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Foreword

Migration has long been a feature of Europe and Central Asia (ECA). Now 
home to over 100 million immigrants, the region accounts for one-third of 
the world’s migrant population. Intentions to emigrate are also high, with 
one in five adults in ECA currently wanting to leave their home 
permanently.

Driven by income gaps, demographic shifts, climate change, and conflict, 
migration is set to increase globally, including across ECA countries. As it 
does, long-term, coordinated, and evidence-based policies will be required 
to promote safe and orderly cross-border movements that help maximize 
the shared gains of migration for everyone—from building trade and 
investment links to boosting productivity, building and transferring skills, 
and reducing poverty.1

If managed well, migration can be a powerful force in addressing growing 
demographic and socioeconomic imbalances in the ECA region. Economic 
migrants—both low and high skilled—and refugees can help alleviate labor 
shortages in Western Europe, for example, where the working-age 
population is projected to decline by 14 percent between 2020 and 2050. 
Moreover, in countries of origin with bulging youth populations, migration 
offers employment opportunities that can ease the strain of limited 
domestic job creation.

For migrants, the wage gap between advanced and developing economies 
can be life changing. Despite the hardships of leaving family, familiarity, and 
social networks behind, migrants can make at least twice the salary they 
earned in their home country by moving abroad—income gains unmatched 
by any policy intervention.

Yet migration’s full economic potential remains untapped. This World Bank 
Group report, The Journey Ahead: Supporting Successful Migration in Europe 
and Central Asia, identifies multiple challenges keeping migration from 
achieving its full potential and offers ways to address them.

1 �World Bank. 2023. World Development Report 2023: Migrants, Refugees, and Societies. Washington, DC: 
World Bank. doi:10.1596/978-1-4648-1941-4.
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In destination countries, for example, including in Western Europe, 
integrating economic migrants and refugee populations remains 
a challenge, evidenced by persistent employment gaps between native-
born and migrant populations. Immigration also has uneven distributional 
impacts among the native-born population, benefiting some groups while 
negatively impacting others. Early skill and language training for refugees 
and economic migrants can support their long-term integration, while 
active labor market policies and social protection programs may help 
prevent or mitigate adverse impacts on native-born workers.

Meanwhile, some origin countries—including in the Western Balkans and 
Eastern Europe—risk labor and skill shortages associated with the 
departure of part of their workforce. “Brain drain” challenges can be turned 
into “brain gain” opportunities by leveraging skill circulation and 
accumulation. One way to do that is through skills monitoring systems to 
anticipate labor shortages and respond to increased worker demands, 
together with education cost-sharing mechanisms between destination and 
origin countries, such as Global Skills Partnerships.

Finally, migrants themselves can face several barriers, inefficiencies, and 
vulnerabilities throughout their migration journey. Before departing, 
migrants often lack accurate information about employment abroad, are 
typically ill-prepared for work in receiving countries, and frequently 
experience occupational downgrade at destination. In addition, they are 
highly exposed to negative economic shocks while abroad and often lack 
protection to cope with those shocks. Strengthening formal migration 
systems in origin countries, establishing social protection systems for 
migrants, and implementing mechanisms for the recognition of foreign 
educational credentials all can support a more productive and resilient 
migration experience.

By identifying challenges and opportunities associated with migration in 
ECA, this work aims to inform a more tailored, evidence-based debate on 
the costs and benefits of cross-border mobility throughout the region. 
Crucially, the authors argue that the effects of migration are largely shaped 
by policies in place in both origin and destination countries. As such, policy 
reforms can greatly enhance the benefits of migration and help effectively 
manage the economic, social, and political costs. Coordination between 
countries will be key.

Drawing knowledge from the World Bank Group’s extensive data- and 
policy-oriented activities around the world, this report offers a range of 
policy options to unlock the economic potential of migration for the benefit 
of all actors, including migrants, origin, and destination countries.
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The report’s recommendations have been tailored both to the type of 
migration considered—forced displacement, high-skilled and low-skilled 
economic migration—and the perspective of either sending or receiving 
countries. It is offered as a comprehensive resource for governments, 
development partners, and other stakeholders throughout Europe and 
Central Asia, where the richness and diversity of migration experiences 
offer valuable insights for policy makers in other regions in the world.

Antonella Bassani
Regional Vice President
Europe and Central Asia Region
World Bank
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Key Findings and Main Messages

Migration is a powerful force to address socioeconomic and 
demographic imbalances in Europe and Central Asia (ECA). The region 
hosts more than 100 million migrants, one-third of the world’s migrant 
population. Projections suggest that the population of ECA will age 
significantly, while some other world regions will struggle to provide jobs 
for a growing young population, increasing the need for international 
mobility (refer to figure MM.1). Economic migrants and refugees can help 
fill labor shortages, especially in places with a rapidly aging population (in 
Western Europe, the working-age population is aging and expected to drop 
14 percent between 2020 and 2050). In countries of origin with a growing 
working-age population, migration can provide employment and earnings 
opportunities to supplement limited creation of domestic employment. 

Migration is often the surest path to higher income and better quality of 
life. The earnings and welfare gains that migrants experience are 
unmatched by any other policy intervention. By moving abroad, many can 
earn at least twice the salary they earned in their country of origin. The 
annual gains from a best-practice poverty program are only about 
2.5 percent of the wage gains that low-skilled workers see when they move 
from a low- or middle-income country to one of the most advanced 
economies. And remittances extend the gains to their home countries. This 
means migration is a key contributor to poverty reduction for households in 
low- and middle-income countries in the ECA region.

But migration has yet to realize its full economic potential. In ECA, 
inefficiencies and vulnerabilities prevent migrants and countries from 
benefiting fully. For example, low-skilled migrants are often ill prepared for 
work abroad and may lack skills needed in destination countries. There is 
also scope to distribute the costs and benefits of migration more equally. 
For example, home countries often bear the cost of educating their 
high-skilled migrants without reaping the benefits of their mobility. 
In destination countries, a large inflow of foreign workers may be 
challenging to integrate into the local society.
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FIGURE MM.1 
Demographic trends

Source: UN World Population Prospects 2022.
Note: Data to the right of the vertical line are projected. EAP = East Asia and Pacific; ECA = Europe and Central Asia; LAC = Latin America and 
the Caribbean; MENA = Middle East and North Africa; NA = North America; SAR = South Asia; SSA = Sub-Saharan Africa; Western Europe = 
European Union members before 2004 + European Free Trade Association (Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, 
Iceland, Ireland, Italy, Liechtenstein, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Norway, Portugal, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, and the United 
Kingdom); EU-NMS13 = new member states joining the European Union in 2004, 2007, and 2013 (Bulgaria, Croatia, Cyprus, Czechia, 
Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Malta, Poland, Romania, Slovak Republic, and Slovenia); Western Balkans = Albania, Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, Kosovo, Montenegro, North Macedonia, and Serbia; Eastern Europe = Belarus, Moldova, the Russian Federation, and 
Ukraine; Türkiye and Caucasus = Armenia, Azerbaijan, Georgia, and Türkiye; Central Asia = Kazakhstan, Kyrgyz Republic, Tajikistan, 
Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan.
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Policies to better leverage migration should address varied challenges 
and experiences in ECA. Experiences here vary widely in terms of 
migrants’ skills and reasons for migrating. To help frame solutions, the 
report distinguishes between types of migrants (high skilled or low skilled) 
and two main drivers of migration—to seek economic opportunity 
(economic migration) or to flee wars, conflicts, or persecution (forced 
migration; refer to figure MM.2). Policy responses needed to be tailored to 
these different types of migration. Some measures can be taken 
unilaterally; others require bilateral or regional coordination.

Early interventions in host countries can support integration and turn 
refugees into assets. A key lesson from recent experiences is that policies 
to unlock refugees’ productive potential and self-reliance should be 
implemented very early. They should include developing and strengthening 
frameworks that support refugees; undertaking early skills and needs 
assessments; establishing rights and access to formal work; ensuring 
access to social protections, health care, and education; and applying 
language training and active labor market policies. Dispersal policies, which 
help connect refugees to local labor demand, lead to better outcomes. And 
making assistance available to local people in need can help mitigate the 
adverse impacts of refugee inflows while also improving social cohesion.

FIGURE MM.2 
Typologies of migrants, drivers, challenges, and migration-regulating policies

Source: Original figure for this publication.
Note: Bilateral labor agreements (BLAs) are international agreements signed between two countries to regulate the flow of migrant 
workers between them. 
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Destination countries can benefit from immigration and integration 
while managing costs. Immigration has brought economic gains in 
destination countries, but it comes with costs, both actual and perceived. 
There is scope for countries to increase the benefits of immigration, reduce 
its costs, and ensure that native-born residents share in the gains. 
Countries can implement needs-based immigration policies, invest in 
migrants’ integration—for example, through access to training—and 
provide support to affected native-born individuals through social 
protection or access to active labor market programs. By improving how 
both migrant and native-born workers experience migration, such 
interventions may also help reduce negative perceptions about 
immigration.

In countries of origin, brain drain can become “brain gain.” In some 
places, such as the Western Balkans, over a third of the high-skilled 
population works abroad, generating concerns about brain drain and 
potential labor shortages, especially with an aging population. But 
countries can implement policies to mitigate these risks. These include 
skills monitoring to anticipate labor shortages and flexible educational 
systems that can respond rapidly to increased demand for skilled workers, 
with cost-sharing mechanisms between destination and origin countries, 
such as Global Skill Partnerships. Diaspora programs can increase 
knowledge transfers and financial flows back home. Governments can 
incentivize the return of their high-skilled migrants through reforms to the 
labor market and business environment, fewer bureaucratic hurdles to 
returning, and monetary incentives to returnees. 

Home countries can support more productive and resilient low-skilled 
migration, in coordination with destination countries. Countries of origin 
can develop and strengthen frameworks for safer, more productive formal 
migration. These include domestic registration systems for migrants as well 
as bilateral arrangements with destination countries. Mechanisms can 
ensure that prospective migrants receive accurate information about work 
opportunities and have access to orientation programs, skills training, and 
financial literacy courses. Countries can develop social protection programs 
for migrants and ensure the portability of social insurance and benefits 
while abroad, in coordination with destination countries. Social assistance 
and employment support programs to returnees can reduce their 
vulnerability and facilitate productive reintegration into home labor 
markets.
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Overview

More people migrate to countries in Europe and Central Asia (ECA) than 
to any other region in the world. ECA hosts more than 100 million 
migrants, a third of the world’s migrant population.1 The patterns and 
experiences that characterize this migration are diverse in terms of reasons 
for migrating, migrants’ skills, and the lengths of stay abroad. Migrants 
come both from within the region and from outside it. Their immigration is 
highly concentrated in Western European countries and the Russian 
Federation: half of all migrants in the region live in just five countries 
(France, Germany, Italy, Russia, and the United Kingdom). Some ECA 
countries, such as those in the Western Balkans, have high emigration 
rates; others, such as Poland, both send and receive many migrants. 
Economic migration is predominantly high skilled in some corridors, such 
as the European Union, but predominantly low skilled in others, including 
Central Asia. Some migrants move abroad permanently, others 
temporarily. Although migration largely driven by economic factors, the 
region is also the destination of more than a third of the world’s refugees 
(refer to figure O.1).

Migration is a natural response to wide disparities in countries’ income 
levels, living standards, and population trends across the region—
disparities that are persistent and rising. Large differences in wages that 
workers earn in similar occupations across the region provide a strong 
incentive to migrate. Living standards and access to public services also 
vary widely. Some countries have an aging and shrinking labor force, 
whereas others face a bulge in the young adult population that they are 
struggling to absorb into the labor market (refer to figure O.2). At the 
global level, projections suggest that the ECA region’s population will age 
significantly, while Sub-Saharan Africa will struggle to provide jobs for a 
growing, young population. These trends further increase the need for 
international mobility.

Cross-border labor mobility is an engine of economic prosperity in ECA. 
Migration is a powerful force in addressing the region’s socioeconomic and 
demographic imbalances. It generates substantial benefits for migrants, 
countries of origin, and destination countries. By moving abroad, many 
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FIGURE O.1 
Trends in the number of international migrants, by destination region

Sources: UN DESA (https://www.un.org/development/desa/pd/data-landing-page) and World Development Indicators, World Bank 
(https://databank.worldbank.org/source/world-development-indicators).
Note: International migrants include both economic migrants and refugees. EAP = East Asia and Pacific; ECA = Europe and Central Asia; 
LAC = Latin America and the Caribbean; MENA = Middle East and North Africa; NA = North America; SAR = South Asia; SSA = Sub-Saharan 
Africa.
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migrants can earn at least twice the salary they earned in their country of 
origin. These earnings gains are unmatched by any other policy intervention: 
the annual gains from a best-practice poverty program are only about 
2.5 percent of the wage gains that low-skill workers see when they move 
from a low- or middle-income country to one of the most advanced 
economies (Pritchett 2018). In countries of origin, emigration generates 
large income flows through remittances, investments, and transfers of 
know-how. In the Kyrgyz Republic and Tajikistan, for example, remittances 
represent more than a third of the gross domestic product (GDP).

Migration also fosters broader human development gains. Emigration 
can enhance human capital in home countries over the longer term, 
providing greater incentives to invest in education and opportunities to 
capitalize on migrants’ skills and experiences when they return. Emigration 
helps home countries with a demographic youth bulge absorb a growing 
labor force that local markets cannot accommodate. In destination 
countries, migration can produce net welfare gains by helping fill labor 
shortages, especially in places with a rapidly aging population (for example, 
Western Europe, where the working-age population is expected to fall by 
14 percent between 2020 and 2050).

Migration in ECA, however, has yet to realize its full potential. 
Inefficiencies and risks prevent migrants and countries in the region from 
fully benefiting from cross-border mobility. For example, low-skilled 

https://www.un.org/development/desa/pd/data-landing-page�
https://databank.worldbank.org/source/world-development-indicators�
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FIGURE O.2 
Demographic trends

Source: UN World Population Prospects 2022.
Note: Data to the right of the vertical line are projected. EAP = East Asia and Pacific; ECA = Europe and Central Asia; LAC = Latin America 
and the Caribbean; MENA = Middle East and North Africa; NA = North America; SAR = South Asia; SSA = Sub-Saharan Africa; 
Western Europe = EU-15 + EFTA; EU NMS13 = new member states joining the European Union in 2004, 2007, and 2013.
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migrants are sometimes ill-prepared for work abroad, which increases 
vulnerabilities and reduces the benefits of migration for workers and for 
origin and destination countries. There is also scope to distribute the costs 
and benefits of migration more equally. For example, home countries often 
bear the cost of educating their high-skilled migrants while not always 
being able to reap the benefits of their mobility. In destination countries, 
various skill groups of native-born workers are affected by immigration, 
though not all in the same way. A large inflow of foreign workers also poses 
challenges for their integration into host country society.

The policy focus should be on implementing the right policies to best 
benefit from migration. The experience in ECA shows that the costs and 
benefits of migration are shaped by policies both in origin and destination 
countries. Building on established as well as new evidence, this report 
provides a comprehensive set of policy recommendations to address the 
migration challenges in ECA. It formulates these recommendations to help 
enhance the net gains for the three main groups of actors: migrants 
themselves, countries of origin, and destination countries (refer to figure O.3). 
Some of these measures can be taken unilaterally by countries, such as 
developing registration systems for labor migrants. Others, for example 
Global Skill Partnerships (GSPs), require close collaboration between origin 
and destination countries, or even at the regional level. Some of the policies 
can be implemented rapidly in the short term. Others, such as building 
institutional frameworks for safer and more productive migration, require 
deeper reforms but can yield large returns over the long term.

The great variety of migration experiences within ECA offers policy 
lessons and insights for other regions. The ECA region’s richness and 
diversity of migration provides an ideal ground to study multiple facets of 
the phenomenon, considering a range of perspectives, complex impacts, 
and policy ramifications. Although this report focuses on one region, the 
variety of migration experiences in ECA makes its policy recommendations 
relevant on a global scale—in the spirit of the World Development Report 
2023: Migrants, Refugees, and Societies (World Bank 2023).

The report is organized according to typologies that reflect the range of 
migration experiences in the region. This approach is intended to improve 
understanding of the drivers, opportunities, and challenges of each type of 
migration and to help frame policy solutions and options. The report 
distinguishes between two main types of migrants (high skilled and low 
skilled) and between two main drivers of migration—either the search for 
economic opportunity (economic migration) or the need to flee war, 
conflict, or persecution (forced migration). Migrants, countries of origin, 
and destination countries face distinct challenges based on the nature of 
migration, and different contexts require distinct policy responses 
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(refer to figure O.4). These typologies help target and coordinate policies to 
address challenges and enhance the benefits of migration for migrants, 
origin countries, and destination countries.

FIGURE O.3 
Enhancing migration outcomes for all parties through policy

Source: Original figure for this publication.
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FIGURE O.4 
Broad typologies of migrants, drivers, challenges, and migration-regulating policies

Source: Original figure for this publication.
Note: Bilateral labor agreements (BLAs) are international agreements signed between two countries to regulate the flow of migrant 
workers between them.
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Key Takeaways

Socioeconomic and Labor Impacts of Migration in Destination 
Countries

Since the mid-1990s, immigration has contributed significantly to 
population expansion and demographic change in the 15 countries that 
were EU member states before 2004 (the EU-15). Net migration inflows 
account for nearly 80 percent of population growth in these countries, 
providing a vital lift to stagnant or declining growth rates among native-
born populations. In addition, because immigrants are typically younger 
than the native-born population, immigration also has significant effects on 
a country’s demographic structure.

In Western European countries, migrants support employment in all 
sectors, particularly the key sectors of manufacturing, health care, and 
social care. In several European economies, shortages of workers in 
specific sectors and occupations present a threat to competitiveness and 
are increasing the demand for foreign workers. Foreign workers are 
employed to a greater degree in low-skilled occupations and in services 
catering to the needs of an aging population. Non-EU immigrants in the 
European Union, however, are less likely than EU-born persons to be 
employed, largely because of the additional barriers they face.

Migration is associated with net economic gains in receiving regions. 
Most empirical studies on immigration and economic growth in Europe’s 
receiving countries reveal a positive connection. The empirical findings of 
studies of specific EU countries are in line with the international evidence, 
suggesting that immigration boosts growth. High-skilled immigration can 
particularly affect growth through labor input, human capital 
accumulation, and productivity. Human capital gains are typically larger in 
immigrant-receiving countries and regions: the larger and more diverse 
human capital contributed by immigration increases worker productivity. 
The diversification of skills and the concentration of migrants in tasks for 
which they are better suited increases economic productivity and 
stimulates innovation. This privileges native-born workers who specialize in 
occupations where they have a comparative advantage, such as those 
requiring extensive communication.

The overall impact of immigration on native-born individuals’ 
employment outcomes has been small but asymmetric across groups, 
and net fiscal impacts tend to be positive. The prevailing view in 
receiving-country governments, and, to some degree, among the public, is 
that immigration lowers earnings and reduces job opportunities for 
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native-born workers. However, evidence from ECA shows otherwise. The 
arrival of migrants may have short-term, negative effects on the wages of 
native-born workers with comparable skills (especially low-skilled workers), 
although these impacts are usually small. By contrast, the presence of 
migrants tends to have positive effects on the wages of native-born workers 
who have complementary skills. Over the long term, immigration has been 
shown to raise productivity, promote occupational advancement, and 
increase native-born workers’ wages. In most Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development (OECD) countries, the fiscal impact of 
immigration has been neutral or marginally positive, indicating that 
immigrants tend to be net contributors to taxes and social insurance. 
However, these fiscal effects tend to be greater for migrants who are high 
skilled or from the European Economic Area, versus those who are low 
skilled or from low- or middle-income countries.

Immigrants’ labor market outcomes lag behind those of native-born 
workers, although the gaps diminish with time spent in the destination 
country. The gap in employment rates between native-born and immigrant 
workers in EU countries was around 4.5 percentage points in 2020. 
Immigrants are also considerably more likely to be employed in low-pay and 
low-status occupations. Accounting for differences in the profiles of 
migrants and native-born individuals does not reduce the gap, which 
indicates that immigrants face specific hurdles in labor market integration. 
However, employment gaps decrease over time. This indicates that some 
of the barriers that migrants face are eased the longer they stay in the host 
country. Two key barriers associated with immigrants’ poorer labor market 
outcomes are a lack, or limited command, of the host country language as 
well as occupational downgrade.

Many migrants are employed in occupations that require a lower level 
of skills than their formal level of educational attainment would 
predict. This occupational downgrade limits the economic gains from 
migration. The phenomenon is most pronounced among non-EU 
migrants. Migrants from the newer EU member states (the EU-NMS13) 
have, on average, 1.3 more years of schooling than native-born people in 
the same occupation. Occupational downgrade among high-skilled 
women migrants to the European Union is striking, because the top two 
occupations of tertiary-educated women migrants from the EU-NMS13 
are cleaners and personal care workers. The occupational downgrade of 
high-skilled migrants in ECA is linked to a lack of location-specific skills, 
including language; to training in occupations that do not match the 
demand in destination countries; and to imperfect recognition of 
qualifications obtained in the country of origin.



xxxvi ●  	 The Journey Ahead: Supporting Successful Migration in Europe and Central Asia

Policy Recommendations
In destination countries, enhancing the  gains from migration starts by 
identifying needed skills that migrants can bring or acquire. The benefits 
of immigration for ECA countries tend to be the greatest if immigrants are 
high skilled, concentrated in occupations that are in demand, and 
complement the skills of the native-born population. Hence it is important 
to have policies in place that ensure immigration flows fulfill these criteria. 
This starts by establishing and strengthening skills monitoring systems and 
labor market observatories to identify skills needed that the native-born 
population cannot fill. Such systems could also be developed on a regional 
scale by building an EU-wide labor demand system. In addition, destination 
countries can develop consultative processes with employers, labor unions, 
and other stakeholders. In the United Kingdom, for example, the Migration 
Advisory Committee reviews labor needs with stakeholders in selected 
sectors and advises the government on how immigration could help 
respond to those needs.

Once needed skills are identified, managed migration policies and 
training programs can help guarantee that migrants address those 
needs. The first option is for destination countries to develop bilateral labor 
agreements (BLAs) that target occupations where they face shortages or 
rising demand. Such an approach can be implemented in the context of 
GSP programs, in which destination and origin countries agree on the 
quantity and skills profile of migrant labor required and then provide 
technical and financial resources to train migrants in their countries of 
origin. Another policy option is to select prospective migrants based on 
their potential for integration with market needs. In this spirit, Austria, 
Germany, Portugal, and Sweden have established job-search visas that 
allow entry for the purpose of finding employment to foreign workers who 
meet specific criteria. Another approach, followed by Spain, is for countries 
to streamline migration procedures for occupations or migrant profiles that 
are needed. Other countries, such as in Sweden and the United Kingdom, 
are trying to make immigration systems more selective to reduce migration 
flows that are less suited to their labor markets.

Ensuring that migrants work at their level of qualification, through 
mechanisms to recognize foreign credentials, is also key to enhancing 
gains for migrants and destination countries. Although migrants within 
EU countries are de jure granted the same rights to access jobs as native-
born individuals, de facto limitations remain in recognizing qualifications 
and skills, especially for migrants from outside the European Union. To 
tackle this issue, destination countries must build or strengthen 
mechanisms to determine whether origin countries’ standards for each skill 
are equivalent to their own (Nielson 2004). Regional cooperation to 
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validate foreign educational credentials, as well as the development of 
regional qualification frameworks, such as the European Qualifications 
Framework for EU countries, are promising efforts in this direction. In June 
2023, member states of the Eurasian Economic Union (EaEU) passed an 
agreement on mutual recognition of academic degrees, though it needs to 
be implemented and enforced.

Labor market and social protection policies can prevent or mitigate 
adverse effects of immigration for some native-born groups, such as low-
skilled workers. A broader effort to support labor market flexibility in 
destination countries can allow native-born workers who have 
complementary skills and capital to move to the areas and sectors where 
migrants enter, while also helping workers with similar skills move to other 
regions, sectors, or occupations (World Bank 2023). This can support faster 
labor market adjustments and reduce adverse effects on wages or 
employment for some native-born, low-skilled workers. But even with the 
right labor market and migration policies in place ex ante, immigration may 
produce adverse impacts on some groups, at least in the short term. To 
mitigate such impacts, targeted social protection and active labor market 
policies (ALMPs) can be implemented. Effective public employment services 
can help individuals who lose their jobs and assist with mobility costs as they 
seek work in other regions or sectors. Retraining and upskilling programs can 
also help native-born workers with skills similar to those of migrants to move 
toward higher-paying jobs where they have a comparative advantage. And 
social protection systems and programs can support those who are 
temporarily affected by job losses, especially in destination countries, where 
immigration generates additional fiscal resources to finance such programs.

Integration policies and interventions that raise awareness of migrants’ 
contributions can help reduce negative perceptions and improve how 
both immigrants and native-born workers experience migration. Recent 
evidence shows that inclusive integration policies have a positive impact on 
integration outcomes for migrants (Bilgili, Huddleston, and Joki 2015; 
Huddleston 2020; Kende et al. 2022; Pecoraro et al. 2022), including 
better employment and less reliance on social assistance. This, in turn, 
helps improve perceptions among the native-born population. Addressing 
misinformation and ensuring that people are aware of the role migrants 
play in receiving societies is also crucial to mitigate the risk of anti-
immigration sentiments. But whereas providing counter-information only 
on the magnitude of migration has a limited impact on attitudes (Hopkins, 
Sides, and Citrin 2019), information on the characteristics of migrants and 
their impacts on the labor market or welfare system can significantly 
improve popular support for immigration (Grigorieff, Roth, and Ubfal 2020; 
Haaland and Roth 2020; Jørgensen and Osmundsen 2022).
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Socioeconomic Integration of Refugee Populations

In the Nordic countries, compulsory language training, active labor 
market policies, and assignment of refugees to areas with high labor 
demand have helped improve refugees’ employment outcomes. 
Language training is a vital part of the “activation package” offered to 
refugees in these countries, and it has produced substantial long-term 
effects. Language training tends to be compulsory, with participation and 
completion often being conditions to retain social benefits as well as access 
to on-the-job training or subsidized employment. Evidence shows that 
compulsory language training has been the most effective program to 
support refugees’ employment outcomes. Other successful programs 
include (in order) assignment to areas with high labor demand and 
participation in programs that were part of the ALMP package.

Türkiye’s experience of hosting Syrian refugees shows that better 
long-term outcomes can be achieved by rapidly shifting policies from an 
exclusive focus on emergency response to early support for longer-term 
integration. After providing vital income to the most vulnerable— the 
Syrians under temporary protection (SuTPs), through the Emergency Social 
Safety Net (ESSN) in 2016, Türkiye developed a framework for the inclusion 
of SuTPs into mainstream basic services. The government issued residency 
cards that allowed access to education, health care, and other public 
services. Housing policies also changed from an initial approach that 
focused on accommodating refugees in temporary shelters to providing 
housing support to live in urban centers near more job opportunities. 
Policies addressing labor market issues were adopted, with the government 
offering work permits, services (such as counseling), and financial support 
for entrepreneurship. Surveys in Türkiye show that a relatively high share of 
SuTPs are employed and that the integration of SuTPs has been positive 
overall, partly because of these government support interventions, which 
have supported social cohesion between refugees and host communities. 
In addition, the impacts of SuTPs on overall employment and wages for 
Turkish citizens were limited, although some vulnerable native-born groups 
were negatively affected.

The experiences in Türkiye also show the importance of sharing 
responsibility among receiving countries in the region. The costs 
imposed on Türkiye from the sudden inflow of refugees—with ramifications 
particularly in the capacity of its health care system—ushered in calls for 
a cost-sharing approach. This led to the EU–Türkiye agreement in 2016, 
under which the European Union provided €6 billion to support the 
humanitarian response.
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In addition, the Turkish experience illustrates the need to streamline 
access to formal employment, reduce disincentives to refugee 
employment, and offer early skills assessments. Although estimates 
suggest that more than 1.5 million Syrians in Türkiye can work, fewer than 
100,000 work permits are issued annually. Permits are difficult to obtain, 
costly for employers, and valid for only a year. Moreover, upon receiving a 
formal employment contract through a work permit, Syrian refugees lose 
their eligibility for social assistance cash transfers through the ESSN 
program, creating a disincentive to enter formal employment. Establishing 
more comprehensive assessments of refugees’ skills and qualifications at 
the time of entry could also ensure more effective use of labor market 
services available to refugees.

Germany’s experiences showed the value of expedited asylum 
procedures, rationalized dispersal policies, and comprehensive 
integration programs. The sudden increase in asylum seekers in Europe 
over the 2015–17 period focused on Germany, where half of the 3.1 million 
asylum applications were filed. In response, Germany suspended the 
Dublin II Regulation (Tjaden and Heidland, forthcoming), allowing refugees 
who had passed through other EU countries to apply for asylum. It grouped 
asylum cases by complexity to speed up processing times and provide 
integration services before adjudication in cases where asylum seekers 
were likely to receive protection. Germany also invested heavily in language 
training for Syrian refugees; provided job counseling and job search 
assistance; developed a public portal to assess and recognize foreign 
professional qualifications; and implemented a dispersal policy, assigning 
refugees to specific regions on the basis of local labor demand. Although 
the efforts significantly improved the labor market outcomes for refugees 
(Battisti, Giesing, and Laurentsyeva 2019), the success came at some cost, 
because nonprioritized asylum seekers faced longer wait times and worse 
access to public resources.

The more recent inflow of Ukrainian refugees into EU countries has 
highlighted the importance of a large-scale, rapid, and coordinated 
response to support refugees’ outcomes. Several policies have likely 
helped secure better labor market outcomes than in past refugee waves. 
Shortly after the start of the Ukrainian refugee crisis, the European Union 
approved the Temporary Protection Directive, giving refugees the right to 
temporary protection for one year (renewable for up to three years), 
without the need for lengthy asylum procedures. Ukrainian refugees 
also received residence permits, while requirements for work visas were 
waived. Measures to ease work permit regulations and enhance labor 
market access had rapid, positive impacts on the labor market in 
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host countries. Additional interventions aimed at improving the match 
between labor market supply and demand included dedicated 
employment platforms for recruitment of refugees; wage subsidies and 
other financial incentives for employers; and support, such as start-up 
loans, for entrepreneurship. The European Union also developed a 
refugee skills passport specifically for Ukrainians.

Policy Recommendations

Host countries can ensure sufficient humanitarian support and 
reception capacity through several key measures. First, the timely 
provision of temporary protection status has been fundamental in ensuring 
that humanitarian aid reaches asylum seekers quickly. Second, one-stop-
shop reception centers have been effective in providing a rapid assessment 
of refugees’ characteristics, needs, and vulnerabilities and directing them 
to services needed in the short term. Third, to weather the initial shock and 
cover basic needs, cash transfers have been effective in improving refugees’ 
welfare, with few adverse effects on earnings opportunities, at least in the 
short term (Bahar, Brough, and Peri 2024). Fourth, physical and mental 
health support has also been essential. These efforts require significant 
resources and coordination among receiving countries. Cost-sharing 
agreements and corresponding financing mechanisms need to be in place, 
especially when refugee inflows focus on countries with limited reception 
capacity.

Early policy measures to support refugees’ labor market integration 
can generate high payoffs for host countries. Measures to support 
integration include early skills and needs assessments, rapid access to 
labor markets and public services, language training, and ALMPs. Most 
successful interventions combine rapid and extensive humanitarian 
assistance upon arrival with policies that promote long-term integration. 
Experience shows that measures supporting integration should begin 
very early, in the emergency response phase. Because refugees often 
arrive without key documents to verify their skills and credentials, 
refugee skills passports can help validate their skills and enhance their 
employability. Ensuring that refugees can quickly access technical and 
language training programs is also key to integration.

Giving refugees rapid access to the labor market is particularly 
important. It can be facilitated by policy measures, including removing or 
relaxing restrictions that apply to third-country nationals entering the labor 
market, expediting or removing work permit procedures, and streamlining 
asylum processes. In addition, well-targeted active labor market programs 
have also been shown to support economic integration.
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Refugees’ geographical locations and mobility are fundamental to 
integration and can be supported by dispersal policies that address local 
labor market needs. A key takeaway from both research and experience is 
that refugees should not be isolated from the native-born population in 
receiving countries. Rigid housing policies that tie refugees to a physical 
location far from economic activity—limiting employment opportunities 
and preventing mobility—should be discouraged, because they are 
negatively associated with refugees’ long-term employment outcomes. 
Instead, policies should facilitate movement to areas with high demand for 
labor and high absorptive capacity, which can avoid generating additional 
imbalances in local labor markets. Such policies should be underpinned by 
information on local market conditions and demand, as well as on refugees’ 
sociodemographic characteristics, educational attainment, and 
employment aspirations.

High-Skilled Migration: Lessons for Origin Countries

High-skilled emigration from ECA countries is rising even more rapidly 
than overall migration. The number of high-skilled migrants in the 
European Union, the main destination of high-skilled migrants from ECA, 
more than tripled over 2004–18, from about 4 million to 13 million. In 
some countries of origin in ECA, particularly smaller ones such as those 
in the Western Balkans, the incidence of high-skilled emigration is 
very large compared with the size of the working-age population. 
For example, an estimated 30 percent of Albania’s working-age 
population with a tertiary degree lives abroad. For Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, this figure is 45 percent.

This “brain drain” can have a negative effect on home economies in the 
short term by reducing the supply of skilled workers in essential 
occupations. Because emigrants from most ECA countries are more skilled 
than the population that does not emigrate, their departure decreases the 
stock of human capital available, at least in the short term. Without the 
right policies in place, this can result in domestic labor shortages, including 
in critical sectors and occupations, such as health care and information 
technology, especially in countries with an aging population. The loss of 
high-skilled workers can negatively affect firm productivity, total factor 
productivity, entrepreneurship, and innovation, as documented in some 
Eastern European countries (Giesing and Laurentsyeva 2018) and in Italy 
(Anelli et al. 2019). Because emigration mostly comes from less developed 
regions of origin countries, it can also widen the gap between prospering 
and lagging parts of a country. And beyond economic impacts, the 
departure of high-skilled workers raises concerns about the sustainability 
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of pension systems. From a fiscal standpoint, outflows of high-skilled labor 
also shrink the fiscal base, especially when emigration is concentrated 
among higher-paid workers.

