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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
While international migration represents an opportunity for young people to make a better life for
themselves and their families by pursuing educational aspirations, job prospects, or a desire for personal
development, the majority of youth migration seen today takes place against a backdrop of high
unemployment, underemployment, and labor flexibilization; governance failures; persistent gender
inequality; social exclusion; and growing concerns about climate change. These trends and phenomena
are particularly prevalent in low- and middle-income countries, which helps explain why migration
aspirations tend to be strongest in these countries. Youth migration is also evolving in a context of wider
debates around the importance of job quality and security—many of which center on the question of
whether job quality has been decreasing in recent decades. Among other key events, the 2019
International Dialogue on Migration organized by the International Organization for Migration (IOM)
confirmed the importance of addressing the challenges facing young migrants, and how these intersect
with social, economic, and environmental well-being and development.
Diverging regional demographic trends help shape youth migration patterns. On the one hand, highincome countries, mainly in North America, Europe, and East and Southeast Asia, are witnessing the
shrinking of their working-age population. According to the 2019 World Population Prospects,1 nearly 50
countries in these regions are projected to have a support ratio (a figure that compares the working-age
population with those over 65 years old) below 2. Not only does this put pressure on social protection
systems, but it also has implications for local labor markets and economic performance. On the other
hand, most countries in Sub-Saharan Africa and some countries in Asia and Latin America and the
Caribbean have the potential to reap a demographic dividend: people of working age (25–64) have
become the largest share of the total population, most often due to decreasing fertility rates. While these
countries can tap into their demographic dividend to create opportunities for economic growth, the shift
in their population’s age structure is also leading them to become net senders of international migrants.
Against this backdrop, high-income countries can benefit from youth migration to offset population losses
and reinvigorate their economies.
As the world undergoes a period of uncertainty, young people around the world are particularly affected
by the growing inequalities and the consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic, especially as they transition
to adulthood. Young people who have made the difficult choice to move, or who have been forced to do
so, are particularly marginalized in their current environment: they are not only socially and economically
vulnerable, but also psychologically and often legally so. Yet, in a global context marked by crises, this
paper reveals the world’s youth, and young migrants, as resourceful actors of development. Young
migrants bring with them creativity and innovation, and are often risk takers, prepared to seize
opportunities with a greater awareness of tomorrow’s climate challenges. Many have a thirst for equality
and peace as well as the belief that problems are only the beginnings of future solutions to which they
can, and must, contribute.

1 UN

DESA (2019), World Population Prospects 2019: Highlights.
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In this perspective, young migrants undoubtedly represent an opportunity to rethink the goals and
modalities of what is considered "development." Development itself is an important driver of migration.
Migration is “an integral—and therefore inevitable—part of broader processes of economic development
and social transformation that characterize societies going through ‘modernization’ processes.”2
Development, in turn, is necessary for the positive effects of migration to materialize. In contexts where
socioeconomic conditions are dire, young migrants can be viewed as a strain on a country’s resources.
However, youth migration can positively contribute to a country’s development when the right processes
and frameworks are put in place to absorb newcomers and harness their potential.3
The goal behind this scoping paper is to set an agenda on how youth migration can contribute to
development and how it can be meaningfully integrated into development strategies. It goes beyond
general references to youth migration and development, by drawing attention to regional and subregional
specificities. While most of the Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) indicators have focused on the
relationship between youth, employment, and development (SDG 4.4, 8.5, 8b),4 this paper turns the focus
to a more holistic understanding of the contribution of youth, through the prism of migration.

Exploring the Nexus between Youth Migration and Development
By exploring the link between youth migration and development, this scoping paper creates a space for a
new conversation, one that focuses on the active role that young migrants play in the realization of
sustainable development and on how sustainable development can in turn support the potential of youth
migration. In light of significant global transformations and taking into account the high mobility patterns
of youth, this conversation is not only topical but needed to ensure that progress is realized to support
future generations in a sustainable manner. This implies that young migrants have access to the resources
they need to develop their capabilities, which in turn relates the conversation back to one of national,
regional, and global governance.
While there is a common understanding of youth as a period of transition from childhood to adulthood,
there is no universal definition of the age bracket for this period. The World Bank and the United Nations
adopt an age-based definition of youth identified in the 15–24 years cohort for statistical purposes, but
regional and national definitions vary. The United Nations Economic Commission for Africa has used the
15–39 and 15–35 age brackets, also used by national governments in Ghana, Tanzania, and South Africa.
Nigeria refers to the 12–30 age bracket, while Kenya uses the 15–30 age bracket to define its approach to
youth. These examples from Africa show the diversity of definitions for youth. Meanwhile, the United

2

See de Haas, H. (2020).
See de Haas, H. (2011).
4 SDG target 4.4: “By 2030, substantially increase the number of youth and adults who have relevant skills, including technical
and vocational skills, for employment, decent jobs, and entrepreneurship”; SDG target 8.5: “By 2030, achieve full and productive
employment and decent work for all women and men, including for young people and persons with disabilities, and equal pay
for work of equal value”; SDG target 8.b: “By 2020, develop and operationalize a global strategy for youth employment and
implement the Global Jobs Pact of the International Labour Organization.”
3
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Nations Development Programme has opted for the adoption of a “flexible age range” where the focus is
primarily placed on young women and men aged 15–24, with the possibility of extending this age range
up to 30 years old and beyond based on contextual realities and national youth policy directives.5 The
Islamic Development Bank’s youth development strategy refers to the 15–35 age bracket, to allow for
greater inclusion. The YMOBILITY research project uses a survey of people 16–35 years of age to capture
key life transitions well into full adulthood
Defining an age bracket for youth can open up possibilities for policy development and coordination. The
lack of a common definition results in inaccurate data collection when data are disaggregated, and a
misunderstanding of youth-specific challenges that can lead to ineffective policies. However, an age-based
definition as a metric does not account for the contextual meaning of youth: one that changes across
cultures and contexts, as individuals are expected to take on different societal roles at different life stages.
This brings us back to the definition of youth as a period of nonlinear life transition, a transformative
process. This paper takes a broad approach to youth, one that considers the importance of adopting a
numerical definition as well as looking at the diversity of notions of youth across space: we identify a
younger youth cohort (15–24) and an older one (25–34), which we compare to understand how different
youth cohorts undertake migration and the implications of this for development policies.
The sections to follow first frame the conversation before considering the specificities of youth
migration today. Then they outline key development issues that relate to youth migration and identify
knowledge gaps.

Limitations
Any paper on youth migration and development commonly encounters three difficulties that limit the
analysis:
•

Lack of data: Disaggregation by age group, when available, is inconsistent across databases. Datasets
are most often available for international migrant stocks that are not disaggregated by country of
origin, thus limiting researchers’ ability to gain a comprehensive overview of youth migration
patterns. Lack of data on returns and internal migration contribute to a limited understanding of
youth migration patterns.
Section 2, for instance, largely relies on data on international migrant stocks from the United Nations
Department for Economic and Social Affairs, recorded every five years since 1990. The United
Nations Statistics Division defines migrant stocks as “estimates of the total number of international
migrants present in a given country at a particular point in time.”6 In contrast, data on migration

5 See
6

Annex 1 of UNDP Youth Strategy 2014−17 for further information.
See https://www.migrationdataportal.org/themes/international-migrant-stocks.
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flows measure the number of migrants entering and leaving a country over the course of a specific
period (e.g., one year). The static picture that migrant stocks offer has implications for the way data
in this section can be interpreted: little can be said about migration trajectories, or the age at which
migrants arrived in their destination country, or specific demographic effects. We only know what
age the migrants were at the time the data were collected in their destination country. Some
migrants could have migrated as children/youths, while others could have migrated as adults. For
example, a 44-year-old migrant in Kenya could have migrated when she was 20, yet the data available
would categorize her as an adult, placing her in the 35–44 age group. It is not clear therefore whether
current observed migrants migrated within or outside of the age group of interest (15–34). As a
result, there is a need to collect data on international migration flows that are consistently
disaggregated by age (e.g., in five-year cohorts).
•

An unbalanced focus: Certain regions are overrepresented by the datasets available. Scant attention
is given, for instance, to the specificities of migration patterns within and among developing
countries. This limits researchers’ ability to fully depict the complexity of youth movements at a
global level as well as the dynamics and effects of youth migration in developing countries. This
limitation is strongly related to data collection systems and capacity, and justifies the need to expand
capacities in developing countries to enable a more comprehensive and nuanced understanding of
migration trends.

•

Limited data on the differences between general international migration patterns vs. those of
internal or irregular youth migration: Internal and irregular youth migration are phenomena that
should not be underestimated and that deserve more attention from both researchers and policy
makers. These migration trends constitute invisible movements in the eyes of data science experts,
who are not well equipped to measure and record them. Assuming that internal and irregular
migration involves youth to a larger extent, concerns regarding the conditions of their labor market
integration and their likely absorption by the informal economy remain unaddressed due to the lack
of data. This lack also limits understanding of the impact of youth migration on a country’s
development, and thus hampers policy makers’ efforts to identify appropriate ways to maximize
young migrants’ contributions to labor markets, the economy, and society as a whole. Expanding
empirical resources on these phenomena would help clarify the intersection between youth,
migration, and development.

Each of these points are addressed by the research recommendations offered at the conclusion of this
paper.
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LIST OF ACRONYMS
EU

European Union

ICT

information and communication technology

IDP

Internally Displaced Person

ILO

International Labour Organization

IsDB

Islamic Development Bank

IOM

International Organization for Migration

LGBTQI+

Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Queer, and Intersex

OECD

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development

SDG

Sustainable Development Goal

UIS

United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization’s Institute of Statistics

UNECA

UN Economic Commission for Africa

UN

United Nations

9

1.

YOUTH MIGRATION ACROSS TIME AND SPACE

Policy makers are increasingly aware of the specific contributions of young people to development,
spurring the launch of global initiatives intended to better understand the social, political, economic, and
psychological factors that affect youth behavior.7 Yet, little attention has been paid to the specificities of
young migrants’ contributions, to how these contributions have changed over time, and to how young
people’s migration patterns may vary from those of older generations. The countries of destination that
young migrants relocate to and the way their destination preferences have evolved reveal complex
migration stories embedded in individual plans and perspectives, alongside economic, social, and political
factors. Based on an exploration of available data,8 this section sheds light on how youth migration
dynamics have evolved over time, highlighting both geographic and demographic specificities.
Box 1. Key Figures on Youth Migration across Time and Space
•

•

•

•

•

Even as, in absolute numbers, young migrant stocks are higher today than at any point in
time, their share of total migrant stocks has been shrinking. In 2020, nearly 90 million migrants
were 15–34 years old, of which 36 percent belonged to the 15–24 age group and 64 percent
belonged to the 25–34 age group. This compares to around 52 million in the same age group in
1990, of which 42 percent were aged 15–24 and 58 percent were 25–34.
Young migrants are more present in low- and middle-income countries. In 2020, 43 percent of
all young migrants aged 15–24 and 37 percent of those aged 25–34 were located in such
countries, versus only 29 percent of migrants aged 45–54. Moreover, younger migrants are
more common than older ones in Asia, Africa, and Latin America.
The shares of youth migrants from Western Asia have been gaining traction, but for how long?
Of the 30 million migrants aged 15–34 present in Asia in 2020, more than 16 million were
located in Western Asia. Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates alone account for nearly 50
percent of young migrants living in Western Asia. However, the volume of migrant stocks aged
20–34 decreased between 2015 and 2020 in Saudi Arabia, while that of older age groups
continued to expand.
The number of internationally mobile students has been booming for the past 20 years, with
an increase from 2 to 5.5 million international students between 2000 and 2018. This is
especially the case for students from East Asia and the Pacific.
While North America and Western Europe are still top destinations, intraregional student
mobility tends to prevail, depending on various parameters, including geographic proximity
and cultural similarity. Eighty-one percent of North American and Western European students,
37 percent of students from East Asia and the Pacific, and 27 percent of students from the Arab
states were pursuing their higher education within their respective regions in 2018, while 28
percent of South and West Asian students migrated to study in the East Asia and Pacific region.

