WDR 2023 team.
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interest in adopting a short-term perspective centered on legal and security considerations.57 By con-
trast, some countries have established light coordination structures to promote a comprehensive socio-
economic approach implemented across sectoral ministries. That is, for example, the approach used by 
the Border Management Office, Gerencia de la Frontera, in Colombia, which works with sectoral minis-
tries to provide refugees with services within the scope of their sectors, such as education or health care. 
Institutional arrangements have to be adapted to each context, including in view of the host country’s 
overall administrative capacity. In some contexts, institutional arrangements can also include a pre-
paredness element (box 7.4).

Box 7.4 Preparedness is critical when refugee situations are predictable or chronic

Refugee movements are not always unpredictable crises. In some countries, refugee inflows have, unfor-
tunately, become regular events. For example, in 23 of the last 30 years Chad has received new refugee 
inflows from its neighbors. Ethiopia and Uganda are similarly experiencing frequent episodes of large-scale 
arrivals. And Pakistan and the Islamic Republic of Iran have seen a succession of partial returns and new 
arrivals of Afghan refugees since 1979. In other countries such as República Bolivariana de Venezuela, the 
crises that generate displacements build slowly, and so do their effects. 

In such situations, medium-term planning can help countries better prepare for possible refugee move-
ments by putting in place institutional and financial arrangements to better absorb the shocks. For example, 
countries can make contingency plans to deploy civil servants and medical staff to affected areas should a 
refugee crisis arise. They can identify possible locations and solutions to accommodate large numbers of 
people in ways that would minimize the long-term financial and social impacts should the refugee situation 
last. They can also consider prearranged mechanisms that can be activated in crises to transfer additional 
resources to affected municipalities. 

Experience with the management of other crises has shown that preparedness—planning, institutional 
arrangements, and prepositioned resources—can yield disproportionate benefits. Examples are Japan’s and 
Mexico’s programs to mitigate the impacts of earthquakesa and Ethiopia’s scalable safety net to respond to 
drought.b The preparedness agenda has remained relatively less developed in the context of refugee move-
ments, but some countries, such as Uganda, have begun to consider the steps they could take to better plan 
and respond to possible movements.

a.	 Takemoto, Shibuya, and Sakoda (2021).
b.	� Productive Safety Net Programme in Ethiopia (dashboard), Capacity4dev, European Commission, Brussels, https://europa 

.eu/capacity4dev/project_psnp_ethiopia.

Internal mobility
Despite provisions for freedom of movement in the 1951 Refugee Convention, one-third of refugees 
cannot move freely in their host country.58 Some 22 percent live in camps, where they are often subject 
to significant restrictions on their movements, such as being barred from leaving the camp or having to 
submit an administrative request to do so.59 Even when refugees live outside of camps, their movements 
can be restricted—for example, if they live in remote regions. 

Such mobility restrictions hurt refugees and host communities alike. For refugees, being able to 
move to locations where there are opportunities is critical to finding a job. Denmark, Sweden, and 
other European countries learned that placing refugees or asylum-seekers in areas with fewer economic 
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opportunities and restricting their ability to relocate to other areas curtailed employment outcomes.60 
A lack of economic opportunities where refugees reside makes self-reliance an elusive goal, and  
they remain largely dependent on external assistance at a high cost for the host government and the 
donor community. 

Host communities are negatively affected as well. Mobility restrictions concentrate refugees in rel-
atively small areas, where they typically make up a large share of the population. Such arrangements 
amplify the impacts on host communities, and they significantly increase the need for government and 
external assistance. For example, the Rohingya in Bangladesh (referred to as Forcibly Displaced Myan-
mar Nationals) account for less than 0.6 percent of the country’s population but about a third of the total 
population in the Cox’s Bazar district where they are hosted.61 

In the face of such realities, some countries have, with promising results, introduced a “hosting 
model” that permits internal mobility. For example, Ethiopia recently adopted “out of camp” policies 
intended to permit and facilitate movements by refugees in protracted situations. Many of the recent 
large inflows are managed along similar lines. In Türkiye, Syrian refugees have been granted the right 
to move freely across large parts of the country, and they have moved to economically stronger regions 
where they can sustain themselves with minimal assistance and contribute to the economy (map 7.1).  
In some cases, mobility has also been allowed across entire regions, such as for Venezuelans across  
Latin American countries62 and more recently for Ukrainians within the European Union.63 

Internal mobility has the potential to dramatically change the way refugee crises are managed.  
It reduces the mismatches between the skills that refugees bring and the demands of the labor market 
by allowing refugees to access more opportunities. And it allows them to make larger contributions to 

Map 7.1 By allowing refugees to move within Türkiye, the government reduced the impact on 
communities in areas of first arrival along the border with Syria
Ratio of refugees to nationals, by region

Source: Tumen 2023.

a. 2013

b. 2018
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the local economy. Meanwhile, it dramatically reduces the adverse impacts on the communities in areas 
of first arrival—in terms of jobs, prices, services, infrastructure,64 and social cohesion—by reducing the 
share of refugees in their population.65 

Internal mobility also has implications for the way international support is provided. External financ-
ing continues to be needed, but often in the form of policy support rather than investment projects as 
refugees are dispersed across a larger area.66 At times, the very definition of host community needs to be 
reconsidered—from a typically rural area where refugees account for a large share of the community to 
an urban neighborhood where they represent only a fraction of the population. Providing legal protec-
tion to refugees when they are living across the host country’s entire territory may also require strength-
ening capacity in the executive and judiciary as the ability of national institutions to implement legal 
protection provisions becomes crucial. 

Self-reliance and access to the labor market 
Refugees’ self-reliance and access to the labor market are critical elements of sustainability—both finan-
cially and socially. When refugees remain dependent on aid programs, there are high costs in terms of 
aid, social tensions, and dignity, whether the aid is financed by host governments or foreign donors. 
Some host countries have thus encouraged refugees to become self-sustaining. For example, in Uganda 
refugee households with a farming background are given a plot of land to cultivate, although the size of 
such plots has become smaller as refugee numbers have grown over time. 

Medium-term economic outcomes for refugees depend on how quickly they receive a legal status 
after arrival. Many host countries have processes to deal with new asylum claims and to determine who 
should be granted refugee status, while others do not. In some contexts, refugee status is immediately 
granted prima facie—that is, to all persons coming from a specific country of origin regardless of their 
individual circumstances. But in many other contexts asylum-seekers must go through a years-long pro-
cess to be recognized as refugees—or not. The wait has adverse development consequences. Indeed, 
extended periods of forced unemployment impede refugees’ longer-term integration into the labor mar-
ket.67 In Switzerland, for example, between 1994 and 2004 one additional year of waiting reduced ref-
ugees’ subsequent employment rate by 16–23 percent, compared with the average.68 Enabling refugees’ 
labor market participation from a very early stage—even while they are applying for asylum—can yield 
positive long-term results.69 

For those who receive refugee status, the duration of the status is important. Secure, predictable 
terms of stay accelerate refugees’ path to self-reliance. They provide a degree of stability that facilitates 
their getting a job and incentivizes them to make investments—such as in learning a new language or 
opening a business—that benefit host communities as well.70 In Colombia, for example, in 2018 a large 
amnesty program granted legal status, including access to an employment permit, to approximately half 
a million undocumented Venezuelans. The program increased their income by 31 percent, consumption 
by 60 percent, and labor formalization rates by 10 percentage points,71 with minimal effects on the for-
mal employment of Colombian workers (also see box 7.6 later in this chapter).72 By contrast, in Pakistan 
Afghan refugees must renew their Proof of Registration Card (their certification of refugee status) every 
year, which creates significant uncertainty.73

The right to work is necessary—but often not sufficient. Although the 1951 Refugee Convention 
upholds the importance of giving refugees the legal right to work on the same basis as other foreign 
nationals, only 75 of the 145 signatories grant this right without reservations.74 Even then, refugees can 
face administrative or practical barriers in many countries such as the need for work permits,75 caps 
on the percentage of foreign workers, exclusion from some sectors, wait periods, and limited access to 
financial services. As a result, more than 55 percent of refugees live in a country that restricts their right 
to work,76 and many can only access informal jobs.77 
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Those countries that grant refugees the right to work typically also grant them rights at work, includ-
ing minimum standards and conditions.78 Yet because refugees often have an insecure legal status and 
lack knowledge of local regulations and language skills, they may still be subject to exploitation, harass-
ment, abuse, or underpayment in the workplace. Complementary measures will, then, be needed for 
refugees to access economic opportunities. Among other things, being able to access personal identifica-
tion documents, to open a bank account, to have a driver’s license, or to purchase cellular phone service 
are critical to labor market participation.79 Some countries have also put in place programs dedicated to 
supporting refugees’ economic inclusion, such as direct job matching, counseling by public employment 
services, language instruction, acquisition of soft skills, or technical training.80

Yet even where refugees are allowed to work, it takes them years to close the employment or wage gaps 
with nationals, as well as with economic migrants.81 Refugees often start behind economic migrants in 
employment outcomes and wages.82 Because they move primarily for safety reasons, many are hosted in 
areas where their skills and attributes poorly match the labor needs. Some refugees must also overcome 
trauma experienced in their country of origin and during their journey, which affects their ability to 
thrive in the labor market.83 They therefore tend to have more precarious working conditions and to 
rely more on unearned income in the form of public transfers or remittances in host countries such as 
Ethiopia, Jordan, and Uganda (figure 7.8). 

Figure 7.8 Refugees depend more on transfers and work under more precarious conditions 
than their hosts
Comparison of primary income sources for refugees and their hosts

Sources: von der Goltz and Schuettler 2022; World Bank 2023.
Note: The figure compares the primary income sources of refugees and their hosts. The findings for Colombia are for those 
displaced from República Bolivariana de Venezuela, and the findings for Jordan are for Syrian refugees.
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The private sector has the potential to create jobs and other income-generating activities for refu-
gees and host communities. Various private actors, however, have distinct incentives, capacities, and 
limitations in refugee-hosting situations. For example, large multinational firms can command sizable 
investments, but they also require infrastructure and a sound business climate. National companies, 
which may also be able to invest large resources, typically concentrate on regions where they are already 
present or that have a demonstrated potential to grow. By contrast, small and medium enterprises are 
often more nimble and able to adapt in refugee-hosting environments, but they also often find it more 
difficult to access financing. Support of the private sector’s engagement in refugee settings thus needs to 
be tailored to the specifics of each situation.

Overall, in many countries the private sector’s engagement is still at a nascent stage.84 Large private 
investments in lagging refugee-hosting areas have yet to materialize at scale. Often these areas have lit-
tle infrastructure, access to energy, or markets. The potential of the private sector is higher in countries 
where the business environment is strong and where refugees can move and have unhindered access to 
jobs, such as in Colombia and Poland. Targeted interventions, such as those to attract Kenyan banks to 
the Kakuma refugee camp and neighboring towns85 or to enroll refugees in microfinance programs of 
“graduation,” have yet to be scaled up. To attract additional resources, support may be needed, possibly in 
the form of blended finance for risk-sharing facilities, performance-based incentives, or other de-risking 
instruments to make investment in refugee-hosting areas profitable.

Inclusion in national services
The COVID-19 pandemic demonstrated the importance of refugees’ access to social services.86 It espe-
cially highlighted the public health benefits of ensuring that refugees can access adequate health ser-
vices for prevention and care.87 The spread of infectious diseases in overcrowded refugee settlements can 
indeed impair the health of the host population as well.88 

The pandemic also revealed the impacts that interruptions in schooling can have on learning, par-
ticularly for vulnerable groups—long a reality for many refugee children.89 Indeed, although children 
make up almost half of all refugees, only 77 percent are enrolled in primary schools and only 31 percent 
in secondary school, which is well below global averages.90 Consequently, the literacy and learning out-
comes for refugee children tend to be low.91 The risk is that many children will become part of a “lost 
generation,” with possible destabilizing effects on their countries of origin or destination.

Overall, many refugees are extremely vulnerable and need social assistance over longer periods.92 For 
example, one in four Syrian refugees in Sultanbeyli, Türkiye, has a disability, and 60 percent of house-
holds include at least one person with a disability.93 Even with access to the labor market, these refugees 
are unlikely to become fully self-reliant in the short to medium term. Financial resources and dedi-
cated institutional structures are needed to support them and other highly vulnerable groups, such as 
unaccompanied and separated children, victims of trafficking, and survivors of gender-based violence.  
Support needs to be provided in financially sustainable ways, but also with a view toward ensuring that 
the treatment of refugees and nationals with similar vulnerabilities does not differ unfairly.

The modalities of service delivery for refugees vary significantly across host countries, whether 
national systems, parallel structures, or a combination. In some countries such as the Islamic Republic 
of Iran, South Africa, Sweden, and Uganda, refugees can access national health systems and services 
under the same conditions as nationals. In other countries, refugees obtain basic health care services 
through parallel health care systems funded and run by external actors such as charities, nongovern-
mental organizations (NGOs), and international organizations such as UNHCR and the International 
Organization for Migration.94 Similarly, country models that deliver services in the education sector or 
social support to the most vulnerable refugees also differ. These services are often provided through 
externally financed systems that are not part of national structures—typically through NGOs. 
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Integrating refugees into functioning national systems—for education, health, and social protec-
tion—can improve financial sustainability and fairness with nationals in access and quality. In some 
countries, typically lower-income, the externally financed services offered to refugees may be superior to 
those that can be accessed by nationals, although at a high cost. In other countries, refugees have access 
only to inferior systems.95 Such differences result in unequal outcomes, and they may create tensions 
between refugees and their hosts. Dependence on external financing has also raised concerns about the 
sustainability of such approaches. External financing is typically provided through emergency assis-
tance with a one-year time horizon and can be withdrawn as new emergencies arise. A more sustainable 
approach entails including refugees in national service delivery systems, as well as strengthening these 
systems and establishing dedicated programs where needed such as for trauma recovery or language 
acquisition.96 This approach is being implemented in Colombia97 and Türkiye,98 as well as in the Euro-
pean Union.99 

Inclusion in national systems implies medium-term commitments for the host country. It has two key 
requirements: predictable financing and mainstreamed institutional arrangements. Governments need 
to have access to financing arrangements that provide a degree of predictability and confidence that 
resources will be available beyond the short term. Sizable amounts of external financing may be needed 
to scale up and maintain national systems in refugee-hosting regions, especially in countries where ser-
vices are already strained for nationals.100 But these amounts may not be out of reach, especially when 
compared with the potential social and economic benefits. For example, a recent report estimated the 
global cost of including refugee children in national education systems at US$4.9 billion a year.101 In 
addition, institutional arrangements are needed to allow engagement of the relevant technical minis-
tries—education, health, and social protection—in support of refugees. However, such arrangements are 
often not easy to put in place, especially when they entail transferring to sectoral ministries responsibil-
ities and competencies that belong to specialized agencies connected to the national security apparatus.

Making progress toward durable solutions by combining legal 
status and access to opportunities
The ultimate objective of international support is to help refugees find durable solutions that will end 
their need for international protection. Many refugee-hosting countries are willing to provide interna-
tional protection, but with the understanding that the protection will be time-limited. For that reason, 
political leaders in refugee-hosting countries often emphasize the need for durable solutions at scale, 
and any discussion of durable solutions to forced displacement ought to incorporate the concerns of 
host countries. 

A dearth of durable solutions
A durable solution—the point at which refugees no longer need international protection—is often 
defined from a legal viewpoint. Put simply, refugees are entitled to international protection because they 
cannot rely on the protection of their country of citizenship, typically because of conflict or persecution. 
They are refugees until they can regain guarantees of sustainable, long-term protection by a state. This 
state can be (1) the state of origin (return or voluntary repatriation and reintegration); (2) the state of asy-
lum (local integration and, in some cases, naturalization); or (3) a third state (resettlement). To conform 
to international law, each of these solutions, including return, needs to be achieved on a voluntary basis 
in line with human rights norms.102 
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The share of refugees who have attained a durable solution in recent years is extremely low. From 
2012 to 2022, it averaged 2 percent and never exceeded 4 percent of the total number of refugees. In 2021, 
in part because of COVID-19 restrictions, the average share fell to 1 percent (figure 7.9). As UNHCR has 
noted, “durable solutions have . . . become an option for fewer and fewer refugees.”103 In fact, the number 
of new refugees has outpaced solutions every year since 2010 (figure 7.10).

The dearth of durable solutions is a reason behind the steady increase in the number of refugees and 
in the number of years people spend in exile with little hope of reestablishing themselves. It has also 
resulted in some refugees engaging in high-risk irregular movements. In 2017, for example, 21 percent of 
asylum-seekers entering Italy and 25 percent of those entering Greece were onward movers—people who 
moved because of the lack of prospects for a resolution of their situation and the lack of opportunity in 
their initial host country.104

The complexity of decision-making
The conceptual simplicity of the durable solutions framework does not fully account for the complexity 
of refugees’ lives and decision-making. Any change in their situation, especially if associated with a new 
movement, can be risky for refugees. With their memories of past trials and their limited resources, they 
are unlikely to take such risks readily or easily.105 

The simple notion of return or voluntary repatriation (box 7.5) or of local integration does not align 
neatly with some patterns of forced displacement. For example, in some cases large numbers of refugees 

Figure 7.9 The share of refugees who 
achieve a durable solution has been very low 
over the last 15 years

Source: WDR 2023 team, based on 2022 data from Refu-
gee Data Finder (dashboard), United Nations High Commis-
sioner for Refugees, Geneva, https://popstats.unhcr.org 
/refugee-statistics/download/.
Note: Refugees include those under the mandate of the 
United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR).
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Figure 7.10 The number of refugees 
continues to grow as new entries 
(recognitions) outpace exits

Source: WDR 2023 team, based on 2022 data from Refu-
gee Data Finder (dashboard), United Nations High Commis-
sioner for Refugees, Geneva, https://popstats.unhcr.org 
/refugee-statistics/download/.
Note: Refugees include those under the mandate of the 
United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR).
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Box 7.5 Return: Homecoming or new movement?

Return is often regarded as the most natural solution for forced displacement. Refugees are viewed as “out 
of place,” and so return to their origin country is thought to be a way of restoring the natural order of things. 
Meanwhile, it is often assumed that refugees want to repatriate.a Return is discussed in terms of a return 
“home,” even after a generation in exile and although descendants of the original refugees may never have 
seen their “homeland.” For example, about three-quarters of Afghan refugees in Pakistan were born there.b

The decision to repatriate is more complex than just contemplating a homecoming or a return to a pre-
existing order.c The place of origin has often undergone wrenching social, economic, and political changes 
since a refugee’s departure. Refugees may have changed as well. Women may have acquired more rights; 
children born in exile may not be literate in the language of the country of origin; and youth may have 
adopted new norms and values. For some refugees, memories of the conflict that prompted their exile and 
of a time in which the government, neighbors, and friends became their most feared enemies remain over-
whelming. Under such circumstances, the “reconnecting” is often complex, and return may be experienced 
as a new movement rather than as going back to the status quo ante. Some returns resemble more a new 
movement than a homecoming. 

Not all returns have a happy ending. Many returning refugees continue to struggle for a long time after 
their return. Women and girls often face particular challenges on return, especially when they have fewer 
opportunities, fewer resources, lower status, and less power and influence than men in their country of 
origin.d For example in Afghanistan large numbers of returnees have become internally displaced persons 
(IDPs)—that is, not only did they not return to their place of origin, but their new situation is so insecure 
that they need continued assistance and protection. Between 2000 and 2015, 46 percent of large-scale 
returns were matched by a sizable increase in the number of IDPs.e Returnees may even have to flee again, 
as refugees or irregular migrants, after returning to their country of origin. Multiple instances of repeated 
back-and-forth movements have been observed in and from, for example, Afghanistan, Myanmar, Somalia, 
and South Sudan.f Of the 15 largest instances of return since 1991, about one-third were followed within a 
couple of years by a new round of conflict.g 

Policy makers should therefore focus not just on migrants’ return, but on their successful or sustainable 
return—that is, ensuring that people can reestablish themselves in a stable manner that precludes the need 
for further movement. Such an approach is in the interest of refugee-hosting countries as well. Although 
the prevailing security, legal, and economic conditions in areas of return are an important factor,h individ-
ual circumstances also matter greatly. Refugees are more likely to repatriate successfully where they have 
portable assets (such as capital to rebuild their homes and to provide a cushion in case of adverse develop-
ments) and marketable skills.i The extent to which life in exile provides space to build assets and skills can 
therefore be critical to a successful return. 

Source: Adapted from World Bank (2017).
a.	� Lomax (2018).
b.	� Bakewell (2000); Hammond (1999, 2014).
c.	� Black and Koser (1999); Monsutti (2008); Omata (2013).
d.	� Bascom (2005); Harild, Christensen, and Zetter (2015).
e.	� Calculations are based on United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) data for refugees and Internal Displace-

ment Monitoring Centre (IDMC) data for IDPs. See Global Internal Displacement Database, Internal Displacement Monitoring 
Centre, Geneva, https://www.internal-displacement.org/database/displacement-data; Refugee Data Finder (dashboard), 
United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, Geneva, https://popstats.unhcr.org/refugee-statistics/download/.

f.	� World Bank (2017).
g.	� This estimate is based on UNHCR return data as of the end of 2014. Examples of return followed by renewed bouts of 

conflict include Afghanistan (returns in 2001–05); Burundi (returns in 1996–97); Democratic Republic of Congo (returns 
in 1997–98); Iraq (returns in 2003–05); and Somalia (returns in 1993–95). See Refugee Data Finder (dashboard), United 
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, Geneva, https://popstats.unhcr.org/refugee-statistics/download/.

h.	� Alrababa’h et al. (2023); Beaman, Onder, and Onder (2022).
i.	� Omata (2013); Stepputat (2004).
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were temporary migrants in the host country before the confl ict broke out in their country of origin, 
such as some Syrian workers in Lebanon. What changed with the confl ict was not their location, but 
their ability to return to their country of origin safely and the arrival of their families. Some refugee 
movements are also part of complex family strategies or iterative processes,106 including split families or 
cyclical return, with some household members moving back and forth between their place of origin and 
a place of exile. This practice is, for example, adopted by some Somali refugees.107

Trade-offs and tensions
In looking for a durable solution, many refugees may behave in part like economic migrants. Refugees 
have distinct needs for international protection and specifi c vulnerabilities, but they share migrants’ 
desire and economic need for a better life. Accessing economic opportunities—jobs and services—is 
critical to reconstituting lost assets, overcoming trauma, and restoring a planning horizon, which are 
essential to people’s recovery. Thus for many refugees, accessing a durable solution means securing two 
essentials—a durable legal status and eff ective access to economic opportunities. The diffi  culty in com-
bining these two elements may be at the root of the diffi  culties encountered in resolving many forced 
displacement situations (fi gure 7.11). 