In the medium to long term, however, countries of origin can 
experience net gains in human capital (“brain gain”), as observed in 
some ECA countries. To experience brain gain, these countries must be 
able to increase their educational institutions’ capacity to meet the demand 
for certain types of labor abroad. And the number of newly educated 
individuals who do not emigrate, or who ultimately return, must be large 
enough to add to the collective human capital within the home country. 
Overall, origin countries in ECA have experienced a net positive association 
between emigration and human capital accumulation, as long as 
emigration rates remain moderate (Beine, Docquier, and Oden-Defoort 
2011; Beine, Docquier, and Rapoport 2008; Docquier, Lohest, and 
Marfouk 2007). For example, in some countries, the rapid rise in the 
number of graduates in medicine more than compensated for the doctors 
who emigrated. This was the case in the Czechia, Romania, and Slovenia, 
although not in Estonia, Hungary, and Latvia. The variation in experiences 
suggest that policies and local contexts are key in determining whether 
home countries can also increase their own supply of high-skilled workers 
as a secondary benefit of migration opportunities.

Origin countries can also benefit from their high-skilled diasporas 
through remittances, greater diffusion of knowledge and technology, 
and increased financial flows and trade. The most direct and tangible 
impact of these diasporas on origin countries is through remittances sent 
home, which boost income and can improve macroeconomic stability. The 
presence of highly skilled migrants overseas can also help diffuse 
knowledge and technology back to their home countries, as reported in the 
context of migration from former Yugoslav countries to Germany (Bahar, 
Brough, and Peri 2024). Diaspora networks can support trade and finance 
in their countries of origin by reducing transaction costs and information 
asymmetries. And beyond economic impacts, diasporas can positively 
affect institutions and governance in migrant-sending countries, as in 
Moldova (Barsbai et al. 2017).

The return of high-skilled migrants may also benefit their home 
countries, although countries in Eastern Europe and the Western 
Balkans struggle to attract these emigrants back. When migrants do 
return, countries of origin can benefit from the human and financial capital 
they have accumulated while abroad. Although nearly half of migrants to 
the European Union return to their home countries, overall just 12 percent 
of high-skilled migrants from Eastern European countries do. Likewise, 
there is little evidence of returns by high-skilled migrants from Albania, 
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Bosnia and Herzegovina, and Kosovo. Likely explanations include the 
persistence of economic challenges and the push-and-pull factors that lead 
skilled workers to emigrate. Hence the economies of Eastern Europe and 
the Western Balkans have been unable to reap many of the benefits 
associated with the return of high-skilled migrants.

Policy Recommendations
Countries that want to reduce emigration can address root causes, such 
as domestic labor market performance, governance, and the quality of 
public sector services. Home countries can increase their relative 
attractiveness by reducing bottlenecks to employment creation; improving 
the business environment; and strengthening institutions and public 
services. Overall, measures that make the domestic labor market more 
attractive and efficient—with a focus on youth, who have a higher 
propensity to emigrate—can reduce the strength of push-and-pull factors. 
Approaches include traditional labor market policies such as support to 
entrepreneurship, ALMPs (including wage subsidy programs), training, and 
labor market intermediation services, as well as changes in labor 
regulations that may discourage employment. Supply-side policies must be 
accompanied by broader demand-side policies that affect the labor market 
and employment creation, such as measures to improve the business and 
macroeconomic environment or the tax and benefits system. Beyond the 
labor market, the provision of quality public services, primarily through 
more investment in health and education, may also encourage workers and 
their families to stay. Such measures may also increase the likelihood of 
return among high-skilled workers who have already left.

Reforms to tertiary education financing in countries of origin, combined 
with bilateral agreements with destination countries, may help 
mitigate the financial losses when graduates of publicly funded 
universities emigrate. In addition to university funding, financing policies 
involve measures aimed directly at students and graduates, including 
student loans, time-based repayment loans, and income-contingent loans 
(ICLs). For example, ICL contracts could be designed to make loan 
repayments feasible and tax deductible in destination countries. Such 
measures, combined with bilateral agreements, could help ensure a more 
equitable distribution of educational costs between origin and destination 
countries (Poutvaara 2004).

GSPs can help address financial burdens and losses of human capital in 
countries of origin and ensure a better match between migrants and 
jobs in destination countries. Under these bilateral arrangements, 
the country of origin agrees to train people in skills needed both in home 
and destination countries. Evidence from ECA countries and beyond 
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indicates that three core principles are essential for such partnerships to 
succeed. First, investing in human capital expansion in both origin and 
destination countries should be the paramount goal. Second, extensive 
cooperation between origin and destination countries is essential for the 
long-term investments in training and labor market access that such 
partnerships aim to promote. Third, well-managed and systematic 
international systems for social protection and labor market intermediation 
are needed to facilitate cross-border economic gains. Last, institutional 
capacity is needed for recruitment, training, and diaspora engagement.

Countries of origin can establish systems to monitor emigration flows 
and the supply and demand of workers with needed skills, so that they 
anticipate potential shortages, especially in critical occupations. For 
the educational system to respond rapidly, it needs timely and precise 
information on the demand for high-skilled professionals both from within 
the home country and from destination countries. Such monitoring of 
demand is available today in only a handful of countries. Data about 
emigrants’ skills and educational profiles should be collected at the time of 
departure, and monitoring systems should also be put in place for specific 
skills.

Educational systems in countries of origin should also be flexible 
enough to address rapid changes in internal and external demand. Rigid 
training systems for certain occupations—such as highly regulated systems 
based on narrow entry criteria or a small, fixed number of places in medical 
education—may not align with the needs created by changes in demand for 
these occupations. Efforts to address changes in demand for specific skills 
can be made at both the intensive margin (by enhancing capacity at schools 
and universities) and the extensive margin (by establishing new education 
centers).

Countries of origin may encourage high-skilled migrants to return by 
removing or reducing regulatory, bureaucratic, and informational 
barriers; providing financial incentives; and ensuring greater portability 
of social benefits. Regulatory and bureaucratic barriers, such as 
restrictions and regulations on citizenship and residency rights, make it 
difficult and costly for migrants to return to their home countries. 
Informational barriers may also prevent them from returning: policies that 
make information more accessible about job opportunities and changes in 
conditions in the home country may help. Financial or fiscal incentives 
encouraging the permanent return of high-skilled migrants have also been 
effective in some contexts, provided they are large enough. Such incentives 
could include tax exemptions and benefits, interest-free or low-interest 
loans, temporary salary supplements to facilitate career entry, housing 
assistance, schooling for children, and employment opportunities for 
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spouses. And greater portability of social benefits, particularly retirement 
benefits, can alleviate constraints to return migration and incentivize 
migrants to return home (Avato, Koettl, and Sabates-Wheeler 2010).

Regardless of whether migrants return, countries of origin can leverage 
high-skilled migration through diaspora programs. Emigrants can help 
transfer knowledge back to their origin country after their exposure to more 
productive and innovative environments in destination countries. The first 
step is to establish, strengthen, or make better use of diaspora platforms 
through registries, interactive portals, and fellowship programs. This can 
help build relationships with the diaspora and provide matching and 
network services that connect migrants in various destination countries 
with each other and with the private and public sectors in their home 
economies. For example, collaboration between researchers or institutions 
abroad and in countries of origin could be facilitated by establishing 
scientific networks and knowledge funds. Such initiatives have started 
in the Western Balkans and are in various stages of implementation 
(OECD 2022).

Low-Skilled Migration: Lessons for Origin Countries

Low-skilled migration generates large benefits for migrants, their 
families, and origin countries. The most direct impacts are large wage 
gains for workers and the subsequent increase in household income and 
welfare through remittances, which generate substantial income flows to 
home countries. For example, in the Kyrgyz Republic and Tajikistan, 
remittances represent up to 30 percent of GDP and more than 50 percent 
of migrant households’ total income. Because low-skilled migration is 
concentrated among lower-income households, it can have a drastic 
effect on poverty reduction. In Uzbekistan, for example, it is estimated 
that the poverty rate would rise from 9.6 percent to 16.8 percent in the 
absence of remittances. Beyond these direct welfare impacts, low-skilled 
emigration can affect households and communities left behind by 
enabling large investments in human capital and entrepreneurial 
activities. In the home country, migration can affect labor market 
participation among household members, as well as improve financial 
literacy and women’s empowerment.

However, if not well managed, low-skilled migration can involve 
inefficiencies and vulnerabilities, which are often borne by migrants 
and their households. Vulnerabilities manifest throughout the migration 
life cycle: before departure, while abroad, and after return. The COVID-19 
pandemic and, more recently, the economic spillovers from Russia’s 
invasion of Ukraine have exposed the limitations of current migration 
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systems as well as low-skilled migrants’ vulnerability to shocks. Although a 
few of the challenges migrants faced during these shocks were specific to 
those events, most vulnerabilities are more general and will persist in the 
absence of adequate policy measures.

Vulnerabilities and inefficiencies are evident before migrants depart, 
with many of them insufficiently prepared and reliant on inaccurate 
information and informal arrangements. Formal information channels 
for prospective low-skilled migrants in ECA are underdeveloped, likely 
contributing to insufficient understanding about the processes, costs, and 
benefits of emigration. Low-skilled migrants often lack prior experience 
and adequate skills for the jobs most in demand in destination countries. 
They are seldom prepared for the vulnerabilities they will likely face while 
abroad. Many of them depart without even securing an employment 
contract with an employer in the destination country.

Once at their destination, low-skilled migrants are highly exposed to 
shocks and have limited access to social protection. In many cases, low-
skilled migrants concentrate in only one or two destination countries and in 
very few sectors of activity. As a result, low-skilled migration flows, 
countries of origin, and migrants are highly exposed to negative shocks, as 
evidenced by the COVID-19 pandemic. Low-skilled migrants often hold 
temporary or seasonal employment contracts, or work without contracts. 
Hence, they are typically the first to be laid off when a shock hits (Fasani 
and Mazza 2023), and they often lack access to social protections to cope 
with these shocks. Even within the European Union, where formal 
migration and employment arrangements are more common, migrants 
typically have more limited access to social protection programs than 
native-born individuals.

Vulnerabilities and inefficiencies can continue when low-skilled 
migrants return home, especially when they do so unexpectedly. 
Temporary migrants who return for reasons they had not anticipated are 
especially vulnerable. They have often paid for the journey upfront, 
sometimes by taking out loans. Unable to stay abroad long enough to 
earn as much as they expected, they return without set plans and face the 
risk of unemployment at home. This can have profound impacts on 
migrants and their families, as evidenced by harmful coping strategies 
seen in households with return migrants during the COVID-19 pandemic. 
Even when migrants return as planned, there are policy challenges for 
their home countries—but also opportunities. A key issue facing policy 
makers in these countries is finding more effective ways to boost the 
productive use of the financial and human capital that returning migrants 
have accumulated while abroad.
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Policy Recommendations
Strengthening systems to support formal migration is a key step toward 
more productive and resilient low-skilled migration. Such efforts must 
begin before departure, with measures to strengthen the role of public 
institutions and regulatory frameworks in providing accurate information 
about the migration experience and work opportunities abroad. Creating 
and enhancing the use of formal migration routes also requires that 
countries develop or strengthen registration systems for low-skilled 
migration. This requires close cooperation with destination countries, 
which can be formalized through BLAs. In their various forms, these 
agreements have been effective tools to manage international labor flows 
and improve the migration experience for all parties involved. 
Implementing them at scale, however, requires administrative capacity in 
both origin and destination countries. Proper enforcement involves 
transparent negotiation processes and strong implementation, monitoring, 
and evaluation.

Programs to upgrade prospective migrants’ skills, when combined with 
initiatives to diversify migration flows, can enhance the benefits of 
migration. To reduce exposure to shocks and increase gains from 
migration, origin countries need to broaden the range of migration 
destinations and work opportunities. Entering new markets requires 
building a more qualified workforce with verifiable credentials for jobs that 
are in demand in new places. Identifying the demand for specific types of 
workers requires more capacity in line agencies responsible for managing 
labor migration. Close cooperation with destination countries is also 
essential; this can be formalized through development of new BLAs. Once 
the demand from new markets is identified, origin countries need to 
reorient their skills development efforts, by training migrants for new 
occupations as well as providing language training. This requires expanding 
the capacity and resources of public training programs along with potential 
partnerships with private providers. Such efforts can be supported by 
destination countries, for example through GSPs, where the destination 
country provides technical and financial resources for the training of 
prospective migrants in their home country. Skills development needs to be 
complemented by certification to signal technical ability, accompanied by 
due recognition of qualifications in overseas markets.

Several policies can help migrants gain better access to social 
protection and reduce their vulnerability abroad. Host country 
governments can better integrate migrants into social safety nets, 
create social protection programs tailored to the needs of migrants, or use 
a combination of the two. Sending country governments could coordinate 
with destination countries to create systems in which migrant workers 
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make contributions and have access to unemployment benefits and health 
care at the same levels offered to the destination country’s citizens. Such a 
system, ensuring the portability of social rights, could be devised within 
existing institutional frameworks such as the EaEU. To mitigate 
unemployment risks for migrants, origin countries could work with the 
private sector to develop job-loss insurance. This could cover job losses—
particularly those related to exogenous shocks. Social protection 
interventions (such as welfare funds) can also help migrants cope with 
shocks in the destination country.

Measures to improve migrants’ financial literacy and inclusion and to 
formalize remittance flows can support more productive use of these 
funds. Remittances are a major source of income for lower-income migrant 
households and for home countries. They could contribute to more 
productive investments—enhancing their development impact. In many 
countries of origin, especially those at lower income levels, remittances are 
mainly used for immediate consumption. Formalizing remittance flows 
would support a more productive use of these funds for investment and 
self-employment activities. Measures can be taken to improve migrant 
households’ access to, and inclusion in, the formal financial sector. This 
would expand their use of financial products and reduce transaction costs 
for sending remittances through formal channels. In addition, financial 
literacy programs can enhance households’ understanding of the options 
for investments and savings. In contexts outside ECA, such programs have 
been effective in increasing migrants’ financial knowledge, increasing their 
savings and productive usage of remittances.

After migrants return, key interventions may support more productive 
reintegration into home labor markets and reduce their vulnerabilities. 
The first step is establishing or strengthening registration systems for 
return migrants, which should be linked to national registries and a pool of 
support services. To gather information for such registries, systematic rapid 
needs assessments for returning migrants can be carried out at one-stop 
shops at main points of entry into the country. Referrals can then direct 
migrants to social protections and labor programs that address their needs. 
In parallel, support programs tailored to returnees’ needs should be 
carefully designed, piloted, and evaluated before being scaled up—to help 
ensure their effectiveness. For returnees who intend to stay in the origin 
country, productive reintegration into home labor markets could be 
facilitated through better linkages with ALMPs and greater cooperation 
with receiving countries. Return migrants who have savings and 
entrepreneurial aspirations may benefit from one-stop-shop services that 
provide in-kind assistance, help with financial literacy, support to develop a 
business plan, and access to banking and microcredit. In situations where 
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migrants return involuntarily or earlier than expected, short-term support 
can help alleviate temporary hardship.

Note

	 1.	 The definition of Europe and Central Asia used throughout this report also includes countries of the 
European Union. Refer to the “Classifications” section at the start of this volume.
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Introduction

The region of Europe and Central Asia (ECA), one of the most developed 
economic areas globally, has a rich history of migration that has shaped its 
economic and social structures. Today, the region hosts more than 
100 million migrants—both from within the region and from non-ECA 
countries—driven by income and demographic disparities, increasing 
mobility within the region, and conflict.1 Migration flows have changed 
over the years, both in terms of destination and origin countries and in 
terms of the characteristics of migrants and migration arrangements. After 
World War II, the economic rebuilding of Europe was supported partly by 
inflows of migrants—predominantly coming from former colonies of 
Western European nations (Van Mol and de Valk 2016). Later, the oil crisis 
of 1973–74, which reduced the demand for labor, led to restrictions to the 
entrance of foreign workers and the emergence of “stop policies” in the 
main traditional migrant destination countries of Northwest Europe 
(Boyle, Halfacree, and Robinson 1998). During this period, immigration 
policy centered around family reunification, and work visa permits were 
more limited.

In the 1990s, migration in ECA was shaped by the fall of the Berlin Wall, 
war in the former Yugoslavia, and migration across ethnic lines, together 
with the enhancement of freedom of movement brought about through the 
European Union. Toward the end of the 1980s, the fall of the Iron Curtain 
drastically redrew administrative boundaries in ECA, with the 
fragmentation of the Soviet Union and Yugoslavia into different new 
countries and the German reunification. These changes induced new 
migration flows across ECA, partly linked to ethnic ties. There was a sizable 
resettlement of Russian-speaking migrants living in other former Soviet 
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republics, which represented around 60 percent of arrivals to the Russian 
Federation during the 1990s (Chudinovskikh and Denisenko 2017). 
Migration in Germany, the country with the largest increase in the stock of 
immigrants in ECA during the 1990s (around 3 million migrants), was also 
strongly driven by the arrival of Aussiedler (ethnic Germans from different 
countries in Central and Eastern Europe, such as Poland, Romania, and 
Russia). The war in the former Yugoslavia during the 1990s led to outflows 
of forcibly displaced populations in the different Balkan countries, with 
Serbia and, to a lesser extent, Croatia hosting the bulk of the 1 million 
intraregion migrants. A spike in asylum seekers to Western European 
countries, such as Austria and Germany (Hatton 2004), and the Nordic 
countries also occurred. Migration in ECA in the 1990s also reflected the 
increasing prominence of the European Union in migration policy making 
and the management of flows from non-EU countries. The 1992 Maastricht 
Treaty established freedom of movement within the European Union, 
fueling intraregion movements. In 1995, this freedom of movement grew 
with the accession of Austria, Finland, and Sweden to the European Union.

During the 2000s, migration flows in ECA accelerated, fueled by buoyant 
economic activity in the Southern EU and the EU enlargement with Central 
and Eastern European countries. In the first decade of the 21st century, the 
stock of migrants in ECA increased by nearly 14 million. On the one hand, 
favorable conditions in the Southern EU diverted the main migration poles 
to two countries: Italy and Spain, which, combined, accounted for close to 
60 percent of the total regional increase. Migration inflows in these 
countries were partly of an irregular nature, with different regularization 
episodes of informal migrants in the 1990s and 2000s. On the other hand, 
Germany tightened its migration policy and net inflows were cut to a third 
compared with the previous decade. Although quotas for ethnic Germans 
were significantly reduced, migration in Germany shifted more toward 
temporary labor programs (Oezcan 2004). During this decade, migration 
flows originated mainly from Central and Eastern Europe—particularly from 
countries that joined the European Union since 2004. The largest increases 
in bilateral corridors were seen from Romania to Italy and Spain and from 
Poland to Germany and the United Kingdom. After sizable migration flows 
between former Soviet countries, the stock of permanent migrants in this 
region remained largely constant, with new forms of temporary and 
seasonal migration gaining traction, particularly from Central Asia and the 
Caucasus to Russia and, to a smaller extent, Kazakhstan. Overall, migration 
policies paid increasing attention to linking migration flows to labor market 
needs, developing specific visa programs to attract high-skilled migrants 
(such as the EU Blue Card Scheme; Van Mol and de Valk 2016), and 
advancing integration policies to improve the economic outcomes of 
migrants (Doomernik and Bruquetas-Callejo 2016).
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In the 2000s, while the European debt and COVID-19 crises temporarily 
slowed down migration in ECA, new waves of conflict and economic 
migration continued driving migration flows in the region. The global 
financial and European debt crises at the turn of the decade slowed down 
the flows of migration in ECA—especially in the Southern EU countries 
that experienced the largest increases in migration in the previous decade. 
During this time, only the United Kingdom sustained increases in 
migration, mostly from non-ECA countries (for example, India). However, 
the 2015 refugee crisis led to a sharp acceleration in asylum seeker 
petitions in Europe—particularly in Germany as well as in Türkiye, where 
more than 3.0 million refugees were hosted. Conflicts and insecurity in 
Afghanistan, Iraq, the Syrian Arab Republic, and some countries in Africa 
were push factors for this wave of migration. At the same time, intra-EU 
migration flows further strengthened, given the free mobility and 
continuous disparities in income opportunities. In recent years, some 
traditionally migrant-sending countries have started to attract more 
migration inflows to fill emerging labor shortages (for example, Poland). 
The COVID-19 pandemic, however, brought strong mobility restrictions, 
significantly reducing the inflows of migrants in ECA in 2020. In 2021, 
migration flows rapidly resumed before drastically increasing in 2022 
because of the war in Ukraine—which led to the largest forced 
displacement in recent history. As a result, 5.5 million refugees and asylum 
seekers were hosted in ECA countries—mainly in Germany, Poland, and 
Russia and, when compared in proportion with the size of the domestic 
population, in Czechia, Moldova, and Romania.

Megatrends, such as demographic imbalances, technological change, and 
automation, are expected to continue being driving forces for both low- and 
high-skilled migration in the region. The population of Europe is aging 
rapidly, with an expected increase in the median age in EU countries of 
4.5 years in the next three decades (Eurostat 2020). This megatrend has 
important implications for the European economies, because it will 
continue to reduce the share of the working-age population while 
increasing the number of elderly people—adding pressure to welfare 
systems. It will also continue to be a driving demand force, attracting 
migration flows to fill labor shortages, especially in the care economy. 
In 2022, the average EU vacancy rate reached a historic high of around 
3 percent, and labor shortages were found across different occupations and 
skill levels (Eurofound 2023). Foreign-born workers are now significantly 
more likely to be employed in occupations with more structural labor 
shortages (European Commission 2023). Technological progress and 
automation will also continue to increase the demand in certain sectors, 
fueling inflows of skilled workers to more advanced economies in the 
coming years.
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A Unified Typology to Analyze Migration in Europe and 
Central Asia

Migration is a complex phenomenon, with different push and pull factors—
often intertwined—including a diverse set of impacts across countries of 
origin and destination and across different groups of the populations of 
these countries, depending on the type of migration and policies in place. 
Throughout the rest of this report, the analysis of migration is divided into 
different typologies of migrants and countries to help focus the analysis on 
the specific challenges of migration and provide tailored policy 
recommendations.

With respect to migrants, it is important to differentiate between refugees 
and economic migrants. Although the economic migrant-refugee 
dichotomy simplifies a more complex reality—one that includes a 
continuum of degrees of vulnerability, agency in the migration decision 
(forced vs. voluntary), drivers of migration, and barriers faced—it is 
commonly used to distinguish migrants from those two categories and 
leads to different legal pathways to entering host countries, which, in turn, 
has a significant impact on a migrant’s integration into the destination labor 
markets. Within this framework, refugees not only differ from economic 
migrants in terms of their drivers for migration—being forced to flee their 
home because of war, violence, or persecution and having their capacity to 
return to their home country be contingent upon a change in safety—but 
also on how well they integrate and the barriers they face in host countries. 
In Europe, the labor market outcomes for refugees are systematically 
worse than those for other migrants with otherwise similar characteristics. 
These outcomes often persist for 10–15 years after their arrival in the 
destination country (Fasani, Frattini, and Minale 2022). Refugees face 
additional barriers, both in the form of mental health trauma after fleeing 
violence and in restrictive policies at destination. Such policies include 
spatial dispersal policies that limit their ability to select the place of 
residence and temporary employment bans (in most cases between two 
and 12 months) that have long-term negative implications for their 
integration into the labor market (Fasani, Frattini, and Minale 2021).

The report also distinguishes between high- and low-skilled migrants, 
which allows for a more detailed analysis of specific challenges they face 
and tailored policy recommendations to support the overall benefits of 
migration. High- and low-skilled migrants share most of the same push and 
pull factors—including income disparities and other gaps in welfare and 
quality of living—although low-skilled migrants, who tend to be from 
lower-income households in their countries of origin, face further barriers 
to migration such as credit constraints or wider information asymmetries. 
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Although they might come through similar legal pathways, complex 
immigration and visa systems in destination countries sometimes put high- 
and low-skilled migrants on different legal tracks. For example, low-skilled 
migrants are more likely to engage in short-term migration programs such 
as seasonal agricultural programs or to use more irregular pathways, which 
increase their vulnerabilities in destination countries. On the one hand, 
high-skilled migrants can access more selective visa entries such as the 
European Talent Passport residence permit, which provides longer-term 
legal stability in any European country. On the other hand, high-skilled 
migrants are more likely to experience other relevant challenges derived 
from the lack of recognition of foreign credentials and occupational 
downgrade in host labor markets. In terms of impacts in destination 
countries, both high- and low-skilled migrants tend to fill essential 
occupations, improving the conditions of workers with complementary 
skills while negatively affecting, at least in the short term, workers with 
substitute skills. However, high-skilled migrants who bring diverse talent 
and expertise are more likely to support productivity increases in host 
countries and have a stronger net positive welfare effect (Battisti et al. 
2018). Low-skilled migrants tend to work more in manual, routine jobs, 
incentivizing the native-born population to move to more complex 
occupations that require more language and communication skills, for 
which they have an advantage (Jaumotte, Koloskova, and Saxena 2016). In 
sending countries, the extent of high- and low-skilled migration shapes the 
emergence of potential occupational gaps, creates different incentives to 
invest in human capital, and has asymmetric implications on the debate 
over brain drain or brain gain in the economy. In comparison with the 
“match-and-motive” framework proposed by the World Development Report 
2023 (World Bank 2023), the rows of figure I.1, with the different 
typologies of migrants, correspond to the “motive” axis, where migrants are 
pushed by different circumstances, aspirations, and vulnerabilities. 
Similarly, the columns of figure I.1 are more related to the “match” axis, 
because the elements considered are the factors that will determine 
migrants’ destination, as well as the match of migrants in receiving 
countries with local demand and the outcomes of those matches depending 
on migration-regulating institutions. The rest of this report follows this 
framework, and the chapters are divided according to the typology of 
migrants and countries (figure I.2).

This report also uses the migration life cycle as a framework to analyze 
policy challenges and propose solutions related to migration. The migration 
life cycle can typically be divided into four phases: premigration decision, 
predeparture, in service (while migrants are abroad), and return (refer to 
figure I.3). During the predecision phase, a worker decides to migrate on 
the basis of their understanding of the costs and benefits of migrating. 
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FIGURE I.1 
Broad typologies of migrants, drivers, challenges, and migration-regulating policies

Source: Original figure for this publication.
Note: Bilateral labor agreements (BLAs) are international agreements signed between two countries to regulate the flow of migrant 
workers between them.
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After the worker has decided to pursue a job abroad, they can take 
measures predeparture to improve their employability, find and obtain a 
job, and obtain the necessary legal documents to migrate. The third stage 
is during migration when the migrant is employed abroad; decisions at this 
stage include the selection of occupation, whether to invest in general or 
country-specific human capital, and whether to send remittances back 
home, and, if so, how much. The final stage is after migration (in the case 
of temporary migration), when a migrant leaves the destination to return 
home and, in most cases, starts an economic activity in their home labor 
market. Some migrants, such as seasonal workers, repeat this migration 
cycle several times over their lifetime, in what is called circular migration. 
Although the migration life cycle framework can be divided into stages, all 
stages are interconnected, and outcomes and policies at each life cycle 
stage have repercussions for the others. This report builds on this 
framework to identify inefficiencies and vulnerabilities at each stage of the 
migration life cycle and consider the interconnectedness among the 
different stages when formulating policy solutions.

Policies implemented by sending and receiving countries at each stage of 
the migration life cycle also affect the outcomes and vulnerabilities of 
migrants at other stages. At each stage of this process, migrants require 

FIGURE I.3 
The four stages of the migration life cycle for economic migration policy

Source: Original figure for this publication based on Ahmed and Bossavie 2022.
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information and support from the migration management systems of both 
their country of origin and the destination country. Because life cycle 
stages are part of the same lifetime decisions (Bossavie et al. 2021; 
Dustmann and Görlach 2016), they cannot be seen in isolation. They are all 
intertwined, and policies implemented at one stage of the life cycle have 
dynamic repercussions on other stages. For example, premigration 
employment outcomes and age at departure are linked to the duration of 
stay abroad. Duration of stay, in turn, is affected by migration costs and 
wages abroad, which determine how long migrants need to stay abroad to 
achieve a given savings target. Coming full circle, the ability to finance a 
self-employment activity after return will be affected by the monetary costs 
of migration, wages abroad, and duration of stay at the destination. Policies 
aiming to influence any of these decisions or outcomes will thus, by the 
very nature of these links, also influence the others. It is therefore critical 
for policy makers to consider these links when designing policies related to 
temporary migration.

The rest of the report is structured as follows: chapter 1 provides an 
overview of trends and drivers of the stock and flows of migrants from and 
to ECA, as well as the different types of migration and the main data gaps 
that limit the analysis of this phenomenon. Chapter 2 analyzes the different 
waves of refugees and asylum seekers in the region of ECA and their 
profiles, and it extracts lessons on how policies put in place across different 
host countries shape their integration and outcomes. Chapter 3 explores 
evidence regarding the impacts of both low- and high-skilled economic 
migrants in destination countries. In turn, chapter 4 focuses on the 
prevalence and impact of high-skilled economic migration in sending 
countries, including its effects on human capital accumulation and 
domestic labor markets. Finally, chapter 5 studies low-skilled emigration 
across ECA sending countries, the vulnerability of migrants to various 
shocks, the challenges they face to maximize the benefits of migration, the 
role of remittances, and potential return migration to the home country.

Note

	 1.	 The definition of Europe and Central Asia used throughout this report also includes countries of the 
European Union.
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International Migration 
in Europe and Central Asia
Trends, Corridors, Typologies, and Drivers

Chapter Highlights

•	 Europe and Central Asia (ECA) is the region with the largest number of 
migrants globally (100 million, one-third of the world total).

•	 Migration in ECA has drastically expanded in the past two years with the 
displacement of Ukrainian refugees (about 5 million in 2022 alone).

•	 Migration in ECA is highly concentrated in Western European countries 
and the Russian Federation, with the top five receiving countries hosting 
half of the total number of migrants in the region (France, Germany, 
Italy, Russia, and the United Kingdom).

•	 Close to 2 in 3 migrants in ECA come from other ECA countries.

•	 As a percentage of the population, emigration rates are the highest in 
Western Balkan countries, Armenia, and Moldova, whereas various 
European Union (EU) new member states have shown the largest 
increases since 2004.

•	 The largest migration corridors in ECA include that between Russia and 
the former USSR republics, as well as between EU countries, such as 
from Poland to Germany and from Romania to Italy. The concentration 
of bilateral migration corridors has decreased since 1990.

1



12 ●  	 The Journey Ahead: Supporting Successful Migration in Europe and Central Asia

•	 Migration flows in ECA are diverse, with different drivers and outcomes, 
creating distinct opportunities and challenges for policy makers:

•	 Economic migrants versus refugees. Most migrants move for economic 
reasons, although the share of refugees has been increasing, fueled by 
the Syrian war and Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. Countries in ECA with 
lower levels of gross domestic product (GDP) per capita have a higher 
ratio of refugees over the total migrant population.

•	 Gender. Migration tends to be gender-neutral, with close to 50 percent 
of migrants being female. However, forced displacement is associated 
with a larger share of women and children than is economic migration, 
whereas shorter-term economic migration is more male dominated.

•	 Temporary versus permanent. After 15 years, fewer than half of 
migrants in the European Union remain in the destination country. 
Some return migrants stay in their home country, whereas others 
have multiple migration episodes (seasonal or circular).

•	 Formal versus informal. Although the vast majority of migration in the 
region is formal, irregular migration also occurs, which takes place 
when migrants enter the country without adequate documents or 
when they overstay.

•	 The drivers of migration flows include conflict and violence, income 
differentials and searches for better economic opportunities, quality of 
services and rule of law, demographic changes and aging, social 
networks, and the expansion of economic unions that facilitate 
intraregion mobility.

•	 Data gaps limit the analysis of migration in the region, particularly from the 
sending countries’ perspective. Few surveys and administrative data capture 
the full extent of emigration and return migration.

Patterns and Trends across Main Corridors and by 
Migration Type

The ECA region hosts the largest number of global migrants, and the share of 
migrants as a proportion of its population has dramatically increased over 
time. According to 2020 data from the United Nations Department of 
Economic and Social Affairs (UN DESA), ECA hosts close to 99 million 
migrants (refer to figure 1.1, panel a),1 representing 35 percent of the total 
global migrant population. Taking into consideration the recent inflows of 
refugees from Ukraine, the number of migrants in the region reached around 
104 million in 2022. In comparison, the other two regions with the largest 
share of immigrants are North America (around 60 million) and the 
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Middle East and North Africa (more than 40 million, a sizable number of them 
refugees). The number of migrants in the ECA region has rapidly increased 
over the past two decades, growing about 50 percent by the end of 2020, from 
slightly above 60 million in 2000. In ECA, migrants represent 11 percent of 
the total population (close to 12 percent when refugees from Ukraine are 
included). This percentage is similar to the Middle East and North Africa 
(10 percent) and significantly above the world average (3 percent), but it is 
lower than in North America (16 percent; refer to figure 1.1, panel b).

Migration from the Destination Countries’ Perspective

Migration in ECA is highly concentrated in terms of destination countries, with 
five countries hosting half of the total stock of migrants. This concentration, 
however, has declined from 1990 to 2020. Migration flows are largely 
imbalanced in the region, with the vast majority of immigrants going to 
Western European countries and Russia (refer to figure 1.2, panel a). Migration 
to southern EU countries grew the fastest during the 2000s, whereas northern 
EU countries and Türkiye took the lead as the fastest growing after the 2008 
financial crisis and the Syrian civil war that began in 2011, respectively. 
However, migration to other ECA regions has stayed roughly constant (for 
example, Russia, Western Balkans) or even declined (for example, Eastern 
European countries such as Belarus or Ukraine). The concentration of migration 

FIGURE 1.1 
Immigration by region of destination, 1990–2020

Source: UN 2020.
Note: EAP = East Asia and Pacific; ECA = Europe and Central Asia; LAC = Latin American and the Caribbean; MENA = Middle East and 
North Africa; NA = North America; SAR = South Asia; SSA = Sub-Saharan Africa.