7 See

Belmonte, M., and McMahon, S. (2019).
UN DESA, International Migrant Stock 2020: Age, sex and destination, Destination and origin; Eurostat, Immigration by age
group, sex and country of birth; UIS, National Monitoring: Inbound internationally mobile students by continent of origin, by
region of origin, 2021, and by host region, 2021.
8
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•

Adopting a regional lens on youth migration highlights gendered differences that need both
further exploration and to be accounted for when developing appropriate youth inclusion
policies. In 2020, 52 percent of migrants aged 15–24 were men while 48 percent were women
overall, while the ratio differed noticeably by region.

1.1.

Young Migrants, Increasing in Absolute Terms, Are Declining as a Share of
Total Stocks

In absolute numbers, youth migrant stocks are larger today than they were 30 years ago, but the size of
the 15–24 age group has increased at a slower pace than that of the 25–34 age group.9 In 2020, nearly 90
million migrants were between 15 and 34 years old, of which 36 percent belong to the 15–24 age group
and 64 percent belong to the 25–34 age group, compared to around 52 million in 1990, of which 42
percent belong to the 15–24 age group and 58 percent to the 25–34 age group.10 Moreover, youth aged
15–24 represented 11 percent of the total migrant stocks and those aged 25–34, 20 percent. The share of
migrants aged 35–44 continues to peak at 20 percent of total migrant stocks, before decreasing for the
older age categories.
At the same time, an increase of the overall migrant stocks and the overall youth population can be
observed. The share of the 15–24 age group in total migrant stocks has slowly been shrinking (see figure
1),11 while the share of the 25–34 age group has remained relatively stable across time. Young migrants
represent relatively the same proportion of the total youth population—between 2 and 3 percent—since
1990. This overall figure, however, conceals a striking gap between high-income countries and low- and
middle-income countries.12 Today, young migrants aged 15−24 account for 13 percent of the total youth
population in high-income countries, 1 percent for middle-income countries, and 2 percent for lowincome countries. Such statistics call for the need to analyze the socioeconomic implications of youth
migration in light of contextual factors. Indeed, key policy issues that lie at the intersection of youth,
migration, and development—such as the social, economic, and political interactions between young
migrants and young nonmigrants—may vary from one country to another.

9

UN DESA, International Migrant Stock 2020: Age, sex and destination.
One of the major caveats of analyzing youth migration trends through migrant stocks rather than flows is that demographic
effects are hard to isolate. Because the migrant stock is itself aging, it is hard to determine the extent to which changes in the age
composition of the migrant population are due to new cohorts migrating or the aging of people who migrated in the past. In this
specific instance, the fact that the size of the 15–24 migrant stock has been decreasing over the past 30 years may not necessarily
mean that young people are migrating less than before but that they may be moving up the age ladder and transitioning to older
age groups. In contrast to migration flows, migrant stocks may account for the same people over time but in different age groups.
11 A similar finding was noted in the JRC 2020 report on Youth and Migration. See Belmonte, M., et al. (2020), Youth and migration:
an overview. Publications Office of the European Union, Ispra.
12 The statistical categories referred to in this section on “developed” and “less developed” regions are those used by the United
Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs. For more information, see UN DESA, International Migrant Stock 2020
Documentation, 2020.
10
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Figure 1. Evolution of Youth Migrant Stocks as a Share of Total Migrant Stocks, 1990–2020
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Source: UN DESA, 2020.

By region, the share of young migrants aged 15–24 in total migrant stocks declined overall in Africa, Asia,
Europe, and North America, while the share of young migrants aged 25–34 decreased only in Europe and
North America. Latin America and the Caribbean, and Oceania have a growing proportion of young
migrants in their total migrant population.13 Figure 2 shows that the share of young migrants aged 15–24
is dropping in most regions with the exception of these two. Nonetheless, the share of young migrants
aged 15–24 in the overall migrant stocks remains the largest for Africa, at 16 percent. At the same time,
the 25–34 age group consistently represents the largest share of total migrant stocks, except for Europe
and North America, where the 35–44 age group accounts for 20 percent of total migrant stocks in the
region. Meanwhile, data show that the 25–34 age group represents the largest proportion of the total
migrant population in three of the main destination countries in the European Union: Germany (29
percent), Spain (28 percent), and France (26 percent).14
While migrant stocks do not provide evidence of the age at which people migrate, the fact that the African
migrant population is “younger” than the migrant populations of other regions, particularly Europe and
North America, may suggest greater intraregional movements among young Africans. Yet, it is still
important to acknowledge that the older migrant cohorts in Europe and North America may be indicative
of an aging migrant population and are not necessarily proof that these regions attract older migrants per
se. This raises questions on who can migrate to developed regions and underpins the need for agedisaggregated data on migration flows.

13

See also https://www.migrationdataportal.org/themes/child-and-young-migrants.
Eurostat, Immigration by age group, sex and country of birth, 1998-2019.
https://appsso.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/nui/show.do?dataset=migr_imm3ctb&lang=en.
14
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Figure 2. Share of Young Migrants (15–24) among Regional Migrant Population across Time, 1990–
2020
25%
20%
15%
10%
5%
0%
1990
Africa

Asia

2000
Europe

2010

Latin America and the Caribbean

2020
North America

Oceania

Source: UN DESA, 2020.

1.2.

Young Migrants Are More Present in Low- and Middle-Income Countries

Data show that younger people—aged both 15–24 and 25–34—are more present in low- and middleincome countries than are older cohorts (see figure 3).15 In 2020, 43 percent of all young migrants aged
15–24 and 37 percent of all young migrants aged 25–34 were located in low- and middle-income
countries.16 Meanwhile, only 29 percent of migrants aged 45–54 were located in low- and middle-income
countries. At the same time, a larger proportion of older migrant groups was present in high-income
countries, compared to younger migrant groups. It should also be highlighted that young people aged 15–
24 are more likely than other age group to be located in low-income countries, with a share of 7 percent.

15

According to the UN DESA International Migration Stock 2020 Documentation, the classification of countries and areas by
income level is based on gross national income per capita as reported by the World Bank (June 2020). These income groups are
not available for all countries and areas. Further information is available at:
https://datahelpdesk.worldbank.org/knowledgebase/articles/906519-world-bank-country-and-lending-groups.
16 This greater presence of young migrants in low- and middle-income countries was observed in the UN World Youth Report
2013 on Youth and Migration: in 2013, the majority of young migrants (60 percent) lived in developing countries.
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Figure 3. Distribution of Migrants across Income Groups for Different Age Categories, 2020
80%
70%
60%

71%

70%
63%

57%

50%
36%

40%

33%

30%
20%

7%

10%

27%

4%

3%

26%
3%

0%
15-24
High-income countries

25-34

35-44

Middle-income countries

45-54
Low-income countries

Source: UN DESA, 2020.

The greater presence of young migrants in low- and middle-income countries than in high-income
countries is a phenomenon observed throughout time and was more striking 30 years ago than it is today
(see figure 4). The percentage of young migrants aged 15–24 living in high-income countries has been
increasing, from 46 percent in 1990 to 57 percent in 2020, while the share of those living in middle-income
countries decreased by 10 percentage points. Meanwhile, the share of young migrants aged 15–24 living
in low-income countries remained relatively the same. The fact that more young migrants are located in
high-income countries may be correlated with their increased presence in Saudi Arabia and the United
Arab Emirates.
Figure 4. Distribution of Young Migrants (15–24) across Income Groups and Time, 1990–2020
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Source: UN DESA, 2020.

In 2020, Asia hosted the largest share of young migrants—both 15–24 and 25–34—followed by Europe
and North America (see figure 5). Younger migrants are overall more represented in Asia, Africa, and Latin
America than older migrants: 33 percent of young migrants aged 15–24 are located in Asia, 13 percent in
Africa, and 7 percent in Latin America. While young migrants are still highly present in Europe and North

14

America (24 percent and 18 percent of migrants aged 15–24, respectively), the share of older migrants
living in these two regions remains larger by up to 34 percent and 25 percent for migrants aged 45–54 in
Europe and North America, respectively. With the existing literature pointing to the impact of wealth on
the ability to migrate long distances,17 beyond cultural and social factors, a possible explanation for these
trends is that young migrants tend to favor regional migration, and thus shorter and less expensive routes,
while older cohorts may find longer migration routes more accessible from a financial viewpoint. Thus,
among other parameters, the availability of economic resources may deter younger migrants from moving
to destinations that are far away from their home country.
Figure 5. Regional Distribution of International Migrants by Age Category (%), 2020
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1.3.

Asia Gaining Traction—but for How Long?

For the past 20 years, Asia has been gaining particular traction: it has outstripped Europe as the main
destination for young migrants since the mid-2000s and today hosts more than 30 million migrants aged
15–34. The greater presence of young migrants in Asia challenges a Western-centric view of migration,
which regards Western countries as prime migration destinations. The majority of young migrants (more
than 16 million) are located in Western Asia. Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates alone, two
countries marked by rapid economic growth in the past decades, account for nearly 50 percent of young
migrants living in Western Asia.18 This is the result of high demand for foreign labor, accommodated by a
relatively open migration system, which has attracted young migrant workers—especially men—from less
developed countries in the region and across Asia.19 In fact, non-age-disaggregated data show that half of
17

See McKenzie, D. (2007), King, R., and Skeldon, R. (2010), De Haas, H. (2019).
Majid, A.M. (2006), The Contribution of the Oil Sector to Arab Economic Development, OFID Pamphlet Series, 34. For the
latest data on the current state of labour migration across the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) countries, and in the Abu Dhabi
Dialogue area, see OECD, Migration in Asia: What skills for the future? OECD Development Policy Papers No. 40, 2021.
19 The beginning of Saudi Arabia’s open labor migration policy coincided with the country’s oil exploration in the late 1930s,
fueling the inflows of foreign workers until the 2000s. Both Arab and Asian migrants were recruited on a short-term basis, with
limited access to social protection and other labor rights, to bridge the country’s infrastructure and economic diversification
needs. Declining oil revenues coupled with marked population growth in the 1990s, economic challenges in the 2000s, and
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the migrant stock in Saudi Arabia is made up of migrants from South and Southeast Asia, the main diaspora
coming from India (approximately 2.5 million migrants), followed by Indonesia and Pakistan.20 However,
while Saudi Arabia is still the top destination for young migrants in Asia, a decrease in the volume of young
migrant stocks can be witnessed between 2015 and 2020 for the 20–24, 25–29, and 30–34 age groups,
while migrant stocks for older age groups have continued to go up. This coincides with the strict labor
market reforms adopted during the 2010s to halt the inflow of foreign workers and push for
the“Saudization” of the workforce,21 reforms that seem to have acted to the detriment of the young
migrant population.

1.4.

Higher Education Abroad: Growing Intraregional Student Mobility

Higher education is a major factor explaining youth migration decisions and patterns.22 This is confirmed
by recent data from the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization’s Institute for
Statistics (UIS)23 that show the rapid increase of internationally mobile students, whose numbers more
than doubled in less than 20 years, from 2 to 5.5 million between 2000 and 2018 (see figure 6).
Figure 6. Evolution of Total Tertiary Students Studying Abroad (outbound students), 2000–18
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Source: UIS, National Monitoring: Outbound Internationally Mobile Students by Host Region, 2021.
social unrest in the wake of the 2011 Arab Springs, led to a shift in the country’s labor migration approach and the gradual
adoption of labor-market planning measures. See De Bel-Air, F. (2018), Demography, Migration and Labour Market in Saudi
Arabia, GLMM. and Khraif, R. M. et al. (2019), Migration in Saudi Arabia: Present and Prospects.
20 UN DESA (2020).
21 Saudi Arabia introduced the Nitaqat program in September 2011 to limit the private sector’s reliance on foreign workers and
respond to soaring youth unemployment as the country’s most pressing challenge in a region shaken by antigovernment
protests. This program has formed part of the broader “Saudization” strategy, or the plan to ensure that the workforce is
increasingly made up of Saudi nationals, rather than foreign workers. See De Bel-Air, F. (2018).
22 See Belmonte, M., et al. (2020). The report also finds a positive correlation between the level of education and the willingness
to migrate. For instance, 57.2 percent of young people with secondary education and 10.4 percent of those with tertiary
education have migration intentions versus 53.6 percent and 9.5 percent, respectively.
23 UIS, National Monitoring: Outbound internationally mobile students by host region (lastly updated in March 2021). Note on
statistical concepts and terminology: This part of the chapter on student mobility uses the UIS regional classification and key
statistics concepts. It defines international (or internationally mobile) students as “students who have crossed a national or
territorial border for the purpose of education and are now enrolled outside their country of origin,” outbound students as
“tertiary students from a given country studying abroad,” and inbound students as “tertiary students from abroad studying in a
given country.”
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The evolution of tertiary students studying abroad (“outbound students” as per the UIS terminology)
differs across regions of origin. While the share of North American and Western European students
studying abroad among total international students has been in decline for the past 20 years, the share
of Asian students studying abroad has increased, especially for East Asian and Pacific students, who
accounted for 27 percent of total international students in 2018. The fact that Asian students pursue their
tertiary education abroad can be explained by the growth of emerging economies such as India and
China.24 In fact, students from middle-income countries accounted for 60 percent of total international
students in 2018, 25 exceeding by far the share of students from high-income countries (see figure 8).
Figure 7. Tertiary Students Studying Abroad by Region of Origin across Time, 2000–18
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Figure 8. Tertiary Students Studying Abroad by Income Group across Time, 2000–18
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Source: UIS, National Monitoring: Inbound internationally mobile students by continent of origin, 2021 [1]; UIS 2021.