For many refugees, it can be hard to both acquire a durable (nonrefugee) legal status and access eco-
nomic opportunities in the same country. In the absence of naturalization or resettlement at scale, the 
only way to obtain a durable legal status is often to return to the country of origin. But where confl icts or 
political crises are protracted, return may not be possible. Even when the security situation has settled, 
there are often few economic opportunities for returning refugees.  On the other hand, staying in their 
host country or moving on (even irregularly) may provide refugees with economic opportunities, but not 
necessarily a longer-term formal legal status. 

In some situations, then, refugees may have to choose between achieving a durable solution from 
a legal perspective and accessing economic opportunities. At least in some cases, some refugees may 
prioritize access to economic opportunities over legal status, in the same way that many irregular 
migrants do. 

Figure 7.11 The tension between legal status and economic opportunities lies at the root of 
the diffi culties in resolving refugee situations

Source: WDR 2023 team.
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Innovative approaches
Policy makers could ease this tension by emphasizing more intermediate solutions that fall short of 
permanent state protection (citizenship with formal political membership and associated rights) but 
provide long-term residency (economic and social inclusion) in places with economic opportunities. In 
other words, citizenship in one country is combined with residency in another to form an intermediate 
solution. This arrangement could alleviate some of the host countries’ concerns about national identity 
and the political implications of a long-term stay.108

Several approaches offer some innovative ways of moving forward, including for some of the ongoing 
protracted situations, although responses must ensure access to protection and rights and be tailored to 
each set of circumstances and support provided where needed: 

•	 Regional freedom of movement. In West Africa, the Economic Community of West African States 
(ECOWAS) adopted a protocol in 1979 that granted citizens of ECOWAS countries the right to 
enter and live in any of the member states under some conditions.109 Although implementation 
has lagged because of a host of institutional, political, economic, and legal challenges,110 the 
arrangement is an alternative for some of those who flee conflict and violence, and it allows them 
to secure residence without naturalization and for as long as they deem it necessary.111

•	 Shift to labor migration status. Offering the option to access a labor migration status that falls 
short of naturalization but provides socioeconomic rights in a predictable manner may allow 
progress in some situations. For Afghans, for example, the only option for residing legally in 
Pakistan is refugee status, even for those whose motivations are mainly economic. Before the 
Taliban takeover of Afghanistan in 2021, the government of Pakistan was on its way to adopting 
a reform to enable Afghan nationals to access labor migration status instead of having to request 
refugee status.112 External monitoring would be needed to ensure that such arrangements do not 
undermine the provision of international protection for those who need it. 

•	 Complementary pathways. These legal channels allow refugees to obtain regular entry to and 
residency in third countries as complementary channels to the refugee resettlement process.113 
This option may involve education or labor mobility programs (such as for Syrian students in 
Portugal under the Global Platform for Syrian Students),114 as well as private sector or commu-
nity sponsorship. For example, for over 40 years Canada has allowed private groups (composed 
of Canadian citizens or residents or community sponsors such as associations or corporations) 
to identify and sponsor refugees for their settlement in Canada.115 Sponsors provide refugees 
with settlement and financial support, in partnership with local service providers, for at least  
12 months.116 The process of identifying complementary pathways could be accelerated by 
helping refugees build skills that can be transferred globally so they can better match the labor  
needs of destination economies, possibly through Global Skills Partnerships.117

•	 Long-term nonrefugee status. The government of Colombia recently adopted a host of measures 
aimed at providing Venezuelan nationals with a 10-year horizon during which they can enjoy 
extensive socioeconomic rights.118 They could then achieve a degree of recovery and contribute to 
the economy of the host community, even in the absence of a long-term durable solution (box 7.6). 
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Box 7.6 Creating better outcomes through integration: Lessons from Colombia

Over the last few years, Colombia has become the primary destination for Venezuelans fleeing their coun-
try. As of August 2022, an estimated 2.8 million Venezuelans (51 percent of whom were women) were 
living in Colombia.a They accounted for about one-third of all Venezuelans hosted across Latin America.  
In the face of a large-scale influx, the Colombian government gradually implemented a range of measures 
to manage the situation. 

How did the government respond?
After the expulsion and return of 22,000 Colombians from República Bolivariana de Venezuela in 2015, the 
government provided humanitarian support, such as shelters, emergency health care, pediatrics, and vac-
cination services. In parallel, it developed institutional arrangements to ensure the coherence of local and 
national interventions. 

From 2017 on, as increasing numbers of Venezuelans crossed the border, the government introduced 
several regulatory schemes. The Tarjeta de Movilidad Fronteriza (TMF), Border Mobility Card, was estab-
lished to give access to border areas for up to seven days. It has been used by Venezuelans who cross the 
border in search of food or consumption goods not available at home. Five humanitarian assistance routes 
(Ruta del Caminante) were established for those who sought to transit through Colombia to more distant 
destinations. A special regularization scheme was launched to grant a temporary permit of stay and access 
to social services to Venezuelans residing in Colombia.

The 2018 Strategy for the Response to Migration from Venezuela (CONPES 3950)b confirmed the gov-
ernment’s commitment to improving institutional mobilization and coordination across the relevant min-
istries and agencies. The Border Management Office (Gerencia de Frontera) was established within the 
presidency to coordinate efforts. Roundtables were set up with local authorities. In parallel, children born 
in Colombia to Venezuelan parents were granted Colombian citizenship so they would not be stateless (an 
estimated 78,000 minors had benefited as of May 2022). The government also granted Venezuelans access 
to the national health and education systems irrespective of their migration status, and it extended services 
provided by the Colombian Institute for Family Welfare (ICBF) to Venezuelan households.

The July 2022 Strategy for the Integration of the Venezuelan Population (CONPES 4100)c goes one step 
further by aiming to support the social and economic integration of Venezuelans and to harness their con-
tribution to Colombia’s development and prosperity over the next 10 years. For example, the government 
began to grant temporary protected status to Venezuelans. Estatuto Temporal de Protección para Migrantes 
Venezolanos (ETPV) is a process for the accelerated registration and regularization of migrants. Venezue-
lans possessing ETPV status are eligible for national subsidies and services under the same conditions as 
Colombians, such as access to health care and social security services. More than 814,000 Venezuelans 
were registered to receive such services as of July 2022. This process has helped to equalize opportunities 
for medium- and long-term integration. 

Although many challenges remain to fully implementing these policies, they have already had positive 
effects. Consumption per capita among regularized Venezuelans is between 31 and 60 percent higher than 
among those who are irregular. Once regularized, Venezuelans’ employment in the formal sector increased 
by 10 percent and incomes by up to 31 percent. Meanwhile, mass regularization has had only negligible 
effects on the formal employment of national workers.d

(Box continues next page)
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Box 7.6 Creating better outcomes through integration: Lessons from Colombia (continued)

What has worked?
Many lessons have emerged from Colombia’s experience:

•	 Multitier approach. The parallel execution of measures that follow different time frames and objec-
tives—short term to provide humanitarian aid; medium term to provide access to basic social services; 
and long term to support regularization and socioeconomic integration—has allowed the government 
to respond to the needs of displaced persons within its limited capacity and resources. 

•	 Status and inclusion. Granting regular migratory status using clear terms and procedures—whether 
through refugee status, regular migration pathways, or extraordinary regularization schemes—has 
proved critical and beneficial to both Venezuelans and Colombia. Similarly, the integration of Venezue-
lans in the regular labor force and in national systems for service delivery has been positive. 

•	 Institutional arrangements. The establishment of institutional, legal, and policy frameworks that enable 
systematic and integrated responses has allowed rapid progress. 

•	 Proactive support of social cohesion. Promoting social cohesion and addressing xenophobia and discrim-
ination though a communications strategy have yielded positive results. 

•	 Responsibility-sharing. Responsibility-sharing—in particular, across Latin America—has proved key, 
including through regional approaches.

Source: Rossiasco et al. 2023.
a.	 Alvarez et al. (2022).
b.	 DNP (2018).
c.	 DNP (2022).
d.	 Ibáñez et al., “Salir de la sombra” (2022).
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Spotlight 7

Internal displacement
and statelessness

Internal displacement
Whereas some people are forced to move across international borders, others are forced to move within 
their own country in response to, among other things, confl ict, violence, persecution, or natural disas-
ters. They are referred to as internally displaced persons (IDPs). Internal displacement raises particular 
development challenges.1

The number of IDPs has increased rapidly over the last decade.2 Aggregate estimates are based on 
national defi nitions that are not directly comparable, but the Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre
has assessed that 59.1 million people were internally displaced as of the end of 2021, up from 26.4 million 
at the end of 2012.3 Of these, 53.2 million were internally displaced by confl ict and violence and 5.9 mil-
lion by natural disasters across 59 countries and territories (map S7.1). Ten countries account for more 
than two-thirds of the total.4

Although some IDPs leave their homes for only a short period, others remain displaced for years. In 
the Syrian Arab Republic, for example, an estimated four out of fi ve displaced households have been in 
that situation for more than fi ve years, and in Sudan an estimated 56 percent of IDPs have been displaced 

Source: Global Internal Displacement Database (GIDD), Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre, Geneva, https://www
.internal-displacement.org/database/displacement-data. 

Map S7.1 Internal displacement occurs worldwide
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for more than 10 years.5 In other situations, displacement is repeated or even cyclical, with devastat-
ing impacts on affected individuals and households. Many IDPs experience trauma and losses similar 
to those experienced by refugees (box S7.1).6 Internal displacement has long-lasting economic effects, 
including increased poverty and vulnerability.7 

Like refugees, IDPs are often concentrated in particular geographic areas, and their host commu-
nities are substantially affected.8 Many IDPs move from rural to urban areas, particularly in low- and 
middle-income countries. Most IDPs live in cities and towns, often in informal settlements alongside 
other poor urban dwellers.9 

Normative frameworks and the need for a typology
The 1998 United Nations Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement are the main normative frame-
work for IDPs, although the Guiding Principles are not legally binding.10 Based on human rights law 
and international humanitarian law, they recognize IDPs as persons endowed with human rights who, 
because of their displacement, need dedicated attention.11 They also draw on international refugee law, 
including for notions such as protection and “durable solutions.” The Guiding Principles underpin a 
range of legally binding instruments, including the 2009 African Union Convention for the Protection 
and Assistance of Internally Displaced Persons in Africa (Kampala Convention) as well as laws and reg-
ulations in several countries.12 

Yet definitions of an IDP vary significantly across countries. Of the 72 countries that have IDP- 
specific legal frameworks, only 21 use the definition in the Guiding Principles.13 More frequently, IDP 
definitions are limited to specific groups, geographic areas, or causes of displacement.14 For example, Bos-
nia and Herzegovina considers IDPs as only those who were displaced within a particular time period, 
and the Kurdistan Region of Iraq ties displacement to specific conflict events. Georgia and Ukraine have 
at various times restricted IDPs to citizens and a few other select groups. There is also no consensus on 
how far a person must flee to be considered internally displaced or for how long (it can be brief in the case 
of natural disasters); what it means for nomadic groups; and whether children born to IDPs in displace-
ment are themselves IDPs, as in Azerbaijan and Colombia.15 

Box S7.1 IDPs versus refugees

Although internally displaced persons (IDPs) are sometimes referred to as “internal refugees,” there are 
important distinctions between refugees and IDPs. Refugees do not enjoy the protection of their state of 
origin; they need international protection, which is a global responsibility. By contrast, most IDPs are citi-
zens under the nominal protection of their own state. Under international law, the state is responsible for 
protecting their rights. 

There is no evidence that large numbers of IDPs eventually cross borders and become refugees.a People 
flee to a variety of destinations, domestic and foreign, based on a range of considerations, including the 
feasibility of movement, conflict dynamics,b and access to networks and information. Yet once they settle in 
a new place, the majority tend to stay. Even when internal displacement is protracted (such as in Colombia), 
it often does not result in large refugee outflows.

a.	 World Bank (2017).
b.	 Turkoglu (2022).
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Internal displacement encompasses a broad range of situations that are hardly comparable: a US fam-
ily affected by flooding in the state of Maine; Ukrainians displaced by the Russian invasion of their 
country; returning Afghan refugees who settled in the suburbs of Kabul; and villagers evicted from their 
homes in Ethiopia to make space for agroindustrial projects. The necessary responses vary considerably 
across such situations. Distinguishing between various types of internal displacements is key to address-
ing the corresponding challenges effectively. 

The solutions conundrum
Defining what constitutes a satisfactory endpoint to internal displacement is critical. The aim of sup-
port for IDPs is not only to help them survive while in displacement but also to enable them to reestab-
lish their lives as contributing members of society and to reach a point where dedicated assistance is no 
longer needed. Thus support of IDPs is not just temporary relief; it needs to be designed and delivered 
throughout the displacement cycle in a manner that facilitates achievement of a durable solution. 

What constitutes a durable solution to IDP situations is not easily articulated. In some debates, dura-
ble solutions are modeled on the refugee paradigm. They focus on three possibilities for a solution that 
are derived from the experience with refugees: return to the place of origin; local integration in areas of 
displacement; or integration elsewhere in the country.16 However, as displacement becomes protracted, 
the definition of what is considered a durable solution becomes increasingly ambiguous. For example,  
at what point should urban IDPs (who are unlikely to return to rural areas) no longer considered IDPs? 
And how does one determine whether sustainable integration has been achieved?

The Inter-Agency Standing Committee (IASC) has elaborated on these definitions with a focus on 
socioeconomic vulnerabilities. A durable solution is considered achieved when, based on a set of crite-
ria, IDPs no longer have needs arising from their forced displacement.17 Yet, in practice, some of these 
criteria are difficult to achieve in countries and regions where even nondisplaced households face dire 
development challenges. As a result, many people continue to be considered IDPs with no solution in 
sight, which is in part behind the steady increase in global IDP numbers.

The Expert Group on Refugee, IDP and Statelessness Statistics (EGRISS) under the United Nations 
Statistical Commission has proposed a practical way forward.18 It recommends using a comparison with 
the general population, rather than global standards, to assess the persistence of displacement-related 
vulnerabilities among IDPs. It suggests that IDPs form a distinct population of concern to the extent that 
they have specific vulnerabilities and cannot seize economic opportunities available to other nationals. 
Under this approach, they are no longer IDPs when they are back on a level playing field with those who 
have not been displaced. 

Internal displacement and vulnerability
Many people are affected by conflicts or disasters, but those who have been internally displaced are the 
subject of special attention. Why? In many contexts, internal displacement has become a proxy to iden-
tify those who should benefit from specific forms of assistance (box S7.2). 

The nature of such assistance varies across countries and contexts. For example, internal displace-
ment can be a proxy for vulnerability to violence or abuses and for the need for protection against such 
harm, such as in Ukraine. It can be a proxy as well for war-induced destitution and humanitarian assis-
tance needs, such as in Somalia and the Republic of Yemen. It can also be used to assess and signal the 
severity of a conflict situation and help steer the allocation of scarce aid resources across countries.

The focus on IDPs can also be grounded in more political rationales. For example, in the Caucasus 
the insistence that IDPs have the right to return to their places of origin—even if they are under the  
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de facto control of another country—is an important part of a political discourse aimed at asserting  
territorial claims. In other contexts, such as in Colombia, the IDP status is linked to expectations of 
future compensation processes for war victims. 

Internal displacement should be approached in the context of a broader discussion on vulnerability. 
In a context of conflict, persecution, or natural disaster, IDPs are often not the only highly vulnerable 
group. The new widows and widowers arising from a war or disaster, for example, may also be highly 
vulnerable, even though they are not the subject of a distinct international framework. 

Prioritizing IDPs over other groups of citizens may not always be an effective way to frame policies 
or deliver aid, especially in resource-constrained environments.19 In some cases, other indicators of vul-
nerability, such as income or household composition or belonging to certain social groups, may be better 
proxies to focus the limited assistance on those who need it most. For example, in Georgia IDPs who live 
in the capital, Tbilisi, are less likely to be poor than non-IDPs in rural areas. In the Sahel, some ethnic 
groups are deliberately targeted by armed factions and need protection, regardless of whether they have 
been displaced. 

In any event, IDP status should not become a source of vulnerability in its own right. This has hap-
pened when the mere use of the IDP category creates forms of discrimination, such as when IDPs are 
required to live in specific settlements or to send their children to dedicated IDP schools, especially if the 
situation becomes protracted.20

Key principles for intervention
Governments can consider several key principles for intervention:

Government leadership. National governments retain the primary responsibility for IDPs in their ter-
ritory consistent with their international human rights obligations, including when IDPs are stateless. 
Sustainable improvements in the situation of IDPs and their host communities often depend on policies 
adopted by their governments. 

Box S7.2 Internal displacement and assistance targeting

Assistance targeting is critical to the effectiveness of development programs in resource-constrained  
settings.a Targeting systems provide tools to identify those who should receive priority for specific pro-
grams or policies. Identification of those most in need is typically based on a range of proxy indicators  
that can be collected at reasonably low cost and closely correlated with the objectives of the programs.  
For example, income levels or asset ownership are used as proxies to identify those most in need of support 
under antipoverty initiatives. 

Internal displacement has become such a proxy indicator in some contexts. It is used to determine 
those who need specific forms of support and to identify individuals and households who will benefit. 
Statistics on internally displaced persons (IDPs) may provide a visible metric to prioritize scarce resources 
when there are logistical challenges in collecting data on alternative measures of vulnerability, such as in a 
conflict setting. This approach, however, raises two questions. First, in a given context what specific pro-
gram or policy does the IDP category help target? And, second, is being an IDP the best proxy for defining 
those who should be targeted by this specific program or policy? The availability of data and evidence is 
key to informing the response to such questions and to determining the optimal use of resources.

a.	 Brown, Ravallion, and van de Walle (2018); Coady, Grosh, and Hoddinott (2004); Grosh et al. (2008); Lindert et al. (2020).



INTERNAL DISPLACEMENT AND STATELESSNESS  |  241

Political economy. Governments’ decisions are often influenced by political considerations that go 
beyond the interests of those who have been displaced. In a conflict context, for example, governments 
may focus on how internal displacement affects conflict dynamics and potential drivers of future unrest. 
They manage IDPs with a view toward reducing social tensions and violence nationwide instead of a sole 
focus on IDPs’ needs. Politics play an even larger role when IDPs have fled violence instigated by the gov-
ernment itself or when their loyalty is questioned. Even in natural disasters, government decisions may 
be steered by political considerations based, for example, on the ethnicity or perceived political affilia-
tions of the IDP population.21 Because political considerations are so central and because IDP situations 
vary widely—including in war-torn regions, stable middle-income environments, or places affected by 
natural disaster—government and international responses must be adjusted to each context.

Holistic perspective and inclusion. Once they have reached a safe place, many IDPs behave like other 
internal (voluntary) migrants and look for opportunities to improve their welfare. If well managed, the 
resolution of internal displacement can generate some of the positive benefits of economic mobility. 
This can benefit both IDPs, as well as the rest of the country. Promoting IDPs’ economic and social inclu-
sion is crucial, including improving their self-reliance and incorporating them into national health and 
education systems.22 Facilitating IDPs’ movements to areas where they can find socioeconomic opportu-
nities may also ease their recovery and lessen adverse impacts on host communities. 

Statelessness
At least 4.3 million people in 95 countries are stateless or of undetermined nationality.23 Under inter-
national law, states set the rules for the acquisition, change, and withdrawal of nationality. A stateless 
person is defined as someone who is not considered to be a national by any state.24

Among those for whom data are publicly available, stateless persons or those with undetermined 
nationality are currently found mainly in Côte d’Ivoire (about 930,000 persons); among Forcibly Displaced 
Myanmar Nationals hosted by Bangladesh (about 920,000 persons); in Myanmar (about 600,000 Rohingya 
in Rakhine State); in Thailand (about 560,000 persons); in Syria (about 160,000 persons); in Malaysia (about 
100,000 persons); in Kuwait (about 92,000 persons); and in Cambodia (about 75,000 ethnic Vietnamese).25

Statelessness arises from a variety of reasons: discrimination against particular ethnic or religious 
groups (such as that against the Rohingya in Myanmar) or on the basis of gender; the emergence or 
breakup of states (a situation that left some Roma minorities stateless following the dissolution of the 
former Yugoslavia); or incomplete nationality laws or conflicts between them (for example, when a child 
is unable to access the nationality of his or her parents or the nationality of the country of birth, which 
can happen in forced displacement or irregular migration). Other people are not stateless by law but 
find themselves unable to obtain documentation that would prove their nationality. For all practical 
purposes, they are in a situation similar to that of stateless persons.26

Regardless of its causes, statelessness has adverse development consequences. Stateless persons are 
often denied a range of socioeconomic rights: to enter the labor market, access public services, own 
property, or simply move within the country. These can be both formal legal interdictions or unpassable 
administrative hurdles, such as if family members must present identification papers or a birth certifi-
cate to register a child in school.27 Even when stateless persons are granted a protected status, they often 
do not have clear pathways to acquiring nationality for themselves and their children. Detailed data on 
their circumstances are often missing, but most stateless persons live on the margins of society with 
high degrees of vulnerability.

Over the last few decades, some countries have taken steps to resolve major situations of stateless-
ness. Sri Lanka passed legislation in 2003 allowing about 200,000 Hill Tamils to acquire nationality. 
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Bangladesh confirmed the citizenship of Urdu-speaking or “Bihari” persons in 2008.28 The Russian Fed-
eration naturalized about 650,000 former Soviet nationals between 2003 and 2012. And in 2017, Kenya 
offered citizenship to about 6,000 ethnic Makonde—the descendants of Mozambican migrants who had 
arrived in the 1930s.

Resolving statelessness is part of achieving the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals. Some 
situations may be politically difficult. But others arise mainly from legal inconsistencies that could be 
corrected with relatively few political costs if there are incentives to do so. For example, ensuring that no 
child is born stateless and adopting universal birth registration; removing gender discrimination from 
nationality laws; preventing denial, loss, or deprivation of nationality on discriminatory grounds; and 
issuing nationality documentation to those who are entitled to it.29

Notes
1.	 World Bank (2021).
2.	 Global Internal Displacement Database (GIDD), Internal 

Displacement Monitoring Centre, Geneva, https://www 
.internal-displacement.org/database/displacement 
-data.

3.	 IDMC (2022).
4.	 The 10 countries are the Syrian Arab Republic (6.7 mil-

lion IDPs), the Democratic Republic of Congo (5.3 mil-
lion), Colombia (5.2 million), Afghanistan (4.3 million), 
the Republic of Yemen (4.3 million), Ethiopia (3.6 mil-
lion), Nigeria (3.2 million), Sudan (3.2 million), Somalia 
(3.0 million), and Burkina Faso (1.6 million). Numbers 
are based on IDMC (2022).

5.	 IDMC (2022).
6.	 While both refugee and IDP populations have higher 

rates of mental health issues than the nondisplaced 
populations (Porter and Haslam 2005; Steel et al. 
2009), IDPs have been shown to have higher rates of 
morbidity than refugees and returned refugees in sev-
eral settings (Al Ibraheem et al. 2017; Mels et al. 2010; 
Tekeli-Yesil et al. 2018). In Colombia, the psychological 
effects of IDPs’ traumatic experiences have been 
shown to lead to risk aversion and hopelessness, 
affecting their economic decisions and contributing to 
their vulnerability (Moya 2018; Moya and Carter 2019).