0

2

4

6

8

10

12

14

16

18

1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 2015 2020

Im
m

ig
ra

n
ts

 a
s 

 s
h

a
re

 o
f 

p
o

p
u

la
ti

o
n

 (
%

)

Year

b. Immigrants as a share of the population

EAP ECA LAC MENA

NA SAR SSA

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

100

EAP ECA LAC MENA NA SAR SSA

N
u

m
b

e
r 

o
f 

im
m

ig
ra

n
ts

 (
m

il
li

o
n

s)

Region of destination

a. Total number of immigrants

1990 1995 2000 2005

2010 2015 2020



14 ●  	 The Journey Ahead: Supporting Successful Migration in Europe and Central Asia

BOX 1.1  Defining International Migrants

When analyzing the topic of migration, its size, and its impact, it is fundamental to 
clarify who counts as a migrant. However, there is no single, universally accepted 
definition of a migrant. Most commonly, migrants can be defined in terms of place of 
birth—those who reside in a country different from the one in which they were 
born—or citizenship—those who reside in a place different from the country of their 
citizenship. Although there is no single, formal definition of an international migrant, 
the most prevalent one considers those who change their country of usual residence, 
regardless of the driver of migration (for example, fleeing violence or conflict, 
searching for economic opportunities, pursuing studies, or for family reasons) or their 
legal status (regular or irregular). This definition of migration is the one accepted by 
the International Organization for Migration and the United Nations Recommendations 
on Statistics of International Migration (UN 1998). However, definitions of migration 
based on place of birth or on citizenship have strengths and weaknesses, and the 
choice of definition largely depends on the focus and objective of study.

Throughout this report, international migrants are considered to be those who 
reside in a country different from their place of birth, irrespective of their 
citizenship. In EU countries, this definition of international migrants also includes 
populations born in other EU member states. This definition allows a broad analysis 
of the development challenges that emerge from moving to a different place 
irrespective of the legal status (e.g., citizen, EU national, third-country national 
with or without visa). In comparison, using the citizenship-based definition focuses 
on the specific challenges related to a lack of citizenship (United Nations 2020). 
Defining migration on the basis of citizenship can exclude groups who moved across 
countries but then naturalized in the destination country. Although naturalized or 
intra-EU migrants no longer face barriers in the host country based on their legal 
status and, thus, tend to be more integrated, they might still experience other 
barriers related to more limited networks, cultural or linguistic gaps, or 
discrimination. Furthermore, even if they are less likely to return to their country of 
origin, they might still have links to that country through diaspora groups. 
Therefore, this report considers it important to include this group in the analysis of 
migration from the perspective of both sending and receiving countries.

Another reason for the selection of the place-of-birth definition is that estimates of 
the stock of migrants are not shaped by citizenship policies—especially the residency 
requirements for naturalization—and this selection avoids estimate challenges in 
instances in which people have citizenship in more than one country. It also avoids 
counting, as international migrants, people who were born and raised in a country where 
citizenship is conferred based on jus sanguinis and whose parents did not have citizenship.

However, a definition based on place of birth also has some important limitations. 
A main one is that it includes people born in a previously unified country (for example, 
the former Soviet Union or Yugoslavia) who then left for another part of the country 
when it became independent—even if they did not cross any international borders. 
That is why migration corridors between former USSR countries register as some of 
the largest numbers in Europe and Central Asia (ECA) using the place-of-birth 
definition, whereas numbers are more modest when using the citizenship definition.

Continued
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is also observed when looking at the stock of migrants by individual destination 
countries. Figure 1.2, panel b, shows the concentration of migrants in ECA as 
the cumulative distribution of migrants by destination countries ranked on the x 
axis from top receiving countries to bottom receiving countries. In 2020, only 
five of the 50 ECA countries hosted more than 50 percent of all migrants in 

In ECA, although there were an estimated 99 million foreign-born migrants in 
2020, the number of foreign citizens was estimated to be 57 million in the same year 
(United Nations 2020). That is, around 4 in 10 people who moved to another country 
in the region naturalized and received the nationality of the destination country. By 
region of destination, the stock of migrants based on the residency definition is always 
larger than that based on citizenship (refer to figure B1.1). Nevertheless, the cross-
country correlation between the two measures of migration is very high (0.95). This 
suggests robustness of results, regardless of the definition of migrant used.

FIGURE B1.1 
Share of migrants in destination countries, by citizenship or 
place of birth, 2020

Sources: UN 2020; World Bank 2023.
Note: Foreign-born are defined as individuals who were born in a country different from their current 
country of residence. Foreign citizens are defined as individuals who have a citizenship different from 
their current country of residence. Eastern Europe = Belarus, Moldova, Russia and Ukraine; ECA = Europe 
and Central Asia. EU NMS13 = 13 new member states joining the European Union in 2004, 2007, and 
2013 (Bulgaria, Croatia, Cyprus, Czechia, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Malta, Poland, Romania, 
Slovak Republic, and Slovenia); Western Europe = EU-15 + European Free Trade Association.
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the region. Furthermore, the top 10 migrant-receiving countries received more 
than 75 percent of the total number of migrants to ECA. This concentration has 
slightly decreased between 1990 and 2020, as more countries in the Southern 
EU and Türkiye attracted more migrants, and migration in Russia, the second 
largest destination country, remained constant.

France, Germany, Russia, and the United Kingdom host the largest number of 
migrants in ECA. Most migrants in ECA are hosted by these countries and, 
more recently, Türkiye as well. Figure 1.3, panel a, provides the distribution of 
the total number of migrants within ECA by country for 1990–2020. On the 
one hand, Germany hosts the largest migrant population in absolute terms 
(above 15 million), which rose substantially between 2015 and 2020 due to a 
sizable inflow of asylum seekers—especially from the Syrian Arab Republic. 
On the other hand, the number of migrants hosted by Russia, the second 
largest receiving country, has remained constant over the same period. This is 
because migration to Russia mostly reflects pre-1990 migration within the 
Soviet Union. In the United Kingdom (third most migrants), the share of total 

FIGURE 1.2 
Immigration in Europe and Central Asia, by region of destination and country concentration, 
1990–2020

Source: UN 2020.
Note: ECA = Europe and Central Asia; Eastern Europe = Belarus, Moldova, and Ukraine; EFTA = European Free Trade Association (Iceland, 
Liechtenstein, Norway, and Switzerland); EU-15 = European Union members before 2004; EU NMS13 = 13 new member states joining the 
European Union since 2004.
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migrants has steadily increased over the period under consideration, especially 
after the eastward expansion of the European Union. In France (fourth most 
migrants), the total number of migrants increased less rapidly than in 
Germany, Spain, or the United Kingdom, likely because migration from its 
former colonies subsided. Spain and Italy host the fifth and sixth largest share 

FIGURE 1.3 
Top 15 migrant-receiving countries in Europe and Central Asia, 1990–2020

Source: UN 2020. 
Note: Panel a reports statistics for the 15 countries in ECA with the highest absolute number of immigrants, ranked from the highest to the 
lowest number in 2020. Panel b reports statistics for the 15 countries with the highest share of immigrants as a percentage of their total 
population, ranked from the highest to the lowest share in 2020.

1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 2015 2020

G
erm

any

Russ
ia

n F
edera

tio
n

U
nite

d K
in

gdom

Fr
ance

Sp
ain

Ita
ly

Türk
iy

e

U
kr

ain
e

Kaza
kh

st
an

Sw
itz

erla
nd

N
eth

erla
nds

Belg
iu

m

Sw
eden

Aust
ria

G
re

ece

N
u

m
b

e
r 

o
f 

im
m

ig
ra

n
ts

 (
m

il
li

o
n

s)

a. Total number of immigrants

Country of destination

Country of destination

b. Immigrants as a percentage of population

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

Aust
ria

Belg
iu

m

Cro
atia

Cyp
ru

s

Est
onia

G
erm

any

Ir
ela

nd

Kaza
kh

st
an

N
eth

erla
nds

N
orw

ay

Sl
ove

nia

Sp
ain

Sw
eden

Sw
itz

erla
nd

U
nite

d K
in

gdom

Im
m

ig
ra

n
ts

 a
s 

sh
a

re
 o

f 
h

o
st

co
u

n
tr

y
 p

o
p

u
la

ti
o

n
 (

%
)

0
2
4
6
8

10
12
14
16
18



18 ●  	 The Journey Ahead: Supporting Successful Migration in Europe and Central Asia

of migrants, respectively. Through the early 2000s, until the 2008 financial 
crisis, both countries’ share of overall migration increased substantially, driven 
by the inflow of generally low-skilled migrants from the new EU member 
states (particularly Romania). Finally, in Türkiye, the share of total migrants 
has increased substantially since 2011 because of a considerable number of 
Syrian refugees settling in the country (4 million).

Except for Kazakhstan, countries in ECA with the highest incidence of 
immigrants are typically smaller in population and located in Western Europe. 
The countries with the highest share of migrants are Switzerland (26 percent), 
Kazakhstan (20 percent), Austria (18 percent), Ireland (16 percent), and 
Sweden (15 percent; refer to figure 1.3, panel b). These countries, apart from 
Kazakhstan, are all small and wealthy Western European countries. They all 
saw their share of migrants increase steadily over time, with the increase 
becoming more pronounced from the 2000s onward. In contrast, Kazakhstan’s 
share of migrants over the total population remained steady over time, 
strongly shaped by the dissolution of the Soviet Union in the early 1990s.

Migration from the Origin Countries’ Perspective

Migration in ECA is largely an intraregional phenomenon, although conflict in 
the Middle East and North Africa has increased migration from that region. In 
absolute terms, intraregional migration in 2020 accounted for more than 
60 million migrants in ECA (to which 5.5 million refugees from Ukraine were 
added by 2022). About 2 in 3 migrants in ECA come from other ECA countries 
(refer to figure 1.4), a share that increased mostly because of intra-EU 
migration boosts after the expansion of the European Union to 13 new 
member states from Eastern Europe in 2004, 2007, and 2013 (EU-NMS13). 
The number of migrants from outside ECA has also increased between 1990 
and 2020, although at a slower pace. Migration from the Middle East and 
North Africa is perhaps an exception, because the population of migrants 
from that region doubled in the past decade, from 7 to 13 million in response 
to conflict in Syria and Iraq. Other regions, such as Latin America and the 
Caribbean, Sub-Saharan Africa, and East Asia and the Pacific, each sent about 
4 million migrants to ECA, followed by South Asia (3.4 million) and North 
America (with only about a million migrants). Despite this geographical 
concentration, migration outflows from individual sending countries compared 
with inflows to receiving countries have been more diversified during the past 
30 years, with the top five sending countries accounting for 45 percent of 
emigrants from ECA. In comparison, the top five receiving countries in ECA 
receive more than 50 percent of the total number of immigrants from ECA 
countries. The concentration declined from 1990 to 2020, mostly because of 
a smaller number of migrants coming from Russia, which is one of ECA’s 
main sending countries.
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During the past few years, emigration within ECA has increased more rapidly in 
new EU member states, driven by the free mobility of its citizens across its 
territory. In 2020, the biggest sending region was the EU-NMS13, with more 
than 15 million emigrants (refer to figure 1.5, panel a). This region is followed 
by northern EU-15 countries (i.e., Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Finland, 
France, Germany, Ireland, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Sweden, and the 
United Kingdom) and Russia. There has been an especially sharp increase in 
emigration in Central and Eastern Europe since 2005, reflecting the 
EU enlargement that opened the EU’s labor market to the new member states. 
Additionally, Russia’s invasion of Ukraine has almost doubled the number 
of emigrants from that country, from 6.1 million to 11.6 million in 2022. 
This lifted the average emigration in Eastern Europe to 14.2 million. As a 
share of the population in sending countries, emigration rates are highest in 
the Western Balkans, reaching 30 percent, followed by the Caucasus 
(17 percent) and Eastern Europe and EU-NMS13 (around 15 percent; refer to 
figure 1.5, panel b).

The largest number of intra-ECA emigrants come from Kazakhstan, Russia, 
and Ukraine, partly linked to co-ethnic migration within the former USSR 
and Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. In 2020, there were more Russian-born 
migrants in ECA than from any other country in the region by a significant 

FIGURE 1.4 
Migration in Europe and Central Asia, by region of origin and country concentration, 1990–2020

Source: UN 2020.
Note: EAP = East Asia and Pacific; ECA = Europe and Central Asia; LAC = Latin American and the Caribbean; MENA = Middle East and North 
Africa; NA = North America; SAR = South Asia; SSA = Sub-Saharan Africa.

Region of origin

1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 2015 2020

N
u

m
b

e
r 

o
f 

m
ig

ra
n

ts
 (

m
il

li
o

n
s)

a. Number of migrants in ECA
by region of origin

1990 2020

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

100

0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35 40 45 5550

C
u

m
u

la
ti

v
e

 s
h

a
re

 o
f 

m
ig

ra
ti

o
n

 f
lo

w
s 

(%
)

Number of origin countries

b. Concentration of migration flows
in countries of origin

EAP ECA LAC MENA NA SAR SSA
0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70



20 ●  	 The Journey Ahead: Supporting Successful Migration in Europe and Central Asia

margin (10 million). However, by the end of 2022, Russia’s invasion of 
Ukraine rapidly increased the number of Ukrainian emigrants to about 
11.6 million, potentially surpassing Russia as the top emigrant country. 
After Russia and Ukraine, Poland, Kazakhstan, and Romania have about 
5.0, 4.2, and 4.0 million people living abroad, respectively. Other countries 
with high sending numbers include Germany, Italy, and Türkiye.

Emigration rates as a percentage of the population are highest in several 
Western Balkan countries, Armenia, and Moldova, with rapid increases also 
observed in various EU-NMS13 countries. The top sending countries in ECA in 
relative terms are mostly Eastern European and Balkan countries, which have 
smaller total populations. The biggest sending country in the ECA region is 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, which has a staggering 46 percent of its total 
population living abroad (refer to figure 1.6). Moldova, Albania, and Armenia 
follow on the list with 41, 40, and 29 percent of their total population living 
abroad, respectively. Bulgaria, Croatia, Georgia, Kazakhstan, and Lithuania 
have comparable shares of their population living abroad, at around 
22 percent. The only non–Eastern European country in the list of top 
15 sending countries is Portugal, with about 14 percent of the population 
living abroad.

FIGURE 1.5 
Emigration from Europe and Central Asia, sending regions, 1990–2020

Source: UN 2020.
Note: Eastern Europe = Belarus, Moldova, and Ukraine; EFTA = European Free Trade Association; EU-15 = European Union members before 
2004; EU-NMS13 = new member states joining the EU in 2004, 2007, and 2013.
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FIGURE 1.6 
Top 15 migrant-sending countries in Europe and Central Asia

Source: UN 2020. 
Note: Panel a reports statistics for the 15 countries in ECA with the highest absolute number of 
emigrants. Panel b reports statistics for the 15 countries with the highest share of emigrants as a 
percentage of their total population, ranked from the highest to the lowest share in 2020. 
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Although emigrants from ECA mostly reside within ECA, the profile of 
destination countries varies depending on the specific region of origin. 
Emigrants from Western European countries are perhaps the exception in 
ECA, because a significant number of them migrate to non-ECA countries 
(38 percent), mostly to other Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
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Development (OECD) countries such as Australia, Canada, or the United 
States (refer to figure 1.7, panel a). About half of Western European 
emigrants live in other countries in the EU-15 or European Free Trade 
Association (EFTA). Overall, emigrants in this region tend to be more 
dispersed, although mostly in more developed economies. However, 
emigrants from EU-NMS13 mostly reside in EU-15 countries (70 percent).

Emigrants from the Western Balkans tend to reside either in EU-15 
countries or other Balkan neighbors, with sizable differences across 
countries (figure 1.7, panel b). In Albania, emigration is mostly channeled to 

0.40.2

0.1
0.8

0.1

1.4

0.3

0.3

0.5

0.3

0.3

0.70.0

37

55

9

15

4

5

7

3

3

538

13

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

100

EU
-1

5

EU
-N

M
S1

3

S
h

a
re

 o
f 

e
m

ig
ra

n
ts

 b
y

 d
e

st
in

a
ti

o
n

 (
%

)

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

100

S
h

a
re

 o
f 

e
m

ig
ra

n
ts

 b
y

 d
e

st
in

a
ti

o
n

 (
%

)

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

100

S
h

a
re

 o
f 

e
m

ig
ra

n
ts

 b
y

 d
e

st
in

a
ti

o
n

 (
%

)

Region of origin

a. From EU-15 and
EU-NMS13

b. From Western Balkans c. From Eastern Europe

0.4 0.2

9

30
20 23

51

75

2

2

10

10

30

7

5

16
4

3

10

7

6

23

65

8

4

28

10
11

3

14 12

Alb
ania

Bosn
ia

 a
nd

H
erz

egovi
na

M
onte

negro

N
ort

h

M
ace

donia
Se

rb
ia

Country of origin

EU-15 north EU-15 south EU-NMS13 EFTA Western Balkans Türkiye

Caucasus Russian Federation Eastern Europe Central Asia Rest of world

3 4
13

6

21 2
713

26

4 10

51

25

53

17

14

38

4

7
1

0.3

35

8

6 7 6 10

Bela
ru

s

M
old

ova

Russ
ia

n

Fe
dera

tio
n

U
kr

ain
e

Country of origin

0.2

0.3

0.3

FIGURE 1.7 
Subregions or countries of destination of emigrants, by subregion or country of origin in Europe and 
Central Asia, 2020
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Greece and Italy. The most prevalent destinations among Serbian migrants 
are northern EU-15 countries, mostly Austria and Germany. In Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, emigration destinations are more diversified, with main 
destination countries ranging from Austria and Germany to Croatia, 
Slovenia, and Serbia. However, Montenegrin migrants are concentrated 
in Serbia. The diaspora of North Macedonia is the most spread out across 
regions, with more than one-quarter residing in Türkiye because of ethnic 
ties (ethnic Turks).

EU-15 north EU-15 south EU-NMS13 EFTA Western Balkans Türkiye

Caucasus Russian Federation Eastern Europe Central Asia Rest of world
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Emigrants from non-EU Eastern Europe largely remain in the region, with 
Russia as the main destination country (figure 1.7, panel c). Emigration from 
Russia is partly linked to ethnic and historical ties after the disintegration of 
the USSR. Another 1 million live in Germany. In other Eastern European 
countries, such as Belarus and Ukraine, more than half of emigrants in 2020 
were living in Russia. As previously mentioned, the recent wave of Ukrainian 
refugees has been concentrated in neighboring Poland and Russia, as well as 
in Germany. Emigration from Moldova is more split, with a balanced division 
between Eastern Europe and EU countries.

Migration flows from Central Asian countries are highly concentrated in 
Russia (figure 1.7, panel d). In 2020, close to two-thirds of the 4 million 
Kazakhstani emigrants resided in Russia, and more than one-quarter did so 
in Germany. The dependence on the Russian economy is even larger for 
emigrants from the Kyrgyz Republic and Tajikistan. Migration from 
Uzbekistan is slightly more diversified, with 57 percent of Uzbeks living in 
Russia, 15 percent in Kazakhstan, and 10 percent in Ukraine.

Emigration flows from the Caucasus are also concentrated in Russia, 
whereas Turkish emigrants are clustered in northern EU-15 countries 
(refer to figure 1.7, panel e). Two-thirds of Azerbaijani emigrants and more 
than half of migrants from Armenia and Georgia were living in Russia in 
2020. There is also a sizable minority of the Armenian diaspora in other 
countries in the Caucasus, related to the ethnic conflict in the region. Of 
the 3.4 million Turkish emigrants, 5 in 6 live in northern EU-15 countries, 
mostly in Germany but also in Austria, France, and the Netherlands.

Main Bilateral Corridors of Migration

The largest migration corridors in the region involve Russia and its former 
USSR neighbors, as well as intra-EU country pairs such as Poland–Germany 
and Romania–Italy. The top migration corridors within the region are 
characterized by flows of people who began to move as a result of the demise 
of the Soviet Union. There has also been more recent migration to Germany, 
Italy, and the United Kingdom from eastern EU countries. Because of the fall 
of the Soviet Union, many of those born within its boundaries were 
characterized as migrants as they moved between the newly created countries. 
This development determines the region’s top migration corridors, such as the 
corridors from Russia to Ukraine (3.3 million migrants), from Russia to 
Kazakhstan (2.4 million migrants), from Ukraine to Russia (3.2 million 
migrants), and from Kazakhstan to Russia (2.5 million migrants). The next 
largest migration corridors are from Poland to Germany (1.9 million migrants), 
from Türkiye to Germany (1.6 million migrants), from Romania to Italy, and 
from Poland to the United Kingdom. Except for the corridor between Portugal 
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and France, all of the main bilateral corridors in the European Union are 
between a new (sending) and an old (receiving) member state. In contrast, the 
main migration corridors between current EU countries in 1990 were mainly 
between old member states because the future new member states had not 
yet entered the Common Market.

The top migration corridor from outside ECA to the region is from Syria to 
Türkiye, a flow that has surfaced because of conflict. The other dominant 
corridors represent more traditional migration routes, many of them 
determined by postcolonial patterns, exemplified by migrants from 
Morocco and Tunisia going to France, migrants from India and Pakistan 
going to the United Kingdom, and migrants from Indonesia going to the 
Netherlands. Most of the main corridors from outside ECA to ECA were 
similar in 1990, except those originating from recent conflicts. These 
corridors are mostly shaped by migration from former colonies to France, 
Italy, the Netherlands, Portugal, Spain, and the United Kingdom.

The concentration of bilateral migration corridors has decreased over the 
past three decades. This implies that migration, although more concentrated 
in the top receiving countries (refer to figure 1.8), is less concentrated in 
terms of bilateral migration corridors. The largest bilateral corridors 
accounted for slightly more than 30 percent of total migration in ECA in 
2020, compared with more than 40 percent in 1990. As previously 
mentioned, more corridors have emerged, particularly within the European 
Union, and older corridors based on ethnic or colonial ties have slowly 
decreased in relative size.

Recent Migration Trends in the Context of COVID-19 and Russia’s 
Invasion of Ukraine

The COVID-19 pandemic and the subsequent mobility restrictions affected 
migration in the short term, although the overall upward trend in migration 
has resumed. The lockdowns that most ECA countries put in place to curb 
the transmission of the COVID-19 virus had a negative impact on mobility 
within and across countries. The unprecedented restrictions and limited 
availability of transportation derailed many current and prospective 
migrants’ plans.2 According to Eurostat (2023), the number of immigrants 
who arrived in the European Union during 2020 was 26 percent lower than 
in the previous year (refer to figure 1.9, panel a). In Russia, the inflow of 
new immigrants fell to less than 50 percent in the same period. However, 
the COVID-19 pandemic affected not only the arrival of new immigrants but 
also the number of returns to the countries of origin. The stock of migrants 
in receiving countries remained relatively stable in 2020 and continued to 
grow in 2021 (refer to figure 1.9, panel b).
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FIGURE 1.8 
Bilateral migration corridors

Source: UN 2020.
Note: ECA = Europe and Central Asia.
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Migration in ECA has drastically expanded in the past two years with the 
displacement of Ukrainian refugees. Russia’s invasion of Ukraine is having 
dramatic, direct effects in terms of deaths and injuries, disruption of 
economic activities, and massive increases in internally displaced 
populations and refugees. It has led to the largest and fastest forced 
displacements in recent history, with 5.5 million refugees and asylum 
seekers in 2022 alone. Almost all of these refugees sought refuge in ECA 
countries (99.7 percent). The countries with the largest inflows of refugees in 
2022 were Russia (1.5 million), Poland (1.2 million), Germany (1 million), 
and Czechia (0.4 million; refer to map 1.1, panel a). France, Italy, Spain, and 
the United Kingdom received, in the same year, between 100,000 and 
200,000 refugees, with other countries neighboring Ukraine, such as 
Bulgaria, Moldova, and Romania, also observing relevant inflow. The arrival 
of refugees in 2022 represented more than 3 percent of the total host 
population in Czechia, Moldova, and Poland; around 2 percent in the three 
Baltic countries, Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania; and more than 1 percent in 
Austria, Germany, Montenegro, and Slovakia (refer to map 1.1, panel b).

In addition to the direct impacts on the Ukrainian population, the war will 
also have indirect human, social, and economic effects at regional and 
global levels that will shape migration corridors in the years to come. 

FIGURE 1.9 
Migration trends in the European Union and Russian Federation during the COVID-19 pandemic

Sources: Eurostat and Ministry of Internal Affairs of the Russian Federation.
Note: Statistics are normalized so that in every case the size of flows or stocks in 2019 was equal to 100. EU = European Union.
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MAP 1.1 
Increase in immigration in 2022 because of the arrival of Ukrainian refugees

Source: Original calculations based on UN High Commissioner for Refugees Refugee Data Finder (https://www.unhcr​
.org/refugee​-statistics/ ) and UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs Population Statistics (https://population​
.un.org/wpp/).
Note: The data include refugees and asylum seekers. UN = United Nations.
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Russia’s invasion of Ukraine has already had repercussions on currencies, 
energy, commodity and food prices, value chains, and trade linkages. It has 
particularly affected countries that are economically dependent on or 
connected to Ukraine and Russia, such as many Central Asian republics. 
Given the relevance of Russia as a main destination country of migration in 
Central Asia and the Caucasus, the shock is expected to have profound 
consequences on migration flows in several intra-ECA corridors, reducing 
overseas employment opportunities and disrupting inflows of remittances 
in these subregions. The uncertainties about the conflict’s duration and 
possible resolution make it difficult to predict how the political and 
economic situation in the region will evolve. High-frequency data from the 
Kyrgyz Republic and Uzbekistan, two countries for which emigration is 
heavily concentrated in Russia, show that although the stock of migrants 
remained relatively stable in the first six months of the war, it started to fall 
significantly in September 2022 (refer to figure 1.10), right after 
the military draft decree was enacted in Russia and its economy 
deteriorated. In only one month, the number of emigrants from these 
two countries was reduced by 15 percent, and the number of 
emigrants from the Kyrgyz Republic fell by 36 percent during the last three 
months of 2022 alone.

FIGURE 1.10 
Recent trends in the stock of the Kyrgyz Republic and Uzbek migrants abroad

Sources: Listening to the Citizens of Uzbekistan survey (2022) and Listening to the Citizens of the Kyrgyz 
Republic survey (2022).
Note: The gray bars represent the start of Russia’s invasion of Ukraine and the passing of the Russian 
decree on military conscription.
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Diversity of Migration in Europe and Central Asia

Migration to and from the region is not a monolithic phenomenon; there is 
much diversity in the types of migrants and drivers. The migration experience 
in ECA is also diverse in many respects. First, the region experiences both 
labor migration driven by economic opportunities and forced displacement 
fueled by conflict. Second, it covers a wide array of skill profiles, including 
low-skilled and high-skilled migrants. Third, migration in the region can be 
permanent or temporary. Among temporary migrants, some migrate only 
once to the destination before returning home, and others migrate 
repeatedly to take advantage of seasonal employment opportunities (circular 
or seasonal migration). Among those who permanently return home, some 
return according to their premigration plans—for example, after finalizing 
their education or obtaining enough savings from working abroad—and 
others unexpectedly return because of issues with their legal status, losing 
employment, or a family issue. Finally, although a large share of migration to 
the region is formal, some of it is informal. These different categories of 
migration generate distinct opportunities and challenges for policy makers in 
both receiving and sending countries.

Forced versus Economic Migration

Although the vast majority of immigrants in ECA migrated for economic 
reasons between 1990 and 2020, there has been a rapid increase in forcibly 
displaced populations. Migration due to conflict has been on the rise in ECA 
during the past decade. Driven first by the Syrian war and, more recently, by 
Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, the number of refugees and asylum seekers 
hosted in the region spiked from 2 million in 2013 to 14 million in 2022 (refer 
to figure 1.11). Conflict-driven migration represented about 13 percent of the 
total stock of migrants in the region in 2022, compared with only 2 percent in 
2010. The ECA region has been the main recipient of forced migrants, and it 
currently hosts more than 40 percent of all refugees globally. The presence of 
refugees and asylum seekers is also the highest as a percentage of the total 
population: 1.5 percent, compared with 0.7 percent in the Middle East and 
North Africa and Sub-Saharan Africa or the world average of 0.4 percent. 
Within ECA, the inflow of refugees has been highly concentrated in Türkiye—
mostly Syrian refugees and, to a lesser extent, Afghans—and EU countries, 
initially mostly northern EU countries such as Germany; however, more 
recently, EU-NMS13 states such as Poland have been the major receiving 
countries of Ukrainian refugees. Although forced migration shares some 
commonalities with economic migration, it also poses additional and distinct 
challenges to receiving countries. Refugees themselves confront different 
sources of risks and vulnerabilities compared with economic migrants. 
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FIGURE 1.11 
Refugees and asylum seekers in Europe and Central Asia, by receiving country or region

Sources: Refugee Data Finder (database), United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, Geneva.
Note: Eastern Europe = Belarus, Moldova, and Ukraine; EFTA = European Free Trade Association; EU-15 = European Union members before 
2004; EU-NMS13 = new member states joining the European Union in 2004, 2007, and 2013.

0

2

4

6

8

10

12

14

1990
1991

1992
1993

1994
1995

1996
1997

1998
1999

2000
2001

2002
2003

2004
2005

2006
2007

2008
2009

2010
2011

2012
2013

2014
2015

2016
2017

2018
2019

2020
2021

2022

N
u

m
b

e
r 

o
f 

re
fu

g
e

e
s 

o
r 

a
sy

lu
m

 s
e

e
k

e
rs

  
(m

il
li

o
n

s)

Year

EU-15 north EU-15 south EU-NMS13 EFTA Western Balkans Türkiye

Caucasus Russian Federation Eastern Europe Central Asia

They also require different policies and interventions that help protect their 
well-being and the well-being of the communities in which they live.

Given the geopolitical situation, countries in ECA have very different mixes 
of economic migrants and refugees. Although labor migrants move in 
search of better economic opportunities, forcibly displaced migrants tend 
to remain in neighboring countries, although trends in recent decades 
suggest an increased spatial dispersion of refugees (Devictor, Do, and 
Levchenko 2021). Large wage differentials attract a higher number of 
economic migrants to Western European countries, particularly Germany, 
Sweden, and Switzerland. Meanwhile, Kazakhstan and Russia are a 
regional migration hub for emigrants from Central Asia and the Caucasus 
(refer to figure 1.13, panel a). Although wage differentials drive economic 
migration in ECA, geographical location and distance to conflict are key 
determinants of the size of refugee inflow and forcibly displaced migrants. 
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As a result of the two largest ongoing conflicts in Syria and Ukraine, their 
respective neighboring countries of Türkiye and Poland host the largest 
number and share of refugees across ECA (refer to map 1.2, panel b). In 
general, the combination of proximity to more fragile states and lower 
economic opportunities leads to higher ratios of refugees over economic 
migrants across less-developed ECA countries (refer to map 1.2, panel c).

High-Skilled versus Low-Skilled Migrants

There are also clear divergences in the education level of migrant 
populations across receiving countries in ECA. Although sharing important 
commonalities of push and pull factors and impacts, the migration of high-
skilled and low-skilled workers has different implications for both sending 
and receiving countries in terms of its effects on human capital 
accumulation, productivity, job creation and relocation, and fiscal 
implications (Bossavie et al. 2022). Immigrants’ skill composition is largely 
driven by relative wage differentials across education levels in receiving 
countries. Studies looking at individual ECA-sending countries such as 
Bulgaria also show a strong correlation between the relative returns to 

MAP 1.2 
Prevalence of economic migrants and refugees in ECA countries
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MAP 1.2 
Prevalence of economic migrants and refugees in ECA countries (Continued)

Sources: Original calculations based on UN High Commissioner for Refugees Refugee Data Finder (https://
www.unhcr.org/refugee​-statistics/) and UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs Population Statistics 
(https://population.un.org/wpp/).
Note: UN = United Nations.
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education and the skill composition of migrants (Garrote-Sanchez, 
Kreuder, and Testaverde 2021). In ECA, Ireland and the United Kingdom 
are the countries that attract the highest share of skilled migrants relative 
to overall migrants, with more than 1 in 2 having tertiary education (refer to 
map 1.3). Other Northern European countries also have more than 
40 percent of tertiary-educated migrants (Denmark, Estonia, Norway, 
Sweden, and Switzerland). However, the Southern EU and eastern ECA 
countries tend to have a pool of migrants with lower skill levels—with 
secondary education or less. Italy tops the list of countries with a lower 
share of tertiary-educated migrants (14 percent), followed by Kazakhstan 
(16 percent), Greece (17 percent), and Russia (slightly less than 
20 percent).3

Male versus Female Migration

Although the share of female migrants in ECA is close to parity, the gender 
profile of the migrant population is uneven in some countries and varies 
depending on the type of migration. Statistics on migration from UN DESA 
based on censuses and other administrative data show that in 2020 

MAP 1.3 
Share of migrants with tertiary education in main receiving ECA countries

Sources: European Union Labour Force Survey and national labor force surveys, 2015–20.
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51 percent of migrants in ECA were female. This ratio mimics that of the 
nonmigrant population in sending countries. However, this balanced 
migration masks important variations across countries. On the one hand, 
emigration from Eastern European and Nordic countries is more female-
dominated, with the share of women at 60 percent in Finland and between 
57 percent and 59 percent in Belarus, Bulgaria, Czechia, Norway, and 
Russia. On the other hand, men represent a majority of emigrants in most 
countries in Central Asia, Türkiye, and the Caucasus—that is, 57 percent in 
Tajikistan and 54 percent in Armenia and Azerbaijan. Censuses in destination 
countries collect information on migrants who are more established in the 
host country—those who have an official residence and move less often—
and do not capture other forms of migration that are more irregular in nature 
(for example, short-term migrants who recently changed their place of 
residence or undocumented migrants). The share of female migrants 
depends on the type of migration. In general, forced displacement is 
associated with a larger share of women and children than is economic 
migration. However, there are cases, such as Syrian refugees in Türkiye or 
asylum seekers from Africa in Europe, in which there are more men than 
women. Shorter-term forms of migration, in particular temporary migration, 
are more heavily male dominated. For example, although statistics on 
Central Asian migrants in Russia using the Russian census report a close-to-
parity gender split, surveys from sending countries that capture more 
temporary forms of migration show that migration is mostly a male-
dominated phenomenon (with the percentage of men reaching about 
80 percent in the Kyrgyz Republic and Tajikistan and 90 percent in 
Uzbekistan).4

Temporary versus Permanent Migration

Migration in ECA can be permanent or temporary. The most discussed type 
of migration in the policy literature is permanent migration, when a worker 
moves to a given destination and stays there without returning to the home 
country. Low-skilled international labor migration, however, is often 
temporary (Bossavie and Özden 2022; Dustmann and Görlach 2016). 
Figure 1.12 shows the number of migrants in Western Europe (including the 
European Union, Iceland, Norway, Switzerland, and the United Kingdom) 
from different cohorts (who arrived between 2000 and 2004, 2005 and 2009, 
or 2010 and 2014) and remained in the country after 5–9 years, 10–14 years, 
15–19 years, or 20–24 years, respectively.5 The number of immigrants from a 
given cohort decreases noticeably over time, in particular for those who 
arrived between 1995 and 1999. After 20–24 years of stay, the number of 
immigrants who moved to the European Union in 1995–99 was reduced by 
more than half compared with 15 years earlier.
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There are several reasons for the prevalence of temporary migration.6 
First, migration may have been intended as temporary ex ante. This can 
be because it is legally imposed by regulations in destination countries, 
which prohibit permanent stays. Additionally, even when permanent 
stays are allowed, migration may have been planned by migrants as 
temporary because it is optimal for them to return home after some time 
in the host country, such as, for example, if migrants want to accumulate 
human and financial capital overseas to then utilize it in their home 
country. Within that category, seasonal or circular migration is a specific 
type of planned temporary migration in which migrants go back and forth 
between their home and destination countries for seasonal economic 
activities, such as agriculture or tourism (Constant, Nottmeyer, and 
Zimmermann 2013). In some other cases, temporary migration may not 
have been intended as such ex ante: migrants may originally have 
intended to migrate permanently or for a longer period of time but return 
because of a change in circumstances in the origin or destination 
countries, inaccurate information on outcomes at destination before 
departure (voluntary return, for example, after losing employment or not 
being able to find a job), or legal issues related to their stay at destination 
(forced return).

