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II. INTERNATIONAL MIGRANT STOCK BY AGE AND SEX 
 
 

A. MEASURING THE AGE AND SEX OF 

INTERNATIONAL MIGRANTS  
 
 Estimates of the number of international 
migrants by age and sex, available for the first 
time for every country in the world, indicate that, 
globally, international migrants are significantly 
older than the total population.1 Whereas half of 
all international migrants were 38.8 years or older 
in 2010, half of the total population was 
composed of persons 28.4 years or older (figure 
II.1). The relatively high median age of 
international migrants is partly due to the way 
children born to international migrants are 
classified, since in most cases, children born to 
international migrants in the country of 
destination are not considered international 
migrants. 
 
 While migrants are, on average, older than the 
overall population, the international migrant stock 
has aged less rapidly than the total population. 
Between 1990 and 2010, the median age of the 
global migrant stock rose by 3.3 years, or 9.3 per 
cent. During the same period, the median age of 
the total population increased by 4.4 years, or 18.1 
per cent. The relatively slower ageing of the 
international migrant stock compared to the 
overall population is an outcome the dynamics of 
international migration, characterized by a 

continuous inflow of international migrants of 
working age coupled with the return of migrants 
at older ages. 
 
 International migrants living in the developed 
countries tend to be older than international 
migrants living in the developing world. The 
median age of international migrants in the more 
developed regions was 42.1 years in 2010, 
whereas in the less developed regions it was just 
33.9 years. International migrants in the least 
developed countries tended to be even younger, 
with a median age of 29.5 years in 2010.  
 
 The difference in the median age of the 
migrant stock by development level parallels to 
some extent that of the overall population. In the 
more developed regions, the median age of the 
total population was 39.8 years in 2010, compared 
to 26.3 years in the less developed regions. Yet 
the gap between the median ages of migrants and 
the overall population was greater in developing 
countries than in developed countries. On average, 
international migrants in the more developed 
regions were almost 2.3 years older than the total 
population, while in the less developed regions the 
equivalent age gap was 7.7 years. Globally, 
international migrants were 10.5 years older than 
the total population. 

 
 

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

BY AGE AND MEDIAN AGE, BY DEVELOPMENT GROUP AND MAJOR AREA, 2010 
 

 
Number of international 

migrants by age (millions) 
 

Percentage distribution 
of international 
migrants by age 

 

International migrants 
as a percentage of the 
total population by age 

Median age 
of 

international 
migrants  0-19 20-64 65+ 

 

0-19 20-64 65+ 
 

0-19 20-64 65+ 

World ...............................................33.3 155.9  24.7 
 

15.6 72.9 11.6    1.3  4.0  4.7 38.8 
More developed regions ............... 13.3  97.6  16.8 

  

10.4 76.4 13.1    4.8  12.8  8.5 42.1 
Less developed regions ................. 20.0  58.3  8.0 

  

23.2 67.6 9.2    0.9  1.8  2.4 33.9 
Africa ...............................................  5.5  13.0  0.8 

  

28.3 67.4 4.3    1.0  2.8  2.3 29.9 
Asia .................................................. 13.1  41.9  6.3 

  

21.3 68.4 10.3    0.9  1.7  2.3 34.9 
Europe .............................................  7.5  52.6  9.7 

  

10.8 75.3 13.9    4.9  11.5  8.1 42.1 
Latin America and the Caribbean ........  1.7  4.9  0.9 

  

22.5 64.9 12.6    0.8  1.5  2.3 37.0 
Northern America ............................ 4.9  39.3  5.9 

  

9.7 78.5 11.8    5.2  18.6 12.8 42.0 
Oceania ............................................  0.7  4.3  1.1   11.3 71.0 17.7    5.9  20.8 27.5 45.5 

Source: United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division (2011). Trends in International Migrant Stock: 
Migrants by Age and Sex (United Nations database, POP/DB/MIG/Stock/Rev.2010). 
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Figure II.1. Median age of international migrants and total population, 2010 
(years) 

 

Source: United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population 
Division (2011). Trends in International Migrant Stock: Migrants by Age and Sex 
(United Nations database, POP/DB/MIG/Stock/Rev.2010). 