24 See

Cortina, J., et al (2014).
When disaggregating the data for upper- and lower-middle-income countries, the share is larger and increased at a faster rate
between 2000 and 2018 for international students from upper-middle-income countries.
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While North America and Western Europe continue to be the main destinations for outbound students,26
a significant share of students resort to intraregional migration: 81 percent of North American and
Western European students, 37 percent of students from East Asia and Pacific, and 27 percent of students
from the Arab states pursued their higher education within their respective regions, while 28 percent of
South and West Asian students migrated to study in East Asia and Pacific (see figure 9). The regionalization
of tertiary education has notably been documented for Asia, where countries such as China and Japan are
putting in place specific programs to attract Asian students as part of a broader strategy to become highereducation destinations.27 These countries both build on their capacity to offer students high-quality
education at top-ranked universities, while guaranteeing them employability once they graduate.28
Beyond geographic proximity, cultural and linguistic ties are another major factor explaining students’
destination decision.29 For instance, nearly 9 percent of mobile students from Latin America and the
Caribbean could be found in Spain in 2018, while nearly 19 percent of students from Sub-Saharan Africa
were studying in France and the United Kingdom the same year. According to the 2019 Global Education
Monitoring Report, a growing number of African students can be seen in China as result of growing
economic ties and bilateral cooperation.30
Figure 9. Distribution of Students Studying Abroad by Region of Origin and across Regions of
Destination, 2018
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Source: UIS, 2021.
Note: The vertical axis of this graph figure indicates the region of origin of students studying abroad, while the legend indicates
the region of destination.
26

No temporal pattern was found regarding the regional distribution of outbound mobile students that could allow us to draw
conclusions on their destination preferences. For example, the share of outbound East Asian students studying in East Asia
oscillated between 35 percent and 45 percent over the past 20 years. This could also be due to way the statistics are recorded,
and sometimes estimated.
27 See Chan, S.J. (2012), Ziguras, C. and McBurnie G. (2011).
28 ADBI, OECD and ILO (2014), Labour Migration, Skills and Student Mobility in Asia.
29 UNICEF (2014), Migration and Youth: Challenges and Opportunities; See also UNESCO (2019).
30 According to the 2019 Global Education Monitoring Report, Sino-African cooperation has materialized in the field of
education, with the number of Chinese scholarships provided to African professionals and students increasing from 30,000 in
2016–18 to 50,000 in 2019–21.
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1.5.

A Gendered Lens on Youth Migration Dynamics

For all age categories, the share of male migrants slightly exceeds that of female migrants, and this is true
across time. In 2020, 52 percent of young migrants aged 15–24 were men while 48 percent were women.
However, the gender disaggregation of young migrants follows different patterns at the regional level. In
Africa, where 76 percent of the migrant stocks are made of intraregional migrants, largely from SubSaharan Africa, the 15–24 age group is composed of a larger share of female migrants (51 percent) relative
to male migrants (49 percent). Migrant women, however, represent a smaller share of total migrants for
each older age group, and this tendency has been constant for the past 30 years.
Migration in Africa, and particularly Sub-Saharan Africa, is often depicted as a male-dominated
phenomenon. However, women constitute an increasingly bigger proportion of international migrants, a
process described as the “feminization of migration.”31 Female migrants in Sub-Saharan Africa tend to be
very young, generally between 15 and 24 years (see table 1), and unmarried; but a trend of women
migrating in their 40s has also been documented. The profile of young migrant women can be divided into
two overarching categories: those who are single and low educated, who find employment as housemaids
or in the care industry; and those who are single and educated, who migrate in search of better
employment opportunities.32 Besides international migration, the internal migration of women from rural
to urban areas is a phenomenon that deserves further attention and exploration.33
In Asia, migrant women consistently account for a smaller share of total migrants across age groups,
however, the gap between migrant women and men is the smallest for the 15–24 age category. While
this tendency has been visible since the 1990s, the gap between female and male migrants was narrower
30 years ago, especially for young age groups. For instance, women represented 48 percent of migrants
aged 15–24 and 43 percent of those aged 25–34 in 1990, and these shares shrunk to respectively 45
percent and 39 percent in 2020. A possible explanation for this observation is the fact that intraregional
migration from Central and South Asia is increasingly male dominated, with men constituting 66 percent
of the migrant stock in 2020, compared to 56 percent in 1990—an increase of 10 percentage points over
30 years.34 In Latin America and the Caribbean, the share of migrant women and men across different age
groups has remained more or less the same over time and indicates a gender balance, especially for
younger migrant groups.

31 See

Bachan, A. (2018).
See Masanja, G.F. (2012).
33 This is not a universal trend. One interviewee, Essa C. Mussa, for example, suggests that in Ethiopia households are reluctant
to send young women to work in urban areas, where they may be more exposed to violence and abuses.
34 The majority (63%) of migrants living in Asia are intraregional migrants. Migrants coming from Central and South Asia
continue to represent the largest share of intraregional migrants, although this share has been shrinking with time in favor of
migrants from East and Southeast Asia.
32
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Table 1. Gender Distribution of Migrants in Different Age Categories in Africa, Asia, and Latin America
and the Caribbean, 1990 and 2020
Age categories

15–24

25–34

35–44

45–54

55–64

43
57

42
58

43
57

42
58

42
58

44
56

38
62

37
63

42
58

45
55

49
51

49
51

50
50

48
52

48
52

Africa
2020
Female (%)
Male (%)

51
49

47
53

Female (%)
Male (%)

50
50

46
54

1990

Asia
2020
Female (%)
Male (%)

45
55

Female (%)
Male (%)

48
52

Female (%)
Male (%)

50
50

Female (%)
Male (%)

51
49

39
61

1990
43
43
57
57
Latin America and the Caribbean
2020
49
48
51
52
1990
51
49
49
51

Source: UN DESA, 2020
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2.

FACTORS THAT ENABLE AND SUSTAIN YOUTH MIGRATION

The drivers of migration are often both enablers and disablers—and all the more so at an age of life when
possibilities are still plural, and the contours of existence are not yet definitively traced. A study focused
on youth aspirations to migrate, based on Gallup World Poll’s data (2010–16), suggests that more than 32
percent of young people aged 15–34 years, the majority of which are in developing countries, were willing
to “migrate permanently abroad if given a chance.”35 Of that total, 17 percent planned to effectively do
so within the next year. Expressing an aspiration to migrate, however, differs from having the ability to do
so.
Youth migration may not always be the outcome of rational decision-making. Indeed, both choice and
chance determine youth migration, and particularly migration destinations (Bloch, Zetter, and Sigona
2009). Some young migrants choose their destination, taking into account the feasibility of the journey,
the existence of networks, language, culture, rule of law, and human rights in the country of destination.
Others migrate by chance, with youth as an age group showing more risk-taking abilities, and the
readiness to travel with little reliable information but a hope to take control over their lives. These abstract
motivations are as much part of youth migration as tangible factors; both are based on assumptions and
expectations. One of these assumptions has been confirmed in the literature: wage growth has been
shown to be higher for migrants who arrive at a younger age.
Thinking of youth migration in terms of push and pull factors is somewhat helpful but also inadequate.
Different theories have been used to explain the reasons why people migrate but none fully explains
migration patterns,36 or addresses age specificities.37 The current debate around youth migration is mostly
focused on economic drivers that encourage young migrants to leave their community of origin in search
of more stable and better-paid job opportunities, and employment is often cited as a driver for migration
by young migrants themselves. Going beyond this unidimensional understanding of youth migration, this
section highlights five key enablers of migration among youth, and two factors that sustain it.
Factors enabling youth migration:
1. Access to finance may have mixed impacts on youth migration. While young people with
migration intentions may have found ways to circumvent credit constraints, some studies show
that debt and indebtedness may, on the contrary, drive migration.
2. Education can act as a key driver of youth migration across all contexts, including conflict
settings. On the one hand, higher education levels may motivate young people to migrate to put
their skills and knowledge into practice; on the other, youth migration can be driven by the search
for better education prospects. These two mechanisms, however, do not work in isolation but
rather mutually reinforce each other, as high education levels may lead to further migration for
education purposes.

35 See

Milasi, S. (2020).
Carling, J. and Collins, F. (2018).
37 See Juárez F., et al (2013).
36 See
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3. Technology is present across the migration process, shaping desires, and providing access to
information and services along the way; the potential—and risks—of information and
communication technologies (ICTs) for specific demographics is key.
4. Social networks and human capital shape and protect youth migrants but may require young
migrants to “give back” to network actors.
5. Policies and policy frameworks play a key role in the materialization of migration aspirations.
While migration policies may be biased toward work experience and thus limit the possibility of
young people to migrate, educational and vocational training policies can also affect the likelihood
of migration.
Factors sustaining youth migration:
6. Youth migration is a proxy for circular migration, and for generations to come: those who migrate
young are more likely to continue to migrate, as will their children.
7. Youth migration remains a response to crises, and personal transitions, including most recently
a response to COVID-19—initially limited by global North countries, due to health constraints
before being encouraged in a context of survival and economic reconstruction.

2.1.

The Links between Youth Migration and Finance Are Complex and
Multidimensional

The links between youth migration and finance, which include access to credit, debt, indebtedness, and
money transfers through remittances, are complex and understudied. While financial considerations and
constraints are often used as a prism to study youth migration, our understanding of how access to finance
shapes the decision-making process of young migrants, how it affects their migration journey, and how it
can affect the way young migrants interact with their home country remains limited.
A study of the determinants of youth migration across seven countries shows no evidence of credit
constraints hindering youth migration.38 In other words, youth find a way around credit constraints that
often curtail adult migration—either through community pooling of resources, or loans that they will later
pay back. In addition, debt migration can take different forms based on the migrant’s gender identity. This
is the case in many parts of Southeast Asia, where women leaving their country to engage in domestic
work abroad will resort to wage deductions to finance their migration, rather than taking out loans. This
has been referred to as “silently incurred debt” (Platt 2017), but also shows that the links between youth
migration and access to credit can play out differently for men and women.
At the same time, debt or indebtedness can act as a primary driver of migration. A recent IOM study on
debt and migration in Southeast Asia shows that, while using migration as a coping mechanism to overindebtedness is not a new phenomenon in itself, the new forms of loans or “microcredits” that
microfinance institutions have given rise to, especially in rural areas, have strengthened the links between

38

See De Brauw, A. (2019).
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credit expansion and migration in the region.39 For instance, in Cambodia, the repayment of problematic
debts is increasingly made possible by migration.
Remittances, or the money migrants abroad send back to their home country, can be used to pay back
debt. Bylander notably finds that access to credit and migration mutually reinforce each other: migration
has become an increasingly viable response to the growth of formal and informal credit options as it allows
individuals to earn enough money to repay loans.40 Nonetheless, remittances are not always the answer.
In fact, younger migrants aged 15–24 are found to remit less than migrants above the age of 25.41 This
can be explained by several factors, including that young migrants may not always migrate for economic
reasons but rather “education, marriage, family reunification or refuge”42 and, when they do seek out
economic opportunities, they face significant hurdles that prevent their sustainable integration in the
formal labor market. To compensate for informal employment options and the lack of access to social
protection, young migrants may resort to reverse remittances.43 Against this backdrop, some researchers
have argued that governments should support young migrants before, during, and after migration,
notably by ensuring their access to financial services, including loans, to help them cover migration costs
and high recruitment fees.

