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Abstract
This paper studies the long-term evolution of global refugee migration, with a particular emphasis on 
the post-World War II period. We use the UNHCR Population Statistics Database to explore the 
intensity as well as the geographical spread and distance of refugee migrations at a global, regional, 
and country level between 1951 and 2018. The analyses refute the idea that there has been a 
substantial and linear increase in the intensity of global refugee migration. Moreover, problems with 
coverage and quality of earlier data give reason to think that levels of past refugee migration were 
underestimated. Apparent increases in the global number of displaced are mainly driven by the recent 
inclusion of other populations (such as the internally displaced and people in “refugee-like” 
situations) and countries that were previously excluded from statistics. Yet the analyses reveal several 
geographical shifts in refugee migration over the past decades. Refugees tend to come from a 
shrinking number of origin countries and go to an increasing number of destination countries. This 
trend reflects an overall long-term global decline in the levels of violent conflict and a concentration 
of recurrent conflict cycles in a few particular states. The average distance between origin and 
residence countries has increased over time, although the vast majority of refugees continue to stay 
near origin countries. Refugee populations continue to be concentrated in countries with low to 
medium GDP levels, and there has not been a major increase in South-North refugee migration.

Keywords: Refugee migration, global patterns

Author: Sonja Fransen (University of Amsterdam); Hein de Haas (University of Amsterdam)

.



IMI Working Paper Series 2019, No. 156                            3

Contents

1 Introduction .................................................................................................................................4

2 Refugee migration in historical perspective ...............................................................................7

3 The intensity, spread, and distance of refugee migration after 1951........................................9
3.1 Data and analyses .............................................9
3.2 Operationalisation of concepts: intensity, spread, and distance

.............................................................10

4 Global patterns: Intensity, spread, and distance......................................................................11
4.1 Emigration and immigration intensity of refugee migration at the 

global level .................................................16
4.2 The global spread of refugee migration .......................17
4.3 Global geographical distances travelled by refugees ..........20

5 Regional patterns: Intensity, spread, and distance ..................................................................21
5.1 Absolute and relative regional intensities of refugee migration

.............................................................22
5.2 Regional patterns of settlement ..............................25
5.3 Region-specific distance covered by refugees .................27

6 Countrylevel trends in refugee migration................................................................................29

7 Conclusion ..................................................................................................................................31

8 References ..................................................................................................................................33



IMI Working Paper Series 2019, No. 156                            4

1 Introduction

“the highest ever seen” (UNHCR 2017b). As a result of conflicts in Syria and Libya and continuing 

—

—

salience, with claims about “unprecedented” and “highest ever” refugee flows being used by 

significantly, such policy restrictions “

the decline in applications since 2001”

,

destination choices for refugees: “Instead of responding to greater wage opportunities and institutional 

rder” (831). 

. 
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1

y

examples of countries engulfed in this “conflict trap” (Collier and 

, ,

2016 European “refugee crisis” and the policy responses to the increased inflow of asylum 

1

“ ” 2

.
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term focus is understandable, a bias towards the “present” obstructs the analysis 

–

post–

term refugee migrations or circular flows. Yet “stock” data are useful for assessing 

,

,

d 2

e database as “

complementary forms of protection; or, those enjoying ‘temporary protection’” (UNHCR

2 IDPs are “persons or groups of persons who have been forced to leave their home or place of habitual 

international border” (UNHCR 2013).
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study

Our findings challenge the idea that we are experiencing a global “refugee crisis.” Absolute 

term historical perspective, the claim of “unprecedented levels” of forced migration 

2 Refugee migration in historical perspective

1951

3 As such, the 1951 Refugee Convention “created” the concept of 

3

1,
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,

Proudfoot 1956

465,000 .

,

—

—

,
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,

“The post war world was full of people who were ‘out of place’. ‘This was

Asia and the Middle East” (85). Displacement was therefore at a record high in the mid

study 

3 The intensity, spread, and distance of refugee migration after 1951

3.1 Data and analyses

4

4 .
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pop ,

. 

3.2 Operationalisation of concepts: intensity, spread, and 
distance

,

. 

of refugee migration is defined as “the global spread of migrants across all 

country) migration corridors” (Czaika and De Haas 2015, 296

. ,

, 

immigration spread,

refugees’ 

. 

t of distance calculated with “the great circle formula,” 
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4 Global patterns: Intensity, spread, and distance

populations (“stocks”) in both absolute terms (Figure 1) and relative to the world population (Figure 

dd data on the number (or “stock”) of IDPs in these graphs although data for 

“global displacement” wh

“

.”

