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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. 



RACISM, XENOPHOBIA, AND DISCRIMINATION  |  199

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 

0 25 50

Percent

75 100

Take our jobs

Dishonest

Violent

Different from me

Are good people

Neither agree nor disagree or don't knowStrongly agree

Somewhat disagree

Somewhat agree

Strongly disagree

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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1.	 For a discussion of discrimination against women and 
girls, as well as sexual and gender minorities, see spot-
light 4.

2.	 See UNHRC (2018); United Nations (1965).
3.	 “Chinese Exclusion Act (1882),” National Archives 

and Records Administration, Washington, DC, https://
www.archives.gov/milestone-documents/chinese 
-exclusion-act#:~:text=That%20any%20person%20
who%20shall,be%20deemed%20guilty%20of%20a; 
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 
/ancestry-visa.

7.	 See OHCHR (1951), Article 1, Paragraph B.(1).
8.	 Achiume (2022).
9.	 Jamal (1976).
10.	Chand and Clemens (2019).
11.	 Devos and Banaji (2005); Devos and Heng (2009).
12.	Card, Dustmann, and Preston (2005); Valentino et al. 

(2019).

13.	Economist (2022a); Kirk (2022).
14.	Yuri Levada Analytical Center (2017).
15.	Embassy of Hungary (2022).
16.	Charman and Piper (2012); Crush et al. (2017).
17.	 Adida, Lo, and Platas (2019); Bansak, Hainmueller, and 

Hangartner (2016).
18.	Heath and Richards (2016).
19.	 Hainmueller and Hangartner (2013).
20.	Ngai (2014).
21.	Achiume (2022).
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).
27.	 Auspurg, Schneck, and Hinz (2019); Baldini and Federici 

(2011); Bosch, Carnero, and Farré (2010).
28.	Kirkwood, McKinlay, and McVittie (2013); Kusuma, York, 

and Wibowo (2015).
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.

205

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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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.

63%

37%

United States, Germany, EU institutions

All other countries

Figure 7.6 Four countries receive almost  
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.
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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



REFUGEES: MANAGING WITH A MEDIUM-TERM PERSPECTIVE  |  219

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 



220  |  WORLD DEVELOPMENT REPORT 2023

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).
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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
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8
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.

Voluntary
migrants

People with various
protection needs Refugees

Home countries willing and
able to provide protection
       home countries’ responsibility

Ad hoc instruments
(Complementary forms 

of protection)

Minimal
protection

needs

High 
protection
needs

Home countries unwilling or
unable to provide protection

      collective action



DISTRESSED MIGRANTS: PRESERVING DIGNITY  |  253

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.
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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.



DISTRESSED MIGRANTS: PRESERVING DIGNITY  |  255

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).



258  |  WORLD DEVELOPMENT REPORT 2023

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.
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•	 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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