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I. LEVELS AND TRENDS IN INTERNATIONAL MIGRANT STOCK 
 
 

A. INTERNATIONAL MIGRANT STOCK 

BY DEVELOPMENT GROUP 
 
 The Population Division estimates that, 
worldwide, there were 214.2 million international 
migrants in 2010, up from 178.3 million in 2000 
and 155.2 million in 1990 (table I.1). Some 127.8 
million of those migrants, or 59.6 per cent, lived 
in the more developed regions, while the less 
developed regions hosted 86.4 million migrants, 
equivalent to 40.4 per cent of the world’s total. 
 
 Between 1990 and 2010, the number of 
international migrants grew in both the more 
developed regions and the less developed regions. 
The more developed regions gained 45.7 million 
international migrants, equivalent to a 55.7 per 
cent increase. The less developed regions added 
some 13.3 million migrants during the same 
period; or 18.1 per cent more in 2010 than in 
1990. 
 
 Refugees accounted for a relatively small 
share of the total number of international 
migrants. Worldwide the number of refugees was 
estimated at 15.5 million in 2010, down from 18.5 
million in 1990. The less developed countries 
hosted the overwhelming majority of all refugees: 
86.8 per cent in 2010. Yet the number of refugees 

residing in the developing world declined by 
about 18.7 per cent between 1990 and 2010. In the 
less developed regions, the share of refugees in all 
migrants fell from 22.5 per cent in 1990 to 15.5 
per cent in 2010. In the more developed regions, 
the share of refugees in all international migrants 
also declined, from 2.5 per cent in 1990 to 1.6 per 
cent in 2010. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

TABLE I.1. NUMBER OF INTERNATIONAL MIGRANTS, THEIR PERCENTAGE DISTRIBUTION AND SHARE IN THE TOTAL 

POPULATION, AND NUMBER OF REFUGEES, BY DEVELOPMENT GROUP AND MAJOR AREA, 1990 TO 2010 
 

 

Number of 

 international migrants 

 (millions) 

 Percentage distribution 
of international 

migrants 

 International migrants 
as a percentage of  
the total population 

 Number  

of refugees  

(millions) 

Development group or major area 1990 2000 2010  1990 2000 2010  1990 2000 2010  1990 2000 2010 

World ..............................................155.2 178.3 214.2  100.0 100.0 100.0  2.9 2.9 3.1  18.5 15.6 15.5 
More developed regions ............... 82.0 104.2 127.8  52.9 58.5 59.6  7.2 8.7 10.3  2.0 3.2 2.1 
Less developed regions ................ 73.2 74.1 86.4  47.1 41.5 40.4  1.8 1.5 1.5  16.5 12.4 13.3 

Africa .............................................. 16.0 17.1 19.3  10.3 9.6 9.0  2.5 2.1 1.9  5.4 3.6 2.4 
Asia ................................................. 50.9 51.9 61.3  32.8 29.1 28.6  1.6 1.4 1.5  9.9 8.8 10.5 
Europe ............................................. 49.1 57.4 69.9  31.6 32.2 32.6  6.8 7.9 9.5  1.3 2.5 1.6 
Latin America and the Caribbean .... 7.1 6.5 7.7  4.6 3.6 3.6  1.6 1.2 1.3  1.2 0.0 0.4 
Northern America ............................27.8 40.4 50.0  17.9 22.7 23.4  9.8 12.7 14.2  0.6 0.6 0.4 
Oceania............................................ 4.4 5.0 6.0  2.8 2.8 2.8  16.2 16.1 16.8  0.1 0.1 0.0 

 Sources: United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division (2012). Trends in International Migrant Stock: 
Migrants by Destination and Origin (United Nations database, POP/DB/MIG/Stock/Rev.2012) and United Nations, Department of Economic and 
Social Affairs, Population Division (2009). World Population Prospects: The 2008 Revision. Extended Dataset: Disk 1. (United Nations publication, 
Sales No. 09.XII.6). 
 