 
 
 Partly as a result of the greater propensity of 
international migrants living in the developing 
world to return to their countries of origin, the 
median age of the international migrant stock 
increased less rapidly in the less developed 
regions than in the more developed regions. 
Between 1990 and 2010, the median age of 
international migrants in the less developed 
regions rose by 1.9 years, or 5.8 per cent, while 
the median age of international migrants in the 
more developed regions increased by 3.5 years, or 
9.2 per cent.  
 
 The different age distribution of international 
migrants compared to the total population also 
translates into very different support ratios. The 
support ratio, defined as the number of persons of 
working age (those aged 20 to 64) per dependant 
person (those under age 20 plus those aged 65 or 
over), was two times higher for international 
migrants in 2010 than for the total population: 2.7 
vs. 1.3.  
 
 Between 1990 and 2010, the support ratio of 
the total population increased by 24.1 per cent 
owing to the declining share of people under age 
20 in the overall population. The support ratio 
among international migrants rose even more 
quickly (by 30.1 per cent) on account of the 
increase in the number of international migrants 

of working age that took place during the same 
period. 
 
 As with the median age, the more developed 
regions recorded a higher support ratio (3.2 in 
2010) than the less developed regions (2.1 in 
2010). The difference between the support ratios 
of migrants and the total population was also 
greater for the more developed regions than for 
the developing world. Compared to the overall 
population, international migrants in the 
developed countries included, on average, 1.6 
additional persons of working age per dependent 
person. The equivalent figure for the developing 
countries was 0.8. 
 
 In terms of their sex distribution, 
international migrants were slightly less 
“feminized” than the overall population. Almost 
half (49.0 per cent) of all international migrants 
worldwide were female in 2010. By contrast, 
females accounted for 49.6 per cent of the overall 
population. Yet there were considerable 
differences in terms of the proportion female 
among all international migrants by development 
level. Females made up the majority of all 
international migrants in the more developed 
regions (51.5 per cent in 2010); a figure that was 
comparable to the share of females in total 
population in the developed countries (51.4 per 
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cent in 2010). By contrast, females accounted for 
45.3 per cent of all international migrants in the 
less developed regions. The gap between the share 
of females among international migrants and the 
overall population in the developing world in 
2010 was nearly four percentage points, 
signifying that the sex distribution of international 
migrants in the developing world was even more 
skewed towards males than that of the overall 
population. 
 
 There was little change in the share of 
females among all international migrants between 
1990 and 2010: 49.1 per cent in 1990 vs. 49.0 per 
cent in 2010. Contrary to popular perception, both 
the more developed regions and less developed 
regions experienced a slight decline—around half 
a percentage point—in the proportion of women 

to all migrants between 1990 and 2010. During 
that period, most of the growth in migrant stock 
was due to male rather than female migrants. 

 
 

B. YOUNG INTERNATIONAL MIGRANTS 
 
 The proportion of young people2 among all 
international migrants was relatively small 
compared to the equivalent share in the total 
population. Globally, there were 33.3 million 
international migrants under the age of 20 in 
2010, accounting for 15.6 per cent of all 
international migrants (figure II.2.). In 
comparison, persons under the age of 20 
constituted 35.8 per cent of the world’s 
population. Children under the age of 10 made up 
an even smaller share of the migrant stock 

 
 

Figure II.2. Age distribution of international migrants and total population, 2010 
(percentage) 

 

Source: United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division (2011). 
Trends in International Migrant Stock: Migrants by Age and Sex (United Nations database, 
POP/DB/MIG/Stock/Rev.2010). 
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compared to the overall population: 6.2 per cent 
vs. 18.2 per cent. Those striking differences 
resulted, at least in part, from the fact that the 
children of international migrants born in a 
country of destination are generally not 
considered international migrants. 
 
 As of 2010, most young migrants lived in a 
developing country. Of the 33.3 million 
international migrants under age 20 in 2010, 20.0 
million, or 60.0 per cent, lived in the less developed 
regions, while 13.3 million, or 40.0 per cent, lived 
in the more developed regions. The difference was 
even greater at younger ages: the developing 
countries hosted 69.8 per cent of all international 
migrants under the age of 10, compared to 30.2 
per cent in the developed countries. The higher 
percentage of refugees, whom often comprise 
sizable shares of children and adolescents, is one 
of the reasons for the surplus of young migrants in 
the less developed regions compared to the more 
developed regions. 
 