7.	 Gimenez-Nadal, Molina, and Silva-Quintero (2019); 
Ivlevs and Veliziotis (2018); Kondylis (2010); Torosyan, 
Pignatti, and Obrizan (2018).

8.	 Alix-Garcia, Bartlett, and Saah (2012, 2013); Bohnet, 
Cottier, and Hug (2018); Bozzoli, Brück, and Wald 
(2013); Calderón-Mejía and Ibáñez (2016); Depetris- 
Chauvin and Santos (2018); Morales (2018).

9.	 World Bank (2017).
10.	 OCHA (2004).
11.	 OCHA (2004).
12.	 African Union (2012); UNHCR and Global Protection 

Cluster (2022).
13.	 EGRIS (2020).
14.	 Adeola and Orchard (2020).
15.	 EGRIS (2020).
16.	 Since the introduction of the Inter-Agency Standing 

Committee's Framework on Durable Solutions for IDPs 
in 2010 (IASC 2010), there has been a progressive shift 

away from a refugee paradigm of durable solutions to 
the IASC (2010, A1) definition of the end of internal 
displacement (“when internally displaced persons no 
longer have any specific assistance and protection 
needs that are linked to their displacement and can 
enjoy their human rights without discrimination on 
account of their displacement”), whereby (re)integra-
tion in places of origin/refuge/elsewhere in the country 
is a gradual path to a durable solution. The debate has 
shifted to how to operationalize the IASC definition and 
criteria for durable solutions.

17.	 The Framework on Durable Solutions for Internally Dis-
placed Persons of the IASC suggests eight criteria for 
determining whether durable solutions have been 
achieved: (1) safety and security, including freedom of 
movement; (2) an adequate standard of living, includ-
ing access to essential food and water, basic housing, 
essential health care, and basic education; (3) access 
to employment and livelihoods; (4) restoration of hous-
ing, land, and property; (5) access to documentation; 
(6) family reunification; (7) participation in public 
affairs; and (8) access to effective remedies and jus-
tice (IASC 2010).

18.	 EGRIS (2020). EGRIS was recently renamed EGRISS to 
include statelessness—that is, the Expert Group on 
Refugee, IDP and Statelessness Statistics.

19.	 Grosh et al. (2022).
20.	 Kazimzade (2013).
21.	 Sobel and Leeson (2006).
22.	 World Bank (2011, 2013, 2019).
23.	 UNHCR (2022a).
24.	 The 1954 Convention Relating to the Status of State-

less Persons is the cornerstone of the international 
protection regime for stateless people (OHCHR 1954). 
The 1961 Convention on the Reduction of Stateless-
ness establishes specific obligations to prevent and 
reduce statelessness (OHCHR 1961).

25.	 UNHCR (2022a, 2022b).
26.	 UNHCR (2014, 2017).
27.	 UNHCR (2014).
28.	 Wijetunga (2004).
29.	 UNHCR (2014).
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Distressed
migrants
Preserving dignity

Key messages
•  The circumstances surrounding distressed migration are often irregular and painful. This type of 

migration also entails costs for destination countries, but these countries have no international legal 
obligation to host distressed migrants. Many countries seek to prevent the entry of distressed migrants, 
but restrictive policies often undermine migrants’ dignity, which creates diffi  cult policy trade-off s.

•  In this context, the challenge is to reduce the need for distressed migration, including by extending 
the scope of international protection, shifting incentives through the establishment of legal entry 
pathways, and strengthening the match of migrants’ skills and attributes with the needs of destination 
economies through development.

•  Transit countries face particular issues, which can be addressed only through bilateral and multi-
lateral cooperation.

•  Overall, migrants’ inherent dignity should be the yardstick of migration policies (fi gure 8.1).
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Figure 8.1 The policy challenge is to reduce distressed movements while treating migrants 
humanely

Source: WDR 2023 team.
Note: Match refers to the degree to which a migrant’s skills and related attributes meet the demand in the destination 
country. Motive refers to the circumstances under which a person moves—whether in search of opportunity or because of a 
“well-founded fear” of persecution, armed confl ict, or violence in their origin country.
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Acknowledging policy trade-offs
Some of the most difficult challenges for immigration policy arise when migrants do not bring skills and 
attributes that match the needs of the destination country, nor are they entitled to international refugee 
protection. An example is people who leave a low-income country where their life is not at risk, but who 
do not have the basic literacy skills that would enable them to contribute to a middle- or high-income 
economy. In such cases, the costs of accommodating them often exceed the benefits for the destination 
country. International law gives this country a large degree of discretion about whether to accept such 
migrants in its territory. 

Because the movements of many such migrants are irregular and harrowing, those movements are 
referred to here as distressed migration. Indeed, many distressed migrants are very vulnerable and at risk 
of marginalization, both while in transit and once at their destination. They therefore pose important 
development issues, including in the context of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development and its 
central pledge to “leave no one behind.”  

Such movements are also causing political controversies in middle- and high-income countries. 
Although they represent only a fraction of people crossing borders, distressed movements are relatively 
visible. They contribute to shaping perceptions in destination countries,1 including concerns that some 
migrants are abusing the immigration system or that the authorities have “lost control.” These percep-
tions may, in turn, translate into xenophobic narratives and discriminatory practices.2 In some cases, 
they could undermine the entire architecture of sound migration management and so reduce the devel-
opment benefits of mutually beneficial movements. 

Difficult trade-offs at the border
At the root of many distressed migrations are the vast economic differences between countries of origin 
and possible countries of destination. When these differences—and the corresponding drivers of migra-
tion—are acute, some people try to move even if they face high risks.3 

Many destination countries do not allow entry of distressed migrants. In crafting their immigration 
policies, they prioritize their own interests, considering the labor market effects of migration as well as 
the broader effects on society. They typically give preference to migrants who have skills and attributes 
that match their needs.4 

The conflation of high pressures to move, on the one hand, and severe entry restrictions, on the 
other, has led to the emergence of an illegal market for people smuggling and irregular movements. 
Most visible are the irregular entries—for example, at the US southern border, on the northern shores of  
the Mediterranean Sea, or at the border between Haiti and the Dominican Republic. Yet in many coun-
tries the majority of irregular migrants enter legally and overstay their visas.5 In the United States,  
from 2010 to 2016 there were twice as many visa overstayers as irregular border crossings.6 Similarly, in 
the United Kingdom the number of visa overstays exceeds illegal entries, even in 2021 when irregular 
inflows across the English Channel were at an all-time high.7 

In the absence of legal pathways, some distressed migrants, upon entering their destination country, 
ask for asylum—that is, to be recognized as refugees (a status granted to those who have a “well-founded 
fear” of persecution or violence in their countries of origin). This request generally prevents their imme-
diate deportation because it initiates a review process of the merits of their application for international 
protection. A large share of such requests are rejected, but the adjudication process takes time, allow-
ing some distressed migrants to disappear into the fringes of society8 so they cannot be identified and 
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deported. Indeed, many asylum and reception systems are ill-equipped to process large numbers of peo-
ple efficiently.9 The delays create large backlogs, with extended waiting times. In the European Union, 
for example, more than 950,000 asylum cases were pending at the end of November 2022.10 Such delays 
prolong the uncertainty under which all asylum-seekers live—including those who will eventually be 
recognized as refugees—and thus their vulnerability.11 

Against this backdrop, many destination countries face difficult challenges in maintaining effective 
control of their borders. To deter distressed migration, some countries have adopted approaches that aim 
to make the movements less attractive to potential migrants. They include intentional policy measures, 
as well as toleration of situations—both in transit and at destination—that discourage unlawful entry 
and stay. However, when human distress becomes the modulator of migration flows, many destination 
countries have adopted policies that reflect the difficult trade-offs between their migration objectives 
and their commitments to respecting migrants’ human rights:

•	 Many destination countries have taken measures to deter irregular migration, especially of migrants 
who do not bring skills and attributes that match their labor market’s needs.12 Such measures include 
penalties such as fines and imprisonment.13 Some countries maintain provisions in their  
laws that include corporal punishment, such as judicial caning in Malaysia and Singapore.14 
In 2018, the US government implemented a program at its border with Mexico that separated 
children and infants from their parents or guardians with whom they had entered the United 
States in an explicit effort to deter irregular movements. In recent years, several high-income 
destination countries have entered into arrangements with third countries to “externalize”  
border control (box 8.1).15 

•	 When distressed migrants manage to enter, most destination countries do not provide them with any 
status, often as part of an explicit effort to reduce incentives for such movements. As a result, distressed 
migrants are exposed to higher risk of abuse and marginalization. Migrants are three times as 
likely as citizens to work in situations of forced labor16—especially in sectors such as construction 
and domestic work17—and this particularly affects distressed migrants. Undocumented distressed 
migrants typically have only limited or no recourse in such situations. Moreover, in some coun-
tries undocumented status restricts migrants from access to education or health care services.18 

•	 In some cases, destination countries tolerate situations that aggravate migrants’ distress and discour-
age their movements. Nearly 50,000 migrants have died while in transit since 2014. Half of them 
perished while trying to cross the Mediterranean Sea,19 but the deaths on other routes are also 
increasing (figure 8.2).20 Distressed migrants are taking increasingly dangerous routes, and some 
have become victims of kidnapping, trafficking, sexual violence, and exploitation.21 About 45 per-
cent of those arriving in Italy in 2018 reported experiencing physical violence while in transit 
through African countries.22 Some worked without pay, and some were held captive by criminal 
gangs.23 Many undocumented migrants on their way to the US border through Central America 
face similar risks from criminal gangs.24

Harsh policies against migrants may effectively deter irregular migration, but they also undermine 
the fundamental principle that all migrants deserve fair and humane treatment. The challenges are 
particularly pressing for high-income destination countries—such as the United States and the southern 
European Union countries—that are in the immediate geographical vicinity of low- and middle-income 
origin countries. They are less urgent in destination countries farther removed such as Australia and 
Canada because of the significantly smaller numbers involved. 
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Box 8.1 The externalization of migration policy

In response to irregular migration pressures, several high-income destination countries have entered into 
agreements with other countries—typically low- or middle-income countries—to shift border control or 
asylum processing functions away from their physical borders.a This externalization of border control takes 
various forms,b as described in these examples: 

•	 Italy entered into a series of bilateral agreements with Libya to cooperate on coast guard patrols and 
to provide development financing and technical and material support to combat irregular migration in 
the Mediterranean and in Libya.c 

•	 Australia entered into an agreement with Papua New Guinea and Nauru in which these countries would 
process the claims of people seeking asylum in Australia and would settle those whose claims were suc-
cessful (the agreement with Papua New Guinea ended at the end of 2021).d Under this arrangement, 
Australia provided a “package of assistance and other bilateral cooperation.”e 

•	 Türkiye and the European Union agreed on the return of irregular migrants who had crossed from 
Türkiye into the Greek islands, while the European Union committed to (1) resettling some Syrian ref-
ugees; (2) providing financial support for Syrian refugees in Türkiye; and (3) facilitating the issuance of 
Schengen visas to Turkish citizens.f 

•	 The United States and Mexico entered into an arrangement in 2019 in which Mexico would take 
“unprecedented steps” to increase border enforcement to curb irregular migration and would hold  
asylum-seekers who had crossed the border from Mexico while their asylum claims were being adjudi-
cated in the United States.g

•	 The United Kingdom established a partnership with Rwanda whereby asylum-seekers who reached the 
United Kingdom irregularly would be sent to Rwanda to lodge their asylum claims there. The arrange-
ment also included financial commitments to supporting Rwanda’s development.h This partnership is 
currently under legal review. 

Such arrangements have been controversial. In the absence of sufficient safeguards, their implementa-
tion can contravene countries’ legal obligations related to due process and the nonpenalization of asylum- 
seekers (non-refoulement) and human rights. For example, Italy’s arrangement with Libya was condemned 
by the European Court of Human Rights in 2012i and denounced by the United Nations Special Rap-
porteur on the Human Rights of Migrants as exposing distressed migrants to death, torture, sexual and  
gender-based violence, labor exploitation, and other forms of contemporary slavery.j 

Similarly, in 2016 the Supreme Court of Papua New Guinea found that detention of migrants and  
asylum-seekers transferred from Australia contravened Papua New Guinea’s constitution.k Ongoing debates 
in the United Kingdom and the United States, among others, have yet to be settled.

a.	� FitzGerald (2019); Gammeltoft-Hansen (2011); Longo 
(2018); Sandven (2022); Shachar (2019, 2020).

b.	� Hatton (2017); Kaufmann (2021); Lutz, Kaufmann, and 
Stünzi (2020); UNHCR (2021).

c.	� See, for example, the Treaty of Friendship, Partnership, 
and Cooperation between the Italian Republic and the 
Great Socialist People’s Libyan Arab Jamahiriya, 2008 
(MPISOC 2014); Memorandum of Understanding on 
Cooperation in the Fields of Development, the Fight 
against Illegal Immigration, Human Trafficking and Fuel 
Smuggling and on Reinforcing the Security of Borders 
between the State of Libya and the Italian Republic, 2017 
(Odysseus Network 2017).

d.	� Andrews (2021).

e.	� See, for example, the 2013 Australia–Papua New Guinea 
Memorandum of Understanding (DFAT 2013).

f.	� EC (2015); European Council (2016).
g.	� US State Department (2019).
h.	� Home Office (2022).
i.	� Hirsi Jamaa and Others v. Italy, Application 27765/09 

(Judgment, European Court of Human Rights, November 
16, 2016). See also Haitian Centre for Human Rights et al. 
v. United States, Case 10.675 (Inter-American Commis-
sion on Human Rights, Report 51/96, March 13, 1997).

j.	� OHCHR (2017).
k.	� Namah v. Pato, SCA 84 (Supreme Court of Justice of 

Papua New Guinea, 2013).
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The peculiar situation of transit countries
Some distressed migrants travel through several countries before reaching their destination. In some 
cases, they merely pass through for a few days or a few weeks. In others, they stay longer—a few months 
or a few years—for a variety of reasons, including at times to earn the income needed to pay for the next 
stage of their journey. In still other cases, they try to settle, and only when they fail do they engage in 
further movements.25 These distinct situations call for various responses by transit countries. 

Most transit countries are part of broader corridors, with the longest corridors leading to high- 
income countries (map 8.1). These routes are highly dynamic, responding to legal restrictions and border 
controls by the transit and destination countries. Among those are the following: 

•	 The corridor from Latin America to the southern border of the United States through the Darien Gap 
and Central America.26 This corridor is primarily used by irregular migrants originating from 
Latin America, although there are increasing numbers of distressed migrants from other parts of 
the world.27 The share of children and unaccompanied minors along this corridor has fluctuated 
according to the US policies affecting undocumented migrants’ families.28

•	 The corridors leading from Sub-Saharan Africa to the European Union.29 These corridors are com-
posed of a set of distinct routes across the Sahara and the Mediterranean Sea that originate in 
West Africa and East Africa. The use of these routes is also fluctuating in the face of circum-
stances in countries of origin and restrictive measures adopted by destination countries. Irregu-
lar crossings on the Western Mediterranean route, through Morocco and Algeria, peaked in 2018 
and are now declining, but irregular crossings on the Central Mediterranean route have been 
picking up since 2019 after a period of decline.30 

•	 The corridors leading from South Asia and the Middle East to the European Union through Türkiye. 
This route was used extensively by refugees and distressed migrants in the mid-2010s, but it is 
now less significant. 

Figure 8.2 Thousands of migrants die every year in transit
Number of migrants dead or missing, by origin region

Source: Missing Migrants Project (dashboard), International Organization for Migration, Geneva, https://missingmigrants 
.iom.int/.
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Additional corridors include convoluted routes to high-income countries, such as the Arctic route 
used by over 5,000 migrants in 2016 that involved traveling through the Russian Federation and cross-
ing its border with Norway.31 They also include some relatively less visible corridors leading to middle-
income destination countries such as South Africa and Thailand. In some cases, transit countries have 
actively encouraged migrants to come and cross from their territory to a destination country with which 
they have poor relations. For example, in 2021–22 Belarus provoked a crisis at its border with Poland in a 
situation referred to as the “instrumentalization” or the “weaponization” of migration.32

Some transit countries—the last countries before the border with attractive high-income destinations—
face special challenges. When high-income destinations restrict entry into their territory, some distressed 
migrants end up stranded in the “last border” countries of transit. Some choose to return or are deported 
to their country of origin, but others stay—either to establish themselves in a second-best destination or, 
more commonly, to prepare for another attempt at border crossing.33 Such stays can last for years. 

For last border transit countries, accommodating an often-vulnerable population of distressed 
migrants comes at a cost. The distressed migrants’ skills and attributes are not a strong match with the 
needs of their intended destination country, but they also may not meet the labor market needs of the 
last border transit country. Distressed migrants intending to continue their journey from the last bor-
der transit country also have limited incentives to integrate in its economy and in the broader society. 
Moreover, their demand for the services of smugglers fuels criminal networks and organizations, with 
heightened risks for the migrants and negative impacts on public safety. 

The challenges faced by last border transit countries and the intended destination countries are inex-
tricably linked. The situation of the last border transit countries is the result of restrictive policies adopted 
by the intended destination countries. However, the eff ectiveness of these restrictive policies depends on 
the ability of last border transit countries to manage distressed movements across their territory. 

Thus the management of distressed migration cannot be resolved through unilateral approaches 
by destination countries; it requires cooperation. Most pressing is bilateral cooperation between the 
intended destination countries and the last border transit countries to ensure that the respective entry 

Map 8.1 Main transit migration routes

Sources: WDR 2023 team calculations based on Conant (2015) and World Bank (2018b). 
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and asylum policies, and their implementation, are consistent (although not necessarily identical). Such 
coordinated policies must be grounded in the central tenets of international human rights law and rec-
ognize the inherent dignity of all migrants. In some situations, cooperation may also entail arrange-
ments to ensure that the costs generated by high-income countries’ policies and incurred by last border 
transit countries are shared adequately. 

But what happens when the intended destination country and the last border transit country create 
a coordinated migration area? The border of this area then becomes the last border and another coun-
try finds itself in a difficult situation. Ultimately, then, for such an approach to achieve its full intent,  
a broader set of multilateral cooperation arrangements must be adopted along the entirety of a corridor. 

Beyond the trade-offs
Distressed migration often entails much suffering—in transit and at destination—for those who under-
take such movements. That leads to difficult trade-offs between managing borders and respecting 
human rights that frequently are not resolved satisfactorily. Reducing the need for such movements 
is thus critical. Progress will require short-term action to expand protection to the most at risk among 
irregular migrants, to develop legal channels for entry that can shift migrants’ incentives, and to use 
development to provide alternatives to cross-border movement and strengthen the match of migrants’ 
skills and attributes with the needs of destination economies (figure 8.3). 

Figure 8.3 Coordinated policy action in origin and destination countries can reduce distressed 
migration

Source: WDR 2023 team.
Note: Match refers to the degree to which a migrant’s skills and related attributes meet the demand in the destination  
country. Motive refers to the circumstances under which a person moves—whether in search of opportunity or because  
of a “well-founded fear” of persecution, armed conflict, or violence in their origin country. The dashed vertical line in 
the lower-left quadrant highlights the distinction between distressed migrants who have some needs for international  
protection and those who do not.
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Extending international protection
Some distressed migrants are facing high risks if they return—or are deported—to their countries of 
origin. For example, they may be moving to escape gang violence, severe economic deprivation, or other 
forms of harm. The simple dichotomy between refugees and nonrefugees masks, in fact, a continuum 
of international protection needs (fi gure 8.4). International law distinguishes between refugees (who are 
entitled to international protection and its associated rights) and other migrants (who are not entitled to 
any particular rights or status beyond what national legislation may provide).34 Yet the degree of harm to 
which people would be exposed if they were to return—or be sent back—to their country of origin varies, 
along a range of possible threats with diff erent levels of severity. 

In this context, some distressed migrants have international protection needs but not to a level that 
would qualify them as refugees. The risks they are willing to take to cross borders reveals a degree of 
despair and suggests that the conditions in their country of origin are worth risking their life to escape. 
These migrants may need some form of protection, but for reasons that fall outside of the 1951 Refugee 
Convention such as acute humanitarian crises. Others may not receive international refugee protection 
because of diff erent interpretations of the 1951 Refugee Convention and other applicable legal instru-
ments (box 8.2).35

There is no consensus, however, on how to precisely identify or defi ne those who fall between the 
cracks of the international protection system. Several terms and concepts have emerged to serve a vari-
ety of academic, institutional, advocacy, and statistical purposes, although they do not determine legal 
status. Some categorizations are based on legal protection needs (whether people would be at risk of 
serious harm if returned and whether their country of origin is willing and able to mitigate such risks). 
This approach is exemplifi ed by the term persons in need of international protection used by the United 
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees.36 Other categorizations focus on the vulnerabilities of 
migrants in a specifi c situation, such as the references in the Global Compact on Migration to “migrants 
who face situations of vulnerability” and “missing migrants” or the concept of “migrants in vulnerable 
situations,” which is used by the International Organization for Migration and other international orga-
nizations.37 Still other categorizations refl ect the motivations for movements, proposing terms such as 
climate refugees,38 survival migrants,39 or fl ee-ers of necessity.40

Amid pressing situations, some destination countries have acknowledged that some distressed 
migrants, although not refugees, still need a form of international protection, even if it comes at a cost. 
They have developed instruments to provide complementary protection for these people41 and to regular-
ize their entry or stay.42 Thes e instruments are defi ned by national or regional laws and include a variety 

Figu re 8.4 A continuum of needs falls under international protection

Source: WDR 2023 team.
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Box 8.2 The evolving definition of refugee

Although the 1951 Refugee Convention provides the overarching legal framework for international refugee 
protection, there are substantive variations in the way the corresponding principles are implemented:

•	 Within the framework of international refugee law, states exercise discretion in how they process and 
adjudicate asylum claims. A person whose claim for international protection would succeed in one desti-
nation country may not succeed in another, as evidenced by the wide variations in the recognition rates 
for Afghan asylum-seekers across European Union countries in 2021 (figure B8.2.1). Although some of 
the differences are due to the way these rates are computed, they also stem from the different legal 
instruments, interpretations, and priorities in these countries. 

•	 The definition of refugee also varies across regions, reflecting historical circumstances and the varied 
nature of displacement crises. For example, the 1969 Organisation of African Unity (OAU) Convention 
Governing the Specific Aspects of Refugee Problems in Africa expanded the definition of refugee to 
include those who flee due to “external aggression, occupation, foreign domination, or events seriously 
disturbing public order.”a This definition was drafted not only to protect those in Africa not covered by 
the individualized, persecution-based refugee definition of the 1951 Refugee Convention,b but also to 
ensure that refugee issues would not be a source of friction between states and that individuals fleeing 
colonial and apartheid rules would receive refugee protection.c Similarly, in Latin America the 1984 
Cartagena Declaration on Refugees extended international protection to several groups,d including 

(Box continues next page)

Figure B8.2.1 Recognition rates for Afghan asylum-seekers varied greatly across EU 
countries in 2021

Source: Refugee Data Finder (dashboard), United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, Geneva, https://popstats 
.unhcr.org/refugee-statistics/download/.
Note: The figure excludes some European Union (EU) countries that received very few applications from asylum- 
seekers from Afghanistan.