FIGURE 1.12 
Number of foreign-born residents who still live in Western Europe after 5, 
10, 15, and 20 years

Sources: EU Labour Force Surveys of 2009, 2014, and 2019 (https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/microdata​
/european-union-labour-force-survey).
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Formal versus Informal Migration

Migration modalities can also differ by legal status: although a large share 
of migration to the region is formal, some of it is informal. Irregular 
migration is defined as the entry into, stay in, or work in a country without 
the necessary authorization or documents required under immigration 
regulations. There are severe challenges when trying to capture the 
extent of irregular or informal migration. By definition, official statistics 
are not able to give an accurate picture of the extent of the phenomenon. 
More than 1 million people were detected staying illegally in the 
European Union or the United Kingdom in 2022, trending up from less 
than 0.5 million in 2020, but still way below the peak of 2.1 million 
irregular migrants detected in 2015 at the height of the Syrian crisis 
(Eurostat 2023). Of the 1 million irregular migrants in 2022, about 
300,000 were caught illegally crossing a border of the European Union or 
the United Kingdom, and the rest were already in the country, and either 
their visa expired or their asylum application was rejected. However, the 
number of detected irregular migrants could reflect both a real evolution 
in the number of migrants and changes in national immigration and 
enforcement policies. Ad hoc studies have tried to estimate the broader 
extent of irregular migration. In Russia, about 2 million irregular migrants 
are estimated to be residing in the country (Chudinovskin 2021), whereas 
that number reached 4.1–5.3 million in the European Union and the 
United Kingdom in 2016 and then fell to 3.9–4.8 million in 2017 (Connor 
and Passel 2019). The largest number of irregular migrants in the region 
are seen in Germany (1–1.2 million), the United Kingdom (0.8–1.2 
million), Italy (0.5–0.7 million), and France and Spain (0.3–0.4 million). 
In Western Europe, 30 percent of irregular migrants come from Asia and 
the Pacific, 23 percent from non-EU or EFTA Europe, 21 percent from the 
Middle East and North Africa, 17 percent from Sub-Saharan Africa, and 
8 percent from the Americas. These groups of migrants tend to have short 
periods of residence in the destination country (56 percent for less than 
five years) and are more likely to be male (54 percent) and relatively young 
(15 percent minors and 50 percent ages 18–34). Although overall these 
figures might underestimate the extent of irregular migration, they 
show that irregular migration represents only a small fraction of migration 
in ECA.

Drivers of Migration to and from Europe and 
Central Asia

Migration in the region is fueled by a mix and often intertwined set of 
push and pull factors. People move to other countries because of both 
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push factors from the country of origin and pull factors from the 
destination. In general, economic migrants move in search of better living 
conditions for themselves and their families, given the sizable 
differentials between sending and receiving countries in employment 
opportunities, wages, quality of services or governance, and corruption. 
In turn, forcibly displaced populations are primarily pushed from their 
countries because of violence, conflict, and persecution. However, most 
of the time the migration decision is made because of compounding 
factors that are hard to disentangle. For example, although refugees 
might leave their country of origin to escape war, their choice of country 
of settlement can be driven by other considerations, such as income 
opportunities and living standards.

Income and Wage Differentials and Other Labor Market Imbalances

Disparities across regions provide strong incentives to migrate, thus 
shaping migration patterns. The literature on labor migration has found 
very large wage and productivity gaps among workers with similar skill 
levels depending on where they reside (Clemens 2013; Clemens, 
Montenegro, and Pritchett 2019). Labor mobility between countries and 
regions is a rational response to these large differentials in economic 
opportunities (wage gaps and job prospects) and, to some extent, to the 
variations in the public services individuals can expect to receive, such as 
the quality of schooling, health care, and respect for the rule of law. 
Some ECA countries with poorer domestic employment opportunities 
(such as the Western Balkans and Central Asia) exhibit dramatically high 
emigration rates, whereas those with dynamic labor markets, such as 
Germany and the United Kingdom, are primarily receivers of international 
migrants. Meanwhile, other countries are both senders and receivers (for 
example, Italy, Spain, and, more recently, Poland). These disparities may 
have been reinforced by the COVID-19 pandemic, which 
disproportionately affected populations of workers who were already at a 
disadvantage before the crisis (del Rio-Chanona et al. 2020; Garrote 
Sanchez et al. 2020; Mongey, Pilossoph, and Weinberg 2021; 
Papanikolaou and Schmidt 2022; Yasenov 2020). Income gaps between 
lagging and leading regions are also driving migration, with emigration 
rates in ECA closely mapping to lagging regions (Farole, Goga, and 
Ionescu-Heroiu 2018). For example, the top 10 emigration areas in 
Romania showed a 15.8 percent net outflow between 2002 and 2017, 
compared with the slightly positive net inflows (1.9 percent) in the top 10 
immigration counties.

Despite progress in convergence, income differentials have remained very 
large across ECA countries and regions. During the past two decades, 
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a robust process of economic convergence has occurred in ECA by which 
poorer countries grew at a faster rate than more advanced economies 
(refer to figure 1.13, panel a). However, the region is still characterized by 
sizable income disparities. In 2020, the GDP per capita of the poorest 
country (Tajikistan) was only 3 percent that of the richest one 
(Luxembourg), adjusted for purchasing power standards. When 
considering subregions, gaps remain extremely large: in Europe, 
Moldova’s GDP was about 12 percent that of Luxembourg, and Tajikistan’s 
was likewise 12 percent that of Russia, the region’s main economic 
center. Furthermore, although income convergence is observed between 
countries, there has been further divergence across lagging and 
leading regions within countries (refer to figure 1.13, panel b), limiting 
the overall reduction in disparities across regions in ECA. These persistent 
gaps in opportunities continue to be driving forces behind labor migration 
flows.

FIGURE 1.13 
Gross domestic product convergence between 2000 and 2020 in Europe and Central Asia

Sources: World Bank World Development Indicators database (https://databank.worldbank.org/source/world-development-indicators); 
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development Regional Statistics database (https://doi.org/10.1787/region-data-en).
Note: The within- and between-country variations are calculated on the basis of the CoV, which is the standard deviation in the GDP per 
capita (using PPP in constant 2015 US dollars) divided by the mean. The CoV each year is then divided by the CoV in 2001 to show the 
cumulative changes in the CoV with 2001 as the baseline period. For a list of country codes, go to https://www.iso.org/obp/ui/#search. 
CoV = coefficient of variation; Eastern Europe = Belarus, Moldova, Russian Federation, and Ukraine; EU-NMS13 = new member states 
joining the European Union in 2004, 2007, and 2013; GDP = gross domestic product; PPP = purchasing power parity; 
Western Europe = EU-15 + European Free Trade Association.
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Emigration rates increase with the level of development until a certain 
point at which they start to decrease. This nonlinear relationship has been 
observed in different contexts (Clemens 2014; Dao et al. 2018; World 
Bank 2023). Similar findings emerge in ECA, where middle-income 
countries have the highest share of emigration (Albania, Armenia, Bosnia 
and Herzegovina, North Macedonia; refer to figure 1.14, panel a). In 
general, regions with higher income-generating opportunities attract 
more migration inflows, whereas the opposite is true in areas with the 
least income-generating opportunities (outmigration). However, 
constraints in financing migration costs might limit mobility in poorer 
countries and regions (Faini and Venturini 2010; Vanderkamp 1971), 
creating the inverted U-shaped correlation. The tipping point when 
economic development starts being associated with lower emigration has 
increased over the years in ECA countries (refer to figure 1.14, panel b) 
from a GDP per capita of US$4,100 (constant purchasing power parity 
[PPP]) in 2000, to US$9,300 in 2010, and US$13,800 in 2020. 

FIGURE 1.14 
Economic development and migration

Sources: World Bank World Development Indicators database (https://databank.worldbank.org/source/world-development-indicators); 
United Nations 2020.
Note: Net emigration is calculated as cumulative emigration flows minus cumulative immigration flows over the corresponding period. 
For a list of country codes, go to https://www.iso.org/obp/ui/#search. Eastern Europe = Belarus, Moldova, Russian Federation, and 
Ukraine; EU-NMS13 = 13 new member states joining the European Union in 2004, 2007, and 2013; GDP = gross domestic product; 
PPP = purchasing power parity; Western Europe = EU-15 + European Free Trade Association.
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Therefore, because the correlation between migration and development 
does not mean, per se, that at some point a country’s economic 
development emigration slows down, the relationship might not be 
causal but rather a reflection of other underlying factors (Berthiaume 
et al. 2021). These factors include changes in countries’ demographic 
structures and population aging, which both correlate with economic 
development and migration. Nevertheless, studies looking at emigration 
trends of countries over time instead of static cross-sections show that 
emigration in middle-income countries continues to increase while those 
countries develop until they reach upper-middle-income levels 
(approximately US$13,000 PPP), and this effect is stronger for small 
countries compared with larger ones (World Bank 2023).

In the labor market, wage and employment disparities, which are 
associated with migration flows, remain large. Similar to overall 
economic activity, gaps in employment and unemployment rates have 
been reduced in ECA during the past two decades, led by increasing 
employment opportunities in ECA countries that started with weak 
conditions in 2000 (that is, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Montenegro, and 
North Macedonia). Availability of job opportunities in poorer ECA 
countries, however, remains lower than in more advanced Western 
European economies. Furthermore, as panels a and b in figure 1.15 show, 
wage differentials are still strikingly large across ECA. Luxembourg and 
Belgium both have average net earnings above US$6,000 (PPP), and 
Austria, Germany, the Netherlands, and Switzerland have average 
earnings of more than US$5,000 (PPP). At the other extreme, wages 
adjusted for PPP remain at around US$800 in the Kyrgyz Republic, 
US$700 in Armenia, and US$600 in Tajikistan. Studies have found that 
part of those wage gaps are due not to differences in workers’ skills but to 
where they reside. Therefore, individuals could earn more for the same 
work in other places, which is known as the “place premium” (Clemens, 
Montenegro, and Pritchett 2019), incentivizing them to migrate. 
Figure 1.15, panel b, shows the strong association between initial wage 
levels and posterior migration flows. In particular, countries with the 
lowest average wages in ECA in 2014 saw the largest net migration 
outflows as a percentage of their population. In the same vein, there is a 
strong correlation between migration flows and both the presence and 
the quality of job opportunities. Lower unemployment rates and higher 
shares of nonroutine cognitive jobs (for example, public relations and 
analytical, medical, and technical positions—which tend to be better 
quality, higher skilled, and higher pay—attract more migrants [refer to 
figure 1.15, panels c and d]). Surveys of migrants across different ECA 
countries show that searching for better employment opportunities is the 
main reason behind migrants’ decision to migrate.7
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FIGURE 1.15 
Wage disparities and migration flows
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Demographic Imbalances

Population aging in Western Europe and the subsequent need to sustain 
labor supply are a strong pull force for migration in the region, regardless 
of sending countries’ demographic profile. Demographic trends vary 
substantially, and differences in aging have widened even further in the 
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Sources: International Labour Organization ILOSTAT database (https://ilostat.ilo.org/); European Commission Eurostat database 
(https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/data/database); European Union Labour Force Survey; national labor force surveys; Organisation for 
Economic Co-operation and Development Regional Statistics database (https://doi.org/10.1787/region-data-en).
Note: Net migration is defined as total immigration flows minus total emigration flows over a given period. Annual net earnings 
(in purchasing power) are based on a full-time single worker without children earning an average wage. Nonroutine jobs are those that 
involve activities that are not repetitive or based on rules and may require flexibility and task switching. Cognitive jobs are those that 
involve problem solving and analysis and are associated with higher educational attainment. Nonroutine cognitive jobs include public 
relations and analytical, medical, and technical positions. The blue line in panels b, c, and d refers to the linear fitted line of all 
observations. The labels in panels c and d show the NUTS-2 regional code, which includes the alpha-2 country code and the two-digit 
principal subdivision code. For a list of NUTS-2 regional codes, go to https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/nuts. The labels in panel b show 
3-digit country codes. For a list of country codes, go to https://www.iso.org/obp/ui/#search. Western Europe = EU-15 + European Free 
Trade Association; EU-NMS13 = new member states joining the European Union in 2004, 2007, and 2013; other ECA countries = European 
and Central Asian countries not part of the European Union or EFTA countries (Albania, Armenia, Azerbaijan, Belarus, Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, Georgia, Kazakhstan, Kosovo, Kyrgyz Republic, Moldova, Montenegro, North Macedonia, Serbia, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, 
Ukraine, and Uzbekistan); PPP = purchasing power parity.
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Wage disparities and migration flows (Continued)
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past 20 years (refer to figure 1.16). Because of declines in fertility rates 
and gains in longevity, Western European countries that had the highest 
shares of elderly population in 2000 have since experienced further aging 
of their population. This has led to a reduction in the working-age 
population. This trend is expected to intensify in the coming decades with 
potential negative effects on labor force participation and skills 
availability for firms and ensuing fiscal pressures on support systems for 
older people with pensions. For example, Eurostat (2023) estimates an 
increase of 20 percentage points in the dependency ratio in Western 
Europe, potentially rising to 76.6 percent by 2060. On the one hand, 
aging in Western Europe and other key migrant-recipient countries such 
as Russia is a pull factor for migration. It creates labor supply shortages 
across different occupations, which puts pressure on wages, further 
increasing wage differentials that attract immigration. On the other hand, 
countries in Central Asia, which had the lowest shares of elderly 

FIGURE 1.16 
Share of the ECA population age 65 and older

Source: World Bank World Development Indicators database (https://databank.worldbank.org/source​
/world-development-indicators).
Note: For a list of country codes, go to https://www.iso.org/obp/ui/#search. Eastern Europe = Belarus, 
Moldova, Russian Federation, and Ukraine; EU-NMS13 = new member states joining the European Union 
in 2004, 2007, and 2013; Western Europe = EU-15 + European Free Trade Association.
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population and can still count on a large pool of youth, are not expected 
to experience any severe increase in the dependency ratio. These 
countries, as well as Türkiye and the Caucasus (although to a lesser 
extent), have more favorable demographics, with some even showing 
increases in their share of the working-age population because of what is 
called the “demographic dividend” of declining fertility rates, which 
lowers the youth dependency ratio. However, the increase in the working-
age population has put further pressure on many economies that are not 
able to create enough jobs for the new workforce. Because of this labor 
surplus, there are pressures to emigrate in search of more economic 
opportunities.

Migration in ECA counterbalances population decline in certain receiving 
countries while exacerbating it in some sending countries. The main 
destination countries in ECA (Western Europe and Russia) are facing 
stagnating fertility rates that contribute to a weak or even negative 
population growth and a rapid aging of their population (refer to figure 1.17, 
panels a and b). Given that migrants are disproportionately of working age—
because the majority migrate in search of employment opportunities—they 
increase the share of the working-age population in receiving countries. As is 
discussed in chapter 3, despite integration challenges resulting in lower 
employment rates and occupational downgrades, migrants tend to be net 
contributors to local economies, supporting public finances and pension 
systems. In the labor market in destination countries, migrants fill labor 
demand shortages, which is particularly important in key sectors such as 
agriculture, health care, and social services, for which demand has grown in 
parallel with the aging population. In countries of origin with a youth bulge 
and rapid population growth (for example, in most countries in the Caucasus 
and Central Asia), emigration of a part of the population alleviates population 
pressures and provides further employment opportunities abroad when 
the domestic labor demand does not grow fast enough to accommodate 
the increase in the labor supply as new cohorts of young workers enter 
the labor force. However, in other sending countries, particularly the new 
member states of the European Union, those in the Western Balkans, or 
those in Eastern Europe, emigration—which tends to feature younger 
cohorts—exacerbates the natural drop in population and aging, given the low 
fertility rates. Therefore, intra-ECA migration flows can amplify unequal 
population trends in certain corridors while supporting a more balanced 
demographic profile between sending and receiving countries in others.

Beyond population declines, emigration exacerbates aging itself among high 
migrant-sending regions. Because younger people show a greater tendency 
to migrate, emigration increases the share of older workers among the 
populations of migrant-sending countries. Between 1995 and 2021, 
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FIGURE 1.17 
Contribution of migration to population change across ECA regions

Source: UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Statistics (https://population.un.org/wpp/). 
Note: Net migration is defined as cumulative immigration flows minus cumulative emigration flows over the corresponding period. Eastern 
Europe = Belarus, Moldova, and Ukraine; EU-15 = European Union members before 2004; EU-NMS13 = 13 new member states joining the 
European Union in 2004, 2007, and 2013; Western Europe = EU-15 + European Free Trade Association.

a. Western Europe b. Russian Federation

c. Caucasus d. Central Asia
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ECA countries with the largest net outflows of migrants saw a more rapid 
increase in the old-age dependency ratio compared with the 10 countries 
with the strongest net migration inflows (refer to figure 1.18, panel a). 
Similar patterns are observed when looking at subregions within countries, 
where the top 30 net emigration regions are rapidly catching up with the top 
receiving regions in terms of aging and old-age dependency (figure 1.18, 
panel b). These emigration trends are especially concerning for countries of 
origin with public pension systems that are already under stress and where 
there is cross-subsidization from high contributors to low contributors.

War and Conflict

Conflict, violence, and persecution are the fundamental catalysts of forced 
migration among refugees and asylum seekers. The main trigger of 
displacement among refugees is the insecurity created by conflict and 
humanitarian crises such as civil wars and genocides in their place of 
residence (Ibáñez 2014; Schmeidl 1997). The number of conflicts, civil 
wars, and their associated fatalities has been on the rise in the past two 
decades. In the context of an increasingly interconnected world, conflict 

FIGURE 1.18 
Trends in old-age dependency in migrant-sending and -receiving areas

Source: Original figure based on Eurostat 2023. 
Note: The old-age dependency ratio is the number of people 65 years old and older divided by the number of people ages 15–64. Net 
migration is defined as cumulative immigration flow minus cumulative emigration flows over the corresponding time period. Top net-
migration regions are the 10 European countries with larger net inflows: Austria, Belgium, Ireland, Italy, Luxembourg, Norway, Spain, 
Sweden, Switzerland, and United Kingdom. Bottom net-migration regions are the 10 European countries with larger net outflows: Albania, 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, Bulgaria, Estonia, Greece, Latvia, Lithuania, Moldova, Romania, and Serbia. Top and bottom net-migration 
regions are the 30 percent of total Europe administrative regions (according to the NUTS-2) with larger net inflows and outflows, 
respectively. NUTS-2 = Nomenclature of Territorial Units for Statistics level 2.
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has become more internationalized (World Bank 2020). The elasticity of 
refugees to conflict—that is, the number of refugees that conflict creates 
(measured by conflict-related deaths)—and the distance that refugees 
travel from their home countries has also progressively increased (World 
Bank 2020). The increasing capacity of refugees to travel further distances 
has resulted in more inflows of refugees to Western Europe even if most 
conflicts take place in places that are farther away. This happens because 
refugees, despite having different push factors for migration, have cost–
benefit considerations similar to those of economic migrants when deciding 
where to migrate (World Bank 2018).

Other Drivers of Migration

Welfare and Social Services
The quality of public services is another driving force behind migration 
flows in both origin and destination countries. In destination countries, 
investments in robust education and health systems are associated with 
higher levels of immigration (Geis, Uebelmesser, and Werding 2013). Social 
safety nets are also correlated with migration flows, although the evidence 
is more mixed. Welfare-recipient immigrants in the United States are 
clustered in high-benefit states (Borjas 1999), although the impact of 
welfare benefits becomes insignificant once controlling for region and 
networks (Zavodny 1997). The hypothesis of welfare magnets is more likely 
to hold for migrants from the least-developed countries for which income 
differentials are larger (Pedersen, Pytlikova, and Smith 2008). Local 
amenities in sending countries, in particular security and public services, 
also serve as a push factor for migration, shaping intentions to emigrate 
(Dustmann and Okatenko 2014).

In ECA, gaps in social protection and health care systems are still 
substantial. Governments in high-income ECA countries such as Denmark, 
Germany, Norway, and Sweden spend more than US$5,000 per capita 
annually on the public health care system (refer to figure 1.19, panel a). 
On the other side of the spectrum, annual public health care spending per 
capita averages less than US$200 in Azerbaijan, the Kyrgyz Republic, 
Tajikistan, and Uzbekistan. These differentials, which consider different 
living standards (adjusted for purchasing power), result in higher availability 
and quality of services in more developed countries. Social assistance 
benefits also vary by country, in terms of both generosity of the system—
amounts received as a share of the minimum wage or as a share of 
consumption—and coverage of the population, particularly those who are 
poor and more vulnerable, to whom they are often targeted. For example, 
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FIGURE 1.19 
Public services and social protection programs across Europe and Central Asia

Sources: World Bank World Development Indicators database (https://databank.worldbank.org/source/world-development-indicators); 
Eurostat (https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/data/database).
Note: GDP = gross domestic product. For a list of country codes, go to https://www.iso.org/obp/ui/#search. Eastern Europe = Belarus, 
Moldova, and Ukraine; EU-NMS13 = new member states joining the European Union in 2004, 2007, and 2013; Western Europe = EU-15 + 
European Free Trade Association.
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social assistance programs almost universally cover the poor population 
in Slovakia (98 percent), whereas fewer than half of the poor population 
in Belarus (45 percent) receive this type of assistance (refer to figure 1.19, 
panel b).

Quality of Institutions and Governance
Levels of corruption also shape migration flows from the perspective of 
both sending and receiving countries. Recent evidence in Europe shows 
that corruption levels in countries of origin are associated with sizable 
increases in outmigration, whereas corruption in destination countries 
deters immigration (Bernini et al. 2024). Corruption in a country 
disincentivizes immigration because it has negative impacts on economic 
conditions and job opportunities (Poprawe 2015). In sending countries, 
higher levels of corruption push part of the population away, increasing 
emigration rates (Ahmad and Arjumand 2015; Clausen, Kraay, and Nyiri 
2011; Morano Foadi 2006) and limiting the return of those who migrated 
overseas (Auer, Römer, and Tjaden 2020). A key channel through which 
corruption affects emigration is the deterioration of local institutions, 
which results in lower citizen trust in institutions and weaker economic 
security. Furthermore, corruption affects emigration differently 
depending on education level, with high-skilled workers being particularly 
sensitive to it because it promotes favoritism in the labor market and 
reduces income and wage gains from educational investments (Ariu and 
Squicciarini 2013; Cooray and Schneider 2016; Dimant, Krieger, and 
Meierrieks 2013). As a result, corruption can aggravate the “brain drain” 
of the most educated individuals from origin countries and hinder 
their return.

Gaps in corruption and governance remain high in ECA countries, with 
slow improvements from 2000 to 2020 among those with lower-quality 
institutions. According to statistics from the World Bank’s World 
Governance Indicators, progress in ECA in the overall levels of governance 
effectiveness and control of corruption during the past two decades has 
been limited. Although some convergence between countries has been 
observed, the disparities in the quality of institutions are still very large 
across countries in the region (refer to figure 1.20). Between 2000 and 
2020, there was a somewhat stronger convergence in governance 
effectiveness, which captures perceptions of the quality of public 
services, the quality of the civil service and its independence from 
political pressures, and overall government policies. The dispersion 
across countries was reduced by 30 percent, led by strong improvements 
in countries such as Azerbaijan, Georgia, and Lithuania. However, 
improvements in control of corruption among the worst-performing 
countries in 2000 have been quite limited with few exceptions 
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(for example, Georgia) and in some cases have even deteriorated 
(for example, Bulgaria, the Kyrgyz Republic, Turkmenistan). 
Sending countries thus have a wide scope to improve the country’s 
institutional system to reduce emigration pressures and enhance return 
migration.

FIGURE 1.20 
Changes in institutional quality across ECA countries

Source: World Development Indicators (database).
Note: EU-NMS13 = 13 new member states joining the European Union in 2004, 2007, and 2013; 
WGI = World Governance Indicators. The Government Effectiveness Index captures perceptions of the 
quality of public services, the quality of the civil service, the quality of policy formulation and 
implementation, and the credibility of the government’s commitment to such policies. The Control of 
Corruption Index captures perceptions of the extent to which public power is exercised for private gain 
as well as “capture” of the state by elites and private interests. Both indexes are based on more than 
30 underlying data sources, which are combined  and rescaled to have an average of zero and a range 
from –2.5 (worst) to 2.5 (best).
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Networks
Social networks are another key driver of migration, reducing information 
asymmetries and the cost of migration but limiting the efficient 
allocation of labor to regions or occupations. Social networks are a 
fundamental driving force of international migration (Haug 2008; 
Manchin and Orazbayev 2018). For instance, having a relative in a 
destination country increases both intentions to migrate and actualized 
migration flows to that country. More broadly, the literature has found 
that the presence of migrant networks of the same nationality in each 
location attracts newer cohorts of migrants (Clark, Hatton, and 
Williamson 2007). These patterns perpetuate the relative predominance 
of certain bilateral corridors over others. Social networks help address 
barriers to international migration, such as financial constraints and 
asymmetric and limited information about prospective migrants. Migrant 
networks compensate for the lack of social capital in the host country, 
helping migrants navigate cultural norms and bureaucratic processes 
while also providing information on jobs and social services. Therefore, 
they play a key role in supporting their integration into the host 
communities. Although networks can be welfare enhancing at the 
beginning, they can generate a dynamically inefficient system if they 
persist over generations (Munshi 2020). This is because they can restrict 
the location and occupational choices of new waves of immigrants 
(Beaman 2012; Munshi and Rosenzweig 2006; Patel and Vella 2013). In 
the European Union, the migrants’ use of networks to find employment 
pushes them more toward jobs with working conditions that increase 
their health risks (Bossavie, Garrote Sánchez, et al. 2021).

Physical, Cultural or Ethnic, and Linguistic Distance
The proximity of the host country in terms of distance, language, or 
culture reduces the fixed costs of migration; migrants are thus more likely 
to select destination countries on the basis of these similarities. Migrants 
tend to choose the destination country on the basis of the expected costs 
and benefits of migration. Although the benefits come in the form of 
income premiums (as discussed in previous paragraphs), costs arise not 
only from the living expenses at the destination but also from the initial 
costs, such as travel (which increases with distance) or the need to invest 
in learning another language or culture to be able to participate in host-
country labor markets and reap the potential benefits from income 
differentials. When trying to integrate into and settle in a new country, 
these costs are not only monetary but also psychosocial (Lu 2012; Thapa 
et al. 2018). Low-skilled migrants who tend to be more credit constrained 
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on average travel shorter distances than higher-skilled ones. Globally, 
more than 50 percent of migrants without tertiary education migrate to a 
neighboring country, compared with only 20 percent of highly educated 
migrants (World Bank 2018). The distance traveled tends to be even 
shorter for refugees. More than 80 percent remain in a neighboring 
country, because their primary motivation is to flee conflict and arrive at 
a safe place that accepts them, not to find where the highest income gains 
are. Cultural and linguistic distance are important drivers of bilateral 
migration corridors, perpetuating the creation of networks (Pedersen, 
Pytlikova, and Smith 2008). Because fluency in the language of the 
destination country strongly affects immigrants’ success in the host labor 
market, the size of a bilateral migration corridor between two countries 
with linguistic similarities is strongly positively correlated (Bleakley and 
Chin 2004; Dustmann and Fabri 2003).

Economic Unions (European Union or Eurasian Economic Union)
During the past two decades, different institutional reforms in ECA have 
expanded free mobility of people within certain countries. In Europe, the 
European Union expanded to 13 new Central and Eastern European 
countries in 2004, 2007, and 2013. This process boosted migration flows 
from eastern to western EU members (World Bank 2019). The lifting of 
work restrictions between two countries in the European Union is 
associated with a 120 percent increase in bilateral migration flows 
(Bossavie et al. 2022). The process of political and economic integration 
into the Eurasian Economic Union (EaEU), which includes Armenia, 
Belarus, Kazakhstan, the Kyrgyz Republic, and Russia, has also facilitated 
the mobility of workers between its member countries, in particular to 
Kazakhstan and Russia as main destination countries. The treaty came 
into force on January 1, 2015. Survey data from Russia show that 
although the number of migrants from the Caucasus and Central Asian 
countries that did not join the EaEU decreased from 2.2 percent to 
1.8 percent of the total labor force in Russia in the years after the treaty 
was signed (2016–17), the number of migrants from EaEU countries 
marginally increased from 2.5 percent to 2.6 percent (refer to 
figure 1.21). Difference-in-differences estimates show a 20 percent 
increase in migration flows resulting from accession to the EaEU. The 
impact seems to be smaller than that of the European Union on 
migration, which could be due to the lower levels of integration and 
mobility, as well as smaller wage differentials and the higher nature of 
short-term, seasonal migration that is harder to capture in survey data.
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Data Gaps on Migration across ECA Countries

Data Gaps from the Destination Country Perspective

National population censuses are the main source of data on the stock of 
international migrants in recipient countries, but the low frequency of data 
collection limits real-time analysis. Given their universal coverage, they 
offer precise information on different socioeconomic outcomes of the 
migrant population in a given country. As such, censuses can better 
characterize the integration of international migrants of specific 
demographic or socioeconomic and geographic characteristics (GMG 2017). 
The relative similarity of questionnaires also facilitates cross-country 
comparability. The main limitation of censuses in capturing international 
migration is their reduced frequency, because they are generally conducted 
once every 10 years. Most ECA countries have not finished the 2020s round 
of the census, so the latest available information tends to be outdated 
(that is, early 2010s). Moreover, censuses cover a limited set of questions 
on labor market outcomes and the international migration trajectory 
compared with other surveys, such as the EU Labour Force Survey (LFS), a 
large quarterly household survey established in 1983 in all EU countries, as 
well as in Iceland, Norway, and Switzerland.

FIGURE 1.21 
Number of immigrants in the Russian Federation, before and after the 
Eurasian Economic Union Treaty came into force

Source: Russia Longitudinal Monitoring Survey (https://rlms-hse.cpc.unc.edu/data/). 
Note: The EaEU came into force in 2015 and provides free mobility of the population for the member 
countries. EaEU migrants are those from Armenia, Belarus, and Kazakhstan. Non-EaEU migrants are 
those from Azerbaijan, Georgia, Tajikistan, and Uzbekistan. EaEU = Eurasian Economic Union.
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Survey data are another commonly used source of information on 
immigrants’ labor market outcomes in destination countries, but these 
data tend to underreport the number of migrants, particularly those who 
are more mobile and have less formal status. These surveys tend to capture 
immigration by including questions on country of birth and nationality. 
Their main advantage is the richness and diversity of data they collect on 
labor market outcomes compared with other sources. One limitation, 
however, is that these household surveys are not particularly designed to 
measure migrants’ outcomes but rather the outcomes of the total 
population or the working-age population in each country. On top of that, 
migrants are often harder to reach than the general population, given their 
higher mobility, sensitivity of their status, or prior perceptions of exclusion 
(Font and Méndez 2013). By design, sampling frames of standard 
household or labor force surveys at destination are not well suited to 
capture temporary migrants, because they are based on permanent 
addresses. As a result, surveys in destination countries may underestimate 
the number of migrants and capture a biased pool of more permanent 
migrants. A study comparing how migrants are sampled in different 
European surveys with official statistics on migration revealed that, 
although there is representativeness of migrants’ aggregative outcomes, 
results for different breakdowns, such as age or gender, tend to be 
inaccurate because of small sample size (OECD 2017).