 Between 1990 and 2010, the number of 
international migrants under age 20 rose slowly: 
by 1.1 million, or 3.5 per cent. Both the more 
developed regions and the less developed regions 
recorded little change in the number of young 
migrants during that period (figure II.3). The 

developed countries gained an additional 0.5 
million (or 3.7 per cent) migrants under age 20 in 
2010 compared to 1990, while the developing 
countries added 0.6 million (or 3.3 per cent) more 
young migrants during the same period. Between 
1990 and 2010, the number of international 
migrants under age 10 rose by 0.6 million (or 6.9 
per cent) in the developing world, while it slightly 
declined in the more developed regions. 
 
 Asia, the most populous region in the world, 
hosted the largest number of young migrants in 
2010. Nearly 13.1 million international migrants 
under the age of 20 lived in Asia in 2010; equal to 
39.3 per cent of all young international migrants 
worldwide. Europe hosted the second largest 
number of international migrants under age 20 in 
2010 (7.5 million), followed by Africa (5.5 
million), Northern America (4.9 million), Latin 
America and the Caribbean (1.7 million), and 
Oceania (0.7 million). 
 
 All major areas with the exception of Europe 
registered modest gains in the number of young 
international migrants between 1990 and 2010. 
Northern America added the largest number of 
young migrants during that period (0.6 million), 
followed by Africa (0.4 million). By contrast, in 
Europe, the number of young migrants declined  

 
 

 

Figure II.3. Number of international migrants by age and by development group, 1990 and 2010 
(millions) 

More developed regions Less developed regions 

  

Source: United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division (2011). Trends in International Migrant Stock: 
Migrants by Age and Sex (United Nations database, POP/DB/MIG/Stock/Rev.2010). 
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by 0.2 million or by 2.9 per cent. Most of that 
decline was owing to the reduction in the number 
of international migrants under age 10. 
 
 Five countries hosted at least one million 
international migrants under the age of 20 in 
2010. The United States of America hosted the 
largest number of migrant children and youth (4.1 
million), equal to one in every eight young 
migrants worldwide. Pakistan hosted the second 
largest number of young migrants (2.2 million), 
followed by Saudi Arabia (1.7 million), the 
Russian Federation (1.3 million) and the Occupied 
Palestinian Territories (1.1 million). Between 
1990 and 2010, the number of young migrants 
declined in both Pakistan and the Russian 
Federation, while it increased in the Occupied 
Palestinian Territories, Saudi Arabia and the 
United States of America. 
 
 International migrants made up a relatively 
small percentage of all young people (1.3 per cent 
in 2010). There were, however, differences among 
the major areas. Oceania hosted the highest 
percentage of young migrants among those under 
age 20 in 2010 (5.9 per cent), followed by 
Northern America (5.2 per cent) and Europe (4.9 
per cent). By contrast, international migrants 
constituted only a small percentage of the overall 
population under age 20 (one per cent or less) in 
Africa, Asia, and Latin America and the 
Caribbean.  
 
 Between 1990 and 2010, the percentage of 
young migrants among those under age 20 
declined in Africa, Northern America and 
Oceania, while it remained constant in Asia, Latin 
America and the Caribbean. In contrast, the share 
of young migrants among those under age 20 
increased by nearly one percentage point in 
Europe: from 3.9 per cent in 1990 to 4.9 per cent 
in 2010. That increase, which took place in spite 
of the slight decline in the number young migrants 
in Europe between 1990 and 2010, provides an 
indication of the growing prevalence of migrants 
under age 20 in that major area. 
 
 In most countries or areas of the world, the 
share of young migrants among those under age 
20 was small. In 2010, international migrants 
made up less than two per cent of all young 

people in 105 countries or areas. Yet in 33 
countries or areas, migrants accounted for at least 
one in every ten young people. Among the 
countries with the highest percentage of migrants 
in total population under age 20 were Kuwait 
(51.6 per cent), Qatar (73.3 per cent), and the 
United Arab Emirates (57.8 per cent). All three of 
those countries used citizenship rather than place 
of birth as the criterion for identifying 
international migrants, implying that children of 
international migrants born in those countries 
were considered international migrants. 
 