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

100

Est
onia

Latv
ia

Portu
gal

Spain
Ita

ly

Neth
erla

nds

Cze
ch

ia

Ire
la

nd

Fra
nce

Sw
itz

erla
nd

Luxe
m

bourg

Fin
la

nd

Norw
ay

Pola
nd

Belg
iu

m

Aust
ria

Germ
any

Gre
ece

Slo
va

k 
Republic

Sw
eden

Hungary

Denm
ark

R
e

c
o

g
n

it
io

n
 r

a
te

 (
%

)



254  |  WORLD DEVELOPMENT REPORT 2023

of rights, legal statuses, and scopes of application based on humanitarian principles or national interests. 
They take a variety of forms, such as subsidiary protection or temporary protection measures (figure 8.5). 
They also provide flexibility and enable international protection to be provided quickly without plac-
ing much additional pressure on asylum systems. For example, the United States provided Honduran 
nationals with complementary protection in 1999 in the aftermath of Hurricane Mitch43 and Haitians 
with such protection in the immediate aftermath of the 2010 earthquake.44 The global share of people 
receiving such complementary forms of protection has been increasing over time, particularly since 2011. 

Such ad hoc systems have, however, proved insufficient to address what has become a growing human 
and political crisis. Complementary protection measures can be withdrawn through simple executive 
decisions, as occurred in the United States for Salvadorans in 2018. For some destination countries, 
there is simply no legal route to entry for those in need of some degree of international protection. Com-
plementary protection regimes are also inconsistent across destination countries, with wide variations 
in terms of who can benefit from complementary protection and what status they receive. Although 
some of these differences reflect national or regional circumstances, they also lead to inconsistencies 
that have detrimental consequences for the affected individuals, and they diminish the potential for an 
effective system of responsibility-sharing. 

A forward-looking approach based on coordinated, flexible international responses is needed. There 
is no reason to believe that the number of crises, conflicts, natural disasters, and other situations that 
give rise to distressed cross-border movements will significantly decline in the coming period. In fact, 
the acceleration of climate change suggests that extraordinary measures may be needed (box 8.3). 

Box 8.2 The evolving definition of refugee (continued)

those who flee “because their lives, safety or freedom have been threatened by generalized violence, 
foreign aggression, internal conflicts, massive violation of human rights or other circumstances which 
have seriously disturbed public order.”e 

In a growing number of situations, host countries opt to provide complementary or subsidiary protection 
to those fleeing conflict and violence rather than recognize them as refugees. For example, countries hosting 
the largest numbers of people fleeing from recent crises—about 20 million people from Myanmar, República 
Bolivariana de Venezuela, South Sudan, the Syrian Arab Republic, and Ukraine—have provided them with 
some temporary or ad hoc protection. The reasons vary for using such protection instruments rather than 
a refugee status. They range from political considerations about the country of origin, to the practicality of 
processing large numbers of asylum claims, to concerns about setting precedents, to attempts to minimize 
obligations on the host country.f 

a.	� United Nations (1976, 47).
b.	� Okoth-Obbo (2001).
c.	� Sharpe (2013).
d.	� Reed-Hurtado (2013).
e.	� Cartagena Declaration on Refugees, Conclusion 3 (UNHCR 1984, 36).
f.	� These arrangements include: (1) the Temporary Protection Directive of the European Union (EU), which enables Ukrainians 

to reside and work in EU countries without undergoing refugee status adjudication; (2) a regime of temporary protection 
for Syrians in Türkiye that was eventually codified as part of Türkiye's 2014 Law on Foreigners and International Protection;  
(3) a Temporary Statute of Protection for Venezuelan Migrants in Colombia, which granted 10-year residency, work permits, 
and other rights. On (1), see EU (2001); Ukraine Refugee Situation (dashboard), Operational Data Portal, United Nations High 
Commissioner for Refugees, Geneva, https://data.unhcr.org/en/situations/ukraine; UNHCR (2022). On (2), see T.C. Resmî 
Gazete (2013). On (3), see MRE (2021); Venezuela Refugee Situation (dashboard), Operational Data Portal, United Nations 
High Commissioner for Refugees, Geneva, https://data.unhcr.org/en/situations/vensit.
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Figure 8.5 Complementary protection is a complex maze

Source: WDR 2023 team.
Note: RSD = Refugee Status Determination.

Box 8.3 Climate-related mobility in Small Island Developing States 

Some countries are facing high risks from climate change. For example, if and when climate change 
imperils the local adaptation and habitability of the Small Island Developing States and low-lying coastal 
settlements, the populations of these areas may need some planned relocation and a managed retreat.a  

The Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and Regular Migration includes specific commitments to better 
protect those involved in or affected by these movements.b

Many Small Island Developing States have proactively integrated climate change–related mobility into 
national policy frameworks. The objective is to help people to remain in place where it is viable to do so 
and ensure that those who choose to move have opportunities to do so. For example, Vanuatu’s National 
Policy on Climate Change and Disaster-Induced Displacement, adopted in 2018, includes actions on return 
and reintegration, local integration, and planned relocation. It also incorporates mobility into development 
planning.c Fiji’s Displacement Guidelines emphasize the interconnections among environmental change, 
human rights, and mobility.d In the Caribbean, two free movement agreements by the Caribbean Commu-
nity (CARICOM) and the Organisation of Eastern Caribbean States (OECS) grant protection to Caribbean 
nationals displaced by catastrophic hurricanes, including a right of entry to other islands, a waiver of work 
permit requirements, and a mutual recognition of skills.e

Depending on the magnitude of climate impacts, migration may become unavoidable for Small Island 
Developing States, and planned relocation may be an option of last resort. Plans for relocation will need to 
empower people to make their own decisions. International assistance may be needed, including to develop 
a form of international protection or similar status to enable migration.f

a. �Cissé et al. (2022).
b. �Martin et al. (2018).
c. �NDMO (2018).
d. �Ministry of Economy, Fiji (2019).
e. �Francis (2019).
f. �UNHCR, Brookings Institution, and Georgetown University (2015); UNHCR, Georgetown University, and IOM (2017).
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Accordingly, coordination among destination countries is needed to adopt a more coherent, predict-
able approach that offers some type of international protection quickly and efficiently to those who war-
rant it. This approach could include providing prima facie protection to specific groups—that is, granting 
protection to all persons in that group, such as citizens of a certain country of origin or members of a 
minority—instead of going through an individual refugee status determination process. It also could 
include adapting or expanding complementary protection mechanisms in particular crises and ensur-
ing that individuals are able to secure safe legal pathways from their country of origin. Moreover, this 
approach would require building the institutional capacity needed for timely, transparent adjudication 
of protection status and for safeguarding human rights for those who need to be returned once their 
applications have been denied following due process. 

Shifting migrants’ incentives through legal pathways 
Establishing legal pathways for people at all levels of skills to enter destination countries and work in the 
formal sector—and doing so at scale—can help reduce the incentives for distressed movements. It can 
also transform distressed movements into mutually beneficial migration, in which migrants bring skills 
and attributes in demand in the destination labor market. Such legal pathways can include temporary or 
even seasonal arrangements.

By providing legal pathways, destination countries shift potential migrants’ incentives, including for 
those who otherwise would engage in high-risk movements through irregular channels.45 For example, 
by offering legal entry pathways to people with certain qualifications, destination countries can encour-
age would-be migrants—and the communities that often help finance their movements—to acquire  
the skills and other attributes needed to contribute in the new country. This process can help shift the 
composition of migratory movements—who moves and under what circumstances—toward an outcome 
that more closely matches the needs and preferences of the destination society. Moreover, the availabil-
ity of legal pathways reduces the incentives for migrants who are already in the country to overstay their 
visas and end up in a protracted irregular situation. 

In designing legal pathways, destination countries need to closely reflect the needs of their labor mar-
ket. In many countries, legal entry pathways are primarily available to high-skilled migrants. However, 
many destination countries also need lower-skilled workers. By recognizing and acknowledging unmet 
needs in their labor markets and providing migrants who have the corresponding skills with legal entry 
pathways—including for relatively lower-skilled jobs, such as in agriculture, construction, or household 
services—destination countries can shift potential migrants’ incentives and reduce the pressure for dis-
tressed movements. This effort requires engaging with employers, labor unions, and other stakeholders 
to determine which skills are in demand. 

In parallel, some destination countries have strengthened their cooperation with countries of ori-
gin to develop skills that are in demand and to facilitate win-win movements—for example, through 
Global Skills Partnerships.46 Under this approach, destination countries finance the training of potential 
migrants in their origin countries and provide them with entry upon graduation. These programs can 
also shift incentives for would-be migrants and the communities who support them to acquire skills  
that are in demand. To date, such programs have largely focused on relatively high-skilled occupations, 
but they could be extended to include workers with lower levels of qualifications. 

In addition to developing legal pathways for entry—and to ensure their sustainability—destination 
countries need to ensure enforcement of the existing laws and regulations aimed at discouraging irreg-
ular entries. Enforcement often requires action in several directions: 
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•	 Combat smuggling. Human smuggling operations take many forms (box 8.4), and they are increas-
ingly assuming professionalized forms. Some smugglers behave as professional businesspersons, 
guaranteeing services and agreeing to receive final payment when the migrant reaches the final 
destination.47 Other smuggling operations are far less benign, with migrants undergoing trau-
matic ordeals throughout their transit. Destination countries have launched far-reaching pro-
grams to combat smuggling through law enforcement, educational programs, and efforts to 
protect the rights of those who have been smuggled.48 The programs have to rely on effective 
international cooperation along entire corridors.

•	 Clamp down on irregular labor markets. The attractiveness of irregular channels depends on 
whether there is a demand for irregular labor from employers. For distressed migrants—whose 
skills are not a strong match for the needs of the destination economy—such irregular labor  
is often exploitative. Yet the welfare gaps between origin and destination countries are often  
so large that they create formidable market forces that drive people to move. Efforts to restrict dis-
tressed migration cannot succeed if employers are willing and able to hire these migrants. Most 
countries have laws and regulations against such irregular—and often exploitative—employment, 

Box 8.4 Smugglers and traffickers

The people smuggling industry is complex, dynamic, and constantly evolving. According to estimates by 
the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC), at least 2.5 million migrants were smuggled  
in 2016 for an economic return of US$5.5–$7 billion, making it an important part of the illegal economy.  
This amount was roughly equivalent to the humanitarian aid budget of the United States or of the Euro-
pean Union that year.a 

The organization and scale of smuggling operations vary. Smugglers may work largely on their own, 
within a small network in one or two countries, or as part of large, complex multinational criminal organiza-
tions. They may provide legal services such as taxi transportation or be part of sophisticated transnational 
criminal networks. At times, smuggling operations are based on independent actors loosely linked via social 
networks and communicating via digital technology, complicating efforts to combat this phenomenon. 
Ethnographic research suggests that portraying smugglers as criminals and migrants as their victims may 
oversimplify a complex and often symbiotic relationship.b 

The line between smuggling (a voluntary movement of migrants by a smuggler who receives payment 
to take them to a destination) and human trafficking (movement that includes an element of extortion, 
exploitation, or coercion) is often blurred. Undocumented migrants make up a significant share of the  
victims of human trafficking: 65 percent in Western and Southern Europe, 60 percent in the Middle East, 
55 percent in East Asia and the Pacific, 50 percent in Central and Southeastern Europe, and 25 percent in 
North America.c In 2014, the International Labour Organization (ILO) estimated the profits of trafficking 
and forced labor at about US$150 billion a year.d Two-thirds of this amount stems from commercial sexual 
exploitation and the rest from forced economic exploitation.

a. �McAuliffe and Laczko (2016); UNODC (2018).
b. �Achilli (2018); Campana (2018); Maher (2018); Majidi (2018); McAuliffe and Laczko (2016); UNODC (2018).
c. �Koser (2010); McAuliffe and Laczko (2016); Nicot and Kopp (2018); Triandafyllidou (2018a, 2018b); UNODC (2018).
d. �ILO (2014).
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but they are unevenly enforced, if at all. Clamping down on the irregular labor market—and 
reducing the costs of compliance with the law—is critical. For countries with large numbers of 
migrants in an irregular situation, transitioning to regular status requires policies that often 
include some amnesty for migrants and their employers.

•	 Return migrants humanely. Destination countries may choose to return some distressed migrants 
who do not face risks in their countries of origin. Deportation is always a tragedy for the indi-
viduals involved, but it may be necessary to ensure the sustainability of the migration sys-
tem because it demonstrates to both citizens and would-be migrants that rules are enforced. 
However, enforcing returns is fraught with risks, including possible human rights violations.49 
Accordingly, the Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and Regular Migration calls for cooperation 
between states in facilitating safe, dignified return and readmission for migrants, as well as sus-
tainable reintegration.50 In practice, forced returns are exceedingly difficult if the origin coun-
tries do not cooperate. Thus to be sustainable, such agreements should reflect the interests of 
both the destination and origin countries51 and possibly be framed within the broader context 
of bilateral migration arrangements. Some destination countries have attempted to accompany 
involuntary returns with support for their reintegration into their countries of origin, but with 
mixed results.

In some destination countries, efforts are also needed to strengthen the capacity of the institutions 
that process entries, including when people require asylum. For example, following the arrivals of large 
numbers of migrants and refugees in the summer of 2015, Germany’s Federal Office for Migration and 
Refugees (BAMF) engaged in a modernization and digitalization effort that dramatically increased its 
ability to process requests for asylum.52 Processing requests for asylum or for visas expeditiously can 
reduce the incentives for distressed migrants’ use of irregular channels for entry. 

Strengthening the match of migrants’ skills and attributes 
through development
Over time, development can reduce the need for distressed migration. As countries develop, their 
citizens become better educated, and their skills better match the needs of the domestic and global 
labor markets. They also become more resilient to shocks, and domestic alternatives reduce the need for 
distressed cross-border movements. 

The effects of economic development on the propensity to emigrate are complex. A review of the 
existing evidence suggests several patterns.53 As middle-income countries develop, emigration steadily 
increases, and it is increasingly directed toward higher-income countries. By contrast, as low-income 
countries develop, emigration initially declines until they reach middle-income levels of development. 
These effects depend significantly on the size of a country’s population: they are significant in smaller, 
less populous countries (which account for half of all countries but only 3.5 percent of the global popu-
lation), and they are much more muted in larger countries. On average, emigrants from middle-income 
countries have more skills and easier access to attractive destinations when compared with those from 
low-income countries.54 

How countries develop also matters. The gains of development are typically not distributed uniformly 
within a country. When development and income gains disproportionately benefit particular segments 
of the population, migration patterns are affected. For example, if domestic income gains accrue only to 
those who are relatively well-off and educated—and who are more likely to emigrate to high-income des-
tinations—then emigration to those destinations may increase even though emigration to low-income 
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countries remains unchanged. On the other hand, if domestic income gains from development accrue 
to the poorest people in low-income countries, emigration to low-income countries and neighboring 
countries may fall without increasing emigration to high-income countries (which is costlier). 

Discussions of the effects of foreign aid on emigration55 are taking place in a context where some 
donors aim to use their assistance to address the “root causes” of migration—especially distressed 
migration.56 As for many development activities, the impacts vary across countries and sectors, and pro-
grams need to be tailored to each context. For example, in some countries support for better governance 
has dampened emigration by improving government capacity and reducing grievances.57 Infrastructure 
projects can enhance market integration and increase local incomes.58 In the long term, development 
assistance also helps transform the origin society, with profound consequences for migration patterns. 

Development is typically associated with an improvement in institutional capacity. As countries 
become wealthier, they are better equipped to manage migration for their own purposes, as well as 
through cooperation with other countries. Development is also associated with demographic changes— 
a reduction in fertility rates and an increase in life expectancy. These changes affect, in turn, social 
dynamics, the size of the pool of potential migrants, and opportunities in the domestic labor market 
that can provide alternatives to cross-border movements.

Better skills matching
Economic development is almost always accompanied by improvements in human capital such as educa-
tion and skills. People and countries invest more in education as they become wealthier, and, in return, 
their better-educated workforce becomes an engine of economic development and growth. For example, 
as Bangladesh’s gross domestic product (GDP) per capita doubled between 1960 and 2015, the average 
years of schooling for the adult population increased drastically—from 1.0 years to 6.9 years—and the 
share of adults with some tertiary education grew from 0.33 percent to 8.6 percent.59 This experience 
matches that of almost all low- or middle-income countries that have experienced economic growth. 

Higher educational attainment shifts migration patterns toward better-educated and higher-skilled 
workers. As countries of origin develop, the skills composition of their emigrants changes. Lower-
educated workers tend to be better qualified with stronger language and vocational skills, and a larger 
share of emigrants tends to be tertiary-educated (figure 8.6). Emigrants from more developed countries 
thus tend to be a stronger match for the needs of destination labor markets. This is especially true where 
the expectations for low-skilled workers are increasing—for example, in terms of communication, 
interpersonal skills, and the ability to work with autonomy—in parallel with the stepped-up demand in 
service occupations, such as caregiving and hospitality.60

Strengthened resilience
As origin countries develop, governments become increasingly able to help citizens strengthen their 
resilience to shocks, such as those produced by economic downturns and natural disasters.61 Social pro-
tection systems serve as a safety net for the poor and vulnerable and for people who because of personal 
circumstances, such as illness or accidents, are facing temporary hardship. In Ethiopia, for example, the 
Productive Safety Net Programme provides assistance through public works in an adaptive manner: 
it expands when shocks and crises materialize.62 Evidence of the impacts of such programs on inter-
national migration is scant, but they have reduced the need for domestic movements. An example is 
a place-based public works program in India.63 Such programs essentially give people going through a 
difficult period more options. 
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Development also increases the economic options at home, especially in relatively large countries. 
As low-income countries develop, economic activities and people shift from largely rural subsistence 
agriculture to manufacturing and service activities in the cities.64 Indeed, the share of the population 
in urban areas in low- and middle-income countries has risen steadily, from 23 percent in 1960 to  
51 percent in 2020.65 Domestic migration offers higher incomes than in the region of origin, and it typ-
ically entails lower costs and risks than international migration. In fact, it can act as a substitute for 
international migration, particularly for distressed movements. Inclusive development, the availability 
of decent jobs at home, and their accessibility to all increase the range of options, so that migration, 
when it occurs, becomes the outcome of a larger rather than a smaller opportunity to choose. 

Finally, development allows countries, communities, and households to adapt to the effects of climate 
change. Building domestic resilience to climate change means enabling people to adapt where they live 
when viable or to move under better circumstances, and it prepares destination areas to receive them.66 
The cities that will serve as key destinations for internal mobility in many regions will have to account 
for climate risks in urban planning and land use management,67 including in the form of climate- 
resilient housing and infrastructure investments, connectivity networks, social services, and employ-
ment opportunities. 

Figure 8.6 Economic development changes the composition of migration flows: The education 
level of emigrants improves as countries develop
Education level of emigrants, by GDP per capita growth rate of origin countries

Source: Adapted from figure 9 in Shrestha (2023).
Note: The figure plots the educational composition of migrants from low- and middle-income countries to the United States 
as origin countries develop. The vertical axis represents the increase in gross domestic product (GDP) per capita of origin 
countries relative to the baseline year, defined for each origin country as the year in which GDP per capita (in constant 2017 
US dollars in purchasing power parity terms, 2017 PPP$) was at its lowest level since 1960. Observations are grouped by 
growth, and the bars represent the average share in each group. Low- and middle-income countries were among the bot-
tom two-thirds of all countries circa 1960 in terms of GDP per capita (2017 PPP$). Estimates exclude outliers in terms of 
emigration rates (Antigua and Barbuda, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Dominica, Grenada, Saint Kitts and Nevis, and West Bank 
and Gaza).
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International migration, when it occurs, can thus take place under better circumstances. Most peo-
ple putting their lives at risk while trying to enter a destination country irregularly are from low- or 
lower-income countries. The journeys of migrants from middle- or upper-middle-income countries 
tend to be less perilous. Their movement is a choice made under less stringent constraints, typically 
involving less suffering on their part and less excruciating policy dilemmas in their destination coun-
tries. “Leave no one behind”—the principle underpinning the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Devel-
opment—implies making migration less distressed for migrants and more fruitful for origin and 
destination countries.
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Spotlight 8

“Root causes”
and development

Over the last decade, a number of high-income destination countries have developed programs 
aimed at tackling the “root causes” of migration, especially irregular and high-risk migration.1

These  initiatives are premised on the notion that development in the origin country would help reduce 
the number of emigrants. That notion has been subject to debate, however, with some observers suggest-
ing that development would actually increase emigration. 

Development and the propensity to migrate
The propensity to migrate is driven by many factors. Two are closely related to development in the coun-
try of origin: (1) the income gap with potential destination countries and (2) the availability of fi nancial 
resources for would-be migrants to move to these destination countries. If the origin country grows at a 
suffi  ciently rapid pace and the income gap with potential destination countries shrinks, people will have 
domestic alternatives to improve their lives, making emigration less attractive. But they will also have 
more resources, making migration more aff ordable.2 These forces pull in opposite directions. The overall 
impact of development on migration depends on which forces dominate.3

Economic development also alters the destinations of migrants. With economic development, people 
have more resources to fi nance their migration, and therefore they have a larger choice of destination 
countries. They also tend to have higher skills, and they are often better received in destination coun-
tries. On the other hand, development reduces the incentives to migrate to destinations where the gains 
will be limited—for example, if people from low-income countries move to other low-income countries.

Empirical patterns

The “migration hump”
Upper-middle-income countries have the highest ratio of emigrants to population (fi gure S8.1). In 2020, 
less than 1 percent of the population of low- and lower-middle-income countries such as Ethiopia, 
Madagascar, and Tanzania, as well as high-income countries such as Japan, Qatar, and the United 
States, lived abroad. By contrast, countries at intermediate levels of income, such as Albania and the 
Dominican Republic, had the highest emigration rates. 

This pattern has been variously labeled the mobility transition,4 the emigration life cycle,5 and the 
migration hump.6 It is consistent with the channels through which development aff ects the propensity to 
emigrate. People from middle-income countries have both the incentives to move—which are typically 
greater than for people from high-income countries—and the means to do so—unlike many people in 
low-income countries. 
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Size of the country of origin
The migration hump, however, is closely linked to the size of the country of origin (figure S8.2). It is 
very pronounced in countries with smaller populations (half of countries, which together account for 
3.5 percent of the global population). It is, however, more muted for countries with larger populations 
(accounting for 96.5 percent of the global population)—until they reach upper-middle-income levels, at 
which point emigration rates decline. For example, the emigration rate in The Gambia, with its smaller 
population, is 60 percent higher than that in neighboring Guinea or Senegal, which have larger popula-
tions. Among upper-middle-income countries, the emigration rate of Uruguay, with its smaller popula-
tion, is about four times higher than that of Argentina, which has a larger population.