2.2.

Education Decisions Affect Young Migrants’ Life Course

Education can influence young people’s decision to migrate in two ways that mutually reinforce each
other. First, educational aspirations, which are often seen as a secondary driver, mainly because of the
difficulties in dissociating them from the search for improved economic prospects, are a key determinant
of youth migration across different contexts, both in developed and developing countries, including in
humanitarian settings. For instance, young asylum seekers can also be in a quest for education, as seen
among young Afghan asylum seekers,44 as well as among young Eritrean refugees in Ethiopia.45 Similarly,
youth from Somaliland and Puntland may find their right to education fulfilled only through migration
abroad.46
Education as a driver for youth migration may also open avenues for subsequent migration decisions,
particularly in the search for better employment opportunities. For instance, Heckert (2015) found that
young Haitians who migrate for education end up with better labor opportunities.47 Similarly, Valentine et
al. (2017) note that access to education is first among the drivers of young Mexicans’ migration from rural
to peri-urban and urban areas, and precedes labor migration, whether domestic or international.48
39

IOM (2019), Debt and the Migration Experience: Insights from South-East Asia.
See Bylander, M. (2014).
41 Mashayekhi, M. and Twarog, S. (2014), Chapter 9 in Migration and Youth: Challenges and Opportunities.
42 Ibid.
43 Murthy S., and Winder, N. (2014), Chapter 3 in Migration and Youth: Challenges and Opportunities.
44 https://deeply.thenewhumanitarian.org/refugees/community/2016/10/21/call-us-students-not-refugees-say-afghansmigrating-for-education.
45 See Samuel Hall (2014).
46 See Samuel Hall (2015).
47 See Heckert, J. (2015).
48 See Valentine, Jessa Lewis, Brad Barham, Seth Gitter, and Jenna Nobles (2017).
40
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However, the same study finds that migration to the United States may lead to unskilled jobs and be
delinked from the original education goals. As such it can disrupt the school-work transition. Such
education decisions can substantially alter young migrants’ life course. Researchers also point to the
broader repercussions of education as a key driver for migration that goes beyond the individual level. For
instance, Bakewell and Bonfiglio (2013) highlighted in their study that children’s education, which is often
viewed as a long-term investment, can also shape the migration choices of families.49
At the same, higher education levels can also increase the chances that young people will migrate. It is
therefore important to see education-driven migration as a continuum whereby migration for educational
purposes can shape future migration decisions. Migration can open access to educational opportunities
that otherwise would not be available to young people.50 Lulle et al. (2019) find that “[t]ertiary level
graduates are generally more mobile than the rest of the population […] and migrants with a lower
secondary education are also over-represented in the mobile population.”51 Milasi (2020) observed a
similar trend, noting that postsecondary education increases the aspiration to migrate among youth in
developing and emerging countries, with the highest educated more likely to effectively make plans to
leave.52
Education, however, can also be interrupted as a result of migration. In fact, migration has a negative
effect on educational attainment for both young male and female migrants.53 Research focused on
Ethiopia shows that young women are at times forced to leave education and to migrate to fulfill parental
and extended family needs. They are sent to the Middle East, where there is great demand for domestic
workers.54 Young men, instead, decide to leave school as they are attracted by the success stories of
migrants who migrate to South Africa and achieve financial rewards.55

2.3.

Technology Can Empower Youth at All Stages of the Migration Process

The expanded use of technology shapes migrants’ aspirations: access to technology provides access to
images of new lifestyles, allows potential migrants to gain insights into their possible destinations, and
provides access to information on how to get there.56, 57, 58, 59 Nonetheless, access to technology is neither
universal nor equal: most of those who do not have access to the internet are concentrated in poorer
countries.60 As concerns youth specifically,61 only 30 percent have access to the internet in least-

49

See Bakewell, O., and Bonfiglio, A. (2013).
Belmonte et al. (2020).
51 See Lulle et al. (2019).
52 See Milasi, S. (2020).
53 Dustmann and Glitz (2011), Chapter 4 in Handbook of the Economics of Education.
54 See Semela and Cochrane, L (2019).
55 Ibid.
56 See Bakewell O. et al (2009).
57 Martin and Herzber (2014), Chapter 4 in Migration and Youth: Challenges and Opportunities.
58 de Haas, H. (2020), Chapter 1 in Routledge Handbook of Migration and Development.
59 European Commission (2019), 10 Trends Shaping Migration.
60 https://www.statista.com/statistics/269329/penetration-rate-of-the-internet-by-region/
61 The report defines youth as those between 15 to 24 years.
50 See
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developed countries, 67 percent in developing countries, while 94 percent have access in developed
countries.62 Access to the internet also varies based on gender: at the global level women have lower
access to the internet by 12 percentage points, a gap that between 2013 and 2017 widened in Africa. This
digital divide has been particularly evident during the COVID-19 pandemic as millions have been excluded
by access to the internet, despite its relevance in spreading information on how to protect oneself from
the virus.63
Technology plays a greater role once youth are on the move, as a source of guidance, facilitating their
choices of destination, routes, and services along the way, and also as a means to stay in touch with loved
ones back home, or as a line of credit to family members.64 Young migrants have the capacity to use and
adapt to technologies better than older cohorts, as they have been acquainted with these new tools from
an early age. For instance, technology is leveraged to maximize young migrants’ access to services and
enhance their protection, especially that of children, adolescents, and girls. The potential for ICT to protect
youth who are far from home is a key hope in the way that technology can support safer migration.
Research has shown that young migrants use ICTs65 to extend their social networks, find new jobs, send
remittances, and keep in touch with family back home. This raises the possibilities of technology to
address the social exclusion of women, and their vulnerability to abuse, trafficking, and other negative
experiences during migration.
Technology may also be a possible outlet for supporting regular migration channels for young people as
most immigration processes now require appointments made online, and follow-up communication and
sharing of documents by email. International coordination and migration agencies, relevant governmental
departments, nongovernmental organizations, civil society organizations (including youth organizations,
movements, and networks) as well as local legal or support agencies are now also increasingly setting up
digital platforms, using ICTs and social media, to provide young migrants with information on their rights
during their migration. In the United States, different platforms connect young migrants and students to
advocacy activities such as the “pocket DACA”66 mobile app which helps young immigrants apply for
deferred action to avoid deportation.
However, risks need to be mapped and understood. Youth can be approached and lured into trafficking
or sex work through scamming sites, smugglers can take advantage of technology and new platforms to
advertise their services, and governments or armed groups can also monitor and target certain youth
populations. As Rima, 29 years of age and living in Dubai, explains “The world is at our fingertips. If each
country’s Ministry of Interior produced a smartphone app or website for potential youth migrants, this
could simplify the process and ensure that fewer people fall into the trap of untrustworthy travel
agents.”67

62

https://www.itu.int/en/ITU-D/Statistics/Documents/facts/ICTFactsFigures2017.pdf.
See Broom, D. (2020).
64 https://resourcecentre.savethechildren.net/library/modern-mobility-role-icts-child-and-youth-migration.
65 https://www.ictworks.org/how-technology-can-support-migratory-children-and-youth/#.YNCPUzaA79E.
66 https://www.aila.org/advo-media/press-releases/2013/new-pocket-daca-mobile-app-helps-daca.
67 https://www.un.org/esa/socdev/unyin/wyr/2013/report.pdf.
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2.4.

Young Migrants Rely Heavily on Their Social Networks

A 2017 research report found that social connections are considered the most reliable source of
information among young migrants: information provided by family and friends at home exerts a
significant influence on the ultimate decision to migrate. Information gathering often takes place by “word
of mouth,” and the experiences of returnees and family members on the move or abroad.68 Gathering
information prior to departure raises expectations. Nonetheless, the information received is not always
accurate or complete. For example, the same report argues that most of the young West Africans
interviewed were not aware of the real situation in Libya before reaching the country.69
Once at the destination, empirical studies have found that those most vulnerable to unemployment—the
young and the less educated migrants—are especially likely to rely on social networks to find jobs. These
jobs, in turn, are likely to lead to improved working conditions for young migrants.70 However, while
networks explain migratory decisions and outcomes, for young migrants they are linked to risks related
to the reciprocity they may require.
Box 2. Youth Migration in, out of, and to India
A study71 on patterns and drivers of internal migration among youth in India and three other countries—
Ethiopia, Peru, and Vietnam—suggests that young people tend to migrate between the ages of 15 and 19,
moving multiple times during this age span. In India, the study finds, the main reason for internal migration
is education among young men, whereas marriage is the biggest reason for migration among young
women. Individuals living in poorer households, however, tend to move for work. India’s students abroad
increased from over 62,000 to almost 182,000 in 13 years.72 The largest majority of outbound Indian
students choose to study in North America and Western Europe, even though this share decreased from
76 percent in 2000 to 61 percent in 2018, in favor of intraregional student mobility toward East Asia and
Pacific. Between 2000 and 2019, the share of outbound Indian students to East Asia and Pacific increased
from 9 percent to 19 percent.73
India continues to be a destination hub for higher-education students. The total share of students
migrating to India for educational purposes has significantly increased since the early 2000s, from almost
7,000 students to 47,424 students in 2019 (a sixfold increase).74 In the early 2000s, the majority of inbound
students came from within the subregion, with Sub-Saharan African students accounting for the largest
share (32 percent).75 In 2019, Sub-Saharan African students accounted for the second-largest share of
68

REACH (2017), Investigating decision-making, migration trajectories and expectations of young people on the way to Italy,
Mixed Migration Platform.
69 Ibid.
70 https://www.birmingham.ac.uk/Documents/college-social-sciences/social-policy/iris/2015/working-paper-series/IRiS-WP-62015.pdf.
71 See Gavonel, M.C. (2017).
72 See Hercog, M., and van de Laar, M. (2017).
73 UIS (2021), National Monitoring: Outbound internationally mobile students by host region.
74 Ibid.
75 Ibid.
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inbound students in India. They were surpassed by students from South and West Asia, which today
represent half the share of inbound students in India. With a 500 percent increase in inbound students
over 20 years, India is a prime example of a country that managed to capitalize on intraregional student
mobility, even though recently the number of foreign students has been growing more slowly, in contrast
with China’s rise as an education hub.76 The issue of recognition of qualifications is increasingly topical in
India:77 young students who have acquired their qualifications abroad need to have them recognized in
India to be able to come back and exercise their profession.
Underdevelopment and unemployment are other factors for migration among Indian youth, who leave
poorer regions such as Kerala or the northern states, to find employment opportunities in countries of
the Gulf Cooperation Council. The migration corridor from India to the Gulf region was for many years the
second largest in the world but is slowly narrowing.78 Other channels are opening up, particularly for
young skilled Indian workers: between 2016 and 2019 more than 40,000 Indians acquired permanent
residence in Canada, which is attracting increasing numbers of young tech workers.79
The high number of nonresident Indians makes India the biggest recipient of remittances,80 as many
migrants keep sending money to their families back home.81 Khadria finds that young migrants, in
particular, tend to remit to their family while abroad, until they start their own family.82

2.5.