Box I.1. Who is an international migrant? 
 

For the purpose of estimating the 
international migrant stock, international 
migrants are equated either with the foreign-
born or with foreign citizens. When the data 
on place of birth are available, they are 
generally given precedence.  
 

Of the 230 countries and areas in Trends in 
International Migrant Stock: Migrants by 
Destination and Origin, data on the foreign-
born were available for 173, or 75.2 per cent, 
of them. Data on foreign citizens were used 
for 32 countries (or 13.9 per cent of all 
countries or areas), while in the remaining 25 
cases (representing about 10.9 per cent) data 
were lacking on either the foreign-born or 
foreign-citizens. For those countries, data 
were imputed by the Population Division. 
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 Globally, the proportion of international 
migrants in total population remained limited to 
about three per cent. Yet the gap between the 
more developed regions and the less developed 
regions continued to widen owing in part to the 
rapid growth in the size of the total population of 
the less developed regions compared to that of the 
more developed regions during the period 1990 to 
2010. By 2010, the proportion of international 
migrants in total population in the more developed 
regions had reached 10.3 per cent up from 7.2 per 
cent in 1990, while in the less developed regions it 
had fallen to 1.5 per cent down from 1.8 per cent 
in 1990. 
 
 While 59.6 per cent of international migrants 
worldwide lived in a developed country, over two 
thirds of the world’s migrants in 2010 was born in 
a developing country, indicating a net transfer of 
about 61.0 million migrants from the less 
developed regions to the more developed regions. 
The majority of international migrants in the more 
developed regions were born in a developing 
country: 74.3 million in 2010 or 58.2 per cent. By 
contrast, the overwhelming majority of 
international migrants in the less developed 
regions, around 73.2 million or 84.6 per cent, 
originated from a country within the same 
development group. Only 13.3 million, or 15.4 per 
cent, of the 86.4 million migrants living in the less 
developed regions originated from a developed 
country.  
 
 Between 1990 and 2010, the difference 
between the more developed regions and the less 
developed regions in terms of the origin of 
international migrants became more pronounced. 
The more developed regions witnessed an 
increase in both the number and the share of 
international migrants originating from the 
developing world, while in the less developed 
regions, both the number and percentage of 
international migrants coming from within that 
development group grew. As of 2010, the number 
of migrants who had moved from the less 
developed regions to the more developed regions 
(or “South-to-North” migration) was nearly of the 
same order of magnitude as the number of persons 
who had moved within the less developed regions 
(or “South-to-South” migration): 74.3 million 
compared to 73.2 million. 

B. INTERNATIONAL MIGRANT STOCK 

BY MAJOR AREA 
 

 Europe hosted the largest number of 
international migrants in 2010 (69.9 million), 
equal to nearly one in every three of the 214.1 
million international migrants worldwide. Asia 
hosted the second largest number of international 
migrants in 2010 (61.3 million), followed by 
Northern America (50.0 million), Africa (19.3 
million), Latin America and the Caribbean 
(7.7 million), and Oceania (6.0 million). 

 
 Between 1990 and 2010, the number of 
international migrants increased in all major areas. 
Europe and Northern America witnessed the 
largest gains: 20.8 million and 22.3 million, 
respectively. Europe and Northern America each 
added more international migrants between 1990 
and 2010 than the other four major areas 
combined. Together they accounted for nearly 
three in every four of the 59.0 million 
international migrants added worldwide during 
that period. The other major areas gained much 
smaller numbers of international migrants 
between 1990 and 2010, with Asia adding 10.4 
million migrants, followed by Africa (3.3 
million), Oceania (1.6 million) and Latin America 
and the Caribbean (0.6 million).  
 