Once again, this pattern is consistent with the channels through which development affects the pro-
pensity to emigrate. Domestic alternatives to cross-border migration reduce the incentives to migrate 
across borders. As larger countries develop, new opportunities emerge, including for internal migration 
toward, for example, a more prosperous province or a booming urban center, while such opportunities 
may not exist in smaller economies. 

Figure S8.1 The propensity to emigrate is highest in middle-income countries

Sources: Emigrants: International Migrant Stock (dashboard), Population Division, Department of Economic and Social 
Affairs, United Nations, New York, https://www.un.org/development/desa/pd/content/international-migrant-stock. Gross 
domestic product (GDP): Feenstra, Inklaar, and Timmer (2015), based on Penn World Table 10.0, Groningen Growth and 
Development Centre, Faculty of Economics and Business, University of Groningen, Groningen, the Netherlands, https://
www.rug.nl/ggdc/productivity/pwt/. 
Note: The figure plots the relationship between the total number of emigrants (as a percentage of the sending country popu-
lation) in 2020 against GDP per capita in constant 2017 US dollars in purchasing power parity (PPP) terms in 2020. GDP for 
2020 is calculated by applying the local currency real GDP growth rate for 2019–20 to 2019 GDP from Penn World Table 10.0. 
GDP per capita is capped at US$84,000 in the figure.
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Increasing propensity to migrate from middle-income 
countries
The migration hump provides a static perspective. It compares the propensity to migrate across coun-
tries that are at various levels of income today. However, as countries develop, say from low- to middle- 
income, their emigration patterns do not necessarily adjust accordingly. Therefore, to inform the debate 
on development and the root causes of migration, an additional perspective is needed that looks at what 
happens in a country when its level of income rises.7 

From a review of emigration trends in what were middle-income countries in 1960, three key patterns 
emerged: 

•	 As middle-income countries developed, emigration steadily increased. The trend continued until 
income reached about upper-middle-income levels—US$13,000, adjusted for purchasing power 
parity (figure S8.3, panel a).8 In many of these countries, however, development was also accom-
panied by a decline in fertility rates, which reduced the effect of development on actual emigra-
tion flows.

Figure S8.2 The migration hump is pronounced for smaller countries and more muted for 
larger countries

Sources: Emigrants: International Migrant Stock (dashboard), Population Division, Department of Economic and Social 
Affairs, United Nations, New York, https://www.un.org/development/desa/pd/content/international-migrant-stock. Gross 
domestic product (GDP): Feenstra, Inklaar, and Timmer (2015), based on Penn World Table 10.0, Groningen Growth and 
Development Centre, Faculty of Economics and Business, University of Groningen, Groningen, the Netherlands, https://
www.rug.nl/ggdc/productivity/pwt/. 
Note: The figure plots the relationship between the total number of emigrants (as a percentage of the sending country popu-
lation) in 2020 against GDP per capita in constant 2017 US dollars in purchasing power parity (PPP) terms in 2020. GDP for 
2020 is calculated by applying the local currency real GDP growth rate for 2019–20 to 2019 GDP from Penn World Table 10.0. 
GDP per capita is capped at US$84,000 in the figure. Small countries are those whose population is below the median (such 
as Israel, with a population of 9.3 million in 2020). Large countries are above the median.

GDP per capita (US$, 2017 PPP)

All countries Small countries Large countries 

E
m

ig
ra

n
ts

 a
s 

sh
a

re
 o

f 
p

o
p

u
la

ti
o

n
 (

%
)

0

10

20

30

1,000 2,000 5,000 10,000 20,000 50,000 100,000



272  |  WORLD DEVELOPMENT REPORT 2023

•	 The differences between countries based on their size remained. Larger middle-income countries 
experienced a smaller rise in emigration rates, compared with smaller middle-income countries.

•	 Migration from middle-income countries also became increasingly directed toward higher- 
income destinations, which accounted for most of the increase in the propensity to emigrate  
(figure S8.3, panel b). By contrast, the propensity to emigrate to other destinations—to neigh-
boring or low-income countries—remained largely unchanged. This effect is more apparent in 
smaller countries than in those with a larger population. 

Declining propensity to migrate from low-income countries
A similar review of the experience of countries in the low range of the income distribution in 1960  
highlights different patterns: 

Figure S8.3 As middle-income countries develop, emigration rises, mainly to high-income 
destinations

Source: Shrestha 2023.
Note: In the figure, the solid lines show the smoothened relationship between increases in income and changes in emigration 
rate, compared with those in the baseline year for middle-income countries. Changes are relative to a baseline year, defined 
as the year in which the gross domestic product (GDP) per capita in constant 2017 US dollars adjusted for purchasing power 
parity was at its lowest level since 1960. Low-income countries are among the bottom third circa 1960 in terms of GDP per 
capita. Middle-income countries are among the middle third. In panel a, the dotted and dashed lines indicate the relationship 
for small and large countries, respectively. Small countries are below the median (3.4 million) in terms of population in 1960, 
and large countries are above the median. Estimates exclude outliers in terms of emigration rates (Antigua and Barbuda, 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, Dominica, Grenada, St. Kitts and Nevis, and West Bank and Gaza) as well as outliers in terms of high 
GDP growth. In panel b, the purple line indicates the smoothened relationship between increasing incomes and emigration to 
neighboring or low-income destinations, and the blue line shows the smoothened relationship between increasing incomes 
and emigration to high-income destinations.
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•	 As countries that were low-income circa 1960 developed, emigration initially declined (figure 
S8.4, panel a)9 until their per capita incomes tripled, which took, on average, about 40 years. 
Emigration rates then followed the pattern observed in middle-income countries, increasing 
steadily until upper-middle-income levels. If low- and lower-middle-income countries—which 
account for about 27 percent of today’s global population—grew at the same rate today as they 
did between 2000 and 2020, it would take them, on average, another 32 years to reach the average 
income level around which the migration rate peaks. 

•	 Among lower-income countries as well the effects are significantly larger in countries with 
smaller populations and much more limited in countries with larger ones.

•	 The decline in emigration rates was driven largely by a reduction of emigration to other lower- 
income countries (figure S8.4, panel b). Emigration to high-income destinations remained stable, at 
a low level, until countries reached middle-income levels, at which point migration trends became 
similar to those of other middle-income countries. By the time the income of low-income coun-
tries had tripled, emigration to high-income countries had increased by only 0.7 percentage point. 

Figure S8.4 As low-income countries develop, the propensity to migrate declines, especially 
to low-income destinations

Source: Shrestha 2023.
Note: The figure shows how emigration to high-income and neighboring or low-income countries changes as low-income 
countries develop. Changes are relative to a baseline year, defined for each country as the year in which GDP per capita in 
constant 2017 US dollars in purchasing power parity terms, was at its lowest level since 1960. In panel a, the dotted and 
dashed lines indicate the relationship for small and large countries, respectively. Small countries are below the median  
(3.4 million) in terms of population in 1960, and large countries are above the median. Estimates exclude outliers in terms 
of emigration rates (Antigua and Barbuda, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Dominica, Grenada, St. Kitts and Nevis, and West Bank 
and Gaza) as well as outliers in terms of high GDP growth. In panel b, the purple line indicates the smoothened relationship 
between increasing incomes and emigration to neighboring or low-income destinations, and the blue line indicates the 
smoothened relationship between increasing incomes and emigration to high-income destinations.
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Notes
1.	 Improved Migration Management (dashboard), EU 

Emergency Trust Fund for Africa, European Commis-
sion, Brussels, https://ec.europa.eu/trustfundforafrica 
/thematic/improved-migration-management. 

2.	 For example, in low-income countries visa costs are 
higher for travelers to high-income destinations.  
According to Ortega and Peri (2013), migration flows  
to member countries of the Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development (OECD) are very respon-
sive to immigration policies. 

3.	 Robust evidence in the literature reveals that reduc- 
tion of financing constraints encourages migration. 
Angelucci (2016) and Gazeaud, Mvukiyehe, and Sterck 
(2023) find that cash transfer programs in Mexico and 
the Comoros increase international migration, and Bazzi 
(2017) and Shrestha (2017) find that higher rainfall, 
which raises agricultural incomes, increases interna-
tional migration from Indonesia and Nepal.

4.	 Zelinsky (1971).
5.	 Clemens (2020); Hatton and Williamson (1994). 
6.	 Clemens (2014); Dao et al. (2018); Djajić, Kirdar, and 

Vinogradova (2016); Martin and Taylor (1996). 
7.	 Clemens (2020). Interpreting trends over long periods  

of time also raises challenges because geopolitical 
shifts (such as the end of the Cold War) and technologi-
cal advances (which have reduced travel costs) have 
transformed migration dynamics across the world.

8.	 The baseline year for each country is the year in which 
GDP per capita (US$, 2017 PPP) was at its lowest level 
between 1960 and 2020. Countries designated as  
middle-income had an average initial GDP per capita of 
US$3,353 (2017 PPP).

9.	 Countries designated as low-income had an average  
initial GDP per capita of US$1,165 (2017 PPP).
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Making migration
work better requires
doing things differently

Acentral message arising from this Report is that migration needs to be managed strategically by both 
countries of origin and countries of destination if it is to produce its full development gains. Global 
imbalances, local shocks, and societies’ evolving needs will continue to generate cross-border movements. 

Yet the way in which migration is currently managed is failing many migrants and nationals, causing immense 
suff ering for tens of millions, polarizing politics, and creating large ineffi  ciencies and economic losses across both 
destination and origin countries. 

The challenge is to manage cross-border movements in a way that benefi ts migrants and refugees, as well as 
origin and destination societies. The ultimate objective is threefold: (1) to maximize the gains for both migrants 
and their societies of origin and destination when migrants’ skills and attributes strongly match the needs of 
the destination society; (2) to manage refugee situations in a sustainable manner, with a view toward medium-
term development eff ects on both refugees and host communities and adequate responsibility-sharing within the 
international community; and (3) to respond to distressed migration humanely and over time to reduce the need 
for such movements.

Chapter 9 is an overview of policy recommendations directed at countries of origin, transit, and destination, as 
well as the international community. It summarizes the main fi ndings of earlier chapters and provides examples 
of policies intended to enhance the management of economic migration and forced displacement. Finally, it 
highlights that all countries have a role to play in cross-border movements so they contribute fully to development 
within the broader context of the two global compacts adopted in 2018—the Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and 
Regular Migration and the Global Compact on Refugees.

This is a diffi  cult time for migration reform. Political debates are polarized across countries at all income 
levels, and global tensions are further complicating the situation. Meanwhile, new risks, including those related 
to climate change, loom on the horizon. Migration reform is urgently needed. Diffi  cult debates lie ahead, but they 
cannot be avoided or much delayed.
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9
Recommendations
Making migration
work better

Key messages
•  There is signifi cant scope for countries of origin, destination, and transit to manage cross-border 

movements in a strategic manner, thereby maximizing gains while mitigating costs (fi gure 9.1). Coun-
tries in all situations can adopt policies that enhance the development eff ects of migration on their 
societies (table 9.1). 

•  In most cases, the benefi ts of cross-border movements can be increased (and the costs mitigated) 
through international cooperation. Bilateral and multilateral approaches are needed.

•  Although making policy on migration is often politically sensitive, lessons can be drawn from other 
countries to develop evidence-based approaches.

•  The challenge is to determine not only what needs to be done, but also how to get it done. This 
will require better data and fi t-for-purpose fi nancing instruments, as well as ways to bring under-
represented voices to the debate.
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Figure 9.1 When strategically managed, migration maximizes gains while mitigating costs

Source: WDR 2023 team.
Note: M atch refers to the degree to which a migrant’s skills and related attributes meet the demand in the destination 
country. Motive refers to the circumstances under which a person moves—whether in search of opportunity or because of a 
“well-founded fear” of persecution, armed confl ict, or violence in their origin country.
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Source: WDR 2023 team.

WHEN MIGRANTS’ SKILLS ARE NOT IN DEMAND (WEAK MATCH, NO FEAR MOTIVE)

COUNTRY OF ORIGIN
Reduce the need for distressed movements

COUNTRY OF TRANSIT
Coordinate with countries of destination

COUNTRY OF DESTINATION
Respect migrants’ dignity

Resilience. Enhance social protection.
Create domestic alternatives to international 
migration.
Education. Build skills that allow people to have 
more options. 
Inclusion. Promote inclusive and green 
development. Foster adaptation to climate 
change.

Cooperation. Work with the destination country 
to absorb migrants or return them humanely (for 
last transit country).

Respect. Treat all migrants humanely.
Complementary protection. Strengthen the 
coherence of the current system to protect 
people at risk who are not refugees.
Legal pathways. Shift migrants’ incentives by 
establishing legal pathways for workers in 
demand, including lower-skilled workers.
Enforcement. Manage necessary returns 
humanely. Clamp down on smugglers and 
exploitative employers. Strengthen institutional 
capacity to process entries.

MAKING MIGRATION POLICY DIFFERENTLY

DATA AND EVIDENCE FINANCIAL INSTRUMENTS NEW VOICES

Harmonization. Harmonize data collection 
methods.
Evidence-building. Invest in new types of 
surveys to inform policy making.
Open data. Encourage research by making data 
widely available, while respecting migrants’ and 
refugees’ privacy.

New or expanded instruments. Develop medium- 
term instruments to support refugee-hosting 
countries. Provide external support to low- and 
middle-income countries receiving weaker 
match migrants. 
Enhanced use of existing instruments.  
Incentivize private sector engagement.  
Support origin countries in leveraging migration 
for development. Incentivize bilateral and  
regional cooperation.

Affected nations. Build coalitions among 
countries facing common challenges.
Domestic stakeholders. Ensure participation 
of a broad range of stakeholders in decision-
making processes. 
Migrants’ and refugees’ voices. Develop 
representation and accountability systems to 
organize migrants’ and refugees’ voices.

Table 9.1 Main policy recommendations

WHEN REFUGEES’ SKILLS ARE NOT IN DEMAND (WEAK MATCH, FEAR MOTIVE)

HOST COUNTRY
Manage with a medium-term perspective and enhance the match

INTERNATIONAL COMMUNITY
Share the costs with hosting countries

Institutions and instruments. Mainstream refugee support through line 
ministries. Develop sustainable financing frameworks.
Internal mobility. Facilitate and encourage refugees’ movements toward 
opportunities.
Self-reliance. Enable refugees to access jobs in the formal labor market.
Inclusion in national services. Deliver education, health, and social services 
to refugees through national systems.

Responsibility-sharing. Prevent or resolve situations that cause refugees 
to flee. Provide adequate amounts of medium-term financing. Increase 
resettlement options. Broaden the base of support beyond current main 
contributors. Develop regional approaches.
Solutions. Further work toward “durable solutions” (voluntary return, local 
integration or resettlement). Develop innovative statuses that provide state 
protection and access to opportunities over the medium term.

WHEN MIGRANTS’ AND REFUGEES’ SKILLS ARE IN DEMAND (STRONG MATCH)

COUNTRY OF ORIGIN
Manage migration for poverty reduction

COUNTRY OF DESTINATION
Maximize benefits, reduce costs

BILATERAL COOPERATION
Strengthen match

Strategy. Make emigration part of development 
strategies.
Remittances. Leverage remittances for poverty 
reduction and reduce their costs.
Knowledge. Work with the diaspora and 
returnees to spur knowledge transfers and to 
strengthen integration in the global economy.
Skills development and brain drain mitigation. 
Expand education and training in skills that are 
in demand in both the national and global labor 
markets.
Protection. Provide citizens abroad with 
protection. Support vulnerable family members 
left behind. 

Strategy. Acknowledge labor needs. Build a 
consensus on the role of migration. Ensure 
policy coherence.
Entry and status. Incentivize stronger match 
immigration. Ensure migrants have a formal 
status and rights.
Economic inclusion. Facilitate labor market 
inclusion. Enhance recognition of migrants’ 
qualifications. Combat exploitation and promote 
decent work.
Social inclusion. Prevent segregation 
and facilitate access to services. Combat 
discrimination.
Support to nationals. Support citizens who are 
negatively affected in terms of employment 
outcomes and public services through social 
protection and public investments.

Bilateral labor agreements. Structure and 
facilitate win-win movements. Reduce 
recruitment costs.
Skills development. Partner to finance the 
development of skills that are in demand in both 
the national and global labor markets.
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Introduction
This chapter summarizes key policy recommendations arising from the analysis presented in this 
Report. This summary draws on the underlying evidence developed in earlier chapters and provides 
a structured outline of critical policy directions rather than an exhaustive and nuanced collection of 
possible approaches and experiences. 

Also included are policy examples adopted by a variety of countries. Some policies have succeeded and 
others only partly so. Many have been controversial. Evaluating some of these policies raises method-
ological challenges.1 However, regardless of their imperfections, the examples convey a wealth of expe-
rience from which policy makers can learn, bearing in mind that there is no model approach. Policy 
making needs to be tailored to the specifics of each situation.

This chapter is organized according to the Match and Motive Matrix, providing specific recommenda-
tions for each type of cross-border movement. There are situations in which migrants or refugees bring 
skills and attributes that are a strong match for the needs of the destination country; situations in which 
people do not bring such skills but move because of fear in their country of origin (refugees); and situ-
ations in which migrants have neither skills in demand nor international protection needs (distressed 
migrants). The chapter also discusses some of the essential elements that can help make reform happen. 

Under each type of cross-border movement are sections that include countries of origin, countries of 
destination, countries of transit, and refugee-hosting countries. However, these countries are often not 
distinct; many could fit into all four categories. Recommendations are thus geared toward the specific 
“functions” of each society rather than specific groups of countries. 

Strong match: Maximize gains for all
When people bring skills and attributes in demand in the destination country, there are net gains for 
themselves, as well as for their countries of origin and destination. These gains materialize regardless 
of migrants’ motives, skill levels, or legal status. Countries of origin can proactively manage emigration 
as a force for poverty reduction in their own society. Countries of destination can also use immigration 
to meet their labor needs and contribute to their societies. Bilateral cooperation can help enhance the 
mutual gains of such movements.

Origin countries: Manage emigration for poverty reduction
Cross-border mobility can be a powerful force for reducing poverty in origin countries. The benefits for 
development arise from remittances, knowledge and technology flows, higher incentives and opportu-
nities for human capital accumulation, and more efficient allocation of labor. But there are also eco-
nomic, societal, and human costs when a large share of the adult population, including highly skilled 
professionals, emigrate, especially from smaller and poorer countries. The impacts of emigration on the 
country of origin—both positive and negative—are neither preset nor uniform within or across origin 
societies. Origin countries can shape these impacts for their own development (figure 9.2). 

STRATEGY. Make emigration part of development strategies. In countries with relatively large numbers 
of current or potential labor emigrants, economic and development strategies should reflect the impor-
tance of the potential contribution of emigration to poverty reduction. These strategies should outline 
specific measures the government intends to take to maximize these benefits and to mitigate negative 
impacts. In preparing their strategies, governments would benefit from inputs from the private sector, 
labor unions, current and would-be migrants, and the diaspora. In some cases, dedicated institutions are 
needed to ensure the implementation of these strategies. 
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Figure 9.2  Countries of origin can manage emigration for poverty reduction

Source: WDR 2023 team.
Note:  Match refers to the degree to which a migrant’s skills and related attributes meet the demand in the destination  
country. Motive refers to the circumstances under which a person moves—whether in search of opportunity or because of a 
“well-founded fear” of persecution, armed conflict, or violence in their origin country.
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In the Philippines, successive governments have made labor migration an integral part of the coun-
try’s development strategy. The focus of such efforts has shifted with political priorities, but the 
determination to leverage or mitigate the complex effects of emigration has remained. Philippine 
Development Plan 2017–2022 aimed to mainstream migration, facilitate temporary movements, 
and support migrants’ return.2 Philippine Development Plan 2023–2028 is directed at supporting 
returning migrants’ reentry into the economy and managing the social impacts of emigration, 
including by offering health and psychosocial services to migrants and their children. In parallel, 
the government set up two institutional structures to manage migration policy and regulation: 
the Philippine Overseas Employment Administration and the Overseas Workers Welfare Admin-
istration. They were recently consolidated into a single Department of Migrant Workers.3 

The Bangladesh government set up a Ministry of Expatriates’ Welfare and Overseas Employment 
in 2001. It is charged with strategic planning and programming to support regular and tempo-
rary labor migration.4 The government also offers potential migrants services such as informa-
tion and awareness campaigns (including on recruitment agencies and safety) and skills training.  
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Once migrants are abroad, they have access to migration attaché offices in embassies and con-
sulates in destination countries with large numbers of migrants. However, challenges remain to 
ensure the full use of such services.5

REMITTANCES. Leverage remittances and reduce their costs. Remittances reduce poverty by enabling 
investments in health, education, and entrepreneurship; providing insurance against income shocks; 
and increasing recipient households’ access to formal financial markets. In countries where they account 
for a relatively large share of income, remittances contribute to macroeconomic stability and reduce 
fluctuations. Reducing remittance fees and enabling remittances to flow through formal channels are 
critical, as articulated in the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals. Policies that reduce remit-
tance costs include increasing financial competition; introducing new financial products; expanding 
access to finance, especially in rural and poorer communities; and adopting digital payment technolo-
gies. These policies can be underpinned by cooperation with destination countries. 

To facilitate remittance flows, the Group of Twenty (G20) has created a road map (G20 Plan 
to Facilitate Remittance Flows) for coordination between the public and private sectors and 
improvements in technological infrastructure.6 This road map includes efforts to (1) advance 
the provision of payment instruments and systems; (2) leverage technology to develop efficient 
and cheaper payment systems; and (3) increase accessibility and transparency.7 As of 2021, the 
2014 target of reducing the global average cost of transferring remittances from 10 percent to  
5 percent had still not been met (the G20 average cost is 8.12 percent).

Emigrants from Mexico enjoy relatively low remittance fees8 because of the large size of the 
US–Mexico corridor and the extent of competition. As part of a broader set of financial sector 
reforms that can further reduce the cost of sending remittances, Mexico introduced in 2018 the 
Financial Technology Law, which authorizes and governs financial technology (fintech) service 
providers in the country and enables innovation in this sector.9 The government also introduced 
a digital payments initiative, Directo a Mexico, for digital payments between Mexico and the 
United States. Several banks in Mexico also allow migrants to open accounts through online  
services10 and to deposit remittances in US dollars to ease this flow.11 To improve access to  
finance in rural areas, the Mexican government has coordinated with banks in the La Red de la 
Gente (People’s Network) program.12

KNOWLEDGE. Engage the emigrant community to encourage knowledge transfers and global integra- 
tion. In countries that have a relatively large diaspora or regular flows of returnees, knowledge trans-
fers can invigorate the domestic economy. Migrants and diasporas can contribute to further integrating 
their origin countries in the global economy and facilitate trade and foreign direct investment flows. 
Many returning migrants, regardless of their formal education level, bring back improved skills, assets, 
and knowledge. Most of these contributions stem from individual or private groups’ initiatives, and 
there may be little that governments should do. In some cases, policy interventions could even disrupt 
market mechanisms. Still, governments can facilitate such initiatives by maintaining a favorable busi-
ness environment and easy access to a strong formal financial sector and by connecting migrants with 
stakeholders involved in business incubation. 