Policies and Policy Frameworks Are Key Parameters in Youth Migration
Decision-Making

Another decisive factor in young people’s decision to migrate is the policy frameworks that exist in the
country of origin or country of destination. Policies can be of two orders: they can either be migration
policies with direct impacts on the migration decisions and trajectories of young people, or
employment/vocational training policies with indirect impacts on migration decisions insofar as they can
encourage or disincentivize young people to stay in their country of origin.
Several countries including Australia, New Zealand, and recently the United Kingdom have adopted a
points-based system as part of their migration policy.83 These are used to select skilled migrant workers.84
Governments use this approach to rank or prioritize applicants for jobs based on their characteristics, such
as education, language skills, and work experience. Candidates who score the highest number of points
based on these characteristics are invited to submit a visa application. While in Australia maximum points
76 See

Constantino, X., et al. (2020).
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can be granted for those aged 25–32, the more skilled work experience prospective immigrants have, the
better. Such criteria may prevent younger people from migrating, especially those with little to no work
experience, in favor of older, more experienced cohorts.
The employment policies governments adopt can also have implications for youth migration. Based on a
survey of 10 countries, the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) found that
government employment agencies who contribute to matching supply and demand on the labor market
tend to curb emigration flows.85 Indeed, people who can find jobs on the local labor market through these
institutions may choose to stay. In most countries surveyed, the share of people with no plans to emigrate
is higher for those who secured employment through these agencies, in most cases public jobs, than those
who did not. Evidence on the impact of vocational training is, however, nuanced. On the one hand,
vocational training may help job seekers become more qualified and in a better position to find a job on
the domestic labor market. On the other hand, by enhancing people’s skills, vocational training can
increase the employability of people on international labor markets, thus creating an impulse for
migration. The OECD finds that in most surveyed countries people who had participated in a vocational
training program had a higher likelihood of planning to migrate than those who did not, with the
exceptions of Armenia and Cambodia.

2.6.

Exposure to Migration Can Prompt Further Migration

In many cases, youth migration is not a one-time event but rather a pathway for cyclical and continuous
migration. In some countries, migration has become inherent to the culture and traditions of local
societies, explaining its high occurrence. For instance, in Mexico,86 Mali, or Senegal, 87 migration is a rite
of passage into adulthood for young men. In southeast Nigeria, young men who do not migrate to urban
areas may be negatively perceived.88 For young women in rural areas, migration has turned into a means
of empowerment and escaping oppressive societal expectations (as to the way they lead their lives, for
instance).89 In China, migration is increasingly seen as an opportunity to “become more modern,
independent and beautiful” among young women.90 Overall, migration is a widespread phenomenon
within families and opens the door for future migration trajectories over time and generations. Those who
migrate when young are more likely to migrate again as they become older,91 and young migrants are
likely to have had parents who had migrated.92 A better understanding of youth migration as a dynamic
phenomenon can therefore enable more adapted development planning.
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2.7.

A Response to Crises and Personal Transitions

A final but no less important driver is migration as forced displacement, notably in contexts of
humanitarian crisis.93 Findings from a systematic review of migration aspirations highlight that “migration
aspirations rise with the level of violence and insecurity; whereas data reveal that dissatisfaction with
institutional and contextual factors—for example, corruption, lack of trust in the government—increased
the likelihood of young individuals to aspire to migrate abroad as well, across all country groupings.”94
Crises may also be personal. Deciding to get married and have children affects young people’s migration
decisions in either direction.95 Young men migrate when a child is planned to arrive, or after one arrives,
to be able to better provide for the expanding family through more regular, higher earnings available
abroad. What is often less expected are the personal crises that migrants face en route. In recent years,
increasing evidence has shown the “high levels of abuse, trafficking and exploitation”96 on “harrowing
journeys” taken from the North to the South of Africa, a result of increasingly restrictive migration policies
that create new vulnerabilities for young migrants from Sub-Saharan Africa to Europe. Such evidence
reveals that youth migrants are more at risk than adult migrants on irregular migration journeys—with
implications for their ability to contribute as they transition into adulthood with new layers of
vulnerabilities and marks of trauma accumulated through their migration. The same report highlights that
adolescents with lower levels of education are particularly vulnerable to trafficking and exploitation.
Box 3. Youth Migration out of Somalia and Afghanistan
Research conducted in Afghanistan and Somalia97 tested assumptions about the root causes of and
potential solutions to youth migration. Key findings reveal that:
• The impact of employment on young people’s intentions to migrate is mixed. Data from Afghanistan
lead us to conclude that employment is positively correlated with higher intentions to migrate, while
data from Puntland and Somaliland suggest that employment increases rootedness, or young people’s
desire to remain in their country of origin.
• Economic well-being and ownership of assets are positively linked with greater migration intentions.
• Secondary education may or may not have a positive impact on young people’s intention to migrate.
In Puntland and South-central Somalia, access to secondary education lowered youth’s intentions to
migrate illegally, while in Somaliland no effect was observed.
• Vocational training programs were not found to impact intentions to migrate, although they do
increase young people’s employability and access to the labor market.
• Young people who perceive their sense of safety and security as high tend to have lower intentions
to migrate.
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•

Insecurity and lack of a positive outlook on their future conditions encourages youth to migrate.
Combined with a sense of security and social inclusion, youth that have positive expectations for their
present and future are less likely to leave their country of origin.

Response to COVID-19
The COVID-19 pandemic crisis constitutes a test of an unprecedented nature for all countries and regions
of the world. It is weakening governance systems and numerous economic sectors, in particular sectors
where young people are employed, in most cases for the first time. From an economic perspective, global
crises are known to affect the youth98 the most.99 Even during ordinary times, at the global level, youth
represent the biggest group among the working-age population seeking employment.100 Unemployment
is particularly high among youth, and young migrants often find themselves in vulnerable, exploitative
situations.101 A 2013 consultation of the United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs and
International Labour Organization (ILO) highlighted that young migrant workers, “especially low skilled
migrants, those in irregular status, indigenous migrants, female domestic workers, and other low-skilled
migrants—are most at risk from labor exploitation and various forms of abuse.”102 The OECD suggests that
“[n]ew arrivals tend to be particularly hard hit during the crisis, with lasting negative impact on their longterm employment prospects.”103 Young migrants who arrived in new countries just before the outbreak
of the COVID-19 pandemic have been at an even greater risk of vulnerability.
As the pandemic has progressed, entry restrictions have been implemented by all countries (especially of
the OECD) with a historic collapse in visa issuance of 72 percent between April and June 2020 compared
to the same period in 2019. We can identify very direct and sometimes less perceptible consequences of
the pandemic on young migrants. Young migrants are particularly vulnerable to the health impacts of the
pandemic. On the one hand, this is because their often-precarious conditions expose them directly to the
disease; on the other, the large contingents of young migrants in the service sectors (especially health
care and domestic work) put them on the front line. Moreover, language and cultural differences,
especially for youth with less educational or social capital, create barriers in terms of access to care and
information on the pandemic. This is particularly so among undocumented migrants who do not benefit
from national health and social protection programs: “many do not seek health care, including for COVID19, due to financial constraints or fear of deportation.”104
By contrast, the COVID-19 crisis has also brought a new emphasis on the critical role of migrants in the
global workforce. Young labor migrants “were key to our economies and societies before the pandemic
and are likely to become even more essential in the recovery to sustain our weakened economies and
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exhausted societies.”105 According to a Joint Research Centre analysis, in the European Union, migrants
(i.e., defined in the report as both non-EU born and mobile EU workers) account for the 13 percent of
workers that are deemed “essential” to keep the EU economies running. Foreign-born workers constitute
up to a third of the workforce in essential low-skilled professions, including cleaners and helpers, and
laborers in mining and construction. According to the same report, despite natives making up the majority
of key workers (which constitute approximately 31 percent of employed working-age individuals), nonEU born migrants and EU mobile citizens are essential in filling vital roles (e.g., personal care workers in
health services, drivers, transport and storage laborers, food processing workers).106 As pointed out by
the European Commission, “low skilled workers from third-countries are especially over-represented in a
number of key occupations that are vital in the fight against COVID-19, underscoring their often-neglected
value within European economies.”107 Faced with a shortage of essential workers due to mobility
restrictions, many EU Member States implemented measures to facilitate access to the labor market for
third-country nationals already residing in their territory in order to address labor shortages in essential
sectors, especially agriculture and health care.
The switch from forced restriction, made necessary by the pandemic crisis, to the opening up required to
mitigate economic crisis, is a hallmark of the global North countries’ long-time ambiguity in handling
migration. It also provides a truly historic opportunity to analyze, rethink, and rebuild mutually beneficial
trade routes for both countries of origin and destination by promoting better protection and respect for
the rights of young, low-skilled migrants, by taking better account of diversity and gender issues in this
effort, and by avoiding brain drain during the upcoming reconstruction of economies hard hit by the crisis.
In this sense, the crisis reveals systemic flaws in the migration management systems of both countries of
origin and destination, while giving an opportunity to support more equitable and sustainable dynamics.
The OECD recommends that a youth and intergenerational lens be adopted in the response to the effects
of the pandemic.108 And finally, it will be essential to take into account the heterogeneity of young
migrants and, in particular, the specific vulnerabilities of women, the disabled, the most vulnerable, and
those suffering from psychological trauma due to the pandemic, marginalization, or perils faced along
migration routes.

105

See Foresti (2020).
Fasani, F. and Mazza, J. (2020).
107 https://ec.europa.eu/migrant-integration/librarydoc/inform-3-maintaining-labour-migration-in-essential-sectors-in-timesof-pandemic-covid-19
108 Ibid.
106 See

31

3.

DEVELOPMENT THROUGH THE LENS OF YOUTH MIGRATION

Current development paradigms are rarely inclusive of young people, erecting barriers that prevent fullfledged recognition of youth as active members of their societies. Across OECD countries, the
unemployment rate is on average higher for young people aged 15–24, at 12 percent in 2019, compared
to 5.4 percent for all working-age people.109 Certain regions of the world have also recorded their highest
youth unemployment rates in a few decades.110 As previously shown, the fact that young people feel left
out of domestic labor markets can be a catalyst for migration. Voter turnout is also particularly low among
youth, especially across developing countries,111 an indicator of their dissatisfaction with the government
and political inclusion. In more traditional societies, notably in Africa, gerontocracy prevails, which means
that young people often have little space to voice their concerns.112 Finally, in contexts where
unemployment, underemployment, and job precarity are high, young people suffer from a lack of access
to social protection mechanisms, which are usually key to prevent social dislocation in times of
hardship.113 The stigmatization of young people may increase their disenchantment with the current
status quo and push them to search for new opportunities elsewhere.
Migrants, too, continue to be stigmatized and portrayed as outsiders in their countries of destination.
Rather than recognizing them as actors of change and innovation, politicians often frame them as an
economic and social strain on societies. At the same time, increasing their involvement in political
processes and policy making is not sufficiently placed as a priority on national agendas. Falling under two
categories—youth and migrants—at once, young migrants often find themselves in several systems of
exclusion. Their predicament highlights the need for policy makers to reassess how current policies are
tailored to their needs and reflect their aspirations and lived realities.
Both the dysfunctions and successes of dominant policies and economic models can be seen in the
trajectories, daily challenges, and opportunities of young migrants. Such lessons can contribute to
imagining, inventing, identifying, and implementing solutions to crucial contemporary issues. Young
migrants show us that one of the limitations of existing development models might be to think of equality
as an end goal to be reached only after having put an end to socioeconomic inequalities. It may be time
to place equality—instead of inequality—as the starting point for all human actions, for a truly alternative
understanding of development.114
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3.1.

Rethinking Mobility: Socioeconomic Equality as a Starting Point

Youth migration urges policy makers to go beyond the dichotomic view that tends to characterize current
economic models. To this day, assessments of the viability of economic systems have largely relied on a
relatively binary understanding. Members of the labor force fall under one of two opposite categories:
active vs. inactive; employed vs. unemployed; skilled vs. unskilled, and so on. Young migrants, thanks to
their diverse skillset and economic profiles, challenge these dichotomies and push policy makers to
rethink the essential roles they play in the functioning of economies.