41.4 8

,

.5

5 “ ”
“ ”
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atabase, authors’ calculations.

atabase, authors’ calculations.
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7

3

8

7 2018. 

—

—
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—
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, 4

6
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3 based conflicts, 1946 2018

authors’ calculations of UCDP 

4 20147

.

, “UNHCR’s capacity 

7
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any standard weak” (1999, 15). There was 

g.8

former Yugoslavia. This also confirms that fluctuations in recent global refugee population (“stock”) 

— —

8
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1951 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000 2010 2018

21 19 50 76 88 99 95 106
1 25 38 59 92 104 86

1 3 12 24

21 20 76 114 147 194 211 216

authors’ calculations.

4.1 Emigration and immigration intensity of refugee migration at 
the global level

5

.

—

—

,
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1980 2018

uthors’ calculations.

4.2 The global spread of refugee migration

To gain insights into the global distribution and “spread” of refugee migration, Table 3 shows the 

0, 2000, 2010, 

0

1

2

3

4

1980 1990 2000 2010



, 1980 to 2018

1980 1990 2000 2010 2018

pop.
pop.

pop.
pop.

pop.

2.00 24.13 4.17 24.00 0.20 1.63 1.90 18.02 2.87 18.46
1.43 17.23 3.26 18.72 0.21 1.70 1.07 10.17 1.35 7.04
0.61 7.37 Sudan 1.03 5.93 0.24 1.95 1.01 9.53 1.01 5.85

Sudan 0.49 5.95 0.93 5.33 0.25 2.07 0.59 5.63 Sudan 0.98 5.41
0.40 4.87 0.82 4.69 0.28 2.31 0.45 4.27 0.94 5.33
0.33 3.98 0.77 4.45 0.29 2.42 0.40 3.82 0.79 4.91
0.30 3.67 0.46 2.67 0.33 2.74 0.35 3.30 0.69 4.76
0.26 3.17 0.46 2.65 Sudan 0.41 3.42 0.30 2.85 0.67 4.55
0.26 3.15 0.42 2.39 0.43 3.52 0.26 2.51 0.45 4.53

0.23 2.83 0.36 2.05 0.48 3.99 0.24 2.26 0.45 3.59
0.16 1.93 0.33 1.87 0.51 4.19 0.23 2.17 0.42 2.65

0.15 1.79 0.29 1.65 0.68 5.61 0.20 1.91 0.39 2.26
0.13 1.54 0.28 1.59 0.91 7.47 0.20 1.90 0.38 2.11
0.12 1.47 0.27 1.57 1.87 15.40 0.19 1.80 0.32 1.91
0.11 1.36 0.27 1.54 2.00 16.50 0.18 1.75 0.30 1.85

Total/Cum. % 7.00 84.43 14.10 81.11 9.09 74.94 7.59 71.90 15.00 75.21

2.57 30.98 6.34 36.45 3.59 29.57 3.05 28.95 6.65 33.37
1.73 20.93 1.35 7.74 ./Unkn. 1.12 9.23 1.68 15.96 2.68 13.45

./Unkn. 1.42 17.18 1.25 7.18 0.57 4.68 0.77 7.30 2.29 11.46
0.45 5.42 1.13 6.52 0.53 4.34 0.48 4.52 1.15 5.74

0.34 4.15 0.74 4.23
.

0.50 4.16 0.42 3.94 0.95 4.76
0.29 3.46 Sudan 0.52 3.01 Sudan 0.49 4.08 0.40 3.75 Sudan 0.72 3.63
0.22 2.71 n 0.50 2.85 0.48 3.92 Sudan 0.39 3.67 0.72 3.61
0.22 2.67 0.47 2.70 0.43 3.58 n 0.34 3.21 0.59 2.96
0.19 2.33 0.41 2.34 0.40 3.32 0.22 2.11 0.51 2.54
0.17 2.05 0.36 2.08 0.38 3.11 0.18 1.75 0.39 1.94

0.12 1.41 0.21 1.20 0.37 3.06 . 0.18 1.74 0.37 1.87
0.11 1.27 0.19 1.10 n 0.37 3.06 ./Unkn. 0.17 1.58 n 0.33 1.68
0.09 1.11 0.18 1.06 0.34 2.76 0.16 1.56 0.28 1.39

0.09 1.09 0.17 0.95 0.28 2.34 0.15 1.39 0.25 1.24
0.06 0.67 0.14 0.78 0.27 2.20 0.14 1.34 ./Unkn. 0.22 1.09

Total/Cum. % 8.07 97.40 13.95 80.20 10.12 83.42 8.73 82.77 18.09 90.74
uthors’ calculations.