Vietnam has created mechanisms to engage its diaspora in contributing to the country’s eco-
nomic development plan.13 The State Committee for Overseas Vietnamese Affairs is tasked with 
leveraging relations with the diaspora in fields such as economy, science and technology, educa-
tion and training, and culture. In 2021, the committee launched a comprehensive survey collect-
ing the diaspora’s opinions to inform the review of a set of laws and administrative procedures.14
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In 2010, Moldova established the Programme for Attracting Remittances into the Economy 
(PARE 1+1).15 Under the program, returnees receive support to create enterprises, such as entre-
preneurship and business development training, advisory and consultancy services, and match-
ing financial resources (“one for one” up to a certain level).16 As of 2023, over 700 returnees have 
benefited from the program: 1,900 financing contracts have been issued and 397 million lei 
(US$21.7 million) have been allocated, generating 1,153 billion lei (US$62.8 million) in invest-
ments in the economy.17

BRAIN DRAIN. Expand education and training in globally transferable skills, including to mitigate the 
effects of brain drain.18 When potential migrants acquire skills in demand in destination economies, they 
are better matches with destination countries’ needs. Better-skilled migrants often have more access to 
regular entry channels, enter the destination labor market in a stronger position, and are paid higher 
incomes. Emigration of high-skilled professionals, however, can have adverse economic and social effects, 
especially if they are critical to the delivery of essential services such as health care. These effects are 
particularly pronounced in lower-income and smaller economies. The solution partly entails expand-
ing training and education in these areas: even if some high-skilled workers leave, others will stay, and 
their numbers may be sufficient for the origin country. The challenge is twofold. First, ensure that skill- 
building initiatives are market-driven—for example, through consultations with private employers both 
in the origin country and at destinations. Second, secure sufficient financing, including by facilitating 
private sector engagement or requiring migrants to partially repay for publicly funded education and 
training. Some governments have also considered mandatory public service requirements that reduce 
emigration soon after graduation, but enforcement is often difficult. Such requirements could comple-
ment other measures to improve the domestic conditions of high-skilled professionals over time (for 
example, with regard to job prospects and wages in some occupations). 

In response to the growing demand for health care workers in the United States between 2000 
and 2007, the Philippines expanded its nursing education programs.19 When the United States 
rapidly expanded the availability of visas for foreign nurses and their families in 2000, enrollment 
and graduation in Philippine nursing programs experienced a significant boost.20 Some students 
who were enrolled in postsecondary school switched from other fields to study nursing. Most 
of this response was driven by private schools, which opened or expanded nursing programs. 
This boost lasted until the United States returned to pre-2000 levels after 2007. For every nurse 
migrant, nine more nurses obtained their licenses.

PROTECTION. Connect with and protect citizens, regardless of where they are. Migration involves chal-
lenges and risks, including financial costs, a different language, unfamiliarity with a foreign culture and 
legal system, and, at times, discrimination and abuse. Migrants rely on multiple support mechanisms 
to overcome these challenges: friends, family, diaspora, civil society, and institutions in the destina-
tion country. Origin governments can strengthen such protection by providing migrants with accessible 
consular services, with properly trained staff, as well as by regulating the activities of recruitment agen-
cies and other intermediaries.21 Both may also help maintain bonds with citizens living abroad, which 
can enhance remittances and knowledge transfers, business links, and trade and investment flows that 
migrants facilitate while abroad.

In 2017, the Indonesian government reformed the law governing emigration with a view toward 
strengthening workers’ protection.22 Under the new law, regional governments—instead of pri-
vate companies—oversee the provision of predeparture vocational training and the placement of 
workers. The changes were aimed at reining in private recruitment firms that charge migrants 
substantial fees, tying workers to them until they pay off their debt.23 Although there remain 
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many challenges to prevent the exploitation of migrant workers, the law was generally seen as an 
important step toward better protection.24

The government of Papua New Guinea is making efforts to integrate liaison officer functions as 
part of its Pacific Labor Mobility Scheme, which facilitates labor migration to Australia. The offi-
cer’s role is to gather information on migrants’ grievances and bring them to the relevant entities 
for redress. 

Destination countries: Maximize benefits, reduce costs
When immigrants’ skills and attributes match the needs of destination countries, there are net gains for 
both destination countries and the migrants themselves. For destination countries, the policy challenge is 
to maximize the benefits and reduce the costs of receiving such migrants through a multipronged agenda 
of economic and social integration and by supporting nationals who are negatively affected by migra-
tion (figure 9.3). This agenda applies to all migrants and to people who need international protection  
(refugees), as long as their skills and attributes are a strong match for the needs of destination societies.

Figure 9.3 Countries of destination can manage immigration for their benefit

Source: WDR 2023 team.
Note:  Match refers to the degree to which a migrant’s skills and related attributes meet the demand in the destination  
country. Motive refers to the circumstances under which a person moves—whether in search of opportunity or because of a 
“well-founded fear” of persecution, armed conflict, or violence in their origin country. The dashed vertical line signifies that 
the five policy recommendations apply to both quadrants in the top row.
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STRATEGY. Identify and acknowledge labor needs and ensure policy coherence. Many destination coun-
tries are facing demographic challenges and rising labor needs either because they are already aging 
(high-income countries) or because they are beginning to do so (middle-income countries). In most cases, 
automation, pro-natalist policies, and policy reforms in education, pension, and health care delivery will 
not be sufficient to address labor shortfalls, and some labor migration will be necessary. Each society 
must identify for itself the optimal combination of measures that can sustain its prosperity. Coherence 
of migration policies often requires coordination across multiple agencies, including with respect to 
migrants’ entry and conditions of stay. 

Canada has adopted a proactive approach to managing immigration needs. For the current 
period, this approach is reflected in its 2023–2025 Immigration Levels Plan.25 The plan is based on 
identification of labor needs. It embraces immigration as a strategy to attract the skills required 
in key sectors, such as health care, skilled trades, manufacturing, and technology. It sets a target 
of receiving 465,000 permanent residents in 2023; 485,000 in 2024; and 500,000 in 2025, with a 
greater focus on attracting newcomers to different regions of the country, including small towns 
and rural communities.

To institutionalize coherence of migration policies and facilitate migrants’ integration, Portugal 
has established a one-stop entity for migration-related issues, the National Immigrant Support 
Center (Centro Nacional de Apoio à Integração de Migrantes).26 The center brings under one roof 
a wide range of government and support services related to immigration, independently of their 
legal status. It also provides other relevant support services for migrants in Portugal, such as  
support offices for family reunification, legal advice, and employment.27

ENTRY. Create incentives for immigration by workers whose skills and attributes are a strong match with 
countries’ specific labor needs. Many countries have established systems to regulate the entry of migrants 
into their territory with a view toward favoring those who are seen as potential net contributors. Yet 
these systems have had varying degrees of success. For example, over half of all tertiary-educated immi-
grants live in only four countries: Australia, Canada, the United Kingdom, and the United States. And a 
number of destination countries have unmet needs for lower-skilled workers. Possible policy measures 
include putting in place inclusive processes to identify labor needs in consultation with employers and 
other stakeholders and establishing legal pathways that correspond to specific labor needs. 

The United States has as many as 185 visa categories covering both temporary and permanent 
visas. They include visas for permanent high-skilled workers, agricultural seasonal laborers, 
family reunification, and temporary stay on humanitarian grounds, among others. To meet 
labor market needs, there are visas for persons employed in highly specialized fields (H1B), visas 
for persons with extraordinary abilities in certain fields (EB1) and potential investors (EB5), and 
temporary visas for intracompany managers or executives (L1), but also for low-skilled workers 
(EW3). Although the system is cumbersome, it allows for nuanced, comprehensive responses to a 
wide variety of situations and needs.

Australia’s system for selecting and admitting migrants relies on consultation with employers.28 
It is adjusted regularly to respond to evolving needs and challenges.29 Australia was one of the early 
adopters of a points-based system to attract skilled migrant workers via the “Skilled Independent” 
route.30 In the system’s early years, employment outcomes for points-tested migrants in Australia 
were positive, but they declined for recent cohorts because the points system did not adjust fast 
enough to the changing needs of the economy.31 In response, the government expanded the num-
ber of temporary visas as a way to test and ensure that migrants’ skills and attributes match labor 
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market needs before providing a more permanent form of stay, especially for migrants with lower 
skills. Temporary migrants who can find employment and integrate are granted permanent visas. 
Meanwhile, some policy makers have recently called for further reforms to improve the system.32 

STATUS. Provide migrants whose skills and attributes are a strong match with the destination country’s 
needs with a formal status. A regular legal status with the relevant rights and secure terms of stay are 
prerequisites for migrants to integrate, even temporarily, in the destination country. Granting such a 
status—without extended wait times—gives migrants incentives to learn the necessary skills and local 
language, as well as to socially integrate. Such an approach benefits not only the migrants themselves 
but also the destination society. Labor rights comparable to those of nationals and in line with the 
International Labour Organization’s Fundamental Principles and Rights at Work are key to maximiz-
ing both migrants’ welfare and their contribution to the destination economies.33 A status not tied 
to an employer allows for movements across firms, which is more efficient for the destination econ-
omy and reduces the risk of exploitative working conditions.34 Part of migrants’ well-being and inclu-
sion also rests on their ability to reunite with their families when they have demonstrated they can  
support themselves.

In 2004, the Republic of Korea established the Employment Permit System, which allows 
lower-skilled workers to enter and work in the country legally.35 In 2022, more than 264,000 
migrants were working in the country on such visas.36 Since introduction of the system, the cost 
of hiring foreign workers has declined substantially, and migrants’ households have substantially 
increased their spending on education and health care, as well as their savings.37 

Experience in the United Arab Emirates highlights that migrants need not just a status, but also 
a set of labor rights. In 2022, the country amended its labor legislation. It now gives migrants 
the right to keep their legal status even if they change their employer or sponsor and allows 
them to stay in the country to find another job for 180 days after the termination of a work con-
tract. Although much remains to be done to improve working conditions, this allowed workers to 
better negotiate renewal of their contracts and obtain higher wages.38

ECONOMIC INCLUSION. Facilitate economic and labor market inclusion. Access to decent work 
is critical to migrants’ and destination economies’ medium-term gains from migration. Labor mar-
ket inclusion depends primarily on the economic conditions in the destination society and the labor 
market’s flexibility to rapidly match supply and demand. It also depends on migrants’ skills and their 
complementarity with those already available at the destination. High-skilled labor migrants typically 
need support to have their educational degrees and professional credentials recognized. Low-skilled 
migrants, especially those who move to low- and lower-middle-income countries, need labor rights and 
a range of ancillary rights, such as the ability to move freely within the country to places where there 
are jobs, to open a bank account, to obtain a driver’s license, and to establish a company, among other 
things. Support programs such as matching migrants with potential employers or facilitating language 
acquisition also enhance migrants’ productivity.

Germany has implemented foreign qualifications recognition to improve skills matching and 
reduce the disadvantages faced by immigrants with foreign qualifications. Under its Federal Law 
on Recognition of Foreign Qualifications, prospective migrants can have their foreign qualifi-
cations evaluated before their arrival in the country. Three years after recognition, immigrants 
who have had their credentials recognized earn 19.8 percent more and have a 24.5 percentage 
point greater chance of being employed than comparable immigrants.39



286  |  WORLD DEVELOPMENT REPORT 2023

In the United States, several states are adopting policies to facilitate immigrants’ economic 
inclusion.40 For example, Colorado and Pennsylvania41 passed safety standards and protections  
for immigrant workers, such as preventing unfair labor practices, particularly for agricultural 
workers in Colorado.42 

SOCIAL INCLUSION. Prevent segregation and facilitate access to services and inclusion. Social inclu-
sion can take different forms, depending on the nature of migration—permanent or temporary, with 
or without family—and the nature of the social contract in the destination society. Often, labor mar-
ket inclusion and antidiscrimination efforts go a long way toward supporting social inclusion. Other 
steps include avoiding segregation of large numbers of migrants in less desirable neighborhoods and 
expanding opportunities for migrants and nationals to engage with one another in daily and civic life. 
Providing migrants with access to public services such as education or health care facilitates inclusion 
and reduces the risks of marginalization. Dedicated resources are often needed to expand service deliv-
ery capacity while maintaining quality. In parallel, many migrants are facing challenges arising from 
racism, xenophobia, or other forms of discrimination, whether overt or implicit. Political leadership to 
forge a constructive narrative on migration issues is key, and programs to combat discrimination need 
to be adjusted to each context and set of circumstances. 

In Germany, the government adopted a range of measures to support social integration in the 
wake of the arrival of Syrian refugees and other asylum-seekers in 2015. Economic inclusion 
is viewed as a critical element of such broader social integration, but it has also been comple-
mented by a range of policies and programs such as language training courses and swift integra-
tion of migrants into the health and education systems. Decentralization played a key role in this 
effort. Despite being under significant stress, subnational governments proved to be best placed 
to address emerging challenges, including local communities’ concerns. Political leadership and 
transparent communication, integrated responses across policy areas, and the engagement of 
civil society were also instrumental in success.43

In Colombia, the government adopted an integral integrated communications strategy in 2021 
to preempt and counter negative perceptions of Venezuelan migrants.44 The strategy relied on a 
migration narrative for use by government and allied partners, social media campaigns, outreach 
through influencers and celebrities, public dialogues with diverse actors, and even cultural and 
gastronomical events, among other outlets. 

SUPPORT FOR AFFECTED NATIONALS. Support nationals who are negatively affected by migration. 
Migration can adversely affect the jobs and wages of some citizens of the destination country. Those 
whose skills are similar to those of migrants, who have relatively low skill levels, or who cannot easily 
move are especially vulnerable, and some may lose their jobs or receive lower pay. When labor markets 
are flexible, people are better able to move to other jobs, occupations, sectors, or regions, and the adverse 
effects dissipate more rapidly. Social protection systems, such as unemployment insurance, training sub-
sidies, and employment support programs, also help. But affected nationals also typically live in neigh-
borhoods with high concentrations of migrants. The public services they access—such as schools and 
health facilities—often face pressures that can affect quality. Proactive public investment policies are 
needed to prevent negative impacts on nationals under such conditions. 

In many member countries of the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 
(OECD), governments use a variety of tools to help citizens cope with shocks.45 A number of 
programs, including Active Labor Market Policies (ALMPs), are designed to encourage employ-
ment whenever possible.46 Strong social protection systems can boost economic productivity by 
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allowing individuals to invest in physical and human capital and they can be targeted to partic-
ular groups.47 They can also increase demand and stimulate local economies by supporting eco-
nomic activity.48 Yet several lessons can be learned from trade adjustment assistance programs 
that provide financial and training support to workers affected by growing international compe-
tition: the adjustment is often difficult, and it may take years.49 

To support public investments in lower-income neighborhoods, which often include a large share 
of migrants, France has implemented a targeted program, Politique de la Ville.50 The program 
includes infrastructure investments in, for example, public housing and public transportation.  
It is paralleled by dedicated efforts to improve public education, including through wage pre-
miums for teachers assigned to “priority education zones.” A recent evaluation by the Court of 
Auditors pointed to some progress, but also highlighted areas where more needs to be done.51

Bilateral cooperation: Strengthen the match of migrants’ skills and attributes
Because international mobility involves at least two countries, bilateral cooperation will help manage it 
effectively (figure 9.4). Labor migration is often disorganized and based on individual choices, noneco-
nomic factors, and aggressive brokers driving destination choices instead of labor market needs. When 
countries with surpluses in certain sectors and skill sets are matched with countries with shortages, 

Figure 9.4 Bilateral cooperation can improve the match of migrants’ skills and attributes with 
destination country needs

Source: WDR 2023 team.
Note:  Match refers to the degree to which a migrant’s skills and related attributes meet the demand in the destination  
country. Motive refers to the circumstances under which a person moves—whether in search of opportunity or because of a 
“well-founded fear” of persecution, armed conflict, or violence in their origin country.
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there can be great benefits. However, migration policy has often been designed and implemented uni-
laterally by destination countries, despite some high-profile exceptions such as the free internal mobil-
ity scheme within the European Union. Joint policy design and implementation to structure mutually  
beneficial movements can yield substantive gains. 

BILATERAL LABOR AGREEMENTS. Facilitate mutually beneficial movements. Cooperation between 
countries of origin and destination can be formalized through bilateral agreements. Countries typi-
cally consider bilateral labor agreements within the context of temporary migration schemes. Such 
agreements increase the benefits of migration for both parties—and for the migrants themselves—by 
specifying the terms under which migrants are admitted in order to reduce the complexity and costs 
of admission; by providing legal guarantees and protection against abuse and exploitation; and by regu-
lating access to a range of services in the destination countries. Bilateral agreements should also include 
redress and inspection mechanisms in line with international labor standards. Where appropriate, they 
can also be used to reduce recruitment costs by, among other objectives, involving government in inter-
mediation52 or encouraging transparency and competition among intermediaries. Bilateral labor agree-
ments can be underpinned by a range of complementary efforts by the origin country, such as posting 
labor attachés in embassies to provide nationals with protection and developing training programs to 
help prepare people for migration before they move.53 Some destination countries have sought to link the 
establishment of legal channels for regular migrants with cooperation by origin countries in receiving 
the forced return of irregular migrants. 

Canada’s Seasonal Agricultural Worker Program brings in 20,000 workers yearly to work on 
Canadian farms for six weeks to eight months. The program allows member countries of the 
Organisation of Eastern Caribbean States (OECS), as well as Anguilla, Barbados, Jamaica, Trini-
dad and Tobago, and Mexico, to negotiate worker contract terms annually.54 Workers are paid at 
or above a minimum wage; are eligible for health insurance, pension plans, and other benefits; 
and pay taxes.55 Both workers and employers can be barred from participating in the program 
in the future if issues are brought to the attention of government agencies or workers’ organi-
zations.56 However, this scheme has also been criticized for its lack of provisions on recognizing 
migrants’ particular skills and for its lack of cooperation on protecting workers’ rights.57 

Malaysia and Bangladesh signed a memorandum of understanding in 2012 to coordinate a for-
eign worker program that facilitated the legal migration of Bangladeshi workers to Malaysia to 
work in the palm oil sector. The program began in early 2013 and was ended by Malaysia in 
2018.58 Although the program benefited fewer than 10,000 workers, program participants tripled 
their income and saw their per capita consumption increase by 22 percent.59

SKILLS PARTNERSHIPS. Cooperate to build skills that are in demand globally. Several pilots of Global 
Skills Partnership (GSP) schemes have been developed whereby the governments or the private sector in 
higher-income destination countries finance skill-building programs in origin countries with the under-
standing that the graduates of these programs will be offered an opportunity to obtain a work visa.60 
Some graduates of these programs choose to stay in their country of origin—or to return after a few years 
of migration—which contributes to the origin country’s economy and mitigates possible brain drain con-
cerns. These programs facilitate the movement of skilled labor across countries and their smooth inclu-
sion in the labor market. However, the private sector must be involved to ensure that a program remains 
demand- and market-driven. Complementary actions can be taken at the regional level such as through 
regional qualification frameworks that facilitate the employment of migrants at their skill level. 
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The 15-member Caribbean Community (CARICOM) has developed a scheme for mutual skills 
recognition under the CARICOM Single Market and Economy (CSME) initiative.61 In the scheme, 
CARICOM nationals who fall within a set of approved categories62 and seek to work in another 
participating CSME member state can apply for a Certificate of Recognition of Caribbean 
Community Skills Qualification (Skills Certificate). 

In a pilot program between Germany and Ethiopia, Bauverbände NRW, the umbrella organi-
zation of the construction firms in the federal state of North Rhine-Westphalia, is partner-
ing with a network of local partners in Ethiopia to recruit young unemployed Ethiopians for  
Germany’s vocational and educational training system.63 Potential trainees are provided with 
German classes and a cultural introduction. Upon graduation, they receive visas, transporta-
tion, and health insurance so they can complete their professional training and seek employment  
in Germany. 

Weak match and fear motive: Ensure the sustainability of 
refugee-hosting, including through responsibility-sharing
When people do not bring skills and attributes in demand at their destination, the costs to destina-
tion countries often exceed the benefits. However, under international law destination countries are 
obligated to host people who have a “well-founded fear” of persecution and violence in their country of 
origin—refugees—regardless of the costs. Thus, the challenge is to manage such costs. Because refugee 
situations tend to last for years or even decades, prudent policy making requires adopting approaches to 
providing international protection that can be sustained over time, both financially and socially. Eco-
nomic outcomes for both refugees and their host communities are largely determined by host countries’ 
policies, as well as by the international community’s effectiveness in sharing responsibilities equitably. 

Hosting country: Manage refugee situations with a medium-term perspective
Because they flee for safety, most refugees cross only one border. As a result, a few countries—typically 
low- or middle-income countries neighboring the countries of origin—host a disproportionate share 
of people in need of international protection. For such refugee-hosting countries, the challenge is to 
manage situations that can last for years—that is, provide international protection but also address refu-
gees’ specific vulnerabilities and support host communities in their own development efforts (figure 9.5).  
Refugee-hosting countries need to take a medium-term development perspective from the outset of 
a crisis, including in their institutional setups and financing arrangements. They should also aim to 
strengthen the match of refugees’ skills and attributes with their own labor market needs. This requires 
permitting internal mobility, supporting access to the labor market and self-reliance, and facilitating the 
inclusion of refugees in national service delivery systems. 

INSTITUTIONS AND INSTRUMENTS. Ensure that institutional setups and financing instruments 
support a medium-term framework. For host countries, adequate institutional arrangements are essen-
tial for managing refugee situations with a medium-term perspective. Some countries have established 
ad hoc agencies, often with external support, that manage refugee camps, deliver assistance, and provide 
education and health services. Other countries are mainstreaming these functions through relevant sec-
toral ministries, with a relatively small coordination structure to ensure the consistency of such distinct 
programs within the context of a broader strategic approach. Such models are typically more conducive 
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Figure 9.5 Refugee-hosting countries should from the outset adopt a medium-term perspective

Source: WDR 2023 team.
Note:  Match refers to the degree to which a migrant’s skills and related attributes meet the demand in the destination  
country. Motive refers to the circumstances under which a person moves—whether in search of opportunity or because of a 
“well-founded fear” of persecution, armed conflict, or violence in their origin country.
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to the sustainability of efforts over time. In some cases, they can include a preparedness element—for 
example, when refugee crises are looming or have become chronic. However, they need to be supported 
through medium-term financing instruments, including for external financing. 