3.1.1. A Circular Understanding of Mobility and Integration
In the wake of the COVID-19 crisis, the economic contribution of migrants, and especially young migrants,
in destination countries has become visible.115 Several EU countries adopted measures in extremis that
eased the access of third-country nationals residing in their territory to the labor market in an effort to
address workforce shortages in essential sectors such as agriculture and health care.116 These measures
come at a time of recognition of the importance of “key” or “essential” workers across the European
Union, who were in the front line of the fight against COVID-19.117 Fasani and Mazza find that “even if the
majority of key workers are native, extra-EU migrants and EU mobile citizens are essential in filling vital
roles” that kept the European economies afloat in times of crisis.118 Research conducted by Nándori et al.
also reinforces arguments that young migrants bring skills and abilities to the labor market that
complement, rather than supplant, the skillsets of the domestic workforce. The authors find a positive
effect of youth mobility, at least in the short term, on youth unemployment rates, social development,
and economic growth in countries of destination. This positive effect is also presumed to be long-lasting
“as the growth of GDP may create new demand on the market, which then may improve labour market
balance and therefore reduce unemployment.”119
Bolstering the skills and competences of young migrants not only benefits the country of destination but
also generates positive outcomes for the country of origin, namely through remittances, and for migrants
themselves. Indeed, young migrants question the traditional logics of mobility (push/pull factors,
supply/demand) and call for a circular understanding of how migration and development intersect. The
final report of the United Nations Economic Commission for Europe Task Force on Circular Migration, for
instance, considers circular migration to produce a triple-win situation that benefits (1) countries of origin
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through unemployment relief and the consolidation of financial and human capital, (2) countries of
destination by addressing labor shortages and boosting economic production, and (3) migrants
themselves by providing them with opportunities for human development.120 Using a transnational
perspective, Mazzucato (2008) demonstrates how the multiple benefits of migration materialize in
practice.121 She shows how Ghanaian migrants are doubly engaged: (1) in their country of origin, by
investing in various key economic sectors such as housing and education, and (2) in their destination
country, by acting as a driving force of the Dutch economy.
However, if their skills and qualifications are not continuously bolstered and upgraded, young migrants
may be at risk of engaging in low-skilled, underpaid, indecent jobs—a suboptimal outcome for all three
parties of circulation migration. This has particularly been the case for young female migrants, who often
“have lower levels of school attainment and [… are] more likely to be stuck in low-productivity jobs.”122 A
first step is to recognize diplomas and qualifications obtained predeparture. This ensures that young
migrants already have formally recognized tools at their disposal to actively and meaningfully participate
in the labor market of the destination country. Meanwhile, young migrants who choose to return back
home need to find an enabling environment that creates the necessary conditions for their labor market
integration. In the absence of adequate policies and measures, young migrants may see themselves
constrained to migrate again and to countries where their skills may still not be recognized.
Looking at the integration of young refugees in Europe, the Fundamental Rights Agency recognizes that
providing access to vocational training to those in need of international protection can “help [by]
validating previously acquired skills.”123 As the ILO also suggests,124 the recognition of skills accrued in the
country of origin, even in nonformal or informal avenues, is a significant component of the social
integration of immigrants in destination countries, where migrant workers (and also young people from
immigrant background)125 tend to be disadvantaged. Similarly, the recognition of qualifications acquired
during the migration experience should take place upon return in countries of origin as well, enabling
young migrants to practice at home and preventing de-skilling or skills waste, should they decide to return.
This is even more relevant in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, which “has resulted in increased
waves of return migration, and the need for effective policy measures for labor market and social
reintegration.”126 Examples of existing programs in destination countries targeting young migrants
specifically include the Promoting Integration for Young Migrants project127 and the MIMY (EMpowerment
through liquid Integration of Migrant Youth in vulnerable conditions) program.128
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While ensuring that young migrants are able to maintain, if not increase, their skills level is crucial, it is
also important to highlight that immigrants may not necessarily be worse off than local citizens, notably
in terms of access to employment, especially in developing countries where informality is high. The
relative economic advantage young migrants have vis-à-vis young nationals has been documented in the
case of young Burkinabe migrants in Côte d’Ivoire. It was found that young Burkinabe migrants have lower
unemployment rates than local Ivoirian youth.129 Gender differences can, however, be observed. This
trend is true for young men in general, across low- and middle-income countries, but not for young
women.130 Similarly, it was concluded that young Burkinabe migrants are mostly concentrated among
groups with more professional experience, contrary to popular belief.
Box 4. Youth Unemployment Rates in Italy
The complexity of structural problems faced by today’s youth and the impact that unsupportive and
inadequate policy frameworks have on both local and immigrant youth is well illustrated by the case of
Italy. Despite a consistently high unemployment rate over the past decade, particularly for the younger
youth cohort (15–24),131 Italy has been continuously attracting young migrants who take on low-skilled,
but often essential, jobs either in the formal or informal economy and coexist with young natives that are
out of employment, particularly in the south. As reported by Bonatti, the numbers of those who are
immigrants and have medium- or high-skilled jobs are low, while the number of those with high-level
degrees, especially in science, technology, engineering, or mathematics, taking on unqualified jobs is
high.132 It comes as no surprise that the majority of immigrant households in Italy are “poor or very
poor.”133 Nonetheless, remittances are circa €5 billion per year, which means that “0.3 percent of the
value added produced in Italy is spent in the migrants’ native countries.”134 Bonatti argues that better
employment policies, rather than immigration policies, are needed to foster the economic recovery of
Italy and the overcoming of demographic challenges. The above also highlights how a lack of fair, equal,
and inclusive policies, aimed at integrating young immigrants into the receiving society and enabling them
to access decent and better paid jobs, ultimately deprives the country of human and economic gains,
instead fueling dissatisfaction among the native youth and exacerbating the lack of decent opportunities
for young immigrants.

3.1.2. Starting with Socioeconomic Equality
In the course of their migration trajectory, young migrants may face a multiplicity of risks and
vulnerabilities that affect their social inclusion.135 In countries of destination, young migrants “may
become victims of discrimination and social marginalization.” Precarious working conditions, indecent
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jobs, and the threat of exclusion can jeopardize the development impacts of youth migration for countries
of destination and origin, and particularly for young migrants who are unable to harness their full potential
to lead economic, social, and political change. Youth migration therefore calls for enlarging understanding
of social inclusion and integration to encompass the multiple and diverse needs of young migrants.
Beyond skills development and vocational training, literature points to the wider spectrum of services that
are crucial to the long-term integration of young migrants. Among others, a lack of access to social
protection (including its psychosocial dimensions) is one of the main challenges young migrants face
during their migration journey. As Mai argues,136 young migrants who are legally considered as minors in
their country of destination are not eligible to regular sources of income and can thus “experience very
powerful dynamics of social exclusion and sometimes have to rely on drug smuggling, theft and sex work
to survive economically.” This highlights a paradoxical situation where the legal frameworks in place in
most EU countries, which prevent migrant minors from working in an effort to safeguard their rights as
“children,” can marginalize minor migrants by failing to integrate them in the welfare systems. When they
are legally authorized to work and have found a job on the formal labor market, young migrants may face
other drivers of social exclusion.137 In many cases, the access of young migrant workers to social protection
is contingent upon their migration and/or work permit status. Young migrants often lose their social
protection coverage while waiting for their migration status to be regularized. During this transition
period, many slip into informality, thus further exacerbating their social marginalization.
Ensuring that young migrants have access to social protection, irrespective of their socioeconomic and
migration situations (irregular, unauthorized, undocumented), is therefore key to address the risks and
vulnerabilities they face and maximize their economic and social contributions to their countries of
destination.138 Murthy and Winder note two key aspects of social protection and two complementary
measures that are particularly relevant for migrants: namely (1) access to social protection programs; (2)
the portability of social security benefits, understood as “the ability to preserve, maintain, and transfer
vested social security rights or rights independent of nationality and country of residence”;139 (3) access
to informal support networks; and (4) the design and implementation of policies addressing labor market
access and employability.140
Box 5. Internal Migrants’ Access to Social Services
Access to basic social services may also be an issue when young people migrate internally, in most cases
from rural to urban settings. This is generally because governments fail to understand the needs of
internal migrants, leading them to devise policies that do not address their social exclusion. The struggles
of young pastoralists living in towns and cities in Burkina Faso and Chad is a case in point. In a recent study
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of pastoralist youth in towns and cities,141 the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations
examined the preconditions to the economic and social integration of pastoralist youth once they settle
in urban areas. Young migrants in Burkina Faso and Chad go through a rural-to-urban transition as part of
a broader pathway to adulthood. Yet, and contrary to government beliefs, when young migrants settle in
urban spaces, “they do not abandon livestock farming, but rather play a new role in pastoral
economies.”142 To date, two options have been put on the table to guarantee the social integration of
young pastoralists: some advocate for developing access to basic services within the camps in an effort
to halt pastoral mobility; others seek to sedantarize pastoral systems as a precondition to accessing
citizenship and the rights it entails (e.g., education, training, health, etc.). However, the binary approach
that currently prevails does not meet the dual need for pastoral mobility and territorial anchoring. As
young pastoralists are by essence “people on the move,” they force governments to think outside the box
and envision social inclusion strategies that account for dynamic rural-urban interactions.143

3.2.

Questioning Political and Governance Models

Whether they have returned to their countries of origin (at times on a temporary basis), or are still in their
countries of destination, young migrants have proven capable of shaping political institutions at the
national, regional, or local level. The transnational identities they develop throughout their migration
experience equip them with the tools to “challenge people’s ideas, beliefs and views about, among other
things, democracy, politics, institutions, health, culture, society, religion, technology, science, business,
economics, education, and gender issues.”144 For this reason, rethinking politics in more inclusive terms is
crucial to harness the transformative potential of young migrants and build on their capacity to drive
change in their countries of destination or origin.
While young migrants still face barriers hindering their active participation in political processes abroad,145
a significant body of literature shows how the very experience of migration increases young people’s
likelihood and desire to instigate political changes at home. For instance, Chauvet and Mercier (2012)
explore the links between return migration and participation in local elections in Mali. They find evidence
that returnees from non-African countries diffuse political norms at home that positively change electoral
behaviors.146 Similarly, Docquier et al. find that the openness to emigration is positively correlated with
141
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democratization in the countries of origin.147 The migration experience can also modify political
participation patterns at home. For instance, a study found that Turkish emigration to EU and OECD
countries increased the share of women in the Turkish parliament, thus serving as a catalyst for women’s
empowerment and gender equality.148 Internal migration can also lead to further political involvement. In
Burkina Faso, young pastoralists who assimilated new urban identities were at the forefront of the 2014
popular uprisings.149
Young migrants can also individually benefit from participating in political processes. Political engagement
allows young migrants to gain transferrable soft skills, expand their social capital, and develop greater
self-awareness and sense of identity, among others.150 Participation in policy making also helps young
migrants overcome a sense of alienation and enables them to feel more valued and accepted in countries
of destination.151 At the same time, politically active young migrants are in a better position to debunk the
misperceptions around migration and raise awareness on the benefits it entails.152 Examples of initiatives
targeting young migrants’ participation include the Young Mediterranean Voices Initiative153 and the AUEU Youth Cooperation Hub.154

3.3.

Putting Knowledge, Innovation, and Agency at the Center

The revolution produced by the explosion of ICTs and especially digital technology in the information age
represents one of the main vectors of the cosmopolitization of our societies and the transnationalization
of social structures.155 According to Ulrich Beck, the more that television, cell phones, and the internet
become commonplace, the more the sociological categories of time, space, place, proximity, and place
change in meaning. In fact, this domestic information technology transforms “the absent into the present,
always and everywhere.”156 From this point of view, there is no doubt that ICTs and digital skills are a key
to a cosmopolitical reading of the articulation between integration and transnationalism.157
The ICT revolution is not only changing the way people work, but also modifying the sectors with high
growth potential, and the sectors that employ migrant workers. In this rapidly changing scenario, young
people are de facto one of the most affected population groups. To anticipate the challenges young
people may face, and ensure they harness their full potential—be it at home or abroad—both sending
and receiving countries need to account for these changes in their development strategies. For instance,
incentives may be created for youth to upskill in new technologies, which may as a consequence increase
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their employability on international labor markets, but also to acquire skills related to sectors with high
growth potential, including soft skills.
This calls for a shift from the dichotomic distinction between “brain drain” and “brain gain”158 to an
acknowledgement of the circular nature of migration, which is already a technological and digital
reality.159 Beyond remittances, youth migration also generates positive outcomes for countries of origin
through the transfer of knowledge, skills, and innovative ideas. The diaspora, in particular, can be a source
of “technology transfer, investments and venture capital for countries of origin.”160 Among others, Khadria
provides a nuanced picture of the knowledge, innovation, and productivity gains or losses countries
experience depending on prevailing migration dynamics: while some countries may experience
productivity losses due to emigration, others can leverage the innovative thinking young migrants bring
with them, especially when they join cutting-edge sectors, such as science, technology, engineering, and
mathematics.161
The links between migration and agriculture also provide an interesting case in point.162 Because the
agricultural sector heavily relies on manual labor, migration dynamics including departure and return can
have spillover effects on household activities and the sector’s performance as a whole. On the one hand,
youth migration entails a loss of labor—pushing the household, primarily in developing countries, to
rethink its economic model and how tasks are distributed. On the other hand, youth migration can also
open doors to investment and innovation in the agricultural sector, building on remittances as well as the
social and financial capital returnees bring back with them.
Social remittances are also critical in a context where young migrants have a higher propensity to resort
to iterative migration.163 Social remittances are understood as “the ideas, behaviors, identities, and social
capital that flow from receiving to sending country communities.”164 They are, in the words of Peggy Levitt,
“migration-driven local-level forms of cultural diffusion.”165 Social remittances are transferred through
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social interactions and local-level exchanges. They can take place when young people return to or visit
their countries of origin, migrate to new destinations, or during visits of nonmigrants in destination
countries. Beyond opening up avenues for a transnational dialogue, social remittances have the power to
shape social life and social structures in the countries of origin, thereby creating bridges between the
countries of origin and destination. Young migrants harness their position as “bridge-builders and
translators” to vernacularize global norms,166 such as universal human rights, and translate them into
practice locally.167 In addition to the impact they have on social integration and molding social identities—
notably gender, class, and race identities—at home, social remittances can affect young people’s
perception of politics and favor greater involvement in political processes. There is therefore a need to
design more open and liberal migration policies that take into account the multiple and regular
movements of the younger generations and their implications for the diffusion of knowledge, innovation,
and agency.