 As a result of the disproportionate number of 
migrants gained between 1990 and 2010 by 
Europe and Northern America, the share of 
international migrants living in Europe and 
Northern America grew to 32.6 per cent and 23.4 
per cent in 2010, respectively, up from 31.6 per 
cent and 17.9 per cent in 1990. During the same 
period, the share of international migrants living 
in Africa, Asia, and Latin America and the 
Caribbean declined. The decline was particularly 
noteworthy in Asia, where the share of 
international migrants fell from 32.8 per cent in 
1990 to 28.6 per cent in 2010. As of 2000, Europe 
surpassed Asia as the major area hosting the 
largest number of international migrants in the 
world. 
 
 While the proportion of international migrants 
in total population worldwide remained small, 
there were significant differences among the 
major areas (figure I.1). Oceania hosted the 
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highest percentage of international migrants 
relative to total population in 2010 (16.8 per cent), 
followed by Northern America (14.2 per cent) and 
Europe (9.5 per cent), while in Africa, Asia and 
Latin America and the Caribbean international 
migrants accounted for less than two per cent of 
the total population.  
 
 The gap between major areas in terms of the 
percentage of international migrants in total 
population also continued to widen between 1990 
and 2010. Large gains in migrant stock, coupled 
with moderate population growth during the same 
period, produced an increase in the share of 
international migrants in total population in 
Europe, Northern America and Oceania. By 
contrast, in Africa, Asia, and Latin America and 
the Caribbean the overall population grew at a 
faster pace than the international migrant stock, 
resulting in a decline in the percentage of 
international migrants in total population between 
1990 and 2010. 
 
 In terms of the origin of international 
migrants, the largest number of international 

migrants in 2010 was born in Asia (82.6 million), 
equal to 38.6 per cent of the international migrant 
stock worldwide (table I.2). The second largest 
number of international migrants was born in 
Europe (58.7 million), followed by Latin America 
and the Caribbean (32.8 million) and Africa (29.2 
million). Relatively few international migrants 
worldwide originated from Northern America and 
Oceania: 4.1 million and 1.6 million, respectively.  
 
 As of 2010, about half (49.4 per cent) of all 
international migrants worldwide had moved 
within the same major area they were born in. 
Nonetheless, considerable differences existed 
between major areas (figure I.2). The majority of 
international migrants living in Africa (80.5 per 
cent), Asia (75.2 per cent), Europe (53.3 per cent), 
and Latin America and the Caribbean (60.2 per 
cent) in 2010 came from within the same major 
area. In contrast, in Northern America (97.2 per 
cent) and Oceania (84.7 per cent) the majority of 
international migrants originated from a different 
major area. 

 
 

Figure I.1. Percentage of international migrants in total population by major area, 1990 and 2010  

 
 Sources: United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division (2012). Trends in 
International Migrant Stock: Migrants by Destination and Origin (United Nations database, 
POP/DB/MIG/Stock/Rev.2012) and United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division 
(2009). World Population Prospects: The 2008 Revision. Extended Dataset: Disk 1. (United Nations publication, Sales No. 
09.XII.6). 
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TABLE I.2. NUMBER OF INTERNATIONAL MIGRANTS, BY MAJOR AREA OF ORIGIN AND DESTINATION, 2010 (millions) 
 

 Major area of destination 

Major area of origin  Africa Asia Europe 

Latin America 
and the 

Caribbean 
Northern 
America Oceania World 

Africa ...............................................  15.5 4.0 7.7 0.0 1.7 0.4 29.2 
Asia ..................................................  1.0 46.1 19.0 0.3 14.2 2.0 82.6 
Europe ..............................................  0.8 7.8 37.3 1.5 9.0 2.4 58.7 
Latin America and the Caribbean ....  0.0 0.6 3.9 4.6 23.5 0.1 32.8 
Northern America ............................  0.1 0.5 0.9 1.0 1.4 0.2 4.1 
Oceania ............................................  0.0 0.1 0.3 0.0 0.3 0.9 1.6 
Other North ......................................  0.6 0.5 0.5 0.1 0.0 0.1 1.7 
Other South ......................................  1.2 1.6 0.5 0.2 0.0 0.0 3.4 
World ...............................................  19.3 61.3 69.9 7.7 50.0 6.0 214.2 

 Source: United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division (2012). Trends in International Migrant Stock: 
Migrants by Destination and Origin (United Nations database, POP/DB/MIG/Stock/Rev.2012). 