Colombia is implementing a medium-term strategy to respond to the Venezuelan migration  
crisis. In 2018, the government adopted the Strategy for the Response to Migration from Ven
ezuela (CONPES 3950), which confirmed the government’s commitment to improving institu-
tional coordination in critical areas of service provision. The government also established the 
Border Management Office (Gerencia de Frontera) to coordinate the response and regularize 
Venezuelans’ migratory status and access to markets and services.64 In March 2021, the govern-
ment initiated a new phase in its strategy, focusing on the long-term integration of Venezuelans 
in Colombia, including by providing them with a 10-year Temporary Protected Status (Estatuto 
Temporal de Protección para Migrantes Venezolanos, ETPV). 

Uganda is among the first countries to integrate refugees into its national development plan-
ning under the 2016–20 and 2021–25 National Development Plans.65 The government adopted 
a whole-of-government approach involving government ministries, departments, and agencies 
to provide integrated development solutions for refugees and host communities. The National 
Development Plans foresee district-level interventions to serve the entire population, both 
Ugandan nationals and refugees. Uganda is also pioneering an effort to strengthen the country’s 
ability to absorb new population inflows as part of a preparedness effort.
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INTERNAL MOBILITY. Facilitate and encourage refugee movements toward economic opportunities. 
Maintaining refugees in border areas, which are often lagging economically, has often intensified pres-
sures on host populations, increasing financing needs and social tensions. By contrast, permitting inter-
nal mobility (also referred to as “freedom of movement within the host country”) could transform the 
management of refugee situations and their outcomes. When refugees can move freely to places where 
they can find a job, their skills and attributes more closely match the needs of the destination society, 
the pressure on communities in the areas of first arrival is dramatically lessened, and the financial costs 
of supporting refugees are reduced. However, permitting internal mobility can also require rethinking 
the ways in which international protection is provided and refugees are supported when refugees are 
dispersed across the country. This rethinking typically requires strengthening the focus on policies and 
national institutions.

As part of its strategy, Colombia has granted Venezuelans the rights to free movement and work 
within the country. These rights make it possible for Venezuelans to establish themselves where 
their skills and attributes match the demand of the labor market and thus contribute to the 
economy and become self-sufficient. The International Monetary Fund (IMF) estimated that by 
2030 this policy could increase Colombia’s gross domestic product (GDP) by up to 4.5 percentage 
points.66

In Türkiye, Syrian refugees mostly resided during the initial stages of the crisis in large tem-
porary accommodation centers constructed along the Turkish-Syrian border. As the number of 
refugees continued to grow, the Turkish government changed its accommodation policy to an 
“out-of-camp” approach, allowing refugees to freely move within most parts of Türkiye. Refugees 
thus began to relocate based on economic incentives and location preferences, which generated 
a large movement from the border regions to more dynamic areas where refugees could better 
use their skills (mostly western regions and metropolitan areas).67 To manage such movements, 
the government set a 20 percent ceiling on the share of foreign nationals allowed to live in each 
neighborhood. In spite of such limitations, internal mobility greatly improved the economic sit-
uation of the refugees and, as a result, lessened the financial impact on the Turkish government.

SELF-RELIANCE. Promote refugees’ access to jobs. Refugees’ self-reliance reduces the need for financial 
assistance. It also enables refugees to lead dignified lives and helps preparations for durable solutions. 
Self-reliance relies on several legal and regulatory measures such as providing refugees with predict-
able, secure terms of stay so they can make plans and invest in their future; granting refugees the 
right to work as early as possible with unhindered access to the labor market; and allowing refugees 
to effectively engage in the labor market, such as by allowing them to open a bank account and obtain 
a driver’s license. These rights, however, may not be sufficient if incentives are not in place. Refugees 
should be encouraged to work, and humanitarian aid should focus on those who are unable to do so. 
Complementary incentives for the private sector can help improve the environment in which refugees 
can find jobs. 

Uganda has long encouraged refugees’ self-reliance by offering refugee households with agricul-
tural experience a plot of land to farm.68 This policy has been implemented with the support of 
host communities and with the understanding that these communities would benefit from pub-
lic investments in their areas. It has helped reduce refugees’ dependency on external assistance, 
even though poverty rates remain high—and higher than among nationals.69 The higher rates 
are linked in part to the remoteness of the areas in which refugees are hosted, the demographic 
composition of many households (with many working-age men having stayed behind), as well as 
social and language barriers.70
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Ukrainians who moved to Poland after the Russian invasion of Ukraine in 2022 were guaranteed 
at least an 18-month stay in the country and were allowed to be employed in the formal sec-
tor, start businesses, and receive training services and job placement support. They also received 
access to selected social protection programs, including health care.71 As of June 2022, under 
this policy 185,000 Ukrainian refugees were able to find jobs,72 although additional efforts were 
needed to help refugees access childcare and schooling and overcome a combination of skills 
mismatch and language barriers.73

INCLUSION IN NATIONAL SERVICES. Deliver education, health, and social services through national 
systems. To ensure fairness with nationals and prevent the emergence of social tensions, refugees should 
be included wherever possible in national systems for the delivery of education, health, and other social 
services as opposed to establishing parallel service delivery systems. Such an approach can significantly 
lower the costs of providing such services, even though in some countries it will require strengthening 
national systems. In those countries with sufficient institutional capacity, even support for the most 
vulnerable refugees can be provided through the regular social protection system rather than through 
parallel humanitarian funding.

In Ethiopia, the 2019 Refugee Proclamation provides refugees with access to public education 
on par with that of nationals. The sixth Education Sector Development Plan (ESDP VI, 2020–25) 
includes refugee education for the first time. Ethiopia also pledged to issue work permits to refu-
gee teachers, to build and improve essential services in refugee-hosting areas, and to expand the 
enrollment of refugee children at all levels of the education system.74 In addition, as of June 2022 
about 1,500 refugees were enrolled in 40 public universities across the country.75

In Poland, in addition to being granted the right to work, Ukrainians are entitled to access public 
services, including free health care, and to enroll their children in schools. As of September 2022, 
about 185,000 Ukrainian refugee children were enrolled in Polish schools.76 Some of these schools 
offer separate classes for Ukrainian students or have hired assistants who speak Ukrainian and 
can work with children who need extra help. 

Multilateral cooperation: Share responsibilities
Mutual accountability and cooperation frameworks are critical to ensuring the sustainability of  
refugee-hosting efforts (figure 9.6). International efforts are often needed to resolve the situations—typ-
ically conflicts—that caused refugees to flee and to restore conditions under which refugees can return 
to their country of origin. Parallel efforts are needed to strengthen norms—and ensure they reflect eco-
nomic and development considerations—and to agree on shared goals. Such efforts can strengthen the 
impetus and sustainability of reforms at both the national and international levels. Two critical areas of 
focus are responsibility-sharing—to provide adequate support to host countries—and solutions—to help 
resolve refugee situations in a satisfactory manner. 

RESPONSIBILITY-SHARING. Join forces to manage large refugee flows and share costs related to  
hosting. Responsibility-sharing requires providing financial and other resources to refugee-hosting 
countries, especially low- and middle-income, to help manage the costs of hosting refugees whose skills 
and attributes may not be a good match for the needs of the host economy. Countries that are not ref-
ugees’ initial destinations need to increase the numbers of refugees they accept in order to help reduce 
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costs in the main host countries. In a context of tensions within the international community, global  
action needs to be complemented by regional initiatives. Successful initiatives share a focus on a con-
crete set of issues that can be managed collectively; a constituency of countries that broadly share similar 
challenges and perspectives and have a history of working together; and a practical and action-oriented 
agenda. Additional forms of bilateral or multilateral frameworks for cooperation and mutual account-
ability have emerged. For example, the Global Compact on Refugees established regional support plat-
forms to mobilize a group of like-minded stakeholders around a specific refugee situation.

At the global level, the Global Compact on Refugees has called for enhanced responsibility-sharing 
using a variety of approaches.77 Much remains to be done, however, including to broaden the base 
of contributing countries. Three donors (European Union institutions, Germany, and the United 
States) account for almost two-thirds of the total bilateral assistance,78 and four countries (Canada, 
Germany, Sweden, and the United States) for almost three-quarters of all resettlements.

Under the Quito Process, a group of Latin American countries agreed in November 2018 on a 
regional mobility scheme to respond to the Venezuelan migration crisis based on information 
exchange and regional policy coordination.79 Eleven countries signed the Quito Declaration: 
Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica, Ecuador, Mexico, Panama, Paraguay, Peru, and 
Uruguay. It made it possible to achieve a degree of coherence of national approaches and to share 
hosting responsibilities beyond the countries of first arrival with large numbers of Venezuelan 
migrants moving beyond Colombia and other neighboring countries to other destinations across 
the region.

Figure 9.6 Multilateral cooperation is key to the sustainability of refugee-hosting efforts

Source: WDR 2023 team.
Note:  Match refers to the degree to which a migrant’s skills and related attributes meet the demand in the destination  
country. Motive refers to the circumstances under which a person moves—whether in search of opportunity or because of a 
“well-founded fear” of persecution, armed conflict, or violence in their origin country.
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SOLUTIONS. Combine state protection and access to opportunities. Solutions are typically framed in 
strict terms of protection, with a focus on voluntary return and reintegration, local integration, and 
resettlement. However, in many cases such solutions have been elusive, and they do not always take  
into account refugees’ economic needs and aspirations. When the situation allows, refugee-hosting 
societies can work with the origin country and the international community to help refugees achieve 
durable solutions, including voluntary returns once the situation that prompted refugees to flee has 
been resolved. Innovative approaches can also help improve outcomes, including approaches that dis-
entangle citizenship and residency—political and socioeconomic rights—or that strengthen refugees’ 
skills and attributes, for example through Global Skills Partnerships. 

Canada’s Private Sponsorship of Refugees program, adopted in 1979, allows Canadians to resettle 
specific individuals or families who qualify as refugees under Canada’s refugee and humanitar-
ian program. These privately sponsored refugees are accepted by Canada, in addition to those 
resettled under government programs. Sponsoring groups are responsible for providing refugees 
with the settlement assistance and material and financial support needed for the duration of the 
sponsorship period—usually up to one year from the date they arrive in Canada.80

In 1979, the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) formally adopted an agree-
ment facilitating freedom of movement and settlement across its member states.81 This agree-
ment and subsequent protocols grant ECOWAS citizens the right to enter any other ECOWAS 
state with residency rights (including the possibility of creating and managing enterprises and 
companies, as well as the principle of nondiscrimination). Both the United Nations High Com-
missioner for Refugees (UNHCR) and ECOWAS have stated that this agreement also applies to 
refugees.82 While some member states have been reluctant to regularize the stay of refugees who 
are ECOWAS citizens,83 many refugees from Côte d’Ivoire, Liberia, Sierra Leone, and Togo have 
chosen not to repatriate but to remain in ECOWAS member states.84 Although implementation 
of the agreement has been lagging due to administrative capacities and other challenges, such 
legal frameworks can provide an alternative to a long-term refugee status in some situations.85

Weak match and no fear motive: Respect dignity and reduce 
the need for distressed movements
When people do not bring skills and attributes that are in demand at their destination, the costs to 
destination countries often exceed the benefits. In addition, if they are not moving because of a well-
founded fear of violence and persecution in their country of origin, destination countries have no 
obligation under international law to accept them in their territory. Such distressed movements are 
often associated with suffering for those involved, and they raise difficult policy challenges for the  
destination country. Those who are involved in distressed migration deserve to be treated humanely. 
Ultimately, the challenge is to reduce the need for such movements, including by strengthening the 
match of migrants’ skills and attributes with the needs of the destination country. This requires a  
combination of actions by countries of origin, countries of destination, and countries of transit. 

Origin countries: Use development to reduce distressed movements
For origin countries, distressed migration brings no overall benefits, and it is prejudicial to many 
migrants who take high risks and can end up in exploitative situations. Over time, development can 
help reduce the need for distressed movements by strengthening resilience and thus the ability to absorb 
shocks without having to engage in high-risk international migration; by enhancing potential migrants’ 
skills and thus their match with the needs of the destination economy; and by improving conditions in 
the country of origin and thus reducing the need to embark on desperate journeys (figure 9.7).
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RESILIENCE. Enhance social protection and create domestic alternatives to international migration. 
Many countries across all income levels have developed social protection systems. These systems play 
an important role in reducing the pressure for people to engage in high-risk movements as a desperate 
response to a sudden shock such as a natural disaster, a bad harvesting season, a disease affecting a fam-
ily member, or an accident, and they can be further strengthened. Development can create additional 
options for internal migration so that people do not have to engage in high-risk international migration. 
For example, in many lower-income countries workers and households move from rural to urban areas 
or from lagging to booming regions in search of better jobs and public services. Such movements, if they 
are successful, can reduce the need for distressed migration. Their outcome largely depends on whether 
destination areas are able to accommodate sizable and continuous flows of people in terms of infra-
structure, housing, and service delivery, as well as local governance and institutions. Creating options 
for successful domestic migration is particularly important in parts of the world projected to have the 
largest demographic and urban growth, such as Sub-Saharan Africa. 

Ethiopia’s Productive Safety Net Programme reaches about 9 million people every year. It is 
designed to enhance food security and stabilize asset levels through both public works employ-
ment for working-age adults, for example, to build roads, water systems, and community infra-
structure, and unconditional cash transfers to households that have elderly members or are 
otherwise unable to work. The program has allowed beneficiaries to strengthen resilience and 
improve food security and nutrition, even though the effect on asset accumulation has been more 
modest.86 

Experience in Bangladesh has illustrated the potential of internal migration to enhance the 
resilience of rural households. In some areas, rural households face a high incidence of poverty 
during the lean period between the planting and harvesting seasons. Under a pilot program 

Figure 9.7 Development progress reduces the need for distressed cross-border movements

Source: WDR 2023 team.
Note:  Match refers to the degree to which a migrant’s skills and related attributes meet the demand in the destination  
country. Motive refers to the circumstances under which a person moves—whether in search of opportunity or because of a 
“well-founded fear” of persecution, armed conflict, or violence in their origin country.
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implemented by an nongovernmental organization, rural villagers were offered a subsidy for 
round-trip transportation to a nearby urban area.87 Twenty-two percent of households took 
advantage of this opportunity and sent a seasonal migrant. This resulted in a significant 
increase in the household’s consumption. Beneficiary households who sent a seasonal migrant 
were more likely to send seasonal migrants to urban areas in subsequent years, even after the 
incentive was removed. 

EDUCATION. Enhance skills match through development. Economic development is almost always 
accompanied by improvements in human capital such as education and skills. As countries become 
wealthier, people and governments invest more in education. In turn, the better-educated workforce 
becomes an engine of economic development and growth. Higher educational attainment shifts migra-
tion patterns toward better-educated and higher-skilled workers. Emigrants from more developed coun-
tries therefore tend to be a stronger match for the needs of destination labor markets. This factor can 
help reduce distressed movements and shift migration toward mutually beneficial outcomes.

As Bangladesh’s GDP per capita more than doubled between 1960 and 2015, the average years 
of schooling for the adult population increased drastically—from 1.0 years to 6.9 years—and 
the share of adults with some tertiary education grew—from 0.33 percent to 8.6 percent.88 This 
experience matches that of almost all low- or middle-income countries that have experienced 
economic growth. Especially important are higher-education opportunities. Youth with post-
secondary education living in middle- and low-income countries have a much higher chance of 
finding a decent job than those with only secondary or primary education.89 

Rwanda followed a similar progression as it developed. Primary enrollment rates climbed to over 
95 percent of primary school–age children. Enrollment in tertiary education increased from 
about 1.3 percent in 2000 to 7.6 percent in 2021.90 In parallel, the government created a dedicated 
agency—the Skills Development Fund—to upskill Rwanda’s workforce for long-term economic 
transformation and help increase the supply of skills in high demand in the labor market by 
offering training programs across multiple sectors, from hospitality to construction to mining to 
information and communication technology, among others.91 

INCLUSION. Promote inclusive and green development. Not all development trajectories have the same 
impact on migration. Inclusive development, which aims to provide opportunities to all, can help lift all 
groups within a society, reduce pressures that lead to high-risk migration among the poorest or mar-
ginalized communities, and improve options for voluntary migration. By contrast, uneven development 
that concentrates resources in the hands of a minority may result in further chaotic movements. Mean-
while, some countries are heavily exposed to climate risks, and they need to invest in climate adapta-
tion to avoid the devastating impacts of flooding or sea level rises, for example, and to reduce the need 
for high-risk movements. Small Island Developing States at risk of being submerged may need special  
initiatives. Although these are extreme cases involving a relatively small number of people, managing 
the challenges they face will require planning. 

In the face of high climate-related risks, Vanuatu proactively integrated climate change–related 
mobility into national policy frameworks. In 2018, Vanuatu adopted its National Policy on  
Climate Change and Disaster-Induced Displacement, which encompasses a comprehensive set  
of actions addressing return and reintegration, local integration, and planned relocation.92

In São Tomé and Príncipe, the government is implementing a program aimed at strengthening 
the resilience of people living along the shoreline in 10 coastal communities that are directly 
exposed to the threat of coastal erosion and flooding. The program is part of a Multi-Sector 



RECOMMENDATIONS: MAKING MIGRATION WORK BETTER  |  297

Investment Plan, which includes policy reforms for sustainable and adaptive management of  
the coastal zones, a new institutional framework for disaster risk management, and strong  
community engagement for coastal protection.

Destination countries: Reduce distressed movements while respecting migrants’ 
dignity
All migrants deserve fair and humane treatment, including those whose skills and attributes do not 
meet the needs of destination societies and who do not qualify for international protection as refu-
gees. Most destination countries are unwilling to grant such migrants legal entry, and many distressed 
migrants turn to irregular channels and to the growing smuggling industry, along with the exploitative 
labor market it feeds. The challenge is to reduce the incentives for such movements, while preserving the 
dignity of all migrants (figure 9.8).

RESPECT. Respect migrants’ and refugees’ dignity. Many destination countries face difficult policy chal-
lenges to restrict the entry of migrants whose skills and attributes do not match their needs. When eco-
nomic and other pressures in the countries of origin are high, people are pushed to engage in distressed 
migration, and difficult trade-offs can emerge to enforce entry policies while respecting migrants’ dig-
nity. Countries are addressing such situations in a variety of ways, but their responses should respect 
migrants’ fundamental rights under applicable international laws and norms.

Figure 9.8 Human dignity should remain the yardstick of migration policies

Source: WDR 2023 team.
Note:  Match refers to the degree to which a migrant’s skills and related attributes meet the demand in the destination  
country. Motive refers to the circumstances under which a person moves—whether in search of opportunity or because of a 
“well-founded fear” of persecution, armed conflict, or violence in their origin country.
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The International Labour Organization (ILO) has adopted international labor standards over 
the years that are important for safeguarding the dignity and rights of migrant workers. These 
standards include the eight fundamental rights conventions of the ILO identified in the 1998 
ILO Declaration on Fundamental Principles and Rights at Work; standards of general applica
tion, such as those addressing protection of wages and occupational safety and health, as well  
as the governance conventions concerning labor inspection, employment policy, and tripartite 
consultation; and instruments containing specific provisions on migrant workers such as the  
Private Employment Agencies Convention, 1997 (No. 181); the Domestic Workers Convention, 
2011 (No. 189); and social security instruments.

The judiciary can play a critical role in ensuring that migrants’ rights are respected. For exam-
ple, in 2016 the Supreme Court of Papua New Guinea found that detention of migrants and 
asylum-seekers on Manus Island transferred from Australia contravened Papua New Guinea’s 
constitution.93 The court ruled the incarceration of asylum-seekers and refugees was in  
breach of their personal liberty and ordered the governments of both Papua New Guinea and 
Australia to immediately arrange to move people out of detention. At the time, there were 
about 850 men in the detention center on the island, about half of whom have been found to 
be refugees.94 

COMPLEMENTARY PROTECTION. Strengthen the coherence of the current system of ad hoc arrange-
ments for protection. Some distressed migrants have international protection needs, although not to a 
level that would qualify them as refugees. These migrants may need some form of protection for reasons 
that fall outside of the 1951 Refugee Convention—for example, if they are fleeing acute humanitarian 
crises. Amid what has become a human and political crisis, several countries have developed ad hoc 
legal instruments to provide temporary or subsidiary protection for distressed migrants who cannot 
be returned safely to their country. Such complementary protection schemes, however, remain partial,  
ad hoc, and often inconsistent. They should be extended in a coherent manner. Asylum-seekers should 
also be provided with pathways to enter their destination countries legally. 

The United States first granted Temporary Protected Status (TPS) to Honduran nationals in 1998 
following Hurricane Mitch. TPS is granted to eligible foreign-born individuals who are unable to 
return home safely due to conditions or circumstances preventing their country from adequately 
handling the return. As of 2023, over 80,000 Hondurans had been granted TPS, making them 
eligible to receive both employment and travel authorization.95 About 85 percent of them are in 
the US labor force,96 contributing over US$1 billion in GDP annually.97

The wide variation in the recognition rates for Afghan asylum-seekers observed across European 
Union countries in 2021—ranging from 100 percent in Estonia, Latvia, Portugal, and Spain to 
about 20 percent in Denmark98—suggests a need for improved coherence and consistency across 
different legal instruments and interpretations of refugee law.99 Current disparities may contrib-
ute to increased vulnerabilities for some distressed migrants who would otherwise be granted 
international protection. 

LEGAL ENTRY PATHWAYS. Shift migrants’ incentives through the development of legal pathways for 
skills that are in demand, including for lower-skilled workers. Workers with lower levels of skills are in high 
demand in many destination labor markets in, for example, the agriculture, home care, food prepara-
tion, and construction sectors. Many OECD member countries have very limited legal entry pathways 
for such individuals, which is partly fueling irregular migration. Establishing legal pathways helps to 
better steer and monitor entries, to shift the incentives for people who would otherwise engage in high-
risk movements, and to address the concerns of those nationals who fear loss of control of their border. 
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In designing such legal pathways, destination countries need to closely reflect labor market needs. Tem-
porary migration is often part of the possible pathways, but it is appropriate mainly for temporary or 
seasonal jobs where job-specific human capital is not necessary. 