One of the main surveys to analyze labor migration in Europe is the EU LFS. 
Other national LFSs are not harmonized and are less comparable than the 
EU LFS. Overall, migrants tend to be slightly underrepresented in these 
surveys, and the problem is more acute in surveys in small countries 
(such as Luxembourg or Malta) or for those with a smaller sample size 
(Norway, Sweden; refer to table 1A.1 in annex 1A). The small sample size of 
migrants for certain countries limits the ability to provide an accurate 
characterization of their socioeconomic profile. Another drawback is that 
many LFSs (for example, the EU LFS) provide not migrants’ country of origin 
but rather their region of origin. This prevents analysis of bilateral 
corridors.8

Data Gaps from the Sending Country Perspective

Data gaps are more salient in sending countries. From the perspective of 
the sending countries, two key concepts are related to migration: 
emigration and return migration. Emigrants are considered those who left 
their country of birth to reside abroad, and return migrants are part of the 
emigrant diaspora who return to their home country. In general, there are 
more identification problems in capturing the extent of emigration through 
data sources from the sending country than through data from 
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destination countries. This is particularly true if entire households leave the 
country, which is more likely to happen among those fleeing violence and 
conflict. The main sources of information on migration in Europe in sending 
countries are survey and census data. However, the information on 
emigration and return migration is more limited, often requiring proxy 
variables to estimate the prevalence of this phenomenon.

The public availability of census data in Eastern European and Central Asian 
countries is limited and, in most cases, ill suited to capturing both 
emigration and return migration. When available, census questions on 
migration are limited to whether an individual’s previous residence was 
abroad. This does not capture all of those who migrated abroad but then 
had more residency changes within the country or those residing abroad 
one year before the survey. Return migration estimates based on these 
metrics are very low (for example, 0.1 percent in Romania in 2011) and 
unable to fully capture the extent of the phenomenon. Furthermore, 
almost no census provides information on current emigrants, with few 
exceptions, such as the Kyrgyz Republic, which provides data on household 
members living abroad.

Survey data vary widely by country in terms of each country’s ability to 
capture the extent of emigration and return migration. The EU LFS and 
national LFSs are the main surveys in migrant-sending countries in ECA. 
The most detailed surveys better approximate the returnee population by 
asking respondents questions about their migration history or whether they 
ever left the country. However, most labor surveys do not incorporate 
these questions, and returnees can only be observed through a narrower 
question on whether respondents were abroad one year before the survey 
or not. This restrictive approximation captures only emigrants who recently 
returned to their country of origin. Table 1A.1 summarizes all periodic 
labor surveys available in eastern ECA and highlights what questions they 
incorporate to capture immigration, emigration, and return migration. 
Only about one-half of the surveys have broad approximations of return 
migration (either asking whether the last place of residence was overseas or 
whether they had lived or worked abroad during the past 10 years), with the 
rest including only very restrictive proxies (residence one year ago).

Household surveys in sending countries face even more difficulties in 
capturing the extent of current emigration because, by definition, current 
emigrants cannot be directly surveyed. The most common question regarding 
present emigration is whether surveyed residents are currently working 
abroad while residing in their home country. However, this form of migration 
only happens in fewer cases, such as when individuals close to borders 
commute to work abroad or in the case of seasonal migrants. Only a few 
surveys in sending countries can capture current migrants (for example, 
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Albania, Armenia, the Kyrgyz Republic, Tajikistan, and Uzbekistan) through 
questions on whether household members are temporarily or permanently 
living overseas. However, those would be captured only if some members of 
the household have gone abroad while other members remained in the 
country of origin, but not if the entire household moved abroad.

Annex 1A. Availability of Migration Indicators in Surveys

Continued

TABLE 1A.1 Information on migrants and returnees in nationally representative surveys in 
countries of origin

Country Region
Survey 
name

Last 
year Returnee Emigrant Immigrant

Bulgaria EU NMS EU LFS 2021 Residence 1 year ago Work abroad and residing at home Place of birth

Croatia EU NMS EU LFS 2021 Residence 1 year ago Work abroad and residing at home Place of birth

Czechia EU NMS EU LFS 2021 Residence 1 year ago Work abroad and residing at home Place of birth

Estonia EU NMS EU LFS 2021 Residence 1 year ago Work abroad and residing at home Place of birth

Hungary EU NMS EU LFS 2021 Residence 1 year ago Work abroad and residing at home Place of birth

Latvia EU NMS EU LFS 2021 Residence 1 year ago Work abroad and residing at home Place of birth

Lithuania EU NMS EU LFS 2021 Residence 1 year ago Work abroad and residing at home Place of birth

Poland EU NMS EU LFS 2021 Residence 1 year ago Work abroad and residing at home Place of birth

Romania EU NMS EU LFS 2021 Residence 1 year ago Work abroad and residing at home Place of birth

Slovakia EU NMS EU LFS 2021 Residence 1 year ago Work abroad and residing at home Place of birth

Slovenia EU NMS EU LFS 2021 Residence 1 year ago Work abroad and residing at home Place of birth

Poland EU NMS EU LFS 2021 Residence 1 year ago Work abroad and residing at home Citizenship

Albania Western 
Balkans

LSMS 2012 Ever lived abroad >3 
months

HH member currently living abroad Place of birth

Albania Western 
Balkans

LFS 2013 Ever worked abroad Work abroad and residing at home Place of birth

Albania Western 
Balkans

LFS 2017 Residence 1 year ago Work abroad and residing at home Place of birth

Bosnia Western 
Balkans

LFS 2017 Residence 1 year ago Work abroad and residing at home Place of birth

Kosovo Western 
Balkans

LFS 2017 Residence 1 year ago Work abroad and residing at home Place of birth

North 
Macedonia

Western 
Balkans

LFS 2017 Residence 1 year ago HH member currently living abroad Place of birth

Montenegro Western 
Balkans

LFS 2018 Residence 1 year ago Work abroad and residing at home Place of birth

Serbia Western 
Balkans

LFS 2018 Ever lived abroad > 1 year Work abroad and residing at home Place of birth
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Notes

1.		  See box 1.1 for a definition of migrant used in this report.
2.		  Chapter 5 looks in more detail at the impact of the pandemic on low-skilled migrants.
3.		  Some countries (mostly in Eastern Europe and Central Asia) have such a small share of migrants in 

the overall population (less than 2 percent) that statistics on skills from national surveys cannot be 
used because of the limited sample size (refer to map 1.2).

4.		  These statistics are from the Kyrgyz Integrated Household Survey (2018), Listening to the Citizens of 
Tajikistan (2019), and Listening to the Citizens of Uzbekistan (2020).

5.		  The European Union Labour Force Survey (LFS) reports brackets of five years instead of a more 
precise duration of stay.

6.		  For the purposes of this report, temporary migration is defined as instances in which migrants 
migrate for a period of time and then return to their home country. This is different from other 
definitions, such as that used by the European Union, which defines temporary migration as 
migration episodes in which migrants ex ante planned to migrate for a specific period of time, 
regardless of the final migration outcome (European Commission n.d.).

7.		  That is the case, for example, in Armenia (LFS 2020), the Kyrgyz Republic (Listening to the Citizens of 
Kyrgyzstan 2022), Tajikistan (Listening to the Citizens of Tajikistan 2022), and Uzbekistan (Listening 
to the Citizens of Uzbekistan 2022).

TABLE 1A.1 Information on migrants and returnees in nationally representative surveys in countries 
of origin (Continued)

Country Region
Survey 
name

Last 
year Returnee Emigrant Immigrant

Armenia CIS LFS 2020 — HH member currently living abroad Place of birth

Armenia CIS ILCS 2021 Previous residence 
abroad

— Place of birth

Belarus CIS LFS 2017 Previous residence 
abroad

Work abroad and residing at home Nationality

Georgia CIS LFS 2018 Previous residence 
abroad

Member temporary absent Nationality

Kazakhstan CIS LFS 2013 Lived abroad in the past 
10 years

Work abroad and residing at home Nationality

Kyrgyz 
Republic

CIS L2CK 2023 Lived abroad in the past 
10 years for >3 months

Member temporary or 
permanently abroad

Nationality

Moldova CIS LFS 2016 — — —

Russian 
Federation

CIS RLMS 2017 — — Place of birth

Tajikistan CIS L2CT 2023 Returned from abroad in 
past 10 days

HH member currently living abroad —

Ukraine CIS HLCS / 
LFS

2016 — — —

Uzbekistan CIS L2CU 2023 Previous residence 
abroad

HH member currently living abroad Place of birth

Source: World Bank, based on EU LFS, LFS, HLCS, ILCS, LSMS, L2CK, L2CT, L2CU, and RLMS. Data available at World Bank Datalibweb, 
https://datalibweb2.worldbank.org/.
Note: CIS = Commonwealth of Independent States; EU NMS = European Union new member state; EU LFS = European Union Labour Force 
Survey; LFS = labor force survey; HH = household; HLCS = Household Living Condition Survey; ILCS = Income and Living Condition Survey; 
LSMS = Living Standards Measurement Study; L2CK = Listening to the Citizens of Kyrgyzstan; L2CT = Listening to the Citizens of Tajikistan; 
L2CU = Listening to the Citizens of Uzbekistan; RLMS = Russian Longitudinal Monitoring Survey. — = not available.

https://datalibweb2.worldbank.org/�
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8.		  The regions are divided among European Union members before 2004, EU accession countries in 
2004, EU member states joining after 2004, European Free Trade Association, other Europe, 
North Africa, other Africa, Near and Middle East, South Asia, North America, Central America, 
South America, and Oceania.
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2
Supporting Refugees’ 
Socioeconomic Integration
Lessons from Current and Past Crises

Chapter Highlights 

•	 Measures to address the inflow of refugees and facilitate their 
integration have varied across host countries in Europe and Central Asia 
and over time.

•	 Although until the 1980s responses to the inflow of refugees mostly 
focused on managing emergency situations, host countries have 
gradually been placing more emphasis on refugees’ socioeconomic 
integration.

•	 Compulsory language training was one of the most meaningful 
interventions to improve refugees’ employment outcomes in Nordic 
countries during the 1990s, together with demand-based dispersal 
policies and massive refugee enrollment in active labor market policies 
(ALMPs).

•	 Ensuring universal access to basic education and health services and 
establishing a large Emergency Social Safety Net cash transfer for refugees 
have been among the main success factors of Türkiye’s response.

•	 Türkiye’s response to the Syrian refugee crisis, however, illustrates the 
challenges associated with rapidly addressing refugees’ immediate needs 
while also supporting longer-term integration.
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•	 Restrictions on refugees’ geographic mobility and disincentives created 
by the ESSN program, together with supply and demand challenges, have 
limited the effectiveness of policies implemented by Türkiye to facilitate 
refugees’ access to the labor market.

•	 The impacts of refugees’ inflow on employment levels and wages of 
native-born residents in Türkiye have been limited, except for low-skilled 
workers with skills similar to those of the refugee population.

•	 In Germany, a dispersal policy assigning refugees to regions based on 
labor demand, early employability, and vulnerability assessments and 
enrollment in language and on-the-job training were key to supporting 
Syrians’ socioeconomic integration.

•	 A “cluster” procedure grouping asylum seekers on the basis of their 
vulnerabilities and employability allowed fast-tracking of labor market 
access and integration for some refugee groups in Germany, although 
challenges persisted for more vulnerable groups.

•	 Mentorship programs and the active involvement of local communities 
through volunteering and nongovernmental organizations also 
facilitated Syrian refugees’ social integration and helped moderate 
antirefugee sentiments in Germany.

•	 One of the key factors behind the effectiveness of the response of 
European Union (EU) countries to the inflow of Ukrainian refugees has 
been granting refugees immediate access to the domestic labor market 
via visa waiver.

•	 Despite the progress achieved in the European Union over time toward a 
common EU policy for asylum seekers and refugees, challenges persist in 
sharing the costs and responsibilities of managing the inflow of refugees 
and in harmonizing integration policies across countries.

Key Policy Recommendations

•	 To effectively respond to an immediate crisis, governments of receiving 
countries must ensure sufficient humanitarian support and reception 
capacity to host refugees.

•	 When refugee crises involve multiple host countries, a timely and 
coordinated response is required, and they must consider their different 
response capacities, resources, and absorption potential depending on 
local labor market conditions.
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•	 Measures to ensure de jure and de facto rapid access to education, 
health, and housing services, as well as to the national social protection 
system, are key features of a successful coordinated response to the 
refugee inflow.

•	 Providing asylum seekers with temporary protection status in a timely 
manner has proved to be fundamental to guaranteeing that they will 
quickly receive humanitarian aid.

•	 Investing in refugees’ socioeconomic integration can generate high 
payoffs for host countries. It should be planned at the very early stages 
by ensuring that measures taken during the emergency response phase 
are also supportive of refugees’ longer-term productive integration.

•	 The early assessment of refugees’ qualifications, skills, and educational 
attainment is crucial to integration and can be facilitated by adopting 
harmonized and standardized procedures for rapid skills assessment at 
the regional level.

•	 The sooner refugees can formally participate in the labor market, the 
better they integrate. To ensure refugees’ rapid labor market access, host 
countries can remove or relax restrictions applied to the hiring of third-
country nationals (those who are not citizens of an EU member state), 
streamline asylum procedures, remove or expedite work permit 
procedures, and introduce visa waivers.

•	 Compulsory language training and ALMPs can support refugees’ labor 
market integration, especially at the early stages.

•	 Policies that separate refugees from economic activities and 
employment opportunities have severe consequences for their long-
term employment outcomes; housing policies that tie refugees to a 
physical place and prevent geographic mobility should thus be avoided.

•	 Dispersal policies assigning refugees to regions should consider labor 
demand and absorptive capacity of local labor markets to support 
refugees’ labor market outcomes.

Introduction

Although migration in Europe and Central Asia (ECA) is still largely driven 
by the quest for economic opportunity, the share of forcibly displaced 
people in the region has grown dramatically. The number of refugees in 
ECA rose sharply from 2 million in 2013 to 14 million in 2022, 
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representing 13 percent of the total stock of migrants compared with only 
2 percent in 2010 (refer to figure 2.1, panel a). This increase resulted from 
the escalating flows of people fleeing the war in the Syrian Arab Republic 
and then Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, which has generated the largest 
humanitarian crisis the region has faced since World War II. As a result, 
the number of refugees hosted in the region almost doubled; ECA is now 
the host to close to half of the total population of refugees worldwide 
(refer to figure 2.1, panel b). The vast majority of refugees come from 
either the Middle East and North Africa or ECA regions and mostly 
concentrate in Türkiye, the EU-15 (European Union [EU] members before 
2004), and Eastern Europe as destination regions (refer to figure 2.2, 
panels a and b).

Over the past decades, host countries in ECA have offered different policy 
responses to the inflow of refugees, to both address emergency needs and 
foster long-term integration. The Nordic countries have been at the 
forefront of refugees’ integration policies since the 1990s after the Balkan 
wars. The long-term horizon and availability of data on long-term outcomes 
of refugees in those countries, combined with differences in the policy 
approach they follow, allows the identification of policy interventions that 
are effective in fostering refugees’ long-term integration. The experience of 
Türkiye, which has received more than 3.6 million Syrian refugees since 
2011, highlights the challenges and opportunities associated with shifting 

FIGURE 2.1 
Trends in the number and share of refugees in Europe and Central Asia

Source: Original calculations based on data from the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (https://www.unhcr.org/refugee-statistics​
/download/?url=IAr67y).
Note: Refugees are defined as individuals who have been compelled to leave their country and cannot return because of a serious threat to 
their life, physical integrity, or freedom as a result of persecution, armed conflict, violence, or serious public disorder. Asylum seekers are 
defined as individuals who intend to seek or are waiting for a decision on their request for international protection.
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from exclusively emergency response to longer-term integration and the 
necessity for taking measures supporting integration at the very early 
stages. It also offers a detailed account of the impacts of a large, sudden 
inflow of low-skilled refugees on the native-born population. The experience 
of Germany, the main recipient of Syrian refugees in Europe during the 

FIGURE 2.2 
Trends in the number of refugees in Europe and Central Asia, by region of 
origin and destination

Source: Original calculations based on data from the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (https://www​
.unhcr.org/refugee-statistics/download/?url=IAr67y).
Note: Eastern Europe here includes the Russian Federation. EAP = East Asia and Pacific; ECA = Europe and 
Central Asia; EFTA = European Free Trade; EU-15 = European Union members before 2004; EU-NMS13 = 
new member states joining the European Union in 2004, 2007, and 2013; LAC = Latin American and the 
Caribbean; MENA = Middle East and North Africa; NA = North America; SAR = South Asia; SSA = Sub-
Saharan Africa. 
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Syrian refugee crisis, also generated important lessons regarding asylum 
and dispersal policies that can support refugees’ labor market integration. 
Finally, the rapid and unprecedented response of EU countries to the recent 
inflow of Ukrainian refugees has generated policy lessons for emergency 
response and integration support while highlighting remaining challenges in 
those responses.

This chapter extracts policy lessons from these experiences that can help 
host countries turn the “burden” of a refugee crisis into an asset. Evidence 
from different waves of refugee crises shows that the long-term integration 
outcomes of refugees and the welfare of refugees and native-born residents 
in destination countries vary dramatically in the wake of such events. These 
outcomes depend on the socioeconomic characteristics of refugees and on 
the policies of governments. This chapter shows that although refugee 
support must focus, first and foremost, on saving lives, policies to unlock 
refugees’ productive potential and self-reliance in host countries are crucial 
and should be implemented very early on. The evidence from both the 
Syrian crisis and the 1990s Balkan wars has shown that there are high 
payoffs for actions facilitating the long-term integration of refugees, 
including undertaking early skills and needs assessments; establishing the 
right to work; ensuring access to social protections, health care, and 
education; and incentivizing participation in language training and active 
labor market policies (ALMPs). Furthermore, dispersal policies that 
allocate refugees on the basis of local labor demand without discouraging 
geographic mobility are conducive to better labor market outcomes. The 
sooner refugees can formally participate in the labor market, the sooner 
they can become assets, not only for their host country but also for their 
country of origin.

The remainder of the chapter is organized as follows. The “Policy 
Framework: Responses to Refugee Crises from Reception to Economic 
Integration” section introduces a framework to analyze and organize policy 
responses to refugee inflow in ECA, from emergency response to long-term 
integration. The “Nordic Countries’ Policy Responses to Refugee Inflows” 
section then examines the experience of Nordic countries in integrating 
refugees from the former Yugoslavia. The “Syrian Refugee Inflow in Türkiye” 
and “Syrian Refugee Inflow in Germany” sections assess the responses of 
Türkiye and Germany, respectively, to the inflow of Syrian refugees and 
analyze their effectiveness. The “Ukraine’s Refugee Response and 
Integration” section discusses the responses to the most recent inflow of 
Ukrainian refugees. On the basis of these past and ongoing refugee waves, 
the “Policy Recommendations” section extracts key policy 
recommendations for refugees’ reception and socioeconomic integration in 
ECA moving forward.
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Policy Framework: Responses to Refugee Crises from 
Reception to Economic Integration

Recent experiences have highlighted the importance of socioeconomic 
integration beyond humanitarian responses. Responses to the Ukrainian 
refugee crisis and international experiences with other recent crises have 
highlighted the importance of dealing with refugees not only in terms of 
offering humanitarian and emergency assistance, but also in terms of 
fostering human development and socioeconomic integration. The World 
Development Report 2023 (World Bank 2023) makes a case for shifting the 
prevailing narrative on refugees—moving from considering them as a 
“burden” to recognizing them as valuable resources for host countries. When 
host countries invest in the right combination of policies, refugees have the 
potential to integrate and contribute to the economic development of those 
countries, and public policies can make a difference in the speed of their 
socioeconomic and labor market integration. Host countries clearly face 
costs in the short run, but with the right policy mix, refugees have the chance 
to become productive contributors to their host country’s economy.

This section introduces a framework to analyze host countries’ responses to 
refugee inflows. The framework (refer to figure 2.3) shows that host countries’ 
responses to refugee inflows can be broken down into three main phases:

1.	 Initial humanitarian and emergency response,

2.	 Socioeconomic integration, and

3.	 Refugees’ self-sufficiency and self-reliance.

The first phase consists of the immediate response countries put in place 
after a sudden inflow of refugees. In this phase, the refugee population 
experiences a high level of physical and emotional distress. Refugees have 
been forced to flee their homes and have undertaken dangerous, even life-
threatening journeys; they are often unable to bring documents and 
valuables with them. In this initial phase, the priority for hosting countries 
is to offer refugees support for immediate needs, such as shelter, cash, 
food, clothes, health care, and psychological assistance, and to provide 
access to basic social services. Identity verification is typically an important 
step of the humanitarian response because asylum seekers often lack 
identity documents, such as passports, or documents that certify 
credentials—for example, for professional expertise and educational 
attainment. During this reception phase, those who are displaced are often 
given status as asylum seekers when entering the country for the first time; 
refugee status is formally granted after an application process and decision 
by the host country’s authorities.
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The length of this phase of reception and humanitarian assistance varies, 
depending on the time needed to process the request for refugee status. 
The processing time varies from country to country and depends on the 
displaced person’s country of origin. Until a decision on refugee status is 
made, asylum seekers typically live under temporary protection in 
temporary accommodations or camps, with limited or no access to social 
services or social protection benefits. Often, asylum seekers are also 
banned from access to work and given few opportunities for training 
(including language training). In some cases, they are not allowed to move 
freely in different parts of the host country.

Under the framework, a second phase—an integration phase—begins with 
the recognition of refugee status, which involves access to a different set of 
rights and services than those initially offered to asylum seekers. One of 
the first relevant policy decisions of the integration phase concerns 
dispersal policies, which are the set of rules and regulations that determine 
the geographic distribution of refugees in the national territory. 

FIGURE 2.3 
A framework for host countries’ refugee response

Source: Original figure for this publication.
Note: ALMPs = active labor market policies; OJT = on-the-job-training.
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Another fundamental aspect of the integration phase is access to 
schooling. Ensuring that school-age children have access to education in 
the host country is essential for integration and for avoiding the erosion of 
human capital associated with the displacement experience. Furthermore, 
parents whose children attend school have more opportunities to engage in 
economic activities and find work. Another important aspect of the 
integration phase concerns access to language instruction, 
entrepreneurship opportunities, training (especially on-the-job training), 
and ALMPs. In this phase, work permit regulations are also important 
because such regulations affect the possibility of refugees starting their 
own enterprises and their access to formal employment opportunities 
across the host country.

During the framework’s third phase, refugees transition to self-reliance. 
Refugee status is typically granted for a limited number of years. At the end 
of this period, refugees can apply for permanent residency. At this point, at 
least in theory, refugees should be able to achieve self-reliance and have 
access to a broader set of rights and opportunities that are comparable with 
those of nationals and economic migrants.

The analysis in this chapter focuses largely on the integration phase and on 
the reception-stage policy decisions that affect integration. The chapter 
provides an overview of responses to refugee crises, analyzing the policies 
adopted by Nordic countries after the 1990s wars in the former Yugoslavia, 
the responses undertaken by Türkiye and Germany to the Syrian refugee 
crisis that began in 2011, and the ongoing responses to the Ukrainian 
refugee crisis.

Nordic Countries’ Policy Responses to Refugee Inflows

In Nordic countries, municipalities have been responsible for providing 
programs for refugees’ integration since the 1990s. Integration 
programs for refugees in Denmark, Norway, and Sweden were initially 
voluntary. With the inflow of refugees in the 1980s and 1990s, 
however, government provisions changed, requiring municipalities 
(which had previously been made responsible for integration efforts) to 
offer such programs and requiring refugee participation. Failure to 
participate in these programs was tied to penalties: the loss of financial 
assistance and access to social protection benefits and services 
(Hernes and Trondstad 2014).

The integration programs for refugees in the Nordic countries can be 
classified into two main types: educational programs and ALMPs. 
Educational programs are based on national curricula, whereas ALMPs 
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consist of unpaid job training, subsidized employment, job search 
assistance, and counseling services. The duration of integration programs, 
in general, is three years, although this varies by country and has changed 
over time (Calmfors et al. 2019).

Whereas Denmark has prioritized boosting short-term employment 
outcomes for refugees, Norway’s and Sweden’s integration approach 
focused more on long-term integration. Denmark has prioritized rapid 
employment outcomes for refugees through the rapid enrollment of 
refugees into job-related measures for short-term employment. In 
contrast, Norway and Sweden have focused to a greater degree on the long 
term, placing a greater emphasis on upskilling, training, educational 
programs, and labor market participation to achieve more sustainable 
employment results and greater labor market integration in the long run.

For this reason, the educational programs implemented in the three 
countries differ, with Sweden placing the greatest emphasis on tertiary 
education upon arrival. Although longer amounts of time in intensive 
training and education programs help accumulate human capital, they also 
lower the amount of time participants can search for regular employment. 
This may result in weak employment outcomes in the short term but overall 
improvements in long-term employment outcomes, including job 
placements and earnings. When comparing the use of different integration 
measures before and after the 2015 refugee inflows, participation in 
education programs increased in all countries, although at different levels. 
Sweden has placed the greatest emphasis on tertiary education for refugees 
upon arrival. It has the highest rate of attainment of tertiary education 
within the first year of being granted a residence permit and a higher share 
of participants in integration programs having secondary and tertiary 
education at arrival.1 Furthermore, the share of refugees with tertiary 
education on arrival who pursue further education within the first three 
years of obtaining a residence permit in Sweden is two to three times the 
share in Denmark and Norway. In contrast, in Denmark the post-2015 
increase in enrollment was in primary education, and very few refugees 
participate in education above the lower-secondary level. Similarly, 
Norway has the highest share of participants in education at the 
elementary level (Calmfors et al. 2019).

ALMPs’ use to support refugees’ integration has also varied among the 
three countries; Denmark prioritized the rapid enrollment of refugees into 
job-related programs compared with Sweden, where the focus was on 
education enrollment. Efforts to incorporate job-related measures into 
integration programs also have significant effects on employment 
probability in the short run, although the effects tend to decline in 
the long run. Over time, Denmark has increasingly been enrolling refugees 
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in job-related measures. As a result, many refugees participate in 
employment programs, especially in unpaid job training, but very few 
participate in education above the lower-secondary level. Denmark also 
made large increases in unpaid job training and subsidized employment 
programs, and Norway increased the use of unpaid job training. In Denmark 
and Norway, the share of refugees who obtain subsidized employment in 
the initial years is higher than in Sweden. In contrast, Sweden’s approach 
has put more emphasis on training programs at the upper-secondary or 
higher levels and on public employment services (PES). The latter primarily 
consist of personalized counseling, job search assistance, and workplace 
introduction, which have been shown to enhance migrants’ employment 
opportunities and employment rates (Åslund and Johansson 2011; Joona 
and Nekby 2012; Svantesson and Aranki 2006).

Language training is a very important component of the activation package 
offered to refugees in Nordic countries, with substantial long-term positive 
effects. Language training tends to be compulsory, and participation and 
completion are often conditions to retain both social benefits and the 
possibility of participating in on-the-job training or subsidized employment. 
Evidence shows that mandatory language training in Denmark substantially 
increased employment probabilities and that dropping out or not 
participating in the training was associated with worse labor market 
outcomes (Arendt, Dustmann, and Ku 2022). The 1999 reform that 
introduced mandatory language training courses for refugees arriving in 
Denmark was found to be the most effective of the policy interventions 
used, as measured in terms of ensuring higher employment probability and 
better earnings (Foged, Hasager, and Peri 2024); in terms of effectiveness, 
compulsory language training was followed by assignment to areas with 
high labor demand, then by participation in ALMPs, and then by a 
reduction in social assistance benefits. Furthermore, language training 
seemed to unlock better opportunities and higher lifetime earnings, 
especially for women and refugees from linguistically different countries.

Despite these encouraging findings related to education and training, a 
persistent long-run gap remains between the labor market outcomes of 
refugees and those of native-born individuals. More than a decade after 
obtaining a residence permit, only 35–40 percent of male refugees and 15–20 
percent of female refugees reach the national median income level in the 
destination country (Calmfors et al. 2019). Therefore, the focus on short-
term employment outcomes does not seem to lead to meaningful labor 
market results in the long term. Instead, investing in the validation of 
previously attained education, skills, and other human capital, which can 
temporarily delay labor market integration and self-sufficiency, may still 
offer better payoffs in terms of better labor market outcomes in the long run.
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In the 1970s, Sweden’s migration landscape shifted from being labor-based 
to humanitarian and family-oriented. During the 1970s and early 1980s, 
refugees’ inflows from Chile, Lebanon, Poland, Türkiye, and Viet Nam 
resulted in high geographical concentration and poor labor market 
outcomes. This prompted political debates about the refugee reception 
system. By 1985, the responsibility for refugee integration shifted from the 
National Labour Market Board to local municipalities (Åslund, Liljeberg, 
and Roman 2023). The “Whole of Sweden” strategy emerged in response, 
aiming to distribute refugees more evenly across smaller towns and 
communities (Andersson 1998; Edin, Fredriksson, and Åslund 2003). 
Although this helped alleviate pressure on urban centers, it negatively 
affected economic integration, as initial placements were often 
mismatched with refugees’ needs. Subsequent relocations partially 
addressed these issues, but challenges remained (Edin, Fredriksson, and 
Åslund 2004).

In the early 1990s, Sweden saw a massive and unprecedented inflow of 
refugees from the former Yugoslavia because of the Balkans wars, with 
nearly 70,000 arriving in 1992 alone. The Swedish government rapidly 
adopted a policy of granting permanent residency to this group (refer to 
figure 2.4), a more inclusive approach than that of other countries 
(Barslund et al. 2016). However, the economic integration of these 
refugees faced significant hurdles due to the concurrent economic 
recession and high unemployment rates. Despite these challenges, 
comparative studies have found that once refugees’ background factors are 
accounted for, their long-term integration outcomes in Sweden are similar 
to those in other countries (Bevelander and Pendakur 2014).

As participation in language training and labor market programs rose, the 
employment rate for immigrants from the former Yugoslavia in Sweden 
increased significantly (refer to figures 2.5 and 2.6). In the 2000s, most had 
participated in language training, with 90 percent having taken part in such 
programs. About 50 percent of the group participated in adult education at 
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FIGURE 2.4 
Migration to Sweden (1980–2017) and percentage of first-time migrants from the former Yugoslavia, 
by year of arrival

Source: Åslund, Liljeberg, and Roman 2023.
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FIGURE 2.5 
Participation in active labor market programs and adult education in Sweden, by migrant status 
and country or region of origin

Source: Åslund, Liljeberg, and Roman 2023.
Note: ALMPs = active labor market policies; migr. = migrated.
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the primary or upper-secondary level, and 7 percent participated in higher 
education. Almost 75 percent had been enrolled in a labor market program 
through PES, with participation peaking two to three years after immigration 
(Åslund, Liljeberg, and Roman 2023). In parallel, the employment rate of 
migrants from the former Yugoslavia increased from less than 5 percent in 
1994 to almost 70 percent in 2000. Comparisons with other migrant groups 
from the Islamic Republic of Iran, Iraq, and the African Horn between 1985 
and 1994 show that the integration process occurred more quickly among 
those from the former Yugoslavia; the other groups narrowed the 
employment gap more gradually (refer to figure 2.6). Exposure to immigrant 
networks—other foreign-born individuals, particularly those born in the 
former Yugoslavia, regardless of the year of immigration—was important for 
the integration of immigrants from this region. Employment levels, however, 
leveled off after this point, indicating that full assimilation had not been 
achieved. A similar pattern is observed when looking at the earnings of both 
adult men and women from the former Yugoslavia (refer to figure 2.7).

FIGURE 2.6 
Employment rates of adult refugees in Sweden relative to same-age native-born individuals, 
by country or region of origin

Source: Åslund, Liljeberg, and Roman 2023.
Note: EU-15 = European Union members before 2004; migr = migrated.
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Syrian Refugee Inflow in Türkiye

Türkiye’s refugee response has evolved from a short-term, focused 
emergency response to a more strategic and reintegration-oriented 
response. With the onset of the Syrian conflict in 2011 and the inflow of 
millions of refugees in a short period of time, Türkiye started to become 
more than a transit stop for refugees. For many refugees, Türkiye instead 
became a long-term home. Faced with this sudden inflow of refugees, the 
government reassessed the regulatory and institutional framework of its 
refugee response and developed a longer-term approach. Initially, Syrian 
refugees had been expected to stay for only a short period, but as the 
conflict in Syria continued, the government started to develop longer-term 
policies granting individuals legal status and access to basic services 
and benefits.

In 2013, the Law on Foreigners and International Protection was adopted 
establishing the Presidency of Migration Management (PMM). The 
Temporary Protection Regulation (TPR) in 2014 established a national 
strategy to support forcibly displaced Syrians in Türkiye (Türkiye 2013).2 
The TPR established rules on registration and documentation procedures, 

FIGURE 2.7 
Earnings of refugees in Sweden relative to same-age native-born individuals, by country of origin

Source: Åslund, Liljeberg, and Roman 2023.
Note: EU-15 = European Union members before 2004; migr = migrated.
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introduced a clear right to stay in Türkiye in line with the non-refoulement 
principle,3 and clarified the set of rights and entitlements for temporary 
protection beneficiaries (Ineli-Ciger 2014). This set of regulations 
established the framework for the inclusion of Syrians under temporary 
protection (SuTPs) into Türkiye’s mainstream basic services, including the 
health and education systems, labor market, social assistance, access to 
translation, and other public services (Özçürümez and İçduygu 2022). 
Therefore, although the PMM is the institution responsible for registering 
and monitoring refugees (including issuing identity and residence cards), 
services are provided through different central- and local-level public 
institutions and nongovernmental organizations (NGOs).

After 2015, relevant authorities registered displaced Syrians and gave them 
temporary protection status, allowing them to access basic health care and 
educational services. Syrian refugees with temporary protection status 
(SuTPs) became eligible for all education and health services available to 
Turkish nationals. Public health service centers of the Ministry of Health, 
with support from NGOs and local authorities, deliver primary and 
preventive care, including diagnosis and treatment, immunization, 
environmental health services, women’s and reproductive health services, 
and health services for children and teenagers. They also provide support to 
fight the spread of communicable diseases, epidemics, and tuberculosis 
(Ministry of Health 2014). Similarly, with the 2016 opening of the 
Immigration and Emergency Education Department, affiliated with the 
General Directorate of Lifelong Learning of the Ministry of National 
Education, efforts to integrate SuTPs and other refugees by providing 
Turkish language education increased. Conditional cash transfer programs 
were also accelerated to encourage increased school enrollment. Special 
support was provided to SuTPs and other refugees completing high school 
to facilitate access to higher education through a special exam assessing 
their knowledge of the Turkish language and their readiness to enter 
tertiary education. This approach replaced the initial approach, which had 
provided education in special centers and in the Arabic language.

