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Measuring international migration in a development context 

Migration has economic, social, environmental and political implications in both countries of origin and 

destination. There is growing recognition that policy interventions which foster a link between migration 

and decent employment can promote sustainable development. However, across Asia and the Pacific 

there is a lack of high-quality migration statistics which form the foundation for designing, monitoring 

and evaluating policies. Without detailed, disaggregated migration statistics it is impossible to 

determine the costs versus the benefits of migration-related policy interventions. This Stats Brief presents 

the business case for investing in improving national compilation of international migration statistics 

 

Trends in global and regional migration 

The proportion of people who are considered international 

migrants is currently 3 per cent, this is higher than at any 

point in time for which we have recorded migration 

statistics.
1
 The proportion of migrants is continuing to 

increase; the estimated international migrant stock increased 

by 2.3 per cent per annum between 2000 and 2010. Of the 

total 231 million international migrants in 2013, the country 

of origin for 95 million (or 41 per cent) migrants was an 

Asian or Pacific country. In fact, Asia and the Pacific include 

some of the top net emigration countries. 

Top ten net emigration countries in 2000-2010 

 Net migration,  

thousands 

Bangladesh -557 

Mexico -498 

India -490 

China -418 

Pakistan -360 

Philippines -236 

Myanmar -280 

Viet Nam -165 

Zimbabwe -150 

Nepal  -148 

The above table has been reproduced as it appears in the 

original report:  International Migration Report 2013, 

United Nations, New York. Available at: 

www.un.org/en/development/desa/population/publications/

pdf/migration/migrationreport2013/Full_Document_final.

pdf  

People move for many reasons, including access to better 

education, employment, and to escape hardship, conflict and 

natural hazards. Migration is the result of a complex 

decision-making process for each individual and often there 

is more than one reason for each migration event. Although it 

is difficult to estimate how many people move for primarily 

economic, environmental, political or social reasons, most 

migrants do become economically active (i.e. part of the 

labour supply for the production of goods and services) in 

their destination.  

The International Labour Organization (ILO) estimates that 

roughly half of all migrants are economically active and that 

these migrants, plus the accompanying family members, 

account for roughly 90 per cent of all international migrants 

(based on 2010 estimates).
2
  

Modelling and forecasting migration is difficult due to the 

macro and micro-level factors which influence migration 

decision-making. At the macro level, migration flows are 

highly volatile, changing rapidly according to a wide range of 

economic, political and social circumstances. At the micro-

level, the migration trajectory of each individual can be quite 

different. Some people never migrate while others migrate 

multiple times for multiple reasons and durations. The fact 

that people can have multiple short-term or long-term 

movements makes migration more difficult to capture than 

other demographic phenomena. 

One major complicating factor in forecasting international 

migration is the role of environmental change in migration. 

Forecasts of the number of people who will migrate either 

internally or internationally by 2050 due to climate change 

vary from 25 million to 1 billion, with 200 million being the 

most widely cited.
3
 As evident by the large gap between 25 

million and 1 billion, there is a lack of reliable information on 

how climate change will impact migration, both in terms of 

internal and international migration. However, there is 

consensus that climate change will exacerbate migration 

demand, particularly for internal migration. 
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Development implications of labour 

migration 

Migration can be seen as a win-win-win situation through:  

(1) providing economic benefits to migrants and their 

families; 

(2) boosting gross national income in the country of 

origin through remittances, trade (as migrants create 

demand for “home” products), investment (as 

migrants invest in “home” countries); and 

(3) filling labour shortages in the country of destination.  

Remittances in Asian and Pacific countries, 2013 

 

* The estimate for these countries includes data from 2011 since 

2012 data is not available  

Data source: ESCAP Statistical Yearbook 2014 

 

However, migration can also result in a lose-lose-lose 

situation through: 

(1) increasing the vulnerability of migrants and the 

families they leave behind, for example, migrants may 

not be able to find decent employment and migrants 

and their families are more vulnerable to human rights 

violations and discrimination; 

(2) decreasing human capacity in the country of origin 

due to brain-drain; and 

(3) creating social tension and other social problems in 

the country of destination. Well-managed migration 

relies on well positioned policy interventions. In 

particular, ensuring that labour emigration 

interventions are harmonized with national 

employment and development plans can increase the 

opportunities for people to pursue labour migration 

and the remittance benefits from labour migration. 