 Among young international migrants, male 
children and adolescents slightly outnumbered 
their female counterparts in both developed and 
developing countries (figure II.4). While there 
was no difference in the proportion of females 
among all migrants under age 20 by development 
level (48.8 per cent in both the more developed 
regions and the less developed regions in 2010), 
there were considerable differences among the 
major areas. Africa registered a relatively high 
proportion of females among all young migrants 
(51.9 per cent), compared to Asia (47.6 per cent), 
Latin America and the Caribbean (48.8 per cent), 
and Northern America (47.1 per cent). In Europe 
and Oceania, females made up roughly half of all 
international migrants under age 20: 49.7 per cent 
and 49.3 per cent, respectively. 
 
 

C. INTERNATIONAL MIGRANTS OF 

WORKING AGE 
 
 The proportion of international migrants of 
working age, those aged 20 to 64, was relatively 
large compared to the equivalent share in the total 
population. Globally, there were 155.9 million 
international migrants aged 20 to 64 in 2010, 
representing 72.9 per cent of all international 
migrants. In comparison, persons aged 20 to 64 
made up 56.7 per cent of the world’s total 
population in 2010. 
 
 The gap between international migrants and 
the overall population was particularly 
pronounced among those aged 30 to 49 (figure 
II.2). In 2010, persons aged 30 to 39 accounted for 
20.5 per cent of the international migrant stock 
compared to 14.4 per cent of the total population. 
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Among persons aged 40 to 49, the corresponding 
shares were 17.7 per cent and 12.5 per cent, 
respectively. The age selectivity of international 
migration (see box II.1), coupled with the return 
of previous waves of international migrants, are 
among the reasons for the surplus of working aged 
persons among international migrants compared 
to the overall population. 
 
 As of 2010, the number of migrants aged 20 
to 64 reached 155.9 million, up from 104.6 in 
1990, or 49.0 per cent more in 2010 than in 1990. 
Some 6.4 million international migrants aged 20 
to 29 were added worldwide between 1990 and 
2010, while some 14.0 million migrants aged 30 
to 39 were added during the same period. 
 
 Unlike young migrants, who predominantly 
lived in the less developed regions, the majority of 

international migrants of working age lived in the 
more developed regions. Of the 155.9 million 
international migrants aged 20 to 64 in 2010, 97.6 
million, or 62.6 per cent, lived in the more 
developed regions, while 58.3 million, or 37.4 per 
cent, lived in the less developed regions.  
 
 Both the developed countries and the 
developing countries recorded a sharp upturn 
between 1990 and 2010 in the number of migrants 
of working age. In the more developed regions, 
the number of international migrants aged 20 to 
64 rose from 58.4 million in 1990 to 97.6 million 
in 2010, or by 67.2 per cent (figure II.3). The 
number of international migrants of working age 
in the less developed regions increased from 46.2 
million in 1990 to 58.3 million in 2010, or by 26.1 
per cent. The share of migrants of working age 
among all international migrants also increased 

 
 

Figure II.4. Percentage female among all international migrants by age and 
by development group, 2010 

 

Source: United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division 
(2011). Trends in International Migrant Stock: Migrants by Age and Sex (United Nations database, 
POP/DB/MIG/Stock/Rev.2010). 
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during the same period. As of 2010, persons of 
working age constituted 76.4 per cent of all 

international migrants in the developed countries, 
up from 70.9 per cent in 1990. In the developing 
countries, the share of those aged 20 to 64 in all 
migrants rose from 63.2 per cent in 1990 to 67.6 
per cent in 2010. 
 
 Europe hosted the largest number of 
international migrants aged 20 to 64 in 2010 (52.6 
million), equal to more than one in every three 
international migrants of working age worldwide. 
Asia hosted the second largest number of 
international migrants of working age (41.9 
million), followed by Northern America (39.3 
million) and Africa (13.0 million). Latin America 
and the Caribbean and Oceania hosted relatively 
few international migrants of working age: 4.9 
million and 4.3 million, respectively. 
 