Although refugees were initially housed in temporary accommodation 
centers, the PMM was progressively given a broader mandate to refer 
individuals to live in urban centers and local communities and to support 
housing schemes. The PMM has the mandate to regulate and control 
settlement in and out of urban centers; however, housing access is not 
subsidized, and most refugees need to find and pay for their own 
accommodation.4 This soon became a challenge because the inflow of 
refugees put upward pressure on housing prices in lower-income 
communities where large numbers of refugees moved, raising tensions 
between refugees and local community members.
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As the number of refugees increased, the government facilitated legal 
pathways for refugee employment. Legislation passed in January 2016 
provided SuTPs with access to employment six months after they received 
refugee status. The work permits are sponsored by employers and are 
workplace specific. They must also be submitted through an online portal 
in the city in which the individual has registered their residence, either by 
the prospective employer or, in the case of self-employment, by the 
individual. The regulations and policies on work permits are implemented 
under the supervision of the Ministry of Labor and Social Security (ILO 
n.d.). Although the work permit system provides opportunities for formal 
employment, take-up has remained low.5 There are multiple reasons for 
the low take-up, ranging from inadequate information on the application 
process, the inability of interested employers to access the online registry, 
and informal work agreements used by refugees and employers to avoid 
associated labor tax payments (for employers) and to remain eligible for 
social assistance payments (for refugees). Nevertheless, about 65 percent 
of Syrian refugees who are of working age (roughly 2 million people) are 
estimated to be working, with about 30–35 percent of them working 
formally (Republic of Türkiye 2024).6

To support access to formal employment, SuTP job seekers and potential 
employers are offered a set of employment services and programs 
implemented by the Turkish Employment Agency (ISKUR), in collaboration 
with local authorities and NGOs. In conjunction with legislation allowing 
access to work permits, ISKUR began offering a suite of programs and 
counseling services to help SuTPs and other refugees with residence status 
gain access to the formal labor market. These programs offered language 
education, skills and on-the-job training, job search assistance, and 
payment of work permit application fees for employers willing to hire 
refugees. Provincial ISKUR offices in cities with large Syrian refugee 
communities also developed separate service windows and often assigned 
dedicated counselors and translators to serve Arabic-speaking job seekers. 
The financing of these programs (through daily wages and short-term 
health and occupational safety insurance) provided benefits and incentives 
for both job seekers and employers.

Financing and advisory support mechanisms to promote entrepreneurship 
among refugees and to support the expansion of refugee-owned businesses 
were also established. Such schemes were implemented by the 
government in partnership with the Small and Medium Enterprises 
Development Organization (KOSGEB) and the Development Investment 
Bank of Türkiye (TKYB). KOSGEB and TKYB provide financing and advisory 
support to Syrian- and other refugee-owned small businesses and 
entrepreneurial ventures, with a goal of helping to expand their businesses 
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and promote the employment of more Turkish native-born workers and 
refugees in the formal labor market.

To help refugee households manage their livelihoods, attend to their 
basic needs, and reduce vulnerabilities, Türkiye implemented an 
Emergency Social Safety Net (ESSN) program. The program, which 
started in 2016, provides monthly cash assistance to registered families 
living in Türkiye under international or temporary protection. The ESSN is 
designed for the most vulnerable groups, including families with 
numerous dependents, elderly individuals, women-headed households, 
and people with disabilities (WFP 2017). At the peak of its caseload, the 
program supported more than 1.8 million vulnerable Syrian refugees with 
monthly cash assistance.7 As of April 2023, more than 1.5 million people 
were receiving support.8 The program is anchored in the Turkish safety net 
system. As such, its design and eligibility and assessment criteria mimic 
the social safety net schemes for which Turkish citizens are eligible. The 
program is delivered through a combination of local service centers 
affiliated with the Ministry of Family and Social Affairs and a large quasi-
public organization, the Turkish Red Crescent, which has an extensive 
field presence. In 2021, part of the ESSN caseload was transferred to a 
new Complementary ESSN program, with 363,000 of the most vulnerable 
households receiving cash assistance from the Ministry of Family and 
Social Services (KIZILAYKART Programmes 2022). The government has 
also developed an exit strategy from ESSN intending to encourage 
refugees to enter the labor market while being supported with work 
readiness counseling and skills training.

Recent evidence indicates that the government’s policies of providing 
access to services and the labor market, combined with a progressive 
approach to out-of-camp settlement, allowed refugees to rapidly integrate 
into socioeconomic life. A 2022 survey of Syrian refugees offers insights on 
their views about the successes and challenges of the government’s refugee 
response and integration policies (UDA Consulting 2022). Two-thirds of 
respondents reported that they are employed and earning an income and 
that they have found the training and counseling services received from 
public institutions critical in finding formal employment and obtaining 
work permits. Similarly, active labor market programs and language 
training appear to have helped bring the native-born and refugee 
communities closer and to reduce prejudices by enabling people from 
both to coexist in workplaces, classrooms, and other spaces. Both 
employers and those hired through on-the-job training schemes report 
satisfaction with the program, which allowed employers to test 
beneficiaries and beneficiaries to become acquainted with Turkish work 
culture. Such programs have also brought many Syrian refugees in contact 
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with Turkish public institutions and helped them to better understand the 
administration. Access to the education system for younger cohorts and 
opportunities for language and skills training for adults appear to have also 
contributed to this process.

Nevertheless, some challenges remain, especially in access to formal 
employment opportunities among refugees. Respondents reported 
difficulties in obtaining work permits and highlighted that employer-based 
hiring quotas for refugees make the transition from informal to formal 
employment difficult. Although the ESSN program helped vulnerable 
refugee families weather shocks (such as the COVID-19 pandemic–related 
economic downturn) and cover their basic needs, it is also a deterrent to 
accepting formal and more sustainable employment because eligibility for 
ESSN benefits is lost once a family member obtains formal employment. To 
have a greater impact on self-reliance, the ESSN exit strategy must thus be 
better articulated and implemented with wider coverage.

Regarding impacts on the native-born population, the arrival of refugees in 
Türkiye had a very limited impact on the overall employment and wages of 
Turkish citizens. Most studies find null or very limited effects of refugee 
inflows on the employment prospects of native-born individuals 
(Akgündüz, Van Den Berg, and Hassink 2015; Aksu, Erzen, and Kırdar 
2018; Bagır 2018; Cengiz and Tekgüç 2022) and wages (Aksu, Erzen, and 
Kırdar 2018; Cengiz and Tekgüç 2022; Ceritoglu et al. 2017). Since 2015, 
the literature on the effects of Syrian refugees on the Turkish labor market 
and several socioeconomic outcomes has grown rapidly (refer to annex 2A 
for more details). Part of the explanation behind the limited overall effects 
on employment is that the arrival of refugees also boosts demand, fueling 
new firm creation and business sales.

These aggregate effects, however, mask disparities in the way distinct groups 
of native-born workers have been affected. There is evidence of sizable 
employment loss in the informal sector, which particularly affects lower-
skilled workers (Aksu, Erzen, and Kırdar 2018; Ceritoglu et al. 2017; Del 
Carpio et al. 2016). The increased competition in the supply of labor in the 
informal economy is only partly compensated for by an increase in the 
creation of informal firms (Altındağ, Bakış, and Rozo 2020). At the same 
time, the refugee inflows caused an equally significant increase in formal 
employment and wages, particularly among native-born men, because of the 
complementarity between low-skilled immigrants and native-born formal 
workers (Aksu, Erzen, and Kırdar 2018; Del Carpio et al. 2016). In response 
to Syrian refugees’ engagement in jobs involving routine and manual-
intensive tasks, highly educated native-born workers move to jobs that 
require more abstract tasks (Akgündüz and Torun 2020). Therefore, refugees 
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tend to displace low-skilled locals working in the informal sector in the short 
term while simultaneously upgrading the labor market status of local, high-
skilled workers. Net employment losses are concentrated among women and 
low-skilled and young native-born individuals (Bagır 2018; Del Carpio et al. 
2016). Furthermore, overall effects on domestic labor markets tend to be 
more positive as the development level of the region rises (Aracı, Demirci, 
and Kırdar 2022). The labor market outcomes in Türkiye seem to be in line 
with those reported in a summary of 56 case studies conducted in middle-
income countries (Verme and Schuettler 2021).

The findings of the few studies on the impact of refugee inflows on prices 
are mixed; impacts vary depending on the type of item considered, such as 
food or housing. Few studies have assessed the impact of the refugee 
inflows on prices in Türkiye, and results so far are mixed. Some find that a 
higher refugee-to-native-born ratio was associated with an increase in 
prices at the regional level (Aksu, Erzen, and Kırdar 2018), and others 
report that the refugee inflows were strongly associated with reduced 
prices, especially for food items (Balkan and Tumen 2016). Balkan and 
Tumen (2016) find that the reduction in prices is mostly concentrated in 
informal labor-intensive sectors in hosting regions, arguably because the 
low cost of refugees’ labor helps reduce prices. Regarding housing prices, 
significant increases resulting from the refugee inflows have been reported 
(Akgündüz, Van Den Berg, and Hassink 2015), likely because the supply in 
this market is less responsive to increased demand.

The refugee inflows led to greater investment in education among native-
born individuals. High school enrollment of teenage Turks ages 15–18 
significantly increased in regions with a higher inflow of refugees; this 
increase was concentrated among males, however, with no effect on 
female enrollment (Tumen 2018). It is argued that the effect stems from 
greater competition between refugees and native-born individuals in low-
wage, informal sectors, crowding out native-born male youth. Given the 
overwhelming concentration of Syrian refugee youth in public schools, 
native-born children switch from public to private schools in response to 
the refugee shock (Tumen 2019). Not only are enrollments of Turkish youth 
higher, but test scores in math, science, and reading increased in areas 
with a heavier concentration of refugees, particularly among men and 
those who had lower test scores before the refugee crisis (Tumen 2021). 
The arrival of Syrian refugees also reduced child labor among Turkish 
families because they crowded out informal employment (Çakır, Erbay, and 
Kırdar 2023).

The arrival of refugees is associated with a more crowded health care 
system. The large and sudden increase in demand for health care 
associated with refugees’ arrival puts additional pressure on health 
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care resources. It has been shown in the Turkish context that a 
10-percentage-point increase in the refugee-to-native-born ratio 
decreases the number of doctors per person between 6 and 9 percent, 
depending on estimations (Aygün, Kırdar, and Tuncay 2021). No effects 
on neonatal, infant, or adult mortality rates were found, however.

Crime has been reported to either fall or remain the same with increased 
refugee presence. Only a limited number of studies have analyzed the 
impact of refugees on crime. Depending on the methodology, some studies 
find that crime rates either do not change or slightly decrease in response 
to refugees’ presence (Kayaoglu, Şahin-Mencütek, and Erdoğan 2022). 
Another study reports suggestive evidence for a significant decrease in 
crime rates in response to the refugee inflow, especially in rates of assaults, 
sexual crimes, kidnapping, and defamation (Kırdar, Lopez Cruz, and 
Türküm 2022). The latter study also shows that the decrease in crime rates 
is not simultaneously determined by an increase in armed forces in the 
refugee-hosting regions.

Syrian Refugee Inflow in Germany

Between 2015 and 2017, Germany became the top destination for asylum 
seekers and refugees in the European Union while putting in place more 
accommodative asylum policies. In this period, the country received 
around half of the 3.1 million first-time asylum applications submitted 
across the European Union; an estimated 1.1 million asylum seekers 
arrived in Germany alone. As of December 2018, there were 1.8 million 
people with a refugee background in the country, compared with 744,000 
at the end of 2014. In 2015, in response to the large inflow of migrants and 
asylum seekers into Europe, German Chancellor Angela Merkel suspended 
the Dublin II Regulation (Tjaden and Heidland forthcoming; refer to box 2.1 
for a brief overview of the evolution of the asylum policy framework in the 
European Union). The action permitted refugees and asylum seekers who 
had already landed in other EU countries to enter and apply for asylum or 
settle in Germany. This policy became known as Merkel’s open-door policy 
to accommodate refugees, which led to a large inflow of migrants, 
refugees, and asylum seekers into Germany, as shown in figure 2.8. At the 
time, the vast majority of refugees and asylum seekers in Germany came 
from just a few countries; Syrians comprised the largest group of refugees, 
and Afghans comprised the largest group of asylum seekers.

Upon their case’s decision, asylum seekers may receive different forms of 
protection with different residence durations. After a refugee applies for 
asylum, the Federal Office for Migration and Refugees (BAMF) conducts an 
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BOX 2.1  Evolution of European Union Asylum Policy

The European Union (EU) recognizes the 1951 Geneva convention on the status of 
refugees and the 1967 Protocol related to the status of refugees, and it shares 
responsibilities for asylum policies with its Member States. The first major turning point 
toward creating an integrated EU asylum policy was the Maastricht Treaty, which 
introduced the Common European Asylum System (CEAS) and aimed to harmonize the 
asylum policies of EU member states. Before the adoption of the Maastricht Treaty in 
1993, asylum policy within the European Union was primarily the responsibility of the 
individual member states. Because each country relied on its own laws and procedures 
for processing asylum applications and managing the reception of refugees, limited 
coordination and harmonization existed between European countries, and no coherent 
and unified system for addressing asylum-related challenges existed at the EU level. 
The aim of creating the CEAS, which became effective in 1999, was to establish 
common standards and procedures for the treatment of asylum seekers across the 
European Union. The Maastricht Treaty incorporated the principles established by 
the 1990 Dublin Convention, mainly that the first EU member state an asylum 
seeker enters is responsible for processing their asylum application (European 
Commission n.d.; Tsourdi and Costello 2021). This principle, commonly referred to as 
the principle of first-entry responsibility, was supposed to spread the responsibility for 
processing asylum applications more fairly among member states.

The Amsterdam Treaty was adopted in 1999 alongside further efforts to improve 
cooperation on asylum and migration issues within the European Union. The 
Amsterdam Treaty improved coordination and cooperation between member states 
on asylum issues. The Dublin Regulation (Dublin II), adopted in 2003, strengthened 
the principle of first-entry responsibility, underlining that the member state of first 
entry is responsible for processing asylum applications.

The Lisbon Treaty entered into force in 2009, further expanding efforts to create 
a more harmonized system to address asylum and migration matters in the 
European Union. Changes were made to create a fair and more harmonized system 
for asylum seekers across the European Union. To further support member states in 
processing asylum applications and to improve cooperation, the European Union set 
up the European Asylum Support Office in 2010. The office’s role is to provide 
support, guidance, and expertise to member states in implementing the CEAS and 
to ensure a consistent approach to asylum issues across the European Union.

To address criticisms and challenges related to the Dublin system, the Dublin 
Regulation was revised (Dublin III) in 2013. The updated regulation aims to improve the 
sharing of responsibilities among member states, particularly in cases of secondary 
migration and family reunification. In 2013, the Asylum Procedures Directive was 
introduced, which lays down common rules for asylum procedures to ensure that 
asylum applications are processed fairly and efficiently. In the same year, the Reception 
Conditions Directive was implemented to strengthen the rights and treatment of 
asylum seekers and to include aspects such as access to health care and education.

The 2015 refugee crisis triggered by the war in Syria highlighted the challenges of 
the existing framework and the problems of coordination and responsibility sharing 

Continued
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among member states. As a result, the European Commission proposed in 2016 a 
package of reforms to the CEAS with the objective to achieve a more efficient, fair, 
and humane asylum policy able to withstand episodes of high migratory pressure. 
To promote cooperation with neighboring countries, the EU-Türkiye Statement 
was also adopted in 2016. The aim of this agreement was to manage migration flows 
(including establishing processes for Greece to send irregular migrants back to 
Türkiye) and to provide assistance to refugees in Türkiye. In addition, the European 
Union concluded migration pacts with several African countries, such as the 
Karthoum and Valletta processes, to address migration challenges and promote 
cooperation on various aspects of migration management.

One of the outcomes of the reform process has been the entering into force of the 
European Union Asylum Agency, which became effective in 2022 and replaced the 
European Asylum Support Office, with a strengthened mandate to address 
migration crisis, and greater operational and coordination capacity. Further, in 
2020, the European Commission proposed the EU Pact on Migration and Asylum, 
aiming to include a broader set of reforms in the following areas: enforcement of 
stronger border protection and swift asylum management at entry; solidarity and 
fair responsibility sharing, to replace the Dublin principle of “first country of entry 
responsibility” with a more flexible system and introducing mandatory solidarity 
contributions; more efficient return procedures; stronger partnerships with third 
countries of origin and transit; and expansion of legal migration pathways. 

As of September 2024, however, the 2020 EU Pact has not become effective yet, 
and despite the progress made toward greater harmonization and integration of EU 
asylum policy over time, challenges remain. Some of the proposed reforms, in fact, 
remain contentious among member states. One of the main concerns is fair 
responsibility sharing among member states. The continuous inflow of asylum 
seekers, determined by conflicts and economic crises in neighboring regions, poses 
ongoing difficulties. Further efforts are needed to improve the efficiency, fairness, 
and effectiveness of the EU asylum system. For example, because of their 
geographic location, Greece, Italy, and Spain are often under significant pressure as 
major entry points for asylum seekers arriving by sea. These countries are struggling 
to cope with the large number of arrivals and to ensure adequate reception and 
processing facilities. At the same time, countries in Eastern Europe, such as 
Hungary and Poland, have been criticized for their restrictive asylum policies and 
limited capacity to process asylum applications. Western European countries with 
robust social protection and integration systems, such as Germany and Sweden, 
may face challenges related to social cohesion. Member states with limited 
economic resources may struggle to provide adequate support and resources to 
asylum seekers. These countries may face challenges in meeting the minimum 
standards for the recognition of refugees and for the granting of subsidiary 
protections set out in the 2004 and 2011 EU Directives on subsidiary protection and 
refugee status.

BOX 2.1  Evolution of European Union Asylum  
Policy (Continued)
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interview with the refugee and determines an outcome for the case. 
In theory, the type of legal protection given should be based on the reasons 
for fleeing and seeking protection, as outlined in the 2004 and the 2011 
Directives of the Council of the European Union on subsidiary protection 
and refugee status (Council Directive 2004/83/EC and Council Directive 
2011/95/EU). An asylum seeker may receive a three-year guaranteed 
permission to stay if the outcome of their case is one of the following forms 
of full refugee protection: refugee status, entitlement to asylum, admission 
on other humanitarian grounds, or family reunification. Other asylum 
seekers may receive permission to stay for one year if subsidiary protection 
is granted. These initial legal statuses and corresponding residence titles 
are temporary and require renewal (with a contingency that their reasons 
for fleeing still apply) until the refugee receives permanent settlement (for 
which they are eligible after five years). Refugees whose cases are rejected 
may receive a temporary suspension of deportation status if immediate 
deportation is infeasible. Those who are granted full refugee protection or 
subsidiary protection have full labor market and benefits access and may 
move within their federal state (in 10 of the 16 states) but not between 
states. Those with temporary suspension of deportation are granted three- 
to six-month residence permits and receive limited labor market access.

FIGURE 2.8 
Stock of refugees and asylum seekers in Germany, 2013–23

Source: UN High Commissioner for Refugees Population Statistics Database 2024 (https://www.unhcr​
.org/refugee-statistics/download/?url=IAr67y).
Note: Refugees are defined as individuals who have been compelled to leave their country and cannot 
return because of a serious threat to their life, physical integrity, or freedom as a result of persecution, 
armed conflict, violence, or serious public disorder. Asylum seekers are defined as individuals who intend 
to seek or are waiting for a decision on their request for international protection.
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The use of subsidiary protection in Germany in the context of the 2015 
Syrian refugee crisis has been discretionary. Although the criteria 
(reasons for flight) used to determine the outcome of an asylum case are 
rooted in the 2004 and 2011 EU Directives, individual governments have 
interpreted the law in different ways and at different times. Asylum 
seekers were granted subsidiary protection very rarely, both in the period 
before 2015 when the open-door policy began and in the initial period 
afterward, during which a very large inflow of migrants and refugees 
arrived. Subsidiary protection had rarely been granted, mostly because 
many asylum seekers were fleeing from conflicts (such as those in 
Afghanistan, Eritrea, Iraq, and Syria) that provided clear-cut cases for 
granting full refugee protection. Political tensions surrounding migration 
in Germany and the open-door policy were very high, and in March 2016, 
15 months after the implementation of that policy, a court in Germany 
ruled that asylum seekers from Syria should only be eligible to receive 
subsidiary protection (Pavilon 2021). According to the Eurostat database, 
whereas 96 percent of Syrians had been granted refugee status in 2015, 
this rate dropped to 58 percent in 2016 (refer to figure 2.9). Conversely, 
the rate of Syrians granted subsidiary protection rose from 0.1 percent in 
2015 to 41 percent in 2016 (refer to figure 2.9).

FIGURE 2.9 
Share of Syrian asylum seekers in Germany, by type of decision, 2013–18

Source: Eurostat 2024 (https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/migr_asydcfstq/default/table?lang=en).
Note: Geneva Convention status is granted to non-EU citizens who, owing to a well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, 
religion, nationality, political opinion, or membership in a particular social group, are unable or unwilling to return to their country of 
nationality. Subsidiary protection status is granted to those who do not qualify as refugees but who have substantial grounds for believing 
that if they returned to their home country, they would face a real risk of suffering serious harm. Humanitarian status is granted to those 
who are not eligible for international protection in the EU context but who are nonetheless protected against removal under the 
obligations imposed on EU member states by international refugee and human rights instruments. Rejected applications are all those who 
did not receive one of the preceding statuses. EU = European Union; Q = quarter.
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One unique aspect of the approach adopted by Germany for processing 
asylum applications was the so-called cluster procedure, which sought to 
speed up average processing times by grouping asylum seekers on the basis 
of the potential complexity of their cases. Asylum seekers from countries 
with a high probability of receiving protection status (cluster A) were 
entitled to begin accessing integration services before their applications 
were adjudicated. Meanwhile, groups with a lower chance of receiving 
protection status were excluded from these programs until after 
adjudication. This was done both to efficiently target resources to those 
with the best prospects of staying in Germany and to reduce incentives for 
prospective migrants to misuse the asylum route.

In a relatively short time, the cluster procedure approach led to marked 
improvements in refugees’ language skills, personal networks, participation in 
education and training, access to job opportunities, and earnings capacity. For 
instance, refugees in the cluster A group obtained work permits relatively 
quickly, typically within three months of their application. This substantially 
reduced barriers to labor market access. As a result, almost 50 percent of 
working-age refugees able to work reported obtaining employment within five 
years of arrival. In their first year of work, asylum seekers’ and refugees’ 
earnings equaled roughly 66 percent of the average wage for German 
nationals, and this figure increased to 76 percent after five years (the figures 
for other migrants are 86 percent in the first year and 93 percent in the fifth 
year). Rates of enrollment in and completion of language training programs are 
very high. Within five years of arrival, around 90 percent of Syrians reported 
having completed language training. Furthermore, the share of refugees with 
self-reported “good” or “very good” German-language skills increased from 12 
percent in the first year after arrival in Germany to 41 percent within three 
years of arrival (Brücker, Kosyakova, and Vallizadeh 2019). Empirical evidence 
has shown that counseling and job search assistance programs have 
significantly contributed to the improvement of refugees’ labor market 
outcomes (Battisti, Giesing, and Laurentsyeva 2019).

An important element of the refugee integration strategy in Germany 
has been a detailed assessment of refugees’ backgrounds, qualifications, and 
skills. A public portal was set up explicitly for the recognition of foreign 
professional qualifications (https://www.bq-portal.de/en; see also BQ Portal 
2024) and skills recognition and assessment. The public portal also provided 
links to job vacancies, targeted at employing Syrian refugees.

A dispersal policy that assigned refugees to regions depending on labor 
demand and the absorptive capacity of local labor markets was also a factor of 
success in the labor market integration of Syrians (refer to box 2.5). Refugees 
were also allowed early access to social protection benefits, supporting their 
livelihoods and their economic subsistence. Access to existing programs that 
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supported entrepreneurship and business start-ups was also facilitated. After 
the initial phases of reception and internal resettlement, local communities 
were significantly involved in the integration of Syrian refugees through 
volunteer households and NGOs in mentorship programs. This approach, 
together with successful labor market outcomes, helped change the 
perception of Syrian refugees over time. In 2015, according to public opinion 
surveys, refugees represented the main concern of the German population; by 
2019, the refugee crisis had fallen considerably behind other priorities and 
concerns of the public at large (Brücker et al. 2019).

The elements of the German strategy that helped integrate Syrian refugees 
may have come at the expense of nonprioritized groups who experienced 
prolonged wait times and a lack of access to resources. The exclusion of 
certain groups from integration support measures such as language courses 
may have come at high economic and social costs—especially in the long 
term—by, for example, allowing refugees’ human capital to decline in the 
meantime or by pushing people into the informal economy.

Ukrainian Refugee Response and Integration

Background on Ukrainian Refugees in Europe and Central Asia

Data on the sociodemographic characteristics of Ukrainian refugees come from 
different, complementary sources. This section relies on the following data 
sources: statistical updates from the UN High Commissioner for Refugees 
(UNHCR; https://www.unhcr.org/refugee-statistics/download/); a survey 
conducted by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 
(OECD 2023) with a sample of Ukrainian refugees across receiving countries 
between April and August 2022; and, when possible, national administrative 
data sources. However, these sources have different sampling frameworks and 
depend on data collected at different times. Therefore, the data may not be 
fully comparable and may not yield results that are fully representative of the 
total population of Ukrainian refugees. Finally, given the relatively small 
sample size, results may be affected by the survey participation of some 
subgroups (such as younger people and those with higher education).

The invasion of Ukraine in February 2022 led to a rapid displacement of the 
population, both internally and internationally. In a few months, more than 
6 million Ukrainians sought refuge in Europe. Refugee outflows were 
concentrated in two main recipient countries, Germany and Poland, and, to 
a lesser extent, in Czechia (refer to figure 2.10).

The population of Ukrainian refugees consists predominantly of women and 
children (refer to figure 2.11). This mostly results from the obligation of 

https://www.unhcr.org/refugee-statistics/download/�
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working-age men to join the military forces. According to the UNHCR 
profiling survey of December 2022, 85 percent of Ukrainian ages 18 and 
older are women. There is, however, variation across receiving countries in 
the prevalence of women among the refugee population; Estonia, Italy, 

FIGURE 2.10 
Ukrainian refugees under temporary protection, by host countries

Source: Eurostat, European Commission, EACEA, and Eurydice 2022.
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Age and gender composition of Ukrainian refugees

Source: UN High Commissioner for Refugees 2022c.
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Poland, and the United Kingdom have highest shares of women (OECD 
2022). The incidence of children (defined as individuals younger than age 
18) in the refugee population varies between 30 percent and 40 percent 
across receiving countries. The survey shows that elderly individuals, those 
older than age 60, represent 17 percent of the adult refugee population.

Almost half of the Ukrainian refugee working-age population is highly 
skilled. According to the UNHCR update of December 2022, 47 percent of 
the adult population of Ukrainian refugees have tertiary education, 
29 percent have vocational education, and 20 percent have secondary 
education (refer to figure 2.11). The percentages vary across countries, 
with different country sources indicating that more than 66 percent of 
refugees have tertiary education (OECD 2023). Selectivity among 
respondents, sampling issues, and different survey periods might explain 
the variations. Nevertheless, the Ukrainian refugee population is better 
educated than refugees of previous waves that arrived, for example, in the 
European Union from Syria, in Türkiye from Syria, and in Nordic countries 
from the Balkans. As a result of their higher educational attainment, 
Ukrainian refugees have better employment and integration opportunities, 
but, at the same time, they face potential skill mismatch; that is, jobs 
available for refugees, at least in the short run, may not require a university 
education and may result in an occupational downgrade for job seekers.

Before leaving Ukraine, refugees had a high employment rate. According to 
the UNHCR December 2022 survey, 73 percent of the adult population 
interviewed were employed before fleeing from Ukraine, 14 percent were 
retired, 8 percent were employed in housekeeping and domestic work, and 
4 percent were unemployed. Furthermore, around 30 percent of those in 
work before fleeing the country were employed in medium- to high-skilled 
service sectors, mostly in wholesale and retail (11 percent), education 
(11 percent), and health care (6 percent).

As an immediate response to the crisis, the European Union granted Ukrainian 
refugees temporary protection for one year, renewable for up to three years. 
This entails the acquisition of a residence permit, access to the labor market, 
housing, medical assistance, education, and a basic bank account; as of June 
2023, it benefits more than 4.7 million people, more than half of the total 
population of Ukrainian refugees (refer to figure 2.12).

At the beginning of the war, the European Union enacted the temporary 
protection directive that facilitates social security assimilation. The 
implementation of the EU directive with Ukrainian refugees and the resulting 
possibility of engaging in work created the conditions for strong labor market 
participation. Many countries have enacted legislation to facilitate easier 
access to the labor market for Ukrainian refugees. Various laws—such as the 
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Polish Labor Law of March 12, 2022—allow for expedited procedures to 
obtain a work permit and to recognize one’s qualifications, which is 
particularly important for those with a high level of education. After the 
initial emergency phase, the increase in the employment rates among 
refugees has been sustained in all receiving countries.

In 2023, the percentage of Ukrainian refugees employed was particularly high in 
Czechia, Estonia, Germany, and Poland. In Poland at that time, 900,000 (56 
percent) of 1.6 million refugees had registered for temporary protection and 
were employed, 70 percent of whom were women. According to a declaration by 
Marlena Malag, the Minister of Family, Labour and Social Policy for the Polish 
government, the largest share of refugees are primarily working in low-skilled 
sectors, such as the hotel industry (29 percent). Furthermore, the distribution of 
refugees across occupations reflects the employment distribution of the 
Ukrainian population by occupation in their home country before the war (refer 
to figure 2.13). Important territorial differences exist, however. A survey 
implemented in Krakow showed that 65 percent of working-age refugees were 
not employed (Pędziwiatr, Brzozowski, and Nahorniuk 2022). In Czechia, of the 
390,000 refugees settled in the country as of February 2023, 100,000 (26 
percent) were reported as employed. In Estonia, of the 20,000 registered as 
searching for work, 8,200 working-age Ukrainians were employed (41 percent).

In contrast, the share of refugees employed in Romania and Moldova is low. 
In Romania, as of February 2023, 80 percent of Ukrainian refugees were 

FIGURE 2.12 
Ukrainian refugees with temporary protection relative to the total number 
of Ukrainian refugees, over time

Source: UN High Commissioner for Refugees (2022–23). Original elaborations.
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women and 40 percent were children. At that time, of the 105,000 refugees 
registered for temporary protection, only 5,800 refugees had found work, 
and 1,362 were registered as looking for work. Of the 5,800 employed 
refugees, more than one-third were in Bucharest and one-third were 
working in low-skilled jobs (ANOFM 2023). In Moldova, the share of 
employed refugees is extremely low, slightly above 1 percent. As of January 
2023, only 1,000 refugees of the 80,000 settled in the country were 
registered as employed. In Germany, 350,000 of the 900,000 working-age 
Ukrainian refugees (39 percent) were recorded as job seekers under 
temporary protection. However, estimating the exact number of employed 
refugees remains challenging because work permit regulatory information 
may not include data on refugees working part time, those engaged in 
short-term contracts, or those employed informally.

Refugees’ intentions to stay vary across host countries, with the highest share 
of refugees expressing such intentions in Poland. In Poland, nearly 80 percent 
of the 4,900 Ukrainian refugees surveyed in the UNHCR (2022a) “Lives on 
Hold” survey of July declared they would be willing to stay in the country after 
the conflict ends. This was the highest percentage observed, followed by 
nearly 60 percent of refugees in the Slovak Republic. Among other countries, 
the percentage of refugees with intentions to stay drops to below 50 percent in 
Hungary, Moldova, and Romania and to 27 percent in Czechia. In the case of 
Poland, a strong presence of Ukrainian immigrants before the war, family ties 
and networks, and favorable employment opportunities may explain the high 
share of those expressing a preference to remain in the host country. In 

FIGURE 2.13 
Occupational status of Ukrainian refugees in Poland, compared with the 
prewar Ukrainian population

Source: Gromadzki and Lewandowski 2022.
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Czechia, Hungary, and Romania, around 30 percent of refugees plan to return 
to Ukraine in the immediate future. Furthermore, in Hungary, Moldova, and 
Romania, a significant share of refugees plan to move to other host countries in 
the immediate future; such views were expressed by roughly 25 percent of 
those in Moldova, 19 percent of those in Hungary, and 16 percent of those in 
Romania. Such plans likely stem from the limited employment opportunities 
in these host countries. Among the most desired destinations mentioned, 
Germany is by far the most preferred (by 27 percent), followed by Canada (10 
percent), Czechia (6 percent), the United Kingdom (6 percent), France (4 
percent), and Austria (4 percent).

Reception and Emergency Response

In March 2022, the Council of the European Union unanimously voted in favor 
of the European Commission’s proposal to activate the Temporary Protection 
Directive. This directive is designed to give guidance to member states on 
managing the mass arrival of refugees in the European Union. Through this 
directive, refugees have the right to temporary protection for one year, which 
can be extended for up to three years, without the need to go through lengthy 
asylum procedures. Refugees from Ukraine also have access to social 
protections, health care, education, banking services, and the labor market. 
The directive also enables families to reunite in their host country and allows 
refugees to move freely to other member states under specific circumstances.

One of the first emergency measures taken by host countries was to improve the 
reception capacity for refugees. Italy added 3,000 spots to existing reception 
facilities, and Spain opened four additional reception centers. Luxembourg 
opened its first reception center, offering temporary accommodation accessible 
24 hours a day, seven days a week. Greece opened the new Sintiki/Kleidi 
reception center and facilitated the relocation of refugees from Ukraine to 
accommodation in existing facilities such as the Serres II site in northern Greece 
and the Elefsina site in the Attica region. Greece also allows refugees from 
Ukraine to freely access public health care services (public hospitals and medical 
centers, including mental health and physical rehabilitation facilities), even 
before obtaining a social security number (AMKA).