 
 
 Migration between major areas was more 
widespread in 2010 than in 1990. Globally, the 
share of international migrants who had moved 
from one major area to another rose from 45.5 per 
cent in 1990 to 50.6 per cent in 2010. That 
increase was mainly the result of the large inflow 
of foreign immigrants to Europe from Africa, 
Asia, and Latin America and the Caribbean that 
took place between 1990 and 2010 (see chapter 
III). 
 
 As the proportion of international migrants 
moving across major areas changed, so too did the 
composition of international migrants by major 
area of origin. Globally, the share of international  

migrants born in Asia, Latin America and the 
Caribbean, and Oceania increased between 1990 
and 2010, while the proportion of international 
migrants born in Europe declined. 
 
 Those changes were particularly pronounced 
for Europe. In 2010, international migrants from 
Europe accounted for 27.4 per cent of all migrants 
worldwide compared to 31.9 per cent in 1990. The 
reasons for that decline vary among major areas. 
In Asia and in Latin America and the Caribbean, 
for instance, where the share of international 
migrants from Europe fell from 16.6 per cent and 
25.4 per cent in 1990 to 12.8 per cent and 19.1 per 

cent in 2010, respectively, much of that decline 
can be attributed to the age structure of 
international migrants from Europe living in Asia 
and Latin America and the Caribbean; many of 
whom were older persons who died or emigrated 
between 1990 and 2010.  
 
 In contrast, in Northern America, where the 
share of international migrants from Europe fell 
from 27.7 per cent in 1990 to 17.9 per cent in 
2010, much of that decline resulted from an 
increase in the number of foreign immigrants 
from Asia and Latin America and the Caribbean. 
As of 2010, international migrants from Asia and 
Latin America and the Caribbean accounted for 
28.5 per cent and 46.9 per cent of all international 
migrants living in Northern America, respectively, 
up from 24.2 per cent and 41.1 per cent in 1990. 
Likewise in Oceania the share of international 
migrants from Europe fell from 57.3 per cent in 
1990 to 39.2 per cent in 2010 mainly as a result of 
the large inflow of international migrants from 
Asia (see chapter III). Between 1990 and 2010, 
the number of international migrants from Asia 
living in Oceania doubled, from 1 million to 2 
million, while the number of international 
migrants from Europe fell from 2.5 million in 
1990 to 2.4 million in 2010.  
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Figure I.2. Distribution of international migrants by major area of destination and major area of birth, 
2010 (percentage) 

 

 

 Source: United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division (2012). Trends in 
International Migrant Stock: Migrants by Destination and Origin (United Nations database, POP/DB/MIG/Stock/Rev.2012). 

 
 

C. INTERNATIONAL MIGRANT STOCK BY 

COUNTRY OR AREA 
 
 International migration remained highly 
concentrated, with a relatively small number of 
countries hosting most of the world’s international 
migrants (table I.3). In 2010, the ten countries 
with the largest number of international migrants 
accounted for 51.6 per cent of the total 
international migrant stock, compared to 53.1 per 
cent in 2000 and 52.2 per cent in 1990. 
 
 The United States of America hosted the 
largest number of international migrants in 2010 
(42.8 millions), equivalent to one in every five 
international migrants worldwide and more than 
the sum of the next four major countries of 
destination of international migration combined 
(table I.3). The Russian Federation with 12.3 
million, hosted the second largest number of 
international migrants, followed by Germany 
(10.8 million), Saudi Arabia (7.3 million) and 
Canada (7.2 million). 
 