 The number of international migrants of 
working age increased in all major areas between 
1990 and 2010. The largest gains were recorded 
by Northern America, with 19.4 million more 
international migrants of working age in 2010 
than in 1990. Asia and Europe also added large 
numbers of international migrants aged 20 to 64 
during the same period: 9.8 million and 17.8 
million, respectively. 
 
 As of 2010, 33 countries or areas hosted at 
least one million international migrants of 
working age, while seven countries hosted at least 
five million international migrants aged 20 to 64. 
The United States of America was home to the 
largest number of international migrants aged 20 
to 64: 34.2 million in 2010. The Russian 
Federation hosted the second largest number of 
such migrants (9.6 million), followed by Germany 
(8.5 million), Saudi Arabia (5.5 million), Canada 
(5.1 million) and Spain and the United Kingdom 
(5.0 million, each). 
 
 Thirteen countries or areas gained at least one 
million migrants of working age between 1990 
and 2010. The United States added the largest 
number of international migrants aged 20 to 64 
during that period: 17.6 million, bringing the total 
number of working age migrants to more than 
twice the level recorded in 1990. Other countries 
that gained large numbers of migrants of working 
age between 1990 and 2010 were, in order of 
magnitude, Spain (4.5 million), Germany (3.7 

Box II.1. The age selectivity of international 
migration 

 
Data on the age distribution of foreign 
immigrants, shown below for seven countries in 
Europe for the period 2008 to 2009, indicate that 
between one-third and one-half of all newly 
arriving migrants are aged 20 to 30, while, 
combined, those under age 20 and those aged 65 
or over account for less than one in every four 
foreign immigrants. 

 
 

Figure II.5. Age distribution of foreign immigrants, 
selected countries, 2008-2009 (percentage) 

  
Source: United Nations, Department of Economic and Social 

Affairs, Population Division (2011). International Migration in 
a Globalizing World: The Role of Youth, Technical Paper No. 
2011/1. 

Note: The data refer to foreign immigrants in the 
following countries: Denmark, Germany, Italy, the 
Netherlands, Norway, Slovenia and Sweden. 

 
 

Because international migrant stocks include not 
only newly arrived immigrants but also migrants 
who have lived in a country for years, the median 
age of immigrants is, on average, considerably 
lower than that of the migrant stock. As an 
illustration, the median age of immigrants for the 
seven countries shown in figure II.5 is 
approximately 16 years younger than the median 
age for the same countries based on estimates of 
migrant stocks in 2010. 
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million), Italy (2.6 million), the United Kingdom 
(2.4 million) and Saudi Arabia (2.0 million).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 As of 2010, the highest percentage of 
migrants among the working age population was 
found in Oceania, where international migrants 
accounted for 20.8 per cent of the total population 
aged 20 to 64. The major area with the second 
highest proportion of international migrants 
among its working age population was Northern 
America (18.6 per cent), followed by Europe 

(11.5 per cent). International migrants made up 
only a small share of the working age population 
in Africa (2.8 per cent), Asia (1.7 per cent) and 
Latin America and the Caribbean (1.5 per cent).  
 
 On account of the large gains in the number of 
international migrants of working age recorded by 
Europe and Northern America between 1990 and 
2010, the percentage of migrants in total 
population of working age grew in those two 
major areas. By contrast, the share of international 
migrants among those aged 20 to 64 declined or 
remained constant in Africa, Asia, Latin America 
and the Caribbean, and Oceania; an indication that 
in those major areas the overall population of 
working age grew at a faster pace between 1990 
and 2010 than the migrant stock of the same age. 
 
 There was also considerable variability among 
countries in terms of the proportion of migrants in 
total population of working age. Migrants made 
up at least half of the total working age population 
in 11 countries in 2010. Six of those countries 
were small territories or island states, while five 
countries were in Western Asia, among them the 
two with the highest share of migrants among the 
working age population: Kuwait (77.8 per cent) 
and Qatar (90.6 per cent). In contrast, 
international migrants accounted for less than five 
per cent of the total population aged 20 to 64 in 
105 countries or areas. Among the countries with 
the lowest percentage of international migrants in 
total population of working age were India, Iran 
(Islamic Republic of), Japan and Pakistan; all of 
which hosted at least one million migrants aged 
20 to 64 in 2010. 
 