3.4.

Affirming Gender Equality

Migration and the opportunities it offers, in terms of employment and education, among others, are
known to be of powerful benefit for all migrants, and in particular for women and girls who may, through
migration, gain greater access to education and livelihood opportunities than those available at home.168
However, persistent gender169 inequalities affect migration in all its forms across the migration cycle,170
including protection risks (violence and exploitation), isolation, and limited access to resources and
information, to name a few. “Mobility and employment create opportunities for female migrants, but
gender norms—shared ideas about the different capabilities and ‘natural’ roles of women and men, girls
and boys—also create vulnerabilities, as do institutional failures to address discrimination.”171 Using
multilevel logistic regression analyses of pooled data from six waves of the European Social Survey (2004–
14), Gkiouleka and Huijts assessed self-reported health and hampering conditions in 27 European
countries. The results reveal how “the health impact of migration is subject to additional dimensions of
social positioning as well as the importance of an intersectional perspective for the monitoring of health
inequalities in Europe.”172 These gendered challenges play out across the cycle of migration, from
predeparture, to the migration experience, and return in countries of origin, transit, and destination.173
In many cases, young women and girls are disproportionately vulnerable and more negatively affected by
the gendered nature of these challenges, especially in forced regular and irregular migration, due to the
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preponderance of power assigned to men in traditional social constructions of gender. In many societies
women’s roles tend to stereotypically focus on reproductive and community engagement responsibilities,
while productive activities are considered as men’s role.174 Young female labor migrants are often more
vulnerable due to working in the domestic roles typically assigned to their gender due to the lower societal
value of this work, resulting in lower pay and less freedom of movement, among other challenges. The
professionalization of domestic tasks and high demand for nurses and caretakers also contribute to the
concentration of women in certain categories, which reinforces the stereotype of women’s aptitude for
domestic tasks.175 In this regard, many characteristics of female youth, in particular, make them both
vulnerable through “subjugating processes of racialization and class oppression, that are also gendered,
sexualized, and may be intertwined with other stigmatizing dynamics”:176 these processes include captive
cheap and disposable female labor forces (in the Mexican maquiladoras177 or Spanish strawberry fields178),
household care of children and elders (in Milan179), as well as biological reproduction in a nation with low
fertility rates (for example, the Republic of Korea180).
Looking now at existing mobility trends, migration is increasingly feminized as women are on the move
more than ever before.181 First, women—and in particular young women—are making up nearly half of
all international migrants worldwide. Second, there is a growing demand for migrant young women’s
labor in destination countries, especially in the care, domestic, and manufacturing sectors: millions of
young women from the global South are migrating to do “women’s work” that women in the global North
are no longer able or willing to do. And, finally, women have become independent migrants and/or
primary economic providers, with fewer women moving for family reunification and more moving in
search of work. Carasthasis et al. (2018) observe that “the majority of (forced) migration [and refugee]
scholarship continues to approach the subject without attending to the simultaneity of experiences and
co-implications of positionalities shaped by gendered, racialized, class, and sexuality-based power
relations.”182
At a time when migration patterns are becoming increasingly feminized and in a pandemic context where
young migrant women (but also members of the lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, and intersex
[LGBTQI+] community) are particularly vulnerable, youth migration once again holds a critical mirror up
to policy makers and stakeholders to rethink the development model. Actions can be taken to move from
gender awareness to gender transformation. The collection of sex, age, and disability-disaggregated data
has been found to allow for the delivery of better assistance and to increase effectiveness and efficiency
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in humanitarian programming, as pointed out by the OECD: “Having disaggregated data makes a
difference in the way public policy is delivered. A lack of disaggregated data has prevented countries from
putting leave no one behind into practice.”183 Integrating complex variables and intersecting factors—
including race, ethnicity, and nationality, where possible184—can enhance gender-responsive and
evidence-based policies, inform advocacy, challenge negative perceptions, and prevent abuses and
exploitation. Finally, pragmatic and egalitarian measures should also be considered, that:
•
•
•
•

Target both men and women by assessing socioeconomic gender roles when designing policies
and programs.
Include LGBTQI+ community members in the design of policies and programs, given the specific
and additional obstacles they often have to face in terms of discrimination and access to rights.
Consider age differences, and in particular the needs of adolescent migrants as distinct from older
age groups within the youth cohort.
Adopt a program cycle and funding cycle that is longer term to address the generational
requirements of gender-transformative approaches, and to ensure that gains are sustained over
time across life stages.

Box 6. The Pandemic’s Effects on Discrimination Against LGBTQI+ Migrant Youth
The pandemic crisis has increased the discrimination endured by lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender,
queer, and intersex (LGBTQI+) migrants, with limited assistance to cope with the social, psychosocial, and
economic impact of the crisis. For the IOM Regional Office for Central America, North America, and the
Caribbean Region, these difficulties are reflected in:

•

Limited access to health care services, “starting with the criminalization of same-sex relationships in
some countries and discrimination against trans people due to their gender identity” while “some
LGBTI people may avoid health services due to fear of arrest or violence”;185

•

Stigmatization, discrimination, hate speech, and attacks on the LGBTQI+ community, often blamed
for the pandemic and chosen as scapegoats;

•

More problematic access to decent work and livelihoods, as LGBTQI+ migrants are generally more
likely to work in the informal sector without any employment protection; and

•

Vulnerability to violence, human trafficking, and exploitation.

The case of Kenya is particularly revealing in highlighting intersectionality, further reinforced by the
context of the pandemic but institutionally and socioculturally rooted in many countries: “LGBTQI+
Kenyans and non-citizens face laws criminalizing same-sex conduct, heightened levels of sexual and
gender-based violence, threats and extortion by authorities, and inadequate or non-existent remedies for
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violence and discrimination perpetrated by state and non-state actors. LGBTQI+ persons face
discrimination when seeking healthcare, housing, and employment. In this generalized context of
discrimination, LGBTQI+ refugees have additional vulnerabilities caused by their insecure status, the
encampment policy that limits freedom of movement, and delays in accessing adequate documentation
and other legal protections.”186
Finally, during recent events related to the so-called refugee crisis in Europe,187 it is worth noting how
some members of the queer community188 have collectively supported migrants and chosen to state their
solidarity with migrants as queers: “Provided that queer is defined as a political project and not an identity,
it can allow for such political complicities, and participate in the emergence in the discursive space—
alongside migrants’ own struggles—of migrants as subjects in their own right.”189

3.5.

Promoting Climate-Adaptive and Transformative Solutions

As explained by King and Harrington in a recent study of the inequality of global warming, countries in
tropical regions will be those most affected by the effects of climate change,190 and thus the populations
of less developed countries pay the higher price if no adaptation strategies are put in place. According to
Ionesco et al., “both sudden and gradual environmental change influence the propensity to migrate; (even
if) it is difficult to isolate and measure the environmental factors that contribute to a decision to migrate.”
191
Here two considerations should be added: first, the poorest and most marginalized tend not to migrate,
as migration requires a certain degree of resources;192 second, “if [poor people] move at all, it will not be
very far, as they most likely do not have the resources to migrate over long distances.”193 This means that
most of the climate-related migration will be internal rather than international. This is further supported
by de Haas, who argues that natural hazards in poor regions, such as in Sub-Saharan Africa, are unlikely
to result in large-scale migration movements toward the global North, at least in the short to medium
term.194
Borderon et al. suggest that the “[m]igration response to environmental pressure is not uniform across
population subgroups [as research finds that] young and middle-aged persons have higher intentions and
higher propensity to migrate”195 than other cohorts. In this regard, youth migration can then be a means
to adapt to climate change by diversifying livelihoods and sources of income (through remittances from
urban areas or other countries). Youth can anticipate changes to come—thinking ahead in terms of further
186 Human
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scenarios that might require them to move:196 as risk takers, youth may leave before their families to
identify areas of safety in response to climatic changes in their areas of origin; their movement, caused
by climate change, can be an example of positive adaptation. Youth can be more adaptive to climate
change and take responsibility for changes, often supporting their families to cope with environmental
disasters, either through financial or in-kind remittances.197
Moreover, the impact of climate change and environmental degradation on youth socioeconomic
integration is not linear and also depends on individual and community-level resilience and adaptive
capacity.198 Migration can either increase the challenges faced by the youth, exposing them to greater
risks and vulnerabilities—for example, young women may be exposed to increased danger of rape or
reduced access to health services—or create new opportunities—for example, the creation of green jobs
to develop adaptation responses.199 Other research have insisted on youth’s greater willingness to migrate
and rebuild, and to be part of “translocal” processes connecting people and places, relying on new
relationships and flows of resources, compared to generations rooted more firmly in their locations.200
But beyond the migratory dynamics induced by the consequences of climate change for young people, it
should also be noted that the new generations are more aware of climate change issues. What was still
the subject of debate, or even skepticism, for their elders is now a scientifically established fact and a
reality that everyone experiences—albeit with varying degrees of severity—in their daily lives. For this
same reason, young migrants will be particularly sensitive to global and long-term issues, whose vital
importance they have experienced in their country of origin as well as in their country of destination.
Young migrants therefore not only have a heightened sensitivity but also a willingness to identify climateadaptive and transformative solutions: “They are very concerned about the impact of the environment
and feel responsible for climate change. This generation—especially the migrants, who have seen how
global the danger is—knows it is time to act. It would actually be irresponsible not to. So, not only are
they aware of the risk and the often irreversible situation, but they are also ready to be the change.”201

3.6.