 Compared to previous decades, there was little 
change in the composition of countries hosting the 
largest number of international migrants, with eight 
of the ten countries remaining the same. The two 
exceptions were Spain, which rose in the ranking of 
major host countries from thirty-eighth place in 
1990 to eighth place in 2010 and the Islamic 
Republic of Iran which fell from the tenth place in 
1990 to twenty-third place in 2010. 
 
 Between 1990 and 2010, the number of 
countries or areas hosting a sizable migrant 
population increased. The number of countries 
with one million or more international migrants 
rose from 34 in 1990 to 43 in 2010, while the 
number of countries hosting at least 500,000 
international migrants reached 64 in 2010, up 
from 57 in 1990. 
 
 The number of countries where international 
migrants constituted 10 per cent or more of the 
population also rose from 74 in 1990 to 85 in 
2010. Among the countries with the highest 
proportion of international migrants in total 
population three were countries of the Gulf 
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Cooperation Council: Kuwait (68.8 per cent), 
Qatar (86.5 per cent) and the United Arab 
Emirates (70 per cent), all of which relied heavily 
on migrant workers to fulfil their labour demands.  
 
 Between 1990 and 2010, the number of 
international migrants grew in 160 countries or 
areas. Seventeen countries gained over one 
million international migrants over that period, 

while 34 countries gained 500,000 or more 
international migrants. Among the ten countries 
that gained the largest number of international 
migrants between 1990 and 2010, four were in 
Europe (Germany, Italy, Spain and the United 
Kingdom), two in Northern America (Canada and 
the United States of America) and four in Western 
Asia (Jordan, Saudi Arabia, the Syrian Arab 
Republic and the United Arab Emirates)  

 
 

TABLE I.3. TEN COUNTRIES OR AREAS WITH THE LARGEST NUMBER OF INTERNATIONAL MIGRANTS IN 2010, 
2000 AND 1990 

Rank Country or area 
Migrant stock 

(millions) 

Migrants as a percentage of  
Cumulative 

percentage of 
international 

migrants 
the country’s  

total population 

all 
international 

migrants 

 2010 

1. United States of America .............  42.8 13.5 20.0 20.0 
2. Russian Federation .......................  12.3 8.7 5.7 25.7 
3. Germany .......................................  10.8 13.1 5.0 30.7 
4. Saudi Arabia .................................  7.3 27.8 3.4 34.1 
5. Canada ..........................................  7.2 21.3 3.4 37.5 
6. France ...........................................  6.7 10.7 3.1 40.6 
7. United Kingdom ...........................  6.5 10.4 3.0 43.6 
8. Spain ............................................  6.4 14.1 3.0 46.6 
9. India .............................................  5.4 0.4 2.5 49.2 

10. Ukraine .........................................  5.3 11.6 2.5 51.6 

 2000 

1. United States of America .............  34.8 12.1 19.5 19.5 
2. Russian Federation .......................  11.9 8.1 6.7 26.2 
3. Germany .......................................  10.0 12.2 5.6 31.8 
4. India .............................................  6.4 0.6 3.6 35.4 
5. France ...........................................  6.3 10.6 3.5 38.9 
6. Canada ..........................................  5.6 18.1 3.1 42.0 
7. Ukraine .........................................  5.5 11.3 3.1 45.1 
8. Saudi Arabia .................................  5.1 24.7 2.9 48.0 
9. United Kingdom  ..........................  4.8 8.1 2.7 50.7 

10. Pakistan ........................................  4.2 2.9 2.4 53.1 

 1990 

1. United States of America .............  23.3 9.1 15.0 15.0 
2. Russian Federation .......................  11.5 7.8 7.4 22.4 
3. India .............................................  7.5 0.9 4.8 27.2 
4. Ukraine .........................................  6.9 13.4 4.4 31.7 
5. Pakistan ........................................  6.6 5.7 4.2 35.9 
6. Germany .......................................  5.9 7.5 3.8 39.7 
7. France ...........................................  5.9 10.4 3.8 43.5 
8. Saudi Arabia .................................  4.7 29.2 3.1 46.6 
9. Canada ..........................................  4.5 16.2 2.9 49.5 