 Females were underrepresented among 
international migrants of working age. In 2010, 
women accounted for 47.9 per cent of 
international migrants aged 20 to 64, whereas 
among all international migrants, the percentage 
female was 49.0 per cent. The percentage female 
was lowest among international migrants aged 30 
to 34 (46.1 per cent) and highest among migrants 
aged 60 to 64 (53.7 per cent). 
 
 Yet there were considerable differences by 
development level. In the more developed regions, 
women accounted for 50.8 per cent of the 
international migrants aged 20 to 64 in 2010, 

Box II.2. Estimating net inflows of foreign 
migrants 

 
Trends in migrant stocks by age provide a 
“window” into the migration history of a 
country over the previous 50 to 80 years. This is 
particularly the case at older ages, since older 
people have a lower propensity to move 
compared to younger persons (see figure II.5).  
 
In order to control for the migration history of a 
particular county or area, it is useful to compare 
the number of migrants in a certain age cohort 
with number of migrants in that age cohort ten 
or twenty years later. Any differences between 
those numbers can be attributed to the arrival of 
new immigrants, or the death or departure of 
migrants already living in the country or area 
considered.  
 
Based on that comparison, it is possible to 
estimate that, worldwide, the number of new 
immigrants of working age who arrived between 
1990 and 2010 was greater than the number of 
international migrants of the same age who 
returned to their country of origin or died during 
the same period. Specifically, the number of 
international migrants aged 20 to 64 in 2010 was 
50 per cent larger than what might have been 
expected based on the number of international 
migrants aged 0 to 44 in 1990. The more 
developed regions gained the overwhelming 
majority of those new migrants (88.6 per cent); 
an indication not only of the greater magnitude 
of inflows of international migrants to the 
developed countries between 1990 and 2010, but 
also of the higher levels of return migration that 
characterized the developing world during the 
same period.  
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whereas in the less developed regions they 
constituted just 43.0 per cent of the international 
migrants in that age group. Both the more 
developed regions and less developed regions 
experienced a slight decline in the proportion of 
women among all migrants of working age 
between 1990 and 2010. During that period, the 
annual rate of change of migrant stock among 
male migrants of working age grew at a faster 
pace than the rate for migrant females of 
corresponding age.  
 
 At the level of the major areas, females 
outnumber males among migrants of working age 
in Europe, Latin America and the Caribbean, and 
Oceania. By contrast, there were more males than 
females among migrants of working age in Africa, 
Asia and Northern America. Asia recorded the 
lowest percentage of females among all migrants 
aged 20 to 64 in 2010 (42.1 per cent), followed by 
Africa (44.8 per cent), while Europe had the 
highest share of females among all migrants of 
working age (51.8 per cent), followed by Oceania 
(51.3 per cent). In Africa, Europe and Northern 
America the proportion of females among all 
migrants of working age was lower in 2010 than 

in 1990, suggesting that international migration 
had become less feminized.  
 
 There were considerable differences among 
countries in terms of the percentage female among 
all migrants aged 20 to 64 (figure II.6). In 107 
countries or areas, females made up less than half 
of all migrants of working age in 2010. Among 
the countries with the lowest proportions were 
Qatar and the United Arab Emirates, where males 
outnumbered females among migrants aged 20 to 
64 by at nearly five to one. In contrast, females 
accounted for more than half of all migrants aged 
20 to 64 in 89 countries or areas. Among the 
countries with the highest percentage of females 
among migrants of working age in 2010 were the 
Russian Federation (58.1 per cent) and Ukraine 
(56.2 per cent). 

 
 

D. OLDER INTERNATIONAL MIGRANTS 
 
 Older persons were overrepresented among 
international migrants compared to the total 
population.3 Globally, some 24.7 million 
international migrants were aged 65 or over in 

 
 

Figure II.6 Female migrants aged 20 to 64 as a percentage of all international migrants aged 20 to 64, 
2010 

Source: United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division (2011). Trends in International Migrant Stock: 
Migrants by Age and Sex (United Nations database, POP/DB/MIG/Stock/Rev.2010). 