The experience with the US Bracero program in the 1960s highlights the pitfalls of closing legal 
entry pathways. Under the program, which was initiated in 1942, seasonal agricultural and rail-
road migrant workers from Mexico were granted a temporary work status. The program was dis-
continued in 1964 as part of an effort to boost employment among US nationals. However, profits 
among farms that had used Bracero workers fell,100 and there is little evidence that US workers 
benefited.101 Moreover, the discontinuation of this program also resulted in more migrants with-
out legal status.102 

Spain and Morocco entered into an agreement on labor migration in 2001 to facilitate repeated 
seasonal migration for agriculture. Gradual progress in implementation of the agreement 
increased both the demand for seasonal migrant workers in southern Spain and the interest of 
low-skilled Moroccan workers (often women) in seeking an additional source of income.103 Over 
21,000 workers participated annually in 2006–08. Seasonal migration declined after the 2008 
economic crisis as jobs in agriculture became desirable for a growing number of unemployed 
nationals and settled migrant workers. In 2013, a broader Mobility Partnership Agreement was 
signed between several European Union Member States (notably, Belgium, France, Germany, Italy, 
the Netherlands, Portugal, Spain, Sweden, and the United Kingdom) and Morocco that allowed 
some low-skilled migrants to access opportunities in the signatory countries, including Spain.104 

ENFORCEMENT. Manage involuntary returns humanely and penalize smugglers and exploitative 
employers. In addition to developing legal pathways for entry—and to ensure their sustainability—desti-
nation countries need to enforce existing laws and regulations aimed at discouraging irregular entries. 
This effort should include combating smuggling and exploitative employment by enforcing rules and 
regulations that often already exist. In some cases, destination countries may choose to return some 
distressed migrants who do not face risks in their countries of origin as a signal to both citizens and 
would-be migrants that rules are enforced. Such forced returns should be managed humanely, and they 
may be easier if countries of destination and origin cooperate within the context of migration arrange-
ments that are mutually beneficial. Some destination countries have also attempted to accompany invol-
untary returns with reintegration support, with mixed results.

To combat human smuggling and trafficking, the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime 
(UNODC) has highlighted the importance of long-term efforts that incorporate various inter-
ventions in the countries of origin, transit, and destination, with a focus on both demand and 
supply factors.105 On the demand side, possible measures include expanding options for legal 
migration and simplifying the process of obtaining travel documents. On the supply side, coun-
tries should penalize and bring to justice migrants’ smugglers and seize their unlawfully acquired 
assets,106 as well as decriminalize migrants who use smugglers. Improved border management 
procedures and capacity and information-sharing systems are key in these efforts.

In recent years, Germany has deported migrants from The Gambia who do not have legal status. 
Germany has also supported training and reintegration opportunities in The Gambia to encour-
age voluntary return and reduce the incentives for irregular migration, but the results have been 
limited.107 Despite the risk of deportation, many Gambian migrants still feel they are better off 
in Germany than returning.108 Cooperation with the country of origin has proved both import-
ant and difficult. For example, in 2021 about 2,000 Gambian returnees were denied entry by the 
Gambian government due to the potential economic and social impacts of their return.109
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Transit countries: Reduce distressed movements while respecting migrants’ dignity
Some distressed migrants travel through several countries before reaching their destination. In some 
cases, they merely pass by for a few days or a few weeks. In others, they stay longer—a few months or a 
few years—to earn the resources needed to pay for the next stage of their travel. In still other cases, they 
try to settle, and it is only when they fail to do so that they engage in further movements. These different 
situations call for various responses from transit countries (figure 9.9).

Figure 9.9 Cooperation between destination and “last border transit countries” is needed

Source: WDR 2023 team.
Note:  Match refers to the degree to which a migrant’s skills and related attributes meet the demand in the destination  
country. Motive refers to the circumstances under which a person moves—whether in search of opportunity or because of a 
“well-founded fear” of persecution, armed conflict, or violence in their origin country.

BILATERAL COOPERATION. Work with the destination countries to manage distressed movements. 
Restrictive entry policies by destination countries can raise difficult challenges for the “last border tran-
sit countries” on a corridor. Many distressed migrants are stranded in these countries, sometimes for 
years. Last border transit countries are faced with having to accommodate an often vulnerable pop-
ulation, which comes at a cost. The challenges faced by last border transit countries and the intended 
destination countries are inextricably linked, and they cannot be resolved unilaterally. Cooperation is 
required to manage distressed migrants’ movements in an integrated manner and to ensure that the 
respective entry and asylum policies of the destination and last border transit countries—and their 
implementation—are consistent (although not necessarily identical). There are only a few examples of 
such cooperation, and they have been imperfect and controversial.

Migration issues have been a consistent part of the negotiations between Mexico and the United 
States with a view toward developing coordinated approaches. Migration-related issues are 
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typically discussed as part of a broader set of areas of shared interest, including economic coop-
eration, trade and investment, and the fight against organized crime. In the January 2023 North 
American Leaders’ Summit, discussions focused on steps to encourage migrants to apply for 
legal status rather than using smugglers as they make the journey north. Such steps included the 
establishment of an online platform to give migrants “streamlined access to legal pathways,” as 
well as a new legal center in southern Mexico backed by private sector funding.110 

In 2016, Türkiye and the European Union entered into an agreement to return irregular migrants 
who had crossed from Türkiye into the Greek islands and whose applications for asylum had 
been declared inadmissible. As part of this cooperation, the European Union committed to reset-
tling an equivalent number of Syrian refugees processed through regular channels, to provide 
financial support for the hosting of Syrian refugees in Türkiye, and to facilitate the issuance of 
Schengen visas to Turkish citizens.111

Essentials for reform
The international legal architecture for migration and forced displacement has been adjusted regularly 
over past decades to reflect changes in the patterns of movements. It is set to evolve further as part of the 
ongoing implementation of the Global Compact on Refugees and the Global Compact for Safe, Orderly 
and Regular Migration adopted by the United Nations in 2018.112 Under the Global Compacts, forums 
are held to discuss states’ commitments and emerging normative issues. Development considerations 
should be an integral part of these global conversations.113 

At the country level, migration reform is often a complex endeavor that requires making difficult 
decisions. Reform can be supported by data and evidence that can help inform both public debates and 
policy making; financial support that can help mitigate short- or even medium-term costs as they arise; 
and greater engagement by all stakeholders so that a broader range of voices can be heard and contribute 
to policy debates in the domestic and international arenas. Such efforts are especially important when 
debates are highly polarized and when there are multiple competing priorities—among them, climate 
change, food security, and an ongoing global economic slowdown. 

Improve data and evidence
Informed decision-making requires systematic, comprehensive data collection and analysis on migrants 
and their impacts on origin and destination societies. The first objective of the Global Compact for Safe, 
Orderly and Regular Migration is to improve the collection and use of data for evidence-based policy 
making. But several critical dimensions of data collection, processing, dissemination, and analysis need 
improvement in order to enhance evidence-building in priority areas (box 9.1). 

HARMONIZATION. Harmonize data collection methodologies.114 Censuses, specialized surveys, and 
administrative sources are among the building blocks of migration-related data. And yet methodologies 
and databases are inconsistent across countries, making aggregation, integration, and cross-country or 
even cross-sector comparisons impossible. In refugee situations, multiple actors, including international 
agencies and civil service organizations, collect at great cost a range of data with little consistency and 
comparability. Further technical efforts are needed to harmonize data collection systems on definitions, 
questions, sampling, or postenumeration surveys, and to strengthen the capacity of national statistical 
offices where needed. Special attention should be paid to the ethics of biometric data collection, partic-
ularly in refugee settings.
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The Expert Group on Refugee, IDP and Statelessness Statistics (EGRISS) set up under the  
United Nations Statistical Commission has published a set of recommendations to harmonize 
definitions and methodologies in the collection of data on forcibly displaced populations.115  
This effort is underpinned by a set of initiatives aimed at strengthening the capacity of the  
relevant statistical offices, including through the Joint Data Center of the World Bank and the 
United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees. 

The International Labour Organization has been collecting migration-related data. In 2018, it 
adopted the Guidelines Concerning Statistics of International Labour Migration, with the objec-
tive of helping countries develop their national statistical systems by collecting comparable sta-
tistics on international labor migration.116 These efforts culminated in creation of the ILOSTAT 
database on International Labour Migration Statistics (ILMS), a set of indicators describing the 
numbers and profiles of international migrant workers, their situation in the labor market and 
employment patterns, their main origin and destination countries, and the magnitude of inward 
and outward migration flows.117 

EVIDENCE-BUILDING. Invest in new types of surveys. Current data collection exercises remain incom-
plete. Additional types of surveys are needed to fully understand migration and to inform possible 
responses. For example, many of the ongoing efforts are directed at capturing a picture of the migration 
situation at a given moment. Such efforts are useful, but they do not help assess, among other critical pol-
icy issues, the impact of specific regulatory measures on the inclusion of migrants or the ways in which 
social bonds develop between migrants and their communities over time. The reason is that such effects 

Box 9.1 Priorities for research ahead

In line with the analysis developed in this Report and to support the design and implementation of a  
forward-looking agenda that can help enhance the development effects of cross-border movements,  
evidence is needed in several priority areas, including:

•	 Drivers of movements and their evolutions, including a better understanding of noneconomic fac-
tors; the compounding effects of climate change; and the nature of development trajectories that can 
reduce the need for distressed movements.

•	 Possible responses and adaptation strategies by countries at all income levels to manage emerging 
demographic imbalances.

•	 Skills complementarity and effects of labor migration to low- and middle-income destination countries.
•	 Social impacts of both labor and distressed migration on destination countries and variations across 

those countries at different levels of income. 
•	 Gender dimensions and impacts of cross-border movements.
•	 Policy evaluations (including using longitudinal surveys of migrant, refugee, or national populations over 

time) in areas such as support for knowledge transfers and brain drain mitigation in countries of origin; 
economic inclusion, social inclusion, and support of nationals that are negatively affected in destination 
and refugee-hosting countries; durable solutions (including innovative approaches) for refugee situa-
tions; and, in situations of distressed migration, cross-border cooperation between transit and destina-
tion countries, establishment of legal pathways for entry, complementary protection mechanisms, and 
humane returns.
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take time to materialize. To build evidence and to determine what works, longitudinal surveys—surveys 
that track a given individual, household, or community over time—are critical. Similarly, most official 
surveys do not capture data for hard-to-reach populations, such as undocumented migrants and smaller 
or marginalized groups, and so new dedicated efforts are needed. Finally, because all migration-related 
data are currently collected in either origin or destination countries, it is not possible to follow individ-
uals as they cross borders and to fully investigate the drivers and impacts of their mobility. This will 
require better coordination between origin and destination countries in their data collection efforts.

In Chad, the Refugees and Host Communities Household Survey is fully integrated into the 
national household surveys as an integral part of the refugee policy dialogues among the govern-
ment, the West African Economic and Monetary Union (WAEMU), and development partners.118 

Longitudinal studies of Mexican migrants are helping to better understand the impact of migra-
tion and integration processes.119 For example, the Mexican Family Life Survey tracks migrants 
over time,120 and the Mexican Migration Project follows migrants across borders.121

OPEN DATA. Encourage research by making data available. Collecting data is only a first step—the 
analysis is what really matters for building evidence for effective policy reform. Experience with other 
areas of development points to the significance of making databases and raw data publicly available to 
everyone, especially researchers and policy makers, with appropriate protections of confidentiality. And 
yet many migration data remain difficult to access, impeding efforts to determine what works best in 
managing cross-border movements. Open data have the potential to transform migration research and 
policies in some contexts, as long as adequate steps are taken to protect individual confidentiality and 
privacy. Countries should also upload existing data sets in a user-friendly manner.

The World Bank Open Data Initiative, launched in April 2010, has shown the potential of mak-
ing data available to policy makers, researchers, and civil society so they can measure results, 
increase knowledge, and work together to find solutions to development problems. The initiative 
includes a range of reforms enabling free access to more than 7,000 development indicators, as 
well as a wealth of information on World Bank projects and finances. It is premised on the recog-
nition that transparency and accountability are essential to the development process.122

The Development Data Partnership is a collaboration between international organizations and 
technology companies to facilitate the efficient and responsible use of third-party data in inter-
national development. It includes a set of rules, data license agreements, and shared secure archi-
tecture to facilitate the exchange of privately owned data.123

Expand financial instruments
Dedicated, medium-term development financing is required to better manage migration (figure 9.10). 
Such financing could be approached in the broader context of discussions around the financing of global 
challenges and global public goods. Additional streams of resources—over and above what is available 
through regular national programs—are often needed. 

NEW—OR EXPANDED—FINANCIAL INSTRUMENTS. Provide medium-term support to low- and 
middle-income countries who host noncitizens, either economic migrants or refugees. To manage refugee 
situations with a medium-term perspective, host countries should implement a range of policies that 
can be sustained over time—and many need predictable, sustained external funding to make such com-
mitments.124 Similarly, financing is required in low- and middle-income countries that receive economic 



304  |  WORLD DEVELOPMENT REPORT 2023

migrants for a range of activities, such as service delivery or infrastructure. Over time, migrants’ eco-
nomic contributions will provide the necessary resources, but there may be funding gaps in the short 
to medium term, especially when migrants work primarily in the informal sector or when their skills 
and attributes are not in high demand in the labor market. For countries hosting migrants or refugees, 
medium-term financing instruments are needed. These instruments should be (1) grounded in the legal 
international protection agenda (for refugees) and respect for human dignity (for migrants); (2) under-
pinned by sound government policy frameworks; (3) covering both affected nationals as well as migrants 
and refugees; and (4) predictable over the medium term with a high degree of concessionality because 
such resources largely benefit nonnationals.

Within the International Development Association (IDA), the Window for Host Communities 
and Refugees (WHR) is an example of an instrument that finances medium-term development 
activities in countries that host significant refugee populations.125 It aims to help eligible host 
countries create meaningful medium- to long-term development opportunities and sustainable 

Figure 9.10 New financing instruments and expanded use of development resources are 
needed to better manage migration

Source: WDR 2023 team.
Note:  Match refers to the degree to which a migrant’s skills and related attributes meet the demand in the destination  
country. Motive refers to the circumstances under which a person moves—whether in search of opportunity or because of a 
“well-founded fear” of persecution, armed conflict, or violence in their origin country.
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solutions for refugees and host populations. To be eligible for support from the WHR, IDA coun-
tries must adhere to an adequate framework for the protection of refugees and have an action 
plan or strategy with concrete steps, including possible policy reforms for long-term solutions that 
benefit refugees and host communities.126 To date, 17 countries have benefited from the WHR.127

Similarly, the World Bank–managed Global Concessional Financing Facility (GCFF) provides 
development support on concessional terms to middle-income countries affected by refugee 
crises. It channels donor resources to provide a grant element that improves the terms and con-
ditions of development loans for projects benefiting host communities and refugees. Benefitting 
countries—which are currently Colombia, Ecuador, Jordan, Lebanon, and Moldova—must sup-
port refugees and host communities as part of their development agenda. To date, US$725 mil-
lion in grant funding has been approved.128

ENHANCED USE OF EXISTING INSTRUMENTS. Use development resources to maximize the devel-
opment impacts of cross-border movements. Efforts are needed in several directions. First, development 
resources can be used to create incentives for and facilitate private sector engagement. The necessary 
support may include a mix of guarantees and concessional loans for projects that would largely benefit 
refugees or migrants, conditional on maintaining a strong link to the protection and dignity agenda. In 
lower-income countries, or when migrants and refugees live in economically lagging regions, tailored 
support is also needed for small and medium enterprises (SMEs). Second, development resources can 
help origin countries better leverage migration for poverty reduction—for example, by supporting finan-
cial sector reforms to reduce the costs of sending remittances, by building skills, or by supporting SMEs 
to facilitate knowledge transfers. Development resources that can help reduce the pressure for high-
risk migration, including in terms of social protection, urbanization, climate adaptation, and inclusive 
development programs, can complement these forms of assistance. Finally, development resources can 
incentivize regional cooperation. Financing arrangements should be tailored to specific situations and 
activities, according to the potential distribution of their benefits. For example, for a bilateral labor 
agreement or a Global Skills Partnership, the destination country that benefits from better-skilled work-
ers may be best placed to finance the corresponding activities in the origin country, if such financing is 
needed. But in other cases, such as supporting regional cooperation among origin countries or acting as 
an incentive to formalize relationships across countries, regional financing instruments are important. 

IDA has established a Private Sector Window to catalyze private sector investment in IDA-only 
countries, with a focus on fragile and conflict-affected states, including in refugee-hosting  
situations. The Window is based on the recognition that the private sector is central to achiev-
ing development impacts, but that a range of uncertainties and risks need to be mitigated for  
the private sector to engage at scale in such difficult environments.129 

Bring in new voices
In an area as polarized as migration, political economy considerations often dictate the extent to which 
reforms can be implemented. In many countries, the current environment is difficult. Migration is an 
increasingly prominent topic in public debates, and the polarization of viewpoints and constituencies is 
growing. In the most extreme cases, the dominant political discourse has been infused with xenophobic—
or even racist—vitriol. Some political forces are explicitly advocating restrictions on migration. Fewer 
voices are calling for a liberalization of cross-border movements. Many political leaders are seeking an 
intermediate position that typically balances humane considerations and calls for firm control of borders. 
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To make change happen, new voices must emerge (figue 9.11). Social changes and reforms rarely occur 
simply through the presentation of data and evidence. When new stakeholder groups come to the fore-
front to make their voices heard, the terms of the debate shift. This has been true for climate change, 
but also for a range of controversial social issues across countries. Simply put, unless new parties join the 
debate, the focus and the tone of the migration debates are unlikely to change. New, and stronger, voices 
are needed, directed at three sets of issues, as discussed below. 

AFFECTED NATIONS. Enhance negotiating positions through coalitions. The effective management 
of migration and forced displacement requires international negotiations—multilateral discussions, 
for example, on normative frameworks and bilateral arrangements. Developing countries, especially 
low-income ones, often come to the negotiating table in a relatively weak position, which undermines 
their ability to safeguard their interests. At times, they are constrained to remain passive witnesses in 
discussions that affect them, or they are pressured to help implement policies that primarily benefit 
destination countries. Yet low- and middle-income countries—as origin countries, destination coun-
tries, and refugee-hosting countries—have a key role to play in better managing migration. Coalition- 
building can help to strengthen their ability to influence the debate and make their voices better heard 
in international discussions, whether global, regional, or bilateral. Forming such groups, such as of the 

Figure 9.11 New voices are needed to transform migration debates

Source: WDR 2023 team.
Note:  Match refers to the degree to which a migrant’s skills and related attributes meet the demand in the destination  
country. Motive refers to the circumstances under which a person moves—whether in search of opportunity or because of a 
“well-founded fear” of persecution, armed conflict, or violence in their origin country.
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main origin countries of migrants to a particular destination, would make it easier for these countries 
to negotiate bilateral labor agreements that best reflect their needs and protect the interests of their 
citizens while they are abroad. 

Refugee-hosting countries with more than 300,000 refugees recently formed an informal group 
in Geneva—with a rotating chair. This “300 k + group” is aiming to coordinate the positions of 
large refugee-hosting countries to increase their influence in international discussions on forced 
displacement and to shape the dialogue with donor countries and other key stakeholders.

The Intergovernmental Authority on Development (IGAD) has been working closely with its 
member states (Djibouti, Ethiopia, Kenya, Somalia, South Sudan, Sudan, and Uganda) to address 
the root causes and strengthen the management of forced displacement in the region, as well 
as advocate for more equitable international burden- and responsibility-sharing.130 In 2019 at 
the first Global Refugee Forum, the IGAD Support Platform was launched as a mechanism to 
sustain the momentum and galvanize additional support for the implementation of IGAD’s 2017 
Nairobi Declaration on Durable Solutions for Somali Refugees and Reintegration of Returnees 
in Somalia, as well as subsequent declarations and plans of action on education (2017 Djibouti 
Declaration) and jobs (2019 Kampala Declaration).

DOMESTIC STAKEHOLDERS. Ensure the participation of a broad range of domestic stakeholders in 
decision-making processes. Policy making is enhanced by including multiple perspectives and achieving 
a degree of social consensus that can facilitate implementation. Both require engaging a wide range of 
stakeholders in the process. In destination countries, and to some extent in origin countries, migration 
should be managed by involving the entire government, not just the border control apparatus; engaging 
with the private sector and other social partners to assess medium-term labor needs and to identify 
ways to meet them; and supporting local authorities, which often are at the forefront in dealing with 
the response and integration challenges. The challenge for many underrepresented stakeholders is to 
organize themselves to make their voices heard. This is especially important when the debate is domi-
nated by the concerns, worldviews, and proposals of constituencies that do not represent the full range 
of relevant stakeholders. The result may be detrimental outcomes for both underrepresented groups and 
society at large. Stakeholder engagement can take multiple forms that need to be adapted to each coun-
try’s situation and each constituency. 

The United Kingdom established a Migration Advisory Committee (MAC) in 2007 to review 
labor needs in selected sectors and advise the government on the potential use of immigration 
as a response to those needs.131 For example, as part of a 2023 review of MAC’s Shortage Occu-
pation List (SOL), the committee is reaching out to professional organizations to solicit inputs 
on migrant workers’ roles and salaries and the implications of possible policy changes in order 
to make recommendations on (1) whether the salary requirements for occupations on the SOL 
should be revised; (2) which occupations on the current SOL should continue to be included and 
which should be removed; and (3) which occupations, if any, should be added to the SOL.132

In formulating its labor force policies, Singapore continually engages stakeholders through  
“tripartism,” which emphasizes cooperation among the government, employers, and labor unions 
in sustaining employment, business growth, and wage growth. Singapore created a joint task 
force formed by the National Trades Union Congress and the Singapore National Employers Fed-
eration, the two primary organizing bodies for unions and employers, to examine labor market 
policy concerns for professionals, managers, and executives. The task force consulted with more 
than 10,000 people and issued nine recommendations for labor market policy reform.133
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MIGRANTS’ AND REFUGEES’ VOICES. Develop systems of representation and accountability to struc-
ture migrants’ and refugees’ voices. Foreign nationals typically do not have coordination mechanisms 
that allow their multiple voices to be represented in policy debates in the same way that elected officials 
represent citizens or labor unions represent workers in domestic labor markets. Migrants and refugees 
seldom have a forum to speak for themselves. Several countries, both origin and destination, have recog-
nized that their decision-making process can be enhanced by listening to migrants’ representatives, even 
if other interests and viewpoints eventually prevail. The challenge is to ensure that such “delegates” are 
selected in a manner that makes them genuinely representative of and accountable to the people they 
represent. But such mechanisms are often lacking. 

In the 1970s, several West German municipalities introduced Foreign Citizens’ Advisory Coun-
cils (FCACs, Ausländerbeiräte). Residents with a foreign passport were entitled to elect a board 
from their own ranks that advised the municipalities on issues that especially concerned foreign 
nationals. Today, about 400 FCACs are in place in 12 of the 16 federal states. And yet the number 
of candidates standing for election to the FCACs has declined over the last few years because 
opportunities for political participation have increased, in particular for European Union  
citizens eligible to vote locally since 1992 and for the growing number of naturalized citizens. 
Greater social, ethnic, and national heterogeneity among migrants has also made representativ-
ity more difficult to achieve. 

In 1997, the Dominican Republic amended its constitution to allow citizens living abroad to vote 
in general elections from their country of residence. It also established seats for senators and dep-
uties representing citizens abroad.134 Under this arrangement, Dominican citizens are allowed 
to vote for the president, vice president, and the seven members of Parliament that represent 
the constituencies abroad.135 In the 2020 general elections, there were nearly 600,000 registered 
Dominican voters abroad.136
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