10. Iran (Islamic Republic of) ............  4.3 7.6 2.8 52.2 

 Sources: United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division (2012). Trends in International 
Migrant Stock: Migrants by Destination and Origin (United Nations database, POP/DB/MIG/Stock/Rev.2012) and United 
Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division (2009). Trends in International Migrant Stock: The 
2008 Revision (United Nations database, POP/DB/MIG/Stock/Rev.2008). 
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 The United States of America gained the 
largest number of international migrants between 
1990 and 2010 (19.6 million), equivalent to one 
third of the 59 million migrants added to world’s 
migrant stock during that period. Spain added the 
second largest number (5.5 million) between 1990 
and 2010, followed by Germany (4.8 million), 
Italy (3.0 million), and Canada and the United 
Kingdom (2.7 million each). 
 
 Among the 160 countries or areas that 
experienced an increase in the number of 
international migrants between 1990 and 2010, 
there were considerable differences in the pace 
and timing of change. For instance, in the United 
States of America the annual rate of growth of 
international migrant stock slowed, with fewer 
migrants (8 million) added in the period 2000 to 
2010, compared to the period 1990 to 2000 (11.6 
million). The major countries of origin of 
international migrants living in the United States 
of America in 2010 were China, India, Mexico 
and the Philippines. 
 
 Likewise, in Germany 83.9 per cent of the 
gain in international migrant stock that took place 
between 1990 and 2010 occurred during the first 
decade of that period. Between 1990 and 2000, 
Germany added 4 million international migrants, 
compared to only 0.8 million international 
migrants in the period 2000 to 2010. The major 
countries of origin for international migrants 
living in Germany in 2010 were Greece, Italy, 
Poland and Turkey.  
 
 Conversely in Spain, where the migrant 
population increased by nearly eightfold between 
1990 and 2010, over half of that gain occurred 
after 2000, as a result of the inflow of large 
numbers of foreign immigrants from Ecuador, 
Morocco and Romania (see chapter III).  
 

 Saudi Arabia and the Syrian Arab Republic 
also experienced a rapid growth in the size of 
migrant stock after 2000, having added five and a 
half times more migrants between 2000 and 2010 
than in the previous decade. In Saudi Arabia most 
of the new immigrants were males of working age 
recruited as temporary workers from countries in 
Northern Africa, Southern Asia and South-Eastern 
Asia, whereas in the Syrian Arab Republic the 
inflow of refugees in the aftermath of the war in 
Iraq accounted for nearly half of the 1.5 million 
migrants added between 1990 and 2010. 
 
 While the number of international migrants 
increased in the majority of countries between 
1990 and 2010, in 70 countries or areas it 
remained constant or declined. Among the ten 
countries that experienced the largest declines in 
international migrant stock, in six—Ethiopia, Iran 
(Islamic Republic of), Malawi, Pakistan, Somalia 
and Sudan—the reduction was linked, at least in 
part, with the decline in the number of refugees 
living in their territory. Excluding refugees, the 
number of international migrants in Iran (Islamic 
Republic of), Somalia and Sudan would have 
actually increased during that period.  
 
 In the four remaining countries that 
experienced the sharpest decline in the number of 
international migrants between 1990 and 2010—
India, Kazakhstan, Ukraine and Uzbekistan—
most of the decline can be attributed to the age 
structure of international migrants living in the 
country. Specifically, the number of international 
migrants aged 65 or over in those four countries 
was more than two and a half times smaller in 
2010 than what would have been expected, in a 
zero net migration and a zero mortality scenario, 
based on the number of international migrants 
aged 45 or over in 1990, suggesting that a large 
number of elderly migrants in those countries had 
either died or emigrated between 1990 and 2010. 
 



 

 

 