Note: The boundaries on this map do not imply official endorsement or acceptance by the United Nations. 
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2010, equal to 11.6 per cent of all international 
migrants. In comparison, persons aged 65 or over 
accounted for only 7.6 per cent of the world’s 
population (figure II.2). 
 
 As of 2010, the majority of older migrants 
lived in developed countries. Among the 24.7 
million international migrants aged 65 or over, 
16.8 million, or 67.8 per cent, lived in the more 
developed regions, while 8.0 million, or 32.2 per 
cent, lived in the less developed regions. Just half 
a million older international migrants resided in 
the 48 least developed countries. The fact that 
many countries in the more developed regions had 
long been magnets of immigration, combined with 
the greater propensity among international 
migrants living in the developing world to return 
to their countries of origin, as well as lower life 
expectancy were among the reasons for the 
smaller numbers of older migrants residing in the 
developing countries compared to the developed 
countries. 
 
 Europe hosted the largest number of 
international migrants aged 65 or over in 2010 
(9.7 million), equal to almost four out of every ten 
older migrants in the world. Asia hosted the 
second largest number (6.3 million), followed by 
Northern America (5.9 million). Africa, Latin 
America and the Caribbean, and Oceania hosted 
around one million older migrants each. 
 
 The number of international migrants aged 65 
or over rose in all major areas, with the exception 
of Latin America and the Caribbean. Europe 
recorded the largest gains, with 2.8 million older 
migrants added between 1990 and 2010. Northern 
America gained the second largest number of 
older migrants during that period (2.3 million), 
followed by Oceania (0.5 million), Asia (0.4 
million), and Africa (0.2 million).  
 
 In Latin America and the Caribbean the 
number of older migrants slightly declined 
between 1990 and 2010 as a result of the death or, 
in some cases, the return to their country of origin 
of previous waves of migrants. By contrast, the 
rapid increase in the number of older migrants that 
took place in Europe, Northern America and 
Oceania between 1990 and 2010 was mainly the 

outcome of the aging in place of migrants who 
had arrived decades earlier. 
 
 Most countries or areas of the world hosted a 
relatively small number of older migrants 
(100,000 or less). Seven countries, however, 
hosted at least one million migrants aged 65 or 
over in 2010. The United States of America 
hosted the largest number of such migrants (4.5 
million), followed by India (1.8 million) and the 
Ukraine (1.6 million). Other countries that hosted 
at least one million older migrants were Canada, 
France, Germany and the Russian Federation. 
Many of those countries—Canada, France, 
Germany and the United States of America—were 
long established countries of immigration that 
had, over the years, attracted a sizable number of 
migrants who had remained in the country, thus 
growing old. In India, the Russian Federation and 
the Ukraine, on the other hand, the large number 
of migrants aged 65 or over was linked, at least in 
part, to changes in those countries’ political 
boundaries, which resulted in the reclassification 
of persons, who had previously moved internally, 
as international migrants. Older persons, who 
have a lower propensity to move compared to 
younger persons, often remained behind in the 
newly formed countries, thus becoming 
international migrants.  
 
 While the number of older migrants increased 
in nearly all major areas between 1990 and 2010, 
the share of older persons among all international 
migrants remained constant or declined in four out 
of the six major areas. Asia and Northern 
America, for instance, both of which recorded an 
increase in the number of migrants aged 65 or 
over, saw the share of older migrants decline by 
1.3 percentage points, each. That decline resulted 
from the fact that the number migrants of working 
age had grown at a faster pace between 1990 and 
2010 than the number of older migrants. 
 
 Oceania hosted the highest percentage of 
older persons among all international migrants in 
2010 (17.7 per cent), followed by Europe (13.9 
per cent), Latin America and the Caribbean (12.6 
per cent), Northern America (11.8 per cent) and 
Asia (10.3 per cent). In Africa the share of 
migrants aged 65 or over among all international 
migrants was much smaller: 4.3 per cent in 2010. 
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Figure II.7. Migrants stock aged 65 or over as a percentage of all international migrants, 2010 

Source: United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division (2011). Trends in International Migrant Stock: 
Migrants by Age and Sex (United Nations database, POP/DB/MIG/Stock/Rev.2010). 