Early on, host countries provided immediate cash assistance, usually lump-
sum payments, as an emergency measure (Aumayr-Pintar and Cantero 
Guerrero 2022; Eurofound, n.d.). In Bulgaria, cash assistance amounted to 
Lev 375 (€192) per household, Czechia offered CZK 5,000 (€203) per 
household, and Croatia provided a one-time payment of HRK 2,500 (€332) 
to refugees at the individual level. Slovenia offered individuals monthly 
payments of €120 or more, depending on household size and composition. 
Lithuania and Poland offered food vouchers, and Estonia offered free 
transportation. Furthermore, in all EU member states, governments 
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rapidly set up websites providing Ukrainian refugees with information on 
their rights and the procedures necessary to access basic services and 
temporary protection and, if needed, national ID card or social security 
identification. Estimates show that 57 cash transfer measures across 25 
host countries in the region were implemented in support of Ukrainian 
refugees (Gentilini et al. 2022). Around 60 percent of measures were new, 
ad hoc interventions implemented for the crisis, and around 40 percent of 
the measures were adaptations of existing programs. In-kind transfers (for 
example, clothes, medical supplies, and food and basic subsistence goods) 
accounted for 61 measures. Measures include the following: labor market–
related interventions (73 measures across 31 countries), education (89 
measures across 30 countries), health (84 measures across 31 countries), 
housing (84 measures across 33 countries), transport (41 measures across 
20 countries), and social services interventions (91 measures across 24 
countries); social insurance registration measures were undertaken by only 
three countries (Gentilini et al. 2022).

Labor Market Access

Special legislation in EU member states allows Ukrainian refugees the 
immediate right to work through exemptions from work permit requirements. 
For example, data from the Polish Ministry of Family and Social Policy show 
that the labor market responded quickly to the wave of refugees after the 
introduction of simplified legislation for hiring procedures, enabling about 
425,000 Ukrainian citizens—around half of the total working-age refugee 
population (as of September 2022)—to find formal employment. Ukrainian 
refugees, therefore, have an advantage over other refugee groups because 
they can access a work permit immediately after entering their host country.

The easing of work permit regulations and labor market access had an 
immediate, positive impact on the labor markets in hosting countries. Estimates 
of the potential impact of Ukrainian refugees on European labor markets as of 
July 2022 suggest that the Ukrainian refugee crisis and the 2015 Syrian refugee 
crisis affected different countries and different labor market segments (OECD 
2022). Although the latter crisis initially affected southern EU countries such as 
Greece, the former resulted in larger inflows to Eastern European economies. 
The OECD (2022) estimates suggest that the Ukrainian refugee crisis increased 
the European labor force by 0.5 percent, roughly double the growth in the total 
labor force that took place in 2015, with heterogeneous effects across countries. 
The OECD report does not anticipate that national workers will be displaced 
because of the inflow of Ukrainian refugees.

Additional interventions aimed at improving the match between labor 
supply and demand included job search support, dedicated employment 
platforms targeted to recruit refugees, and financial incentives for 
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employers. In the Slovak Republic, PES offices provide comprehensive job 
search support to refugees. Under this scheme, a social worker who is a 
specialist in career guidance helps refugees identify professional goals, 
matches them to jobs, supports them in outreach to employers, fills out 
forms, provides information about active measures and education 
opportunities, and helps to address other barriers and challenges. The 
guidance process includes three meetings, each three hours in duration. 
Initiatives such as ad hoc employment platforms have been developed by 
private companies (for example, Adecco Jobs for Ukraine) and by 
government initiatives, as in the case of Austria (https://austrianjobs-for​
-ukraine.at/), Poland (https://www.pracawpolsce.gov.pl), and Portugal 
(https://portugalforukraine.gov.pt/). Language training has been provided 
by NGOs, PES, and government unemployment offices. Furthermore, tax 
allowances and financial incentives have been offered to firms willing to 
hire qualified Ukrainian refugees, often by adapting existing programs and 
instruments. In the case of Portugal, for instance, the ATIVAR scheme that 
provides financial help to companies recruiting young workers (originally 
created for the pandemic) was extended in June 2022 to benefit Ukrainian 
refugees (providing around €2,500 per recruited worker) (Aumayr-Pintar 
and Cantero Guerrero 2022; Eurofound n.d.).

Several EU member states have also set up new online job-matching 
platforms dedicated to helping Ukrainian refugees find work. In Czechia, the 
Jobs for Ukraine (https://jobs4ukr.com/) website is an initiative of the Czech 
Business and Investment Development Agency in cooperation with the 
Ministry of Industry and Trade, the Chamber of Commerce, and employer 
organizations. In Denmark, a newly established partnership, Partnerskab om 
ukrainere I job, brings together government, social partners, the National 
Association of Municipalities, and Danish regions to help Ukrainian refugees 
access the labor market by providing guidance material and information 
about available job opportunities. In Bulgaria, where 70 percent of refugees 
surveyed said they would be ready to accept a job, a job dashboard was 
established by the national employment agency, which also organizes face-
to-face recruitment events. In Estonia, the Unemployment Insurance Fund 
set up a website with job vacancies for Ukrainians.

In Poland, the private sector has undertaken initiatives to facilitate refugee 
integration and access to labor markets. For instance, some firms are 
providing free training for refugees to boost their digital skills. Examples 
include AWS Academy Cloud Foundations, an initiative of Amazon Web 
Services; the Warsaw School of Computer Science; WSB University in 
Dabrowa Gornicza; and Accenture, which adapted some existing programs 
to provide cybersecurity training to female refugees. A survey by the human 
resources company Randstadt shows that private firms are willing to create 
job opportunities for refugees. Around one-fourth of all interviewed firms 

https://austrianjobs-for-ukraine.at/�
https://austrianjobs-for-ukraine.at/�
https://www.pracawpolsce.gov.pl�
https://portugalforukraine.gov.pt/�
https://jobs4ukr.com/�
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reported plans to hire refugees, with the willingness to hire greater among 
larger firms and becoming smaller as firm size decreases.

Advertisements for jobs also reflect firms’ hiring intentions. In February 
2022, only around 1 percent of the vacancy announcements in one of the 
main job portals in Poland (https://www.pracuj.pl/) targeted Ukrainian 
nationals, yet by April 2022, this number increased to 19 percent. The 
sectors that are most willing to hire Ukrainian refugees are the catering and 
hotel (47 percent), construction (33 percent), and manufacturing (30 percent) 
sectors. In Poland, 60 percent of vacant positions for refugees are supposed 
to be for unqualified manual workers. For the information technology and 
wholesale and trade sectors, the willingness to hire refugee workers drops to 
15 percent and 16 percent, respectively. Additionally, language differences 
continue to present an important barrier for refugees seeking employment.

To ensure rapid labor market access, EU host countries removed several 
labor market restrictions and regulations that would usually have applied 
to third-country nationals. For instance, these restrictions required job 
seekers to obtain a work permit or employers interested in hiring a third-
country national to adhere to a special set of rules and regulations. 
Countries removed many such requirements. For example, in Latvia, 
employers are no longer obliged to register vacancies filled with Ukrainian 
refugees with the state employment agency; as a result, Ukrainian refugees 
can be hired on flexible terms—at a wage lower than the national average 
wage, for example. In Austria, employers have been exempted from the 
obligation to undertake labor market assessments and tests and to prove 
before hiring refugees that there is no other national readily available to 
work who will be apt to take the job. Finally, Poland also passed a law to 
simplify foreign worker hiring procedures, allowing Ukrainian refugees to 
start work as soon as they arrive (refer to box 2.2 for more details).

Poland and Latvia have adopted measures to simplify the access of Ukrainian 
refugees to specific occupations, including health care professions. Health 
care professionals from Ukraine are allowed to practice their profession, 
albeit only in medical institutions, after notifying the Ministry of Health in 
Poland. In Latvia, medical practitioners or nurses with at least five years of 
work experience can work under the supervision of someone in the same 
specialization. Further simplifications have been added in Latvia to ease labor 
market access in health care professions, but also in the education, childcare, 
and transportation sectors; for example, for taxi drivers, language 
requirements and laws requiring the possession of a Latvian driver’s license 
have been lifted (Aumayr-Pintar and Cantero Guerrero 2022; Eurofound, n.d).

Several host countries also adopted wage subsidies aimed at improving job 
opportunities for refugees. These subsidies take the form of a one-off 
allowance, a discount on the monthly labor cost, or other types of cash and 

https://www.pracuj.pl/�
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noncash contributions. Latvia, for example, provides a lump-sum 
allowance corresponding to the existing minimum wage level (€500) for 
employers willing to hire refugees. In the Slovak Republic, both employers 
and refugees receive a monthly contribution for employers to hire refugees 
to perform volunteer activities, such as working in community centers, 
teaching languages, undertaking social work, cleaning public spaces, 
caring for dependent people (for example, elderly individuals and children), 
or working as domestic workers. In these cases, employers receive a 
maximum contribution of €110 monthly from the Office of Labour and 
Social Affairs, and refugees receive a flat rate of €218. In Hungary, the 
government finances 50 percent of accommodation and commuting costs 
of refugees hired by companies for at least one year, with the possibility to 
renew.

To facilitate labor market participation, start-up loan subsidies are targeted 
at refugees interested in entrepreneurship. Such subsidies have typically 
been devised through existing support programs. For example, Lithuania 
provides job creation support for small Ukrainian businesses through a 
version of the existing Startuok (start-up) financing program, supported by 
the European Regional Development Fund. This program allows refugees to 

BOX 2.2  Polish Labor Law of March 12, 2022

Poland offers an example of how the simplification of labor laws can be used during 
emergency situations involving large refugee inflows. After the adoption of the 
temporary protection directive by the European Union, Poland adopted a law 
simplifying its foreign worker hiring procedures for Ukrainians only.a Refugees can 
start working as soon as they arrive, without having a PESEL number (the unique 
Polish personal identifier issued to residents), as long as their employer informs the 
labor office within two weeks of their start date. Between March and June 2022, 
about 225,000 refugees (representing roughly 20 percent of the refugees entering 
Poland) had found work under this scheme. The law also created new forms of 
support and assistance, such as a one-time allowance for subsistence equal to Zl 
300. Furthermore, it opens the possibility for Ukrainian children to attend school on 
the same basis as Polish nationals and allows refugees to benefit from the same 
social benefits. The evidence so far has shown that the demand from employers 
exceeds the supply. For example, as of November 2022, there had been 11,000 
such notifications by employers in Katowice since the start of the war; by contrast, 
there were 722 refugees registered with the public labor offices in Silesia, the wider 
province of which Katowice is the capital.
a. According to the act, employers do not need to apply for a foreigner’s work permit but can simply 
notify the local labor office that they have hired a Ukrainian citizen within 14 days of the beginning of 
the employment.
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obtain soft loans for business start-ups or working capital with lower 
interest rates (for example, at one-third the normal rate). Poland provides 
office spaces for Ukrainian refugees planning to start their own businesses 
and supports artists with a combination of in-kind and cash support in the 
form of scholarships (Aumayr-Pintar and Cantero Guerrero 2022; 
Eurofound, n.d).

Skill Training and Qualifications for Workers

As of June 2023, only three countries have opened training and qualification 
measures for Ukrainian refugees. Denmark offers an integration training 
program, which provides training and practical work experience. The 
program lasts two years and combines employment and a paid internship at a 
company with school-based education. Germany offers Ukrainian refugees 
with a temporary residency permit access to integration and language 
courses. The standard integration course, which usually includes 700 lessons 
and costs participants €1,540, is offered free to Ukrainian refugees. By the 
end of May 2022, more than 80,000 Ukrainian refugees had accessed such 
courses. The Slovak Republic gives refugees under temporary protection 
access to the education and training courses offered by labor offices under 
the Help to Refugees project. In Poland, training opportunities are provided 
directly by the private sector, particularly by selected large, multinational 
firms (refer to the “Education” section, next).

Education

Host countries responded strongly to the needs of Ukrainian refugees by 
enrolling children of compulsory schooling age in primary and secondary 
education programs. The approaches taken by host countries can be 
categorized into three main types. First, in many countries—including 
Croatia, Czechia, Estonia, France, Ireland, Italy, Latvia, Lithuania, 
Portugal, Romania, the Slovak Republic, and Slovenia—refugee children are 
enrolled in regular classes with additional language and learning support. 
A second group of countries—Austria, Belgium, Greece, Luxembourg, the 
Netherlands, and Sweden—adopted a different approach by enrolling 
refugee children in separate classes that include immersive language 
learning programs and allowing them to occasionally attend regular classes. 
A third group of countries—Germany, Poland, and Spain—adopted a hybrid 
approach that combines these two strategies. Furthermore, almost all EU 
hosting countries have recruited Ukrainian teachers to reduce language 
barriers and to facilitate the integration of Ukrainian pupils into national 
education systems. In Germany, refugees participating in tertiary education 
or other eligible education and training programs are eligible for subsidies 
under the Federal Training Assistance Act.



100 ●  	 The Journey Ahead: Supporting Successful Migration in Europe and Central Asia

The results emerging from these different approaches are encouraging; 
nevertheless, challenges persist, with a significant share of refugee children 
still not enrolled in school. As of July 2022, the highest enrollment rates for 
children of compulsory education age were in Luxembourg (95 percent), 
Ireland (92 percent), and Belgium (85 percent), followed by Spain (75 
percent), Lithuania (74 percent), Italy (71 percent), the Netherlands (66 
percent), and Austria (64 percent). Countries that received a larger inflow of 
Ukrainian refugees had a lower proportion of children enrolled in school, 
likely because of congestion effects. For instance, in Czechia, Germany, 
Poland, and the Slovak Republic, enrollment rates are below 40 percent, 
whereas in Romania, enrollment rates are just 8 percent (as of July 2022; 
European Commission, EACEA, and Eurydice 2022). Overall, the United 
Nations Children’s Fund estimated that, at the end of July 2022, 
approximately 650,000 Ukrainian children living as refugees across 12 
different countries were still not enrolled in a national education system. 
More recent data for the start of the 2023–24 year shows improvements in 
enrollment rates in several countries (e.g., 83% in Romania), although rates 
remain generally low, particularly so in Moldova (8%), Slovenia (16%), 
Bulgaria (18%), Croatia (23%), and Belgium (23%) (UNHCR 2024).

The Act on Assistance to Citizens of Ukraine (Poland 2022) is an important 
example of bilateral recognition of specific degrees. Thanks to the Polish-
Ukrainian bilateral agreement on the mutual recognition of university-level 
diplomas, most Ukrainian refugees can engage in higher-skilled jobs in 
Poland. However, there are professions for which additional certification is 
needed, such as for architects, veterinarians, and medical professionals. 
The Act on Assistance to Ukrainian Refugees allows doctors, nurses, 
dentists, and midwives to practice in Poland for a period of up to 18 months. 
It might still be necessary to enhance the skills of Ukrainian refugees, 
however, because not all medical procedures or equipment are the same.

Finally, an important step taken by EU countries in terms of education and 
skills has been the development of a version of the European Qualifications 
Passport for Refugees (EQPR). This document facilitates the self-
assessment of socioemotional and technical skills that can be made known 
to employers willing to hire refugees. The EU Skills Profile Tool can support 
the assessment of refugees’ skills and facilitate refugees’ placement into 
jobs and training.9

Social Protection

Countries have introduced a variety of policy measures to enhance access 
to social services and social protection systems for Ukrainian refugees. For 
example, in Czechia, organizations and individuals providing support and 
services to refugees receive a subsidy. In Poland, refugees under temporary 
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protection have access to a range of social benefits, most of which are 
targeted to families. In Belgium, the government gives providers of services 
to Ukrainian refugees a 35 percent top-up on reimbursements for such 
services for the first four months and a 25 percent top-up afterward. This 
promotes supporting Ukrainian refugees with extra resources to meet their 
needs. In Germany, the government offers refugees with residence permits 
the same open access available to citizens for social assistance 
(Sozialgesetzbuch [Social Code]; SGB XII) and job-seeker benefits (SGB II), 
and all refugees also have the right to join the national statutory health 
insurance. Additionally, those participating in training activities can receive 
support through the Federal Training Assistance Act.

The temporary protection directive has emphasized the protection of 
people, especially those who are most vulnerable. These people include 
children and unaccompanied minors who have been victims of violence, 
abuse, and rape and are currently experiencing disability or severe mental 
health issues or those who have been victims of sexual and psychological 
violence. Countries have implemented several measures to provide support 
to unaccompanied minors, people with disabilities, and elderly people 
with restricted mobility. For example, Croatia established special 
accommodations for these vulnerable groups, and Portugal created special 
support groups to help unaccompanied minors in foster care (Aumayr-
Pintar and Cantero Guerrero 2022; Eurofound, n.d).

Housing

Countries have provided housing support to Ukrainian refugees by expanding 
existing accommodation opportunities and providing subsidies for hosting 
institutions and families. Countries have provided funds to build new 
accommodation centers and to expand and refurbish existing ones, and they 
have implemented other measures to provide housing support. For example, 
Norway and Sweden relaxed regulations to make housing available swiftly. In 
Czechia, municipalities and regional governments can receive funding to make 
needed changes to publicly owned buildings to host refugees. In Poland, some 
training facilities owned by the Social Insurance Institute have been made 
available to temporarily house refugees. In Greece, existing retention centers 
and private homes host refugees. In other countries, such as Cyprus, hotels 
house refugees. France simplified administrative procedures and requirements 
for Ukrainian refugees to use existing housing schemes. Some countries have 
opted to subsidize refugees directly. In Estonia, for example, refugees can 
benefit from a one-off, lump-sum transfer (€1,200 as of June 2022) to cover 
the initial costs of moving to a permanent accommodation. Latvia and the 
Netherlands provide housing benefits directly to refugees who decide to settle 
in the host country, under the condition that the refugees remain in the 
country for a given period (generally three months). Governments have also 
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subsidized private households providing refugees with food and 
accommodation. In Lithuania, this subsidy is €150 per month for a single 
refugee, plus €50 for each additional person. In Romania, the 50/20 housing 
program provides subsidies to Romanians hosting Ukrainian refugees of €10 
per day per person for accommodation, plus €4 per day per person for food 
(refer to box 2.3 for more details). In Poland, the subsidy is €8 per day per 
person (Aumayr-Pintar and Cantero Guerrero 2022; Eurofound, n.d).

Health Care

The Temporary Protection Directive set minimum standards for the health 
and medical support of Ukrainian refugees. Host countries should ensure 
access to medical care—at the very least for emergency care and essential 
treatment of illnesses. Many countries in the European Union provide 
refugees with health care and services that are comparable or equal to 
those provided to their citizens. This is the case, for instance, in Austria, 
Denmark, Estonia, Greece, Poland, Portugal, Romania, and Slovakia. In 
Denmark and Poland, access is conditional on applying for residency 
permits; in Austria and Romania, such access is free to all Ukrainians 

BOX 2.3  The Romanian 50/20 Housing Program

The 50/20 program is a housing program initiated by Romania through Government 
Emergency Ordinance no.15/2022 on February 27, 2022. The program aims to 
encourage Romanian citizens to host Ukrainian refugees by giving Romanian hosts 
leu 50 per refugee per day for accommodation and leu 20 per refugee per day for 
food. The program is funded by the Romanian government and European 
Commission emergency funds. Although data are not yet available on the number of 
recipients, a survey conducted by the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (2022b) 
with a sample of 262 respondents suggests that the vast majority (94 percent) of 
Ukrainian refugees settled in Romania have used the program. It showed that 
refugees found accommodation informally, through Facebook groups (36 percent), 
friends (33 percent), or Telegram groups (9 percent). In contrast, the government 
platform established to centralize refugee housing officers (Un Acoperiș) was used 
by only 1 percent of those who found accommodation through the 50/20 program.

Refugees report high levels of satisfaction with the program. Only 8 percent of 
respondents report having had problems with private landlords. Concerning food 
provision (of leu 20 per day), 57 percent say they receive cash directly; 36 percent say 
landlords retain the payment for either utilities or unspecified reasons, and 7 percent 
say they receive in-kind food from the landlord. The program faces some challenges. 
For example, an estimated 30 percent of refugees surveyed said landlords demanded 
deposit payments, and, in part because of the heavy reliance on informal 
interactions, 52 percent of refugees report not knowing where they can report abuse. 
Overall, the program is successful but could be improved with more supervision.
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entering the country, independent of the refugee’s status (in Romania, 
though, such access is limited up to 90 days after entry in the country).

Some countries provide additional medical services targeted specifically to 
Ukrainian refugees. For example, Estonia provides free health checks and 
vaccinations upon arrival in addition to treatment for chronic or preexisting 
medical conditions. It gives refugees a medical certificate that could be 
used if needed for work and allows refugees to use medical prescriptions 
issued in Ukraine to obtain medicines needed for treatment. Portugal offers 
medical consultations in Ukrainian languages for young people and 
children. Poland provides additional psychological support. The Slovak 
Republic offers to reimburse the costs of emergency medical services. 
Finally, Romania offers primary health care and emergency care, together 
with free treatment for severe or life-threatening conditions (Aumayr-
Pintar and Cantero Guerrero 2022; Eurofound, n.d).

Remaining Challenges

Challenges remain in integrating refugees into host countries’ labor 
markets. First, language remains a significant barrier to integration. Lack 
of sufficient language knowledge is reported to be an obstacle to finding a 
job in the host country for 63 percent of Ukrainian refugee job seekers, by 
far the main factor compared to other barriers, according to a cross-country 
survey in 10 EU host countries (Eurofound and the EU Agency for 
Fundamental Rights 2023). According to the EWL Migration Platform, 53 
percent of refugees in Poland and 55 percent of those in Germany have no 
knowledge of the national language (Zymnin et al. 2022). A 2022 survey in 
Germany found that only 4 percent of refugees in the country rated their 
knowledge of German as good or very good, with 63 percent having no prior 
knowledge of the language before arriving in the country (INFO GmbH 
2022). However, language acquisition is better in other host countries; 
according to the OECD (2023), 26 percent of refugees in the Slovak 
Republic and 38 percent of those in Poland have a good knowledge of the 
national language. Another challenge involves processes to establish and 
recognize refugees’ skills. In Latvia and Poland, for example, almost 40 
percent of refugees are classified as low skilled, even though 60–70 percent 
are estimated to have a university degree (OECD 2023). In Germany, 
around 22 percent of Ukrainian refugees reported being employed, but only 
less than half of them declared that their job matched their qualifications, 
according to an online survey by the Institute for Economic Research (IFO) 
between June and October 2022 (Panchenko and Poutvaara 2022). Other 
barriers include lack of childcare—a key issue for families with young 
children because many fathers remain in Ukraine to serve in the military. 
Transportation can also be an issue for refugees. Qualitative evidence from 
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Polish regional labor offices points to other challenges in labor market 
integration. Potential disincentives to work exist among refugees for a wide 
variety of reasons, including, for example, the uncertainty of the timing of 
their return. In addition, refugees risk working in poor conditions, working 
in the informal sector, and receiving pay below the minimum wage. Legal 
measures aiming to facilitate initial settlement and rapid labor market 
participation will also face important issues regarding renewals of residency 
and work permits, with permits typically expiring after nine months to a 
year. In fact, employers already raised concerns about the ability of 
refugees to engage in long-term employment because of the possibility of 
returning to their home country.

Policy Recommendations

Ensuring a coordinated response and fair sharing of responsibilities between 
countries is key to managing future refugee crises. Although progress has 
been made toward better coordinating the response to refugee inflow in ECA, 
as illustrated by the recent inflow of Ukrainian refugees, some challenges 
remain. Several measures can be implemented to ensure more coordinated 
policy responses and a more equal sharing of responsibilities. These 
measures include enabling the resettlement of refugees, financing assistance 
and international protection programs, investing in technical assistance and 
capacity building in host countries, and improving internal and regional 
migratory policies (World Bank 2023). Along these lines, the European Union 
is continuing negotiations to develop a solidarity mechanism that is 
predictable and flexible and that includes minimum annual thresholds and 
commitments guided by a fair-share principle (Del Monte and Orav 2023).

To effectively and rapidly respond to an immediate crisis, governments of 
receiving countries must ensure sufficient humanitarian support and 
reception capacity to host refugees. The provision of temporary protection 
status to refugees is a first step toward ensuring rapid humanitarian support 
and eligibility to protection programs and services. To weather the initial 
shock and cover basic needs, vulnerable refugee families need the early 
provision of social assistance benefits (for example, cash and in-kind support, 
such as food vouchers). Cash transfer programs have been shown to be 
effective interventions to improve the welfare of refugee populations, with 
few adverse effects on earnings opportunities, at least in the short run 
(Bahar, Brough, and Peri 2024). In the short run, those programs can be 
provided through externally funded systems in parallel with national systems 
to ensure a more rapid and flexible response tailored to refugees’ immediate 
needs. Physical and mental health support are fundamental for a population 
that has faced severe trauma and war—as is the case for most refugees. 
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One-stop-shop reception centers have proven to be effective in undertaking a 
first, rapid assessment of refugees’ characteristics, needs, and vulnerabilities 
and in directing them to the services they need in the short run.

During the emergency response phase, governments should be mindful of 
potential long-term impacts of policies implemented and already have taken 
some actions to improve refugees’ productive integration. Most successful 
interventions combine fast and extensive use of humanitarian assistance 
when refugees initially arrive, with policies aimed at facilitating the 
integration of refugees into the labor market as soon as possible and for the 
long term. The ability to access some basic training, for example, especially 
language training, is important, even during this initial humanitarian 
support phase. Such training is essential for facilitating participation in the 
education system, the labor market, or ALMPs and on-the-job training down 
the line. Early integration of refugee children into the school system is 
fundamental to avoid longer-term disruptions in learning that can be more 
difficult to bridge later on and that can have detrimental, lasting 
implications for human development. Other programs tailored to refugees’ 
needs—such as early childhood education programs—would also help 
integration. Regarding social assistance programs, cash transfer programs 
should be designed in a way that does not deter formal employment or does 
not promote dependence on welfare, which harms longer-term integration.

Beyond the emergency phase, investing in selected policies that support 
refugees’ integration can generate high payoffs for host countries. Such 
efforts are needed to support refugees to make the transition from a heavy 
reliance on social assistance and welfare to self-reliance. Successfully 
integrating a large number of asylum seekers into local communities, 
including access to housing, education, and employment opportunities, 
requires significant resources and careful planning. However, these 
significant investments can pay off. Evidence from the refugee crises 
resulting from the wars in Syria and in the former Yugoslavia shows high 
payoffs from a few key measures for refugees’ integration in the long run. 
These include conducting early skills and needs assessments; ensuring the 
right to work and offering workers’ protection; providing access to social 
protections, health care, education, and language training; and facilitating 
participation in active labor market programs.

The early assessment of qualifications, skills, and educational attainment 
is crucial to the integration phase. Host countries do not always recognize 
educational attainment and professional qualifications from home 
countries, or refugees might not hold the documentation necessary to 
prove educational attainment. Validation procedures can be complicated, 
time consuming, and expensive. Sometimes receiving countries will 
establish ad hoc systems (such as using specific tests) to verify credentials 
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and qualifications. The presence and use of standardized assessments of 
refugees’ qualifications, skills, and educational attainment early in the 
experience have proven to be critical factors for labor market integration in 
the host country. Because many refugees lack documentation, the 
development of a refugee skills passport (such as the one introduced by the 
EU) that can be recognized by multiple countries can be a particularly 
effective tool for validating certain skills and testing employability. One 
example of a successful early assessment of skills and qualifications is the 
EQPR (Council of Europe n.d.; refer to box 2.4 for more details).

BOX 2.4  The European Qualifications Passport for 
Refugees: A Harmonized Early Assessment of 
Refugees’ Skills and Qualifications

The European Qualifications Passport for Refugees (EQPR) aims to facilitate the 
integration of refugees into labor markets and societies by providing a standardized 
and transparent assessment of qualifications and skills. The EQPR is a pilot program 
introduced in Greece, Italy, and the Netherlands (2017–20). Sponsored by the 
Council of Europe with the support of the UN High Commissioner for Refugees, it 
follows the guidelines of the Lisbon Convention to facilitate recognition of refugees’ 
qualifications, even in the absence of full documentation. It is intended to provide a 
reliable, transparent, and standardized assessment of refugees’ qualifications and 
skills for employers, education institutions, and other relevant stakeholders. The 
EQPR is designed to be a flexible and adaptable tool that can be used in different 
contexts and countries. It aims to complement and not substitute for existing 
recognition procedures and systems by providing an additional option for refugees 
who face difficulties in gaining recognition of their qualifications. It can also be a 
practical tool to better match labor supply and demand and to better match 
refugees with appropriate providers of services, training, and education, including 
those that issue qualifications (Council of Europe n.d).

The program uses a four-step process: an initial assessment, documentation 
review, skills assessment, and final report. The first three steps are, in theory, 
intended to be completed in one hour, but the actual length may vary depending on 
the circumstances. The initial step consists of a self-assessment that refugees can 
complete online (or, alternatively, in person); using a questionnaire, refugees 
provide an overview of their qualifications and skills and a detailed description of 
their educational background. The second step consists of a review of the 
documentation of educational attainment and professional qualifications. Qualified 
assessors verify refugees’ educational and professional documents and take steps to 
replace any missing documents. The third step consists of a practical and structured 
skills test during which credential evaluators assess refugees’ skills in specific fields. 
In the final step, the evaluators create a report summarizing the results of the skills 
assessment and providing a clear, concise description of the refugees’ educational 
attainment level, qualifications, and skills.
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Registering refugees in databases that are compatible with other 
administrative databases (for example, for beneficiaries of social programs) 
is also crucial in helping to assess the vulnerabilities of refugee households 
and targeting appropriate interventions. Some countries have adopted more 
tailored assessments of refugees’ needs and vulnerabilities and have 
developed case management systems through which refugee individuals 
and households are followed by social workers via customized plans to 
address specific vulnerabilities and then referred to social services, training, 
or job opportunities (this is the case, for instance, in Germany, the 
Netherlands, Norway and Sweden, and—outside the ECA region—in 
Canada and Australia). The available evidence has shown that the case 
management approach has yielded comprehensive access to settlement and 
support services for the beneficiary population, successful integration into 
the workforce for refugees, and positive community integration outcomes. 

Rapid labor market access for refugees is key to supporting integration 
and can be facilitated by several policy measures. The sooner refugees 
can participate formally in the labor market, the sooner they can unlock 
the benefits of labor market access, and the sooner both host and origin 
countries can benefit as well. To achieve rapid access to the labor market, 
host countries can ease or remove restrictions and regulations that 
typically apply to third-country nationals entering the labor market. This 
includes simplifying, expediting, or removing work permit processes or 
granting visa waivers. Procedures for the hiring of foreign workers can 
also be simplified and expedited, for example, by removing requirements 
to adhere to a special set of rules and regulations for employers interested 
in hiring a third-country national. Furthermore, labor laws could be 
simplified during emergency situations involving large refugee inflows, 
such as Poland has done in response to the inflow of Ukrainian refugees. 
Finally, streamlined asylum procedures, such as the ones implemented in 
Germany, can support rapid access to the labor market.

Providing greater legal certainty to refugees in both the short and the longer 
run is also important. Refugees facing uncertainty regarding their legal 
status may be more reluctant to invest in activities that could support their 
socioeconomic integration in the host county. The EU Mass Immigration 
Directive and temporary residence permits are important steps toward 
ensuring greater legal certainty and preventing obstacles in the asylum 
procedure in the short term. To further support integration, such efforts 
could be complemented by offering prospects for long-term residency to 
refugees. Reducing legal uncertainty about longer-term prospects could 
incentivize refugees to invest in building skills valuable to host country 
labor markets: for example, through language or technical training, 
increasing their productive capacity and economic gains for host countries.
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ALMPs can also support refugees’ labor market integration, especially at 
the initial stages. Past experiences indicate that compulsory language 
training is a key element of a successful integration strategy that improves 
refugees’ long-term labor market outcomes. Other ALMP programs for 
refugees include interventions aimed at improving the match between 
labor supply and demand, such as job search support and dedicated 
employment platforms targeted to the recruiting of refugees. For refugee 
workers who want to engage in formal wage work, wage subsidy programs 
may be a useful tool. Employers typically have quite limited information 
about the productivity of the refugee population and may thus be 
reluctant to hire refugee workers at the market price. By allowing 
employers to observe refugee workers’ productivity by initially hiring 
them at a lower cost, wage subsidy programs may help increase the 
demand for refugee labor. For refugee workers interested in starting up a 
business, start-up loan subsidies combined with mechanisms to provide 
advisory services can help support aspiring entrepreneurs. The experience 
of past refugee waves indicates that facilitating social dialogue among key 
stakeholders—including NGOs, civil society organizations, chambers of 
commerce, and private sector employer associations—is key in designing 
and implementing interventions to support refugees’ productive 
employment. To mitigate potential backlash associated with having 
specific programs supporting refugee populations, such programs could 
also cover native-born individuals in areas where refugees reside, as in 
Türkiye.

Another key determinant of refugees’ integration is their geographical 
location, and a key takeaway from both research and experience is that 
refugees should not be isolated from the native-born population in 
receiving countries. A recent and growing body of work focuses on the 
medium-term implications of refugee exposure by analyzing the impacts on 
hosting societies that emerge from the relocation of refugees within a 
country.10 In general, the empirical evidence shows that it is important to 
avoid constraining refugees and displaced populations in limited geographic 
areas—that is, creating what has been called a ghetto effect. For example, 
housing policies that tie refugees to a physical place and prevent geographic 
mobility should be discouraged.

Dispersal policies assigning refugees to regions should consider labor 
demand and absorptive capacity of local labor markets to improve the 
labor market outcomes of refugees. Experience from the inflow of 
refugees from Syria and the former Yugoslavia shows that dispersal 
policies that allocate refugees on the basis of local labor demand, without 
discouraging geographic mobility, are conducive to better labor market 
outcomes. Dispersal policies should, therefore, take local labor market 



Supporting Refugees’ Socioeconomic Integration	 ● 109

demand conditions and absorptive capacity into account, as is done in 
Germany (refer to box 2.5 for more details). For example, such policies 
should be underpinned by information on regional and provincial gross 
domestic product, employment rates, youth unemployment rates, job 
vacancies, and skill and occupational shortages. Evidence suggests that 
dispersal policies based on algorithms that take local labor demand and 
refugees’ sociodemographic characteristics and educational attainment 
into account can contribute to improving refugees’ employment 
prospects. By using such methods rather than relying on traditional or 
existing assignment policies, refugees’ likelihood of employment has 
been shown to improve by 40 percent in the United States and 70 percent 
in Switzerland (Bansak et al. 2018). On the other hand, the empirical 
evidence has also shown that in the presence of ad hoc or quasi-random 
dispersal policies—not supported by adequate integration services, 
reinforced management of refugees reception centers, and proper 
information campaigns or driven by political decisions or preferences—
anti-immigration backlash can prevail among host communities, with 
high social and political costs (Campo, Giunti, and Mendola 2024).