Additionally, policy interventions can help a country 

transition from sending migrants for unskilled 

employment opportunities toward opportunities in 

technical and professional employment. However, 

careful monitoring is necessary to ensure that these 

policies are also building internal technical and 

professional capacity and not only promoting brain 

drain. 

This is particularly relevant for Asian and Pacific countries 

which currently supply a large volume of unskilled labour 

and rely heavily on remittance income from overseas 

workers. 

Designing, monitoring and evaluating policy interventions 

that maximize income diversification remittance sending and 

technology transfer, while at the same time protecting people 

and minimizing the creation of skills gaps in the country of 

origin require a sound understanding of migration and labour 

migration trends. How many people migrate? How old are 

they? What skills and education do they have? What gender 

are they? Where are they from or where do they go?  Do they 

move for education, study, as a refugee or for another reason? 

How long do they stay? Which migrants send remittances? 

How much? These questions can only be analyzed using 

high-quality, timely data. 

‘The nonexistence or inaccessibility of detailed, 

comparable, disaggregated data on migrant stocks and 

flows is the greatest obstacle to the formulation of 

evidence-based policies to maximize the benefits of 

migration for economic development around the world’ 

Commission on International Migration Data for 

Development Research and Policy
 4
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Measuring migration 

Determining what statistics to produce 

Some policy interventions may have unintended social, 

economic and environmental ramifications which will go 

unnoticed in the short-term if the interventions are not 

evaluated using timely statistics. For example, a policy which 

promotes labour migration in the healthcare sector as a 

strategy for income diversification may result in a lack of 

skilled health professionals which will have wide-spread 

socio-economic consequences. In order for statistical systems 

to be effective, national budgets should reflect the importance 

of investing in statistics for improving policy interventions. 

However, countries must strike a careful balance between 

investing in statistical development while at the same time 

being a good steward of human and financial resources.  

National statistical systems cannot possibly produce and 

disseminate statistics across every aspect of development or 

even every aspect of migration.  

Therefore, an assessment of user requirements for labour 

migration information and the quality of currently available 

statistics in meeting those requirements can provide a first 

step toward identifying priorities for improvement. An 

assessment can also help identify opportunities for quick-

wins (e.g. minor changes to administrative data systems, 

metadata, censuses or surveys) or for long-term 

improvements (e.g. upscaling the administrative data 

systems, harmonizing all definitions or modernizing 

information technology). 

As data collection priorities should be guided by the needs of 

policy makers, a channel of communication and active 

collaboration between the data users (including policy 

makers, policy analyst and other researchers) and the data 

producers (national statistics systems) is vital.  

In order for the policy makers and statisticians to have 

meaningful dialogue, they must speak the same ‘language’ 

through using consistent definitions and concepts. 

A few key definitions  

Long-term international migrant: A person who moves to 

a country other than that of his or her usual residence for a 

period of at least a year (12 months). 

Short-term international migrant: A person who moves 

to a country other than that of his or her usual residence for 

a period of at least 3 months but less than a year (12 

months), except if the movement is for recreation, holiday, 

visits to friends and family, business, medical or religious 

pilgrimage. 

 

Migrant worker: A person who is to be engaged, is 

engaged or has been engaged in a remunerated activity in a 

country of which he or she is not a national. 

Country of usual residence: The country in which a person 

lives, that is to say, the country in which he or she has a 

place to live where he or she normally spends the daily 

period of rest. Temporary travel abroad does not change a 

person’s country of usual residence. 

Definitions based on: Recommendations on Statistics of 

International Migration, Revision 1, Statistical Papers, Series M, 

No. 58, United Nations, New York, 1998. Available at: 

http://unstats.un.org/unsd/publication/SeriesM/seriesm_58rev1e.p

df; and 

The International Convention on Migrant Workers, Fact Sheet No. 

24, Revision 1, Office of the United Nations High Commissioner 

for Human Rights, Geneva, 2005. Available at: 

http://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Publications/FactSheet24rev.1e

n.pdf 

Harnessing administrative data for migration 

statistics 

A wealth of migration data already exists in administrative 

records. International arrival and departure cards record 

movements and reasons for travel in and out of the country. 

Government-issued study and work permits can be used to 

estimate the status of immigrants. Money transfer (such as 

Western Union) and bank records contain information on 

remittances. An integrated administrative data system for 

migration data could provide real-time, high quality statistics.  