Note: The boundaries on this map do not imply official endorsement or acceptance by the United Nations. 

 
 
 In 29 countries or areas, older migrants made 
up at least 20 per cent of all international migrants 
(figure II.7). Among the countries with the highest 
proportion of older persons among those aged 65 
or over, many were in Latin America and the 
Caribbean (including Argentina, Brazil, Cuba, 
Uruguay), in Eastern Europe (including Poland, 
the Republic of Moldova, Romania and the 
Ukraine), or in Central Asia or Western Asia 
(Armenia, Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, 
Tajikistan, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan).  
 
 Major areas with a well-established history of 
immigration, such as Europe, Northern America 
and Oceania hosted the highest percentage of 
older migrants in all persons aged 65 or over. 
Oceania hosted the highest percentage of such 
persons in 2010 (27.5 per cent), followed by 
Northern America (12.8 per cent) and Europe (8.1 
per cent). By contrast, in Africa, Asia and Latin 
America and the Caribbean, older migrants made 
up less than three per cent of all those aged 65 or 
over. 
 
 In most countries or areas of the world, the 
share of older migrants among those aged 65 or 
over was small. In 106 countries or areas migrants 

made up less than five per cent of those aged 65 
or over in 2010. Yet in 32 countries or areas, older 
migrants accounted for at least one in every five 
older persons. Israel had the highest percentage of 
international migrants among those aged 65 or 
over: 91.1 per cent in 2010. Hong Kong (Special 
Administrative Region of China) (77.9 per cent), 
Kazakhstan (72.2 per cent), Macao (Special 

Administrative Region of China) (69.7 per cent), 
and Qatar (68.4 per cent) also hosted high 
percentages of international migrants among their 
older population. 
 
 Women outnumbered men among older 
migrants both in developed countries and in 
developing countries, owing partially to women’s 
longer life expectancy compared to men. 
Globally, 56.0 per cent of all international 
migrants aged 65 or over were female. The 
proportion of older migrants who were women 
was higher in the more developed regions (57.3 
per cent) than in the less developed regions (53.3 
per cent). 
 
 All major areas with the exception of Africa 
hosted more females than males among migrants 
aged 65 or over. North America hosted the highest 
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percentage of females among all older migrants: 
58.3 per cent. Europe hosted the second highest 
percentage (57.3 per cent), followed by Asia (54.8 
per cent), Oceania (52.2 per cent) and Latin 
America and the Caribbean (51.8 per cent). By 
contrast in Africa, 43.9 per cent of all older 
migrants were females. 
 
 
 
 In most countries and areas of the world, 
females made up more than half of all older 
migrants and in 33 countries or areas, females 
accounted for at least 60 per cent of all migrants 
aged 65 or over. Estonia (69.7 per cent), Finland 
(72.7 per cent) and Nepal (69.7 per cent) hosted 
the highest shares of females among all older 
migrants. The countries with the lowest 
percentage of females among older migrants were 
Bangladesh, Pakistan and Sierra Leone, where 
females made up less than one third of all older 
migrants.  

 

_____________ 

 

NOTES 

 
1
 The chapter reviews data from Trends in International 

Migrant Stock: Migrants by Age and Sex (United Nations 
database, POP/DB/MIG/Stock/ Rev.2010). This dataset 
contains time-series of estimates and projections of the 
number of international migrants in the 196 countries or 
areas with 100,000 inhabitants or more as of mid-2010 for 
the years 1990, 2000 and 2010. The data on migrant stock 
presented in chapter I, based on Trends in International 
Migrant Stock: Migrants by Destination and Origin (United 
Nations database, POP/DB/MIG/Stock/ Rev.2012), are 
more up-to-date than those shown in Trends in 
International Migrant Stock: Migrants by Age and Sex. As a 
result there are some small differences in the numbers of 
international migrants at the level of development group, 
major areas and regional aggregates.  
2
 Young international migrants refer to persons under 

age 20.  
3 Older international migrants refer to persons aged 65 
or over.  

 
 