53,130 

origin spread

6 1991 

–

,
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6 , 1980 2018

Sou uthors’ calculations.

4.3 Global geographical distances travelled by refugees

Figure 7 shows the average geographical distance between refugees’ country of residence and 

00 

. “

” 9

. 

9 like situations “includes groups of persons who are outside their 

status has, for practical or other reasons, not been ascertained” (2008,
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7 between refugees’ country of residence and country of 

uthors’ calculations.

On average, refugees travel shorter distances on average than “regular” migrants. Czaika and 

5 Regional patterns: Intensity, spread, and distance
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5.1 Absolute and relative regional intensities of refugee 
migration 

10 7

,

host

u “ ” ,

Turkey; many Afghan refugees are in “protracted” situations in Iran and Pakistan; and many 

han they “produce.” 
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uthors’ calculations.

2018

uthors’ calculations.

–

share of refugees that originate from each region relative to the regions’ 

ns “produce” more refugees than other regions relative to 

the regions’ local populations. In the 1990s, refugee

0
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, refugees as a percentage of Europe’s population 

22 37 . 

ettled in Turkey, Jordan, and Lebanon (included in the “Asian” region). The Americas and Oceania 

uthors’ calculations.
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uthors’ calculations.

5.2 Regional patterns of settlement
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2

uthors’ calculations.

the Americas, and Oceania were often categorized as “Various/Unknown” in the UNHCR data. In 

0
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100
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1980 1990 2000 2010 2018

99.74 99.79 99.47 95.86 94.96
0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00
0.00 0.07 0.41 3.63 5.02
0.00 0.00 0.01 0.00 0.00
0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00
0.26 0.13 0.11 0.51 0.02
0.00 0.00 0.01 0.00 0.00

0.00 0.71 17.00 12.76 15.23
14.59 8.39 10.77 57.43 43.20
0.00 14.41 26.87 23.74 28.67
0.00 8.80 29.86 4.36 4.00
0.00 0.00 0.06 0.22 0.04

85.41 67.69 15.31 1.12 8.74
0.00 0.00 0.14 0.38 0.12

4.14 0.04 1.20 3.84 2.87
0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00

95.75 99.56 98.40 96.06 97.11
0.00 0.00 0.40 0.10 0.02
0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00
0.11 0.39 0.01 0.00 0.00
0.00 0.02 0.00 0.00 0.00

0.12 1.28 6.55 19.81 21.04
0.38 1.30 0.44 0.75 0.48
0.56 6.64 15.25 40.54 62.52
2.92 3.71 35.03 28.91 8.43
0.00 0.00 0.00 0.01 0.00

96.03 84.47 42.52 9.15 5.70
0.00 2.60 0.21 0.84 1.82

0.00 0.00 12.69 7.14 8.66
0.00 0.00 1.09 0.73 0.30
0.32 6.46 48.25 87.88 81.69
0.00 0.00 34.57 1.39 0.30
0.00 0.00 0.03 0.82 1.34

99.68 93.54 3.16 1.00 1.27
0.00 0.00 0.20 1.04 6.45

uthors’ calculations.

5.3 Region-specific distance covered by refugees
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1980

1980 1990 2000 2010 2018

1059.08 1111.65 1691.51 2265.91 1649.81
1007.71 2362.75 3227.97 1744.94 2459.53

889.80 1429.27 1676.21 1697.97 1558.19
1866.62 5809.78 2239.14 1830.83 1897.99

12785.54 12487.87 11510.51 5369.61

1029.29 1069.86 1103.55 1322.08 1144.26
788.81 8270.37 9012.60 5234.82 6389.05
925.08 1026.89 1029.93 1006.87 958.96

3707.18 4380.64 3303.72 3893.61 3915.28
4464.31 4464.31 12548.86 9471.34 10580.99

uthors’ calculations.
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6 Country-level trends in refugee migration

10

g 

uthors’ calculations. GDP statist

Figure 15 shows the majority of the world’s refugees are also hosted by low s. This 

was particularly the case in the 1990s, when approximately half of the world’s refugees resided in the 

income countries have the lowest “burden” in terms of hosting the world’s refugee populations, 

10
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4 , 

uthors’ calculations.

Figure 15: Number of refugees by destination country based on country’s GDP per capita level, 

uthors’ calculations.
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6 based on country’s 
018

uthors’ calculations.

7 Conclusion

—

—
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policymakers and international organisations to address this “crisis.” While acknowledging the 

the current bias towards the “present” in academic and political discourse hinders our understanding 

of an unprecedented “global refugee crisis.” Besides a sharp increase in the number of countries 

internally displaced persons (IDPs) as well as people in “refugee like” situation
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