Rethinking Policy Frameworks for Youth Mobility

When looking at the possible scenarios for global mobility in the post−COVID-19 world, Gamlen suggests
that governments are likely to continue imposing restrictions to immigrant access, with “[t]emporary
labour migration programmes and immigration points systems […] likely to proliferate,”202 to favor new
arrivals of highly skilled migrants over the extended stay of lower-skilled ones. Policy frameworks thus
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cannot be underestimated and must be carefully crafted to allow for the realization of successful
development outcomes.
In the contemporary policy context, youth mobility exchange programs are often used as a bargaining
chip for free trade deals, enabling countries of destination to better control flows of incoming migrants.
Youth mobility arrangements are becoming increasingly common among countries. Canada and Andorra,
for example, have recently signed an agreement enabling young people between 18 and 30 years to work
and travel to the other country, for up to one year.203 Similarly, Canada and Italy have signed a youth
mobility agreement in 2021,204 facilitating youth from both countries between 18 and 35 years to travel
and work in the other country for up to one year, twice. Portugal is also holding youth mobility agreement
discussions with Angola.205 At a regional level, examples of mobility schemes that support youth migration
to different countries are the Economic Community of West African States Academic Mobility Scheme206
and
the
Erasmus
scheme
in
Europe.
While temporary and circular migration of young migrants is found to bring the most benefits,207 as
individuals bring back “new knowledge, skills, networks, purchases and savings”208 and have the
opportunity to improve “soft skills and competences such as self-confidence and language ability that […]
are likely to enhance either their careers or personal development upon return,”209 the establishment of
frameworks and mobility exchange programs to promote temporary youth migration may lead to
discrimination against certain groups of young migrants who would face a reduction in their possibilities
to migrate legally.
Box 7. Youth Mobility Programs: The Case of India and the United Kingdom
A unique new migration agreement was signed in 2021 between the United Kingdom and India to facilitate
professional exchanges between the two countries. As part of the agreement, a Young Professional
Scheme was introduced, enabling Indian and British young professionals to live in the other country for
up to two years.210
It is the first time the United Kingdom opened up to such an agreement, which ultimately favors highskilled migration. The scheme will operate in line with already existing youth mobility schemes, which the
United Kingdom has in place with nine high-income economies (Australia; New Zealand; Canada; Japan;
Monaco; Taiwan, China; Hong Kong SAR, China; Korea; and San Marino).211 When it comes to supporting
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youth, India and the United Kingdom are not new partners: Indian students represent almost a quarter of
all international students in the United Kingdom, and numbers have been increasing by 42 percent in the
past year.212 To support young Indians’ ability to stay in the country post-graduation, the UK government
has developed a new Graduate Route, which will open for applications from July 2021, enabling recently
graduated students to find employment opportunities in the country up to two years from graduation.
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4.

FURTHER RESEARCH AREAS

The policy gaps are numerous and all of the stakeholders interviewed for this study, whether experts in the
field of youth, migration, gender, or protection, agree that additional research and sufficiently nuanced
data are needed to inform future policies and programs. With this in mind, this section aims to identify not
only the types of data that would be useful, but also the key themes that could support the youth and mobility
nexus, in order to better rethink future development models. Following this logic, only a more systematic
mixed methodological approach, with micro-data driven analysis as well as qualitative methods throughout
the migration cycle, could better inform policy makers about how to achieve productive outcomes with
targeted macrolevel and localized interventions in countries of origin, transit, and destination. Different
methods and tools are appropriate for each indicator—including innovative qualitative approaches to
complement quantitative data. Likewise, any measurement of socioeconomic vulnerability or well-being
(regarding the employment, education, housing, and health of youth) as well as civic engagement and the
role of youth in inclusive governance will need to include:
1. Disaggregated data, covering both a narrow 15–24 age group, and the broader 24–34 cohort as
they present different transitions into adulthood, and different profiles.
2. Gender-specific analyses to factor in the intersectional lens to enrich our understanding of the
complexities of migration, the vulnerabilities of migrants, and the oppressions built within migration
policies.213
3. Longitudinal and meta-indicators on processes (to know and learn from how change has happened).
As highlighted by one interviewee, “it is not only about methodologies, but also about the mindset with which
we, as policymakers, deal with data. Evidence is here to support and question our work, not to validate
decisions that have already been taken.”214 In this regard, studies conducted alongside interventions, and
designed from the outset of the intervention, can help to develop a true culture of learning among policy
makers and alleviate the scarcity and paucity of data and knowledge. An important conclusion of this
study is that only a better understanding of the dynamics of mobility and youth will allow us to: (1) prevent
risks and vulnerabilities specifically related to young migrants, especially during economic, social, or
pandemic crises; and (2) optimize their possible contribution to future development models.

4.1. Descriptive Analyses: Socioeconomic Profiles and Patterns of Exclusion
Thematic gap #1: Contextualized and localized risk analyses
Migration may lead to different outcomes depending on contextual factors such as sectoral policies and
cultural norms, and sectoral work. A few studies on youth migration notably point to the specific risks and
vulnerabilities young people may be exposed to largely due to their age, and the implications these may
have for their integration capacities. For example, it has been shown that North African youth working
irregularly in the agricultural sector in southern Italy (Salerno) are subject to specific modalities of
exploitation, such as violent recruitment and slave-like working conditions, due to their lack of legal status
and the relative seclusion of the rural farms where they work.215 It is therefore important to identify the risks,
vulnerabilities, and factors that influence human trafficking, modern slavery, and all forms of exploitation.
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More importantly, it is important to understand the dynamics of exploitation, often associated with economic
and migration contexts.216
Thematic gap #2: Diversity of migration trajectories through the migration cycle
Migrants may face significant challenges throughout the migration cycle (before departure, during the
journey, in the destination country, and after a possible return). Most studies have largely focused on the
challenges young people face prior to their departure and which often motivate them to leave. Limited
research exists on how race, gender, and other types of individual characteristics interact, and generally
amplify, the challenges young migrants face throughout their migration journey. However, it is important
to assess the challenges young migrants face during the migration cycle through an intersectional lens.
For instance, this implies looking at how gender, race, or other forms of diversity (cultural, geographic,
linguistic) intersect with youth migration at every phase of the migration process.
Thematic gap #3: Geographic analysis of youth migration corridors.
Studies point to the existence of migration corridors that are specific to youth. However, there is a need to
provide further geographic and spatial analyses of these youth migration corridors, in particular in countries
of origin and transit. As highlighted by Goldin et al. (2015), South Asia to the Middle East and North Africa
represents the most popular migration corridor in the world, with many migrants from South Asia seeking
economic opportunities in the Gulf Cooperation Council countries; other corridors within Sub-Saharan Africa,
or from Latin America to North America, are also used by young migrants.217 These corridors are often
gendered and sometimes the result of formal bilateral agreements between governments or more informal
agreements; they can be seen as an opportunity, provided that standards of protection and labor rights
prevail at each stage of the migration process. To this end, it is essential to identify the characteristics of the
main and secondary geographic corridors in order to obtain data (supply and demand dynamics, skill
distribution of migrant youth, variances between men and women, routes, flows, hubs, socioeconomic profiles,
age, and gender) to inform decisions and programs. Finally, the role of youth at each stage of their journey
within the corridor should be emphasized. What is their real role and weight in the decision-making process?
What are their expectations and aspirations?
Thematic gap #4: Labor market systems analysis, with a dual emphasis on both formal and informal
sectors
Recent studies have highlighted the importance of key workers during the COVID-19 crisis and, in particular,
the place of young migrants in the global North. Whether they are skilled or low-skilled workers, young
women or young men, regular or irregular workers, documented or undocumented migrants, they all play a
decisive role in the sustainability of the economies of OECD countries. However, there is a need to further
explore the labor market integration challenges and opportunities young migrants face, especially in a postpandemic world. In this respect, it is important to extend and deepen the wave of studies conducted during
the crisis, not only to better adjust economic supply and demand but also and above all to ensure the respect
of rights and apply social protection standards for young migrants in destination countries—whatever their
profiles. Both formal and informal sectors and jobs should be considered (e.g., international students; health
216 In

the case of Italy, for example, Caporalato is an ancient practice of the southern countryside that has only been revived in
the last 20 years, favored by economic demand, the presence of organized criminal networks, and the gradual establishment of
human trafficking from Romania, Albania, and Morocco, in particular. See Avallone, G., Molinero-Gerbeau, Y., and Lopez-Sala,
A. (2018).
217 See Goldin, N., Hobson, M., Glick, P., Lundberg, M., & Puerto, S. (2015).

48

care, construction, and seasonal workers, etc. broken down by gender and age, as suggested). Finally, a
comparative analysis of the most binding employment constraints for migrant youth (compared to local youth)
should be conducted: what are the specific determinants (regulations, institutions, policies, market supplydemand, marketable skills, discrimination, gender, etc.) that affect the employment situation of migrant
youth?
Thematic gap #5: Anticipating the “new normal” of work
The pandemic brought about several organizational changes that rupture traditional economic models. The
establishment of horizontal structures, new forms of interpersonal solidarity, accelerated digitalization within
organizations, drastic changes in the workplace, and widespread virtual communication are some of the new
trends that have emerged as a result of the COVID-19 crisis. For young migrants working in the service sector
in particular, who are both open to new developments and more vulnerable in terms of working conditions,
it is important to analyze the risks and opportunities in order to both respond to the opportunities created
by the “new normal” and ensure decent and fair working conditions.
Thematic gap #6: Mapping communities of belonging
The multiplicity of youth migration trajectories and the circular nature of youth migration call for the need
to map communities of belonging at different stages of the migration cycle. As this paper has shown,
young people who migrate once may be inclined to migrate again, either to return back home or to
resettle elsewhere. Moreover, young migrants may see themselves as belonging to two or more places at
once, including their countries of origin and destination. There is therefore a need to develop a better
understanding of communities of belonging in their broad sense, to include not only national or economic
communities, but also cultural, symbolic, and virtual communities. The relationship with communities of
origin and the potential link with the diaspora in destination countries, is essential not only for integration
purposes but also for creating networks of social, economic, and psychosocial resilience in times of crisis.

4.2. Contribution Analyses: Youth as Socioeconomic Agents and Changemakers
Thematic gap #7: Use of technology (identities, inequalities, innovations, participation)
Digital instruments play an increasing role in access, whether for biometric passports or cards to access work,
services, transport, and so on. Young migrants are better equipped than their older cohorts to face the
increasing digitalization of day-to-day life. They possess the skills to stay connected with their communities
of origin, notably through social media and applications. Subsequently, digitalization makes migrants’
journey and way of life very different to the way it would have been a few years ago. It is now easier for
those who were previously hard to reach to exercise their rights and access services, such as virtual education,
training, counselling, linguistic skills, and digital literacy. However, the benefits of digital innovation are not
equally distributed and digital devices and tools can also be a way to control migrants. There is therefore
a need to further explore how to democratize the use of digital tools and to mitigate forms of digital
exclusion and inaccessibility.
Thematic gap #8: Direct and indirect contributions by young migrants (impact on destination countries)
The contributions of young migrants to countries of destination or residence can be direct (as taxpayers,
economic agents, and civically engaged community members) and indirect (as consumers). It is important to
be able to measure these contributions, both in positive terms and in terms of possible opportunity costs.
More particularly, the data gathered should serve to highlight how the contributions of young migrants may
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differ from that of older cohorts. In Switzerland, for example, following the decision of the cantons and the
Confederation to take measures to better integrate the untapped labor force represented by refugees,
Trantina and Moreno Diaz have shown that the “nonintegration” of refugees would cost about Sw F 1.2
billion per year.218 This type of analysis can initiate policy dialogues among the population and promote
positive advocacy messages, especially at a time when populist messages often predominate.
Thematic gap #9: Remittances and contributions by young migrants (impact on contexts of origin)
The COVID-19 pandemic confirmed the “countercyclical nature” of the functioning of remittances to low- or
middle-income countries. The World Bank’s preliminary analysis in 2020 predicted a decline in remittances
for all low- and middle-income countries of 7 percent in 2020, followed by a further decline of 7.5 percent
in 2021. However, the latest revised estimates from the World Bank show that the decline in remittances to
low- and middle-income countries was smaller than previously projected, amounting to $540 billion in 2020
compared to $548 billion in 2019, or a 1.6 percent decrease.219 While many explanations have been put
forward a posteriori, it seems that the functioning of remittances, in times of crisis or prosperity, remains
largely unanalyzed. In addition to the analyses conducted by the World Bank and KNOMAD on remittance
costs, interoperability, opening of markets, and new technologies (in line with SDG 10.c.1), it is important to
better understand individual behaviors, in particular the differences between the remittance patterns of
young migrants compared to those of older cohorts, and the digital financial services that can promote
greater financial inclusion (especially for young migrants).
Thematic gap #10: Young migrants as changemakers
The present study assumes that migrant youth can significantly contribute to questioning and rethinking
existing development paradigms. It is necessary to further test this assumption by assessing the
contribution of young migrant men and women to key development topics: socioeconomic integration,
political dialogue and influence on decision-making, knowledge and innovation, gender equality, and
adaptative models to climate change. How are young migrants using their awareness and experience to
promote integration? How do they contribute to shaping collective debates and solutions? Qualitative
research approaches (local case studies, individual stories) will be crucial to stress how young migrants’
struggles and success stories are of interest to both migrants and nonmigrants.
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