Upgrading the administrative data system may take a sizable 

initial human resource and financial investment to institute 

the necessary data sharing agreements, IT system, quality 

control measures, modifications to administrative forms and 

relevant staff training. But a strong administrative data source 

can save money in the long run. Many countries rely on 

administrative data sources as the primary method for net 

migration estimates. For example, Australia uses the data 

from international arrival and departure cards and net 

overseas migration estimates employ a  '12/16 month rule' 

where persons are considered long-term migrants if they were 

in Australia for a period of 12 months or more over a 16 

month period.  

Census and surveys for migration statistics 

Administrative sources cannot capture all international 

migrants. In particular, migrants who entered through 

unofficial channels may not be accurately registered in 

administrative sources, and so other methods, such as 

censuses or surveys, may be required to gather information 

about these groups.  

There are limitations to the information in census and 

surveys, particularly due to the fact that censuses are only 

conducted every ten years and surveys do not capture the 

http://unstats.un.org/unsd/publication/SeriesM/seriesm_58rev1e.pdf
http://unstats.un.org/unsd/publication/SeriesM/seriesm_58rev1e.pdf
http://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Publications/FactSheet24rev.1en.pdf
http://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Publications/FactSheet24rev.1en.pdf
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whole population. Integrating information from the census 

and surveys with administrative data sources can provide a 

means for reconciling information and improving data 

coverage and quality. 

Conducting a ‘de jure’ census, which is defined as recording 

individuals as of where they usually reside, is the most 

accurate way to obtain high-quality whole of population 

estimates of migrants. A standardized module of migration-

related questions on all censes and surveys can also improve 

the estimate of high-quality, internationally comparable 

information. In particular, a migration module on a 

Household Income and Expenditure (HIES) or labour force 

survey is useful for assessing the economic situation of 

migrants and their families. Demographic and Health Surveys 

(DHS) can be used to assess the social status and 

vulnerabilities of migrants or their families. 

Mirroring migration statistics from the destination 

What happens to people once they leave their country of 

origin is difficult to determine. However, people may be 

captured in the records in their new destination. Many 

statistical offices publish migration statistics by the country 

of origin. This information can be a particularly useful source 

of information for reconciling records and analysis of the 

outcomes of migration events, particularly for migrant 

sending countries.  

Gender disaggregated migration statistics 

In 2013, 48 per cent of all migrants were women.
5
 Although 

there are nearly equivalent numbers of male and female 

migrants, this does not mean that the world has reached 

migration gender equality. Women migrants are more 

vulnerable to human trafficking, abuse, discrimination and 

other human rights violations. Additionally, women migrants 

often have fewer opportunities for decent work and economic 

empowerment. Migration policy interventions should take 

into account the differences between women and men and be 

based on gender disaggregated statistics. 

International labour migration statistics manual 

for the Pacific 

An increasing number of Pacific islanders are migrating 

for work in Australia, New Zealand, the United States and 

beyond. The migration of people of working age in some 

Pacific countries, particularly in Polynesia, has resulted in 

a skewed population pyramid and high child and old-age 

dependency ratios, concurrently.  

Limited natural resources, population pressure and climate 

change are continuing to increase migration demand in the 

Pacific. However, national statistical systems in the 

Pacific face human resource and financial constraints in 

producing and analyzing migration and labour migration 

statistics.  

In recognition of this need, ESCAP and the ILO are 

working on a manual on International Labour Migration 

Statistics in the Pacific. The manual makes the case for 

better collection of data on international labour migration 

and provides a number of recommendations related to the 

production and analysis of migration statistics. Although 

the manual is aimed at the Pacific, most of the 

recommendations are universally applicable.  

The production of the manual is part of a larger project 

aimed at enhancing the capacity of Pacific islands to 

manage the impacts of climate change on migration 

through rights-based, well-managed migration. 

The project is funded by the European Union.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Micronesia 

 

Polynesia 

 

Melanesia 

 Female 

Female 

Female 

Male 

Male 

Male 

Likely 

migration 

effect 

Likely 

migration 

effect 

Not-working age Working age (15-64) 

Data source: Secretariat of the Pacific Community 

population estimates. Available from: www.spc.int. 

http://www.spc.int/
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