Beyond labor markets, refugees’ integration can be supported by 
facilitating access to national systems for health, education, and social 
protection services. Although supporting refugees through parallel 
externally funded systems can ensure a more rapid and tailored response 
to refugee needs in the short run, it can create tensions in the longer run 
if the quality of services provided is superior or inferior to those provided 
to nationals. It also raises concerns about sustainability, because 
separate systems are typically dependent on external financing. However, 
integrating refugees into functioning national systems can improve 
financial sustainability and fairness in access and quality in comparison 
with nationals. The first step toward integrating refugees in national 
systems is registering refugees in national databases that are 
interoperable with other administrative databases (such as those of social 
services). Governments also need access to financing arrangements that 
provide predictability and confidence that resources will be available 
beyond the short term. To limit additional pressure on national systems, 
sizable amounts of external financing are often needed to scale up and 
maintain national systems in refugee-hosting regions, especially in 
countries in which public services are already under pressure. 
Institutional arrangements also need to be in place to allow engagement 
of the relevant technical ministries—education, health, and social 
protection—in support of refugees. Finally, establishing platforms to 
coordinate the efforts of multiple agencies and ensure refugees’ access to 
social services and jobs will also be an important factor in enhancing the 
effectiveness of integration measures.
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BOX 2.5  Policy Insights from the Refugee Dispersal 
Policy in Germany

Germany follows a specific quota system for the geographic distribution of asylum 
seekers throughout the country. Upon arrival to Germany, asylum seekers are given a 
proof-of-arrival certificate at the point of entry and then assigned to a federal state on 
the basis of a quota system. This quota system, called the Königstein Key, considers 
both the size and the economic strength of each state when allocating assignments. It 
is designed to make more populous and economically stronger states accommodate 
more protection seekers. In this way, the number of asylum seekers is proportional to 
the state’s population size and tax revenues (weighted by two-thirds and one-third, 
respectively). Generally, within the quota caps, asylum seekers are assigned to 
whatever state has space to accommodate them at the time, without consideration of 
the asylum seekers’ characteristics or preferences. The allocation of asylum seekers to 
districts within a federal state is left to the discretion of the state officials. Asylum 
seekers do not have freedom of movement from their assigned district while their 
case is pending. The arrival of asylum seekers is often unpredictable, and the location 
and timing of places available to accommodate them vary. Thus, in practice, the 
number of asylum seekers living in each federal state often differs from the number of 
asylum seekers established by the government quota. Table B2.5.1 shows the 
distribution of asylum applications filed in 2019 across federal states and how the 
share of applications across districts differs from the quota (Pavilon 2021).

TABLE B2.5.1 Distribution of asylum seekers in Germany, 2019

Federal state Quota (%)
First applications 

in 2019
Actual share in 

2019 (%)

Baden-Württemberg 13.01 14,990 10.52

Bavaria 15.56 18,368 12.89

Berlin 5.14 8,221 5.77

Brandenburg 3.02 4,151 2.91

Bremen 0.96 1,683 1.18

Hamburg 2.56 3,551 2.49

Hesse 7.44 11,901 8.35

Lower Saxony 9.41 13,741 9.64

Mecklenburg-Vorpommern 1.98 2,548 1.79

North Rhine–Westphalia 21.09 33,879 23.77

Rhineland-Palatinate 4.82 7,406 5.17

Saarland 1.20 2,141 1.50

Saxony 4.99 6,310 4.43

Saxony-Anhalt 2.75 4,168 2.92

Schleswig-Holstein 3.40 5,729 4.02

Thuringia 2.65 3,558 2.47

Source: Federal Office for Migration and Refugees (BAMF) 2019, 2020.
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Annex 2A: Impact of Syrian Refugee Inflow on the 
Turkish Economy

Labor Market Impact

Basic economic theory suggests that the massive labor supply shock to 
informal labor puts a downward pressure on employment and wages of 
native-born individuals in the informal sector. However, the effect of Syrian 
migrants on formal labor is ambiguous. As the cost of informal labor falls, 
employers will be tempted to substitute formal labor with informal labor. 
However, significant cost reductions brought by refugees may increase 
output and create more formal jobs. Therefore, if refugees complement 
native-born formal workers, then an increase in formal employment and 
wages of native-born individuals is expected to be observed.

The studies analyzing the impact of Syrian refugees on native-born 
employment and other labor market outcomes can be divided into two 
groups. The first group includes an initial set of studies that use labor 
force surveys to identify outcomes of interest and an instrumental 
variables (IV) approach to control for the endogeneity of the distribution 
of refugees across Turkish regions. A second group of studies looks at 
labor market impacts, combining various data sources, and tries to adopt 
a wider range of estimation and identification strategies to assess the 
causal effect of the presence of refugees on the outcomes of interest in 
the host communities.

Del Carpio et al. (2016) were among the first to study the labor market 
impacts of refugee inflows to Turkish regions. They investigate how private 
sector, paid employment of native-born workers (for example, self-
employed and wage workers) is affected by the arrival of Syrian refugees 
using data from the Turkish Household Labour Force Surveys (THLFS). 
The employment measure is disaggregated into formal and informal 
employment, full and part time. They basically use an IV difference-in-
differences strategy in which they exploit the distribution of refugees to the 
native-born, working-age population (ages 15–64 years) across 26 
Nomenclature of Territorial Units for Statistics level 2 (NUTS-2) regions 
over the years 2011 and 2014. The location choice of refugees may be 
endogenous; thus, they use an IV for the refugee-to-native-born ratio based 
on the distance between 13 Syrian governorates and 26 Turkish subregions 
(the most populous city in each subregion). This instrument distributes the 
total number of refugees in a year in Türkiye across NUTS-2 regions, based 
on the prewar population shares of each Syrian governorate and the 
distance between each Syrian governorate and Turkish subregions. 
Therefore, regions closer to the Syrian border attract relatively more 
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refugees than farther-away regions. However, closer regions may 
systematically vary from farther regions, which may invalidate the 
IV strategy. To address this concern, they include regional trade volumes of 
Turkish regions (for example, the Syrian war may have differentially 
affected trade with regions at the border) and a time-variant distance 
measure of each Turkish region to the Syrian border (distance to the border 
is interacted with year dummies) besides the usual year and subregion 
fixed effects.

They find significant and large adverse effects of refugees on the propensity 
of native-born workers’ employment in the informal sector: for every 
10 incoming refugees, around six Turkish workers are displaced. 
Displacement occurs among all types of native-born workers irrespective of 
their gender, age, and education. However, the displacement effect is 
more pronounced among native-born workers without a formal education 
(for example, less than primary education). Considering the formal sector, 
the IV estimates suggest that refugee inflow creates additional formal jobs 
for native-born workers: for every 10 refugees, around three native-born 
workers are formally employed. These increases in formal employment 
accrue to men without a completed high school education. Women and 
high-skilled populations do not benefit from the refugee inflow. The overall 
net impact on employment is negative; for every 10 refugees about two 
native-born workers are displaced from employment. Net employment 
losses are concentrated among women and low-skilled workers. The 
impact of refugees on unemployment is negative for men, but evidence 
shows that it is due to discouraged workers leaving the labor force rather 
than increases in employment. Considering wages, the IV estimates show 
significant increases in average wages, which are derived from the increase 
in male native-born workers’ wages due to the inflow of refugees.

Ceritoglu et al. (2017) investigate the impacts of refugee flows on native-
born workers’ labor market outcomes. They differ from Del Carpio et al. 
(2016) and Aksu, Erzen, and Kırdar (2018) by focusing on a comparison of 
bordering regions with those neighboring the bordering regions but not 
subject to the refugee inflow. They take four NUTS-2 regions in 
southeastern Türkiye as treatment regions because they host between 
2 percent and 30 percent of their native-born population as refugees and 
take five NUTS-2 regions in eastern Türkiye as control regions because 
these regions are quite similar to the treatment regions in terms of cultural 
traits, social norms and attitudes, level of economic development, and 
labor market characteristics but receive very few refugees. Unlike other 
studies, Ceritoglu et al. (2017) do not use the intensity of refugee inflows to 
regions (for example, refugee-to-native-born ratio) as the key variable of 
interest. They use a standard difference-in-differences methodology in 
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which they compare the change in labor market outcomes (for example, 
informal and formal employment, unemployment).

As in Del Carpio et al. (2016), Ceritoglu et al. (2017) find that the impact of 
refugee inflow to treatment regions is to decrease informal employment 
propensity by 2.2 percentage points. Disadvantaged groups in the informal 
sector, women and those who are less educated, are affected the most. Male 
informal workers who are replaced by refugees stay in the labor force and 
search for jobs, which results in an increase in unemployment. Displaced 
female informal workers drop out of the labor force. There is a slight increase 
in formal employment in treatment regions, an effect of refugee inflow that 
is concentrated around males and those with less education (high school 
dropouts and below). Average wages are not affected by the refugee inflow. 
Akgündüz, Van Den Berg, and Hassink (2015) follow a similar difference-in-
differences methodology and find that refugee inflow does not affect the 
employment prospects of native-born workers.

In another paper, Cengiz and Tekgüç (2022) look at the impacts of Syrian 
refugees on native-born workers’ labor market outcomes. As do Ceritoglu 
et al. (2017), they choose three NUTS-2 regions with highest refugee-to-
native-born population ratio as treatment regions and select 16 NUTS-2 
regions as control units while excluding seven Turkish regions from the 
analysis. They use difference-in-differences and synthetic control methods 
to estimate the causal effect of refugee inflow using the THLFS from 2004 
to 2015. Cengiz and Tekgüç (2022) use the parametric bootstrap method in 
a generalized synthetic control model, the wild cluster bootstrap method in 
an ordinary least squares model, and the wild restricted residual bootstrap 
method in a two-stage least squares model to produce p values that 
account for the overly narrow confidence intervals. They find null effects of 
refugee inflow on employment and wages.

The Aksu, Erzen, and Kırdar (2018) study is probably the most 
comprehensive among others that look at labor market impacts of refugees 
on native-born individuals. They similarly use pooled THLFS data from 
2004 to 2015 to track changes in native-born workers’ labor market 
indicators across 26 NUTS-2 regions. They use a rich set of labor market 
outcomes: employment (wage workers, self-employed workers, unpaid 
family workers, employers), unemployment, labor force participation, and 
wages disaggregated by informal or formal employment, gender, age, and 
education. They also look at changes in type and sector of employment in 
response to a refugee inflow. The sample consisted of 18- to 64-year-old 
native-born individuals. Aksu, Erzen, and Kırdar (2018) use an IV 
difference-in-differences methodology to reveal causal effects of refugee 
inflows. They treat location choices of refugees as endogenous and 
accordingly use a modified version of Del Carpio et al.’s (2016) IV.
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Consistent with the canonical model, the outward shift in the labor supply 
in the informal sector—due to refugee inflows—causes significant 
decreases in native-born workers’ employment—which is driven by the 
decrease in wage work—and wages in the informal sector, although the 
wage effect is only marginally significant. Because of complementarity 
between low-skilled immigrants and native-born formal workers, the 
refugee inflow causes an equally large increase in formal employment and 
wages of native-born men. Therefore, native-born men are overall not 
affected by the arrival of refugees with respect to employment and wages. 
The change is in the type of employment prevalent among native-born 
men: a shift from wage employment to self-employment and unpaid family 
work takes place during the study period. For women, total employment 
falls, and there is evidence that the decrease is partly due to a decrease in 
wage work in the formal sector. Nevertheless, the role of the decrease in 
part-time employment is more substantial in explaining the decrease in 
total employment of women. Those who lose their part-time jobs seem to 
exit the labor force. Overall, there is no effect of refugees on the wages of 
native-born women. Considering the sector of employment, native-born 
men in the construction sector (which tends to be dominated by informal 
employment) lose employment opportunities, whereas wages themselves 
are unaffected by refugee inflow. In the agricultural sector, women’s 
employment and wages are both adversely affected, whereas men lose only 
on wages. In the manufacturing and services sectors, jobs created in the 
formal sector exceed those destroyed in the informal sector. Both men’s 
and women’s wages in the formal manufacturing sector and men’s wages in 
the formal services sector increase. In terms of heterogeneity by age and 
education, the refugee inflow seems to most hurt less-educated and 
younger workers in the informal sector with respect to employment and 
wages. However, the same group of less-educated and younger workers 
seem to benefit from the arrival of refugees in both employment and wages 
in the formal sector.

Bagır (2018) differs from previous studies by analyzing the impacts of the 
refugee inflows on the basis of the characteristics of the moves. That is, he 
argues that the initial migration of Syrians to border regions in Türkiye is 
due to political reasons in the source country; therefore, it can be 
considered as exogenous. However, with the passage of time, those who 
reside in the border regions begin to consider return migration an 
impossibility; hence, they may move further into the country to seek better 
living conditions. This secondary migration, though, involves location 
choices that may coincide with regional shocks to labor markets. Thus, 
Bagır (2018) accounts for the endogeneity of this secondary migration by 
instrumenting the refugee-to-native-born population through ethnic and 
cultural ties between Syrian refugees and native-born individuals in 



Supporting Refugees’ Socioeconomic Integration	 ● 115

the border regions. The instrument measures the share of native-born 
individuals from the border regions in the total number of immigrants to 
each NUTS-2 region. Metropolitan areas in Türkiye, such as Ankara, 
Istanbul, and Izmir, attract internal migrants because of their favorable 
labor market conditions, and they also take high values for the instrument. 
Therefore, for the IV method to achieve consistent estimates of refugee 
impacts on native-born individuals’ labor market outcomes, it is crucial to 
condition on NUTS-2 region fixed effects. By implementing an IV 
difference-in-differences strategy for the secondary migration using THLFS 
with 2012 as the control period and 2015 as the treatment period, Bagır 
(2018) argues that an inflow of refugees generates causal impacts on 
native-born individuals’ outcomes. The difference-in-differences results for 
the primary migration regions of Türkiye show a statistically significant 
decline in the probability of employment for males (3.4 percentage points) 
and females (4.2 percentage points). The refugee impact is concentrated, 
as in other studies, among low-educated and young native-born 
individuals. Wage effects follow a similar pattern: native-born men’s wages 
decrease by 7.9 percentage points (statistically significant at 1 percent) and 
native women’s wages decrease by 0.4 percentage points (insignificant). 
The impact was much larger among those who were unskilled and young. 
Considering the sectors, those native-born workers (male or female) who 
work in informally dominated construction and agriculture experience the 
largest wage declines. Workers in small firms are also vulnerable to the 
refugee inflow in terms of compensation. Analysis for the secondary 
migration regions did not yield a statistically significant refugee impact on 
employment. However, the IV difference-in-differences estimates suggest 
that a 1-percentage-point increase in the ratio of refugees to native-born 
individuals in a region decreases wages of native-born men and women by 
1.4 percent and 0.8 percent, respectively. Again, the refugee impact is 
concentrated among young and less-educated individuals.

Akgündüz and Torun (2020) complement the ongoing debate on the 
impacts of Syrian refugees on native-born individuals’ labor market 
outcomes by investigating how the rapid increase in the low-skilled labor 
supply affects the task inputs of native-born workers and the capital 
intensity of firms in Türkiye. Following Acemoglu and Autor (2011), they 
calculate task scores using the O*NET database and merge them with the 
two-digit International Standard Classification of Occupations occupation 
codes in THLFS. For per capita inputs and investment levels, they exploit 
variation in an administrative data set of the universe of registered Turkish 
firms known as the Entrepreneurship Information System (Turkish Ministry 
of Science and Industry). The results suggest that the tasks Syrian refugees 
perform are complementary to abstract tasks performed by native-born 
workers and substitutes for capital use and investment rates in firms. 
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There are heterogeneous effects by age and education. Young and highly 
educated native-born workers move to jobs with more abstract tasks in 
response to Syrian refugees’ engagement in jobs with routine and manual-
intensive tasks. In addition, the decline in capital use and investment rates 
is more concentrated among small firms. Their findings are important in 
suggesting rapid adjustment on both labor and capital margins. This swift 
adjustment in inputs can help explain the limited effect of Syrian refugees 
on the wages and employment of the native-born population found in 
previous studies (Ceritoglu et al. 2017; Del Carpio et al. 2016).

Aracı, Demirci, and Kırdar (2022) look at the issue of refugee impact on 
native-born workers’ labor market outcomes from a different perspective. 
On the basis of the previous literature arguing that immigration is 
detrimental for native-born workers’ employment prospects in middle-
income countries rather than in high-income countries (Verme and 
Schuettler 2021), Aracı, Demirci, and Kırdar (2022) exploit the large 
variation in both level of development and refugee-to-native-born 
population share across 26 NUTS-2 regions to estimate whether refugee 
inflow to a region has differential effects on native-born workers’ labor 
market outcomes with the development level of the region. This question 
has important policy implications, especially for the allocation of refugees 
across regions and countries to minimize their negative effects on native-
born individuals. They focus on employment, labor force participation, 
unemployment, and wages as outcome variables measured using the 
THLFS from 2004 to 2015. Their estimation strategy is novel in creating 
synthetic control groups for each NUTS-2 region based on Abadie and 
Gardeazabal (2003).

Their findings show that the refugees’ impact on both men’s and women’s 
labor market outcomes becomes more positive as the development level 
rises. For men, this is observed in employment, formal employment, 
nonwage employment, and wages among wage workers. For women, this is 
observed in employment, formal employment, labor force participation, 
and both employment and wages among wage workers. Moreover, for 
women, the negative effects of the refugee shock on employment and labor 
force participation observed at the mean level of development vanish at 
high levels of development. In addition, the transition from informal 
employment to formal employment—particularly in the manufacturing and 
service sectors, found at the mean level of development—becomes more 
pronounced for both men and women as the level of development rises.

Another set of papers looks at the impacts of the massive exodus of Syrian 
refugees into Türkiye on local businesses and firm creation. The set of 
outcomes investigated in this literature is more granular at a Nomenclature 
of Territorial Units for Statistics level 3. Altındağ, Bakış, and Rozo (2020) 
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use the Annual Industry and Service Statistics survey (representative at the 
province level) produced by the Turkish Statistical Institute between 2006 
and 2015 for measures of firms’ input demand, production, and energy 
consumption. They use Company Establishment and Liquidation Statistics 
published by the Union of Chambers and Commodity Exchanges of Türkiye 
(TOBB, n.d.) for firm entry and exit behavior across provinces. They use 
province-level export and import figures made publicly available by the 
Turkish Statistical Institute (TUIK). Last, for labor market outcomes of 
native-born individuals, they use THLFS. Their estimation strategy is based 
on comparing firms in provinces with a larger share of refugees in total 
population with those in provinces with a smaller share of refugees in total 
population, before and after the onset of the Syrian civil war. They 
instrument the refugee-to-population ratio with the interaction of the share 
of the Arabic-speaking population in the province and the total number of 
individuals displaced outside Syria each year. The Arabic-speaking 
population information is from the 1965 census. The identification strategy 
is that through social capital and migrant networks, having the same 
mother tongue helps refugees with location choice but is uncorrelated with 
firm performance. Their IV estimates show no significant effect on firm 
sales or gross production; however, the production proxies, oil and 
electricity consumption, significantly increase in return to the refugee 
inflow (4.3 percent in response to a 1-percentage-point increase in the 
refugee-to-population ratio). Refugees significantly increase the number of 
firms, especially those with foreign partnerships. Provincial exports or 
imports are unaffected by the refugee inflow. However, firms decrease 
their capital use in regions with higher refugee density. As in previous 
literature (Aksu, Erzen, and Kırdar 2018; Ceritoglu et al. 2017; Del Carpio 
et al. 2016), the effects of refugees on native-born workers’ employment 
show that low-skilled, native-born males in informal employment are 
replaced with their competitors, Syrian refugees. Altındağ, Bakış, and 
Rozo’s (2020) results indicate that refugee inflows positively affect local 
businesses and firm creation, but this impact is concentrated in the 
informal economy.

The paper by Akgündüz et al. (2023) is another one that investigates the 
impacts of refugee inflow on firm performance and firm creation. The data 
on the number of new firms and their ownership status come from TOBB, 
as in Altındağ, Bakış, and Rozo (2020). The data on total sales and gross 
profits are obtained from the Ministry of Science and Technology. 
Akgündüz et al. (2023) use three different estimation strategies. The first 
one is their preferred IV estimation, which follows the exact same 
specification of Del Carpio and Wagner (2015)—they instrument the 
number of refugees in a province with Del Carpio and Wagner’s (2015) 
distance-based instrument while controlling for a yearly varying measure of 
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distance between each province and the nearest Syrian border. The control 
period in their IV difference-in-differences model is 2011, and the 
treatment period is 2014. The second strategy assumes that the initial 
migration of Syrian refugees to bordering regions is exogenous. So the 
standard difference-in-differences strategy in Ceritoglu et al. (2017) with 
control provinces in eastern Türkiye is enough to uncover the causal impact 
of refugee inflows. The third strategy extends the standard difference-in-
differences strategy by creating synthetic control groups for treatment 
provinces from the rest of the 71 provinces in Türkiye.

Akgündüz et al.’s (2023) main finding is that the refugee inflow results in an 
increase in the number of new foreign firms. There is also a positive effect 
on the new firm entries, but it is statistically insignificant. In addition, there 
is a strong positive effect of refugee inflows on profits and net sales; 
however, the placebo regressions assume that the number of refugees in 
2014 had arrived in 2011 and that use 2010 as the pretreatment period 
point to a differential time trend between provinces with a large number of 
refugees and those with a low number of refugees.

Using administrative data on the entirety of the firm population in Türkiye 
(the Entrepreneur Information System), Akgündüz and Torun (2020) 
investigate the impacts of refugee inflows on firm behavior and market 
structure. The set of firm outcomes includes sales, profits, labor costs, 
exports, export product variety, and export prices. In addition, they 
construct market structure variables, such as concentration and the total 
number of firms, at the sector-region level. They use the migrant supply 
shock across 81 provinces of Türkiye (refugee-to-native-born ratio) in a 
difference-in-differences estimation strategy. The control period is 2010–
11, and the treatment period is 2014–15. They instrument the labor supply 
shock variable with the distance-based instrument defined in Aksu, Erzen, 
and Kırdar (2018) that accounts for the endogeneity in timing and size of 
the refugee shock as well as the location choice of refugees within Türkiye. 
They find that refugees increase firm sales in provinces where they 
constitute a relatively large portion of the population—a percentage point 
increase in the refugee-to-native-born ratio increases firm sales by 0.4 
percent. These effects are concentrated in the construction and 
manufacturing sectors. The second set of results suggests that the number 
of active firms increases and the market concentration decreases in 
response to an increase in the refugee-to-native-born ratio in a province. 
The labor cost share among existing large firms in service and construction 
sectors decreases, which suggests switching to the cheap informal labor of 
refugees directly or outsourcing. Last, they find a higher probability of 
exporting for the firms in treatment regions. They further find that 
exporters increase their product variety and decrease the average price of 
their exports, which suggests a switch to lower-cost goods.
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Cengiz and Tekgüç (2022) also investigate the change in new firm entries in 
response to refugee inflows to provinces. The data set comes from TOBB, 
and their analysis covers the 2009–15 period. They find a sizable positive 
effect of refugee inflows on new firm creation—a 10 percent increase in 
treated regions.

Impact on Prices

The impact of refugee inflows on prices is rather neglected in the literature. 
Among the few studies that look at the price effects, Akgündüz, Van Den 
Berg, and Hassink (2015), by focusing on the initial migration of refugees 
into camps in the bordering regions in 2012 and 2013, examine the change in 
food and housing prices and inflation in the hospitality sector (which is 
expected to be unaffected by the refugee shock because it encompasses 
luxury goods that vulnerable refugees would not demand) via a difference-in-
differences methodology with the bordering six NUTS-2 regions as treatment 
regions and the remaining 20 NUTS-2 regions as control regions. Food and 
housing prices are regionally reported by TUIK. The study period covers 
2004–13; 2012–2013 is the treatment period, and 2011 and earlier years 
correspond to the control period. They find a significant positive impact of 
refugees on housing prices in the treatment regions. However, employment 
is unaffected (regardless of the labor force’s skill mix) by the refugee inflows. 
To explain this phenomenon, they look at migration patterns and find 
significant negative effects on entry rates to treatment regions while exit 
rates from those regions are unaffected by the refugees, resulting in 
significant decline in net migration rates. Hence, they argue that the labor 
supply shock to treatment regions is counteracted by the in-migration, 
translating to a null effect on employment rates of native-born workers.

Balkan and Tumen (2016) use a difference-in-differences strategy similar to 
that of Ceritoglu et al. (2017) in which they compare the changes in 
regional consumer price indices (CPIs) and the more than 400 items that 
make up the CPI in treatment regions with those in control regions before 
and after the Syrian refugee inflows. The treatment regions consist of the 
five NUTS-2 regions with a high concentration of immigrants, and the 
control regions consist of the four NUTS-2 regions that are in eastern 
Türkiye and contain no refugees. They construct 2010–11 as the 
preimmigration period and 2012–14 as the postimmigration period. They 
take settlement decisions of refugees in border regions as exogenous and 
driven by the conflict in Syria, which is unrelated to the economic 
conditions in Türkiye. The CPI data are provided by TUIK and are at the level 
of the 26 NUTS-2 regions. Contrary to Akgündüz, Van Den Berg, and 
Hassink (2015), they find a strong negative relationship between refugee 
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inflows and prices, especially food prices. The overall prices in hosting 
regions declined by 2.5 percent because of refugee inflows, and food prices 
declined by 4.5 percent. The overall prices in hosting regions declined by 
2.5 percent because of refugee inflows, and food prices declined by 4.5 
percent. They further document that prices of goods and services declined 
by a similar amount.

Balkan and Tumen’s (2016) difference-in-differences results show a strong 
decline in the prices of items produced in informal labor-intensive sectors 
in hosting regions of 4 percent, whereas the corresponding decrease in 
formal labor-intensive sector outputs is only a mere 0.4 percent. Therefore, 
they argue that the cheap labor of Syrian refugees produces cost 
advantages that help reduce prices in hosting regions. They argue that the 
controversy in price effects with Akgündüz, Van Den Berg, and Hassink 
(2015) is due to the more granular analysis that CPI data allow them.

Aksu, Erzen, and Kırdar (2018) also look at the change in the regional CPI 
that varies over 26 NUTS-2 regions between 2003 and 2015. Note that their 
estimation strategy accounts for the endogenous location choice of Syrian 
refugees and flexibly controls for differential regional time trends via 
inclusion of five region-by-year fixed effects. Their analysis suggests a 
positive effect of refugee inflows on consumer prices: a 10-percentage-
point increase in the refugee-to-native-born ratio in a region is associated 
with an increase of 2.5 percent in prices. They postulate the increase in 
product prices as a channel for the increased demand in formal labor in 
regions with a high immigrant concentration.

Impact on Education

An important effect of the refugee inflows could be on the educational 
outcomes of native-born youth. Syrian refugees are younger and less 
educated than the native-born population (regardless of gender) and are 
predominantly informally employed. On the one hand, this labor channel 
may crowd out native-born youth into education because lowered wages in 
the informal sector may increase the future returns to education for native-
born youth. On the other hand, adverse peer effects and crowded 
classrooms associated with Syrian refugee children may make it difficult for 
native-born children to get education.

Tumen (2018) investigates the impact of refugee inflows on high school 
enrollment of native-born youth ages 15–18. The data set they use is the 
THLFS, which includes detailed information on gender, age, enrollment 
status, labor market indicators, and parental background of the native-
born noninstitutional population. He uses two different estimation 
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strategies that vary by the characteristics of the refugees’ migratory moves. 
The first is the standard difference-in-differences strategy of Ceritoglu et al. 
(2017), where Tumen (2018) defines the initial migration of refugees into 
camp areas as an exogenous migrant shock. The second method is the IV 
difference-in-differences strategy of Del Carpio and Wagner (2015), where 
Tumen instruments the location decisions of refugees with the distance-
based IV and includes a distance measure between each NUTS-2 region’s 
most populated province and the closest Syrian border that takes the value 
0 before 2012 and the actual distance after 2012. The difference-in-
differences and IV difference-in-differences results show that refugee 
inflow is associated with significant increases in high school enrollment in 
treatment regions. The effect, though, is completely due to increases in 
male high school enrollment rates. There is no effect on female high school 
enrollment. Male children with parents with less than a high school 
education seem to benefit in increasing their human capital. This effect is 
argued to be derived from the higher competition between refugees and 
native-born individuals in the low-wage, informal sector that crowds out 
native-born male youth. In terms of magnitude, the basic difference-in-
differences strategy estimates that high school enrollment is 2.7–3.6 
percentage points higher in regions with a high concentration of refugees. 
The IV estimates show that a 1-percentage-point increase in the refugee-to-
native-born population increases high school enrollment rates by 0.4 
percent. One possible drawback of Tumen’s (2018) paper, though, is the 
handling of the 2012 national education reform, which may have affected 
the border regions differently because enrollment rates in southern and 
eastern Türkiye are traditionally lower than in the rest of Türkiye.

Çakır, Erbay, and Kırdar (2023) also examine the impact of the refugee 
inflow on native-born youths’ (ages 15–17) employment and education 
outcomes. They use THLFS from 2004 to 2015, excluding 2012 data 
because provincial refugee numbers are not available for that year. They 
use an IV difference-in-differences methodology to estimate the causal 
effect of the refugees. The key variable of interest is the refugee-to-native-
born ratio in NUTS-2 regions. The instrument is the distance-based IV of 
Aksu, Erzen, and Kırdar (2018). Their estimations show significant 
negative employment effects of refugee inflows on both boys and girls. 
However, refugees increase the likelihood of boys’ school enrollment only. 
Quantitatively, a 1-percentage-point increase in the refugee-to-native-
born ratio reduces boys’ employment by 0.7 percentage points and 
increases their enrollment by 0.3 percentage points. A 1-percentage-point 
increase in the refugee-to-native-born ratio reduces girls’ employment by 
about 0.5 percentage points. The informal sector completely drives the 
employment effects for both boys and girls. Çakır, Erbay, and Kırdar 
(2023) also estimate the heterogeneity in refugees’ impacts by parents’ 
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education and find, in contrast to Tumen (2018), that boys’ enrollment is 
stronger for those with more educated parents. This is in line with refugees 
increasing the formal employment and wages of native-born adult men 
(Aksu, Erzen, and Kırdar 2018; Del Carpio et al. 2016). With the increase 
in parental income, the marginal utility of child labor is reduced, which 
allows children of highly educated parents to spend more time in school. 
They further analyze the employment effects by looking at the change in 
those in neither employment nor education or training (NEET) and both 
study and work status of children. Every 10 refugees push three native-
born boys from work to school only and an additional four from combining 
work and school to school only. There is no change in NEET status for boys 
overall. When Çakır, Erbay, and Kırdar (2023) separate the boys’ sample 
into two on the basis of their parents’ high school graduation, there is a 
decrease in NEET status of boys with highly educated parents. Among 
girls, for every 10 refugees, three girls are pushed from combining work 
and school to attending school only, and two are pushed from work only to 
NEET status. Moreover, the increase in NEET girls is due to girls with low-
educated parents. In conclusion, the arrival of refugees helps boys to 
acquire more human capital, and the negative effects seem to concentrate 
on girls. An important caveat of this study is the handling of 2012 national 
education reform, as in Tumen (2018). Çakır, Erbay, and Kırdar’s (2023) 
main findings rely on estimations that omit a control for the policy. Once 
they include a policy dummy interacted with the education category of the 
parent—the policy dummy takes the value 1 for children born in 1998 or 
after and takes the value 0 for older children—almost all of their estimates 
become statistically insignificant.

Tumen (2019) examines whether native-born primary school children 
switch to private schools as a response to the inflows of refugees to a 
province. He adopts the IV difference-in-differences strategy of Del Carpio 
and Wagner (2015) to compare the primary school enrollment rate of 5- to 
14-year-old children in provinces with a high refugee-to-native-born ratio 
with that of those in provinces with a low refugee-to-native-born ratio 
before and after the arrival of Syrian refugees. He suggests that 
96 percent of refugee children of primary school age (grades 1–8) are 
enrolled mostly in public schools. This constitutes a large demand factor, 
and the Turkish government acts accordingly by increasing schools, 
classrooms, and teachers, especially in provinces with high refugee 
density (Çakır, Erbay, and Kırdar 2023). Tumen (2019) finds that native-
born children switch from public to private schools in response to an 
increase in the concentration of refugees in the province: a 
10-percentage-point increase in the refugee-to-population ratio 
generates, on average, a 0.12-percentage-point increase in private 
primary school enrollment. The effect is slightly larger for boys.
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Tumen (2021) looks at the impact of refugee inflows on Programme for 
International Student Assessment test scores of native-born adolescents, 
and his findings complement those of Tumen (2018), showing that refugee 
inflow to regions increases high school attendance of native-born youth—
that is, refugee inflow has positive effects on the extensive margin. Hunt 
(2017) argues that there are two opposing channels through which forced 
migration may affect education outcomes of native-born individuals: the 
labor market mechanism and the educational experience mechanism. The 
labor market mechanism crowds native-born individuals into education as 
competition for low-skill jobs increases with the refugee inflows, and this 
puts downward pressure on wages in the low-skill labor market. Through 
adverse peer effects—knowledge barriers, cultural differences between 
native-born individuals and refugees, and so forth—the educational 
experience mechanism negatively affects native-born individuals’ 
educational outcomes. Tumen (2021) makes use of the institutional setup 
that delays enrollment of refugee children in higher education in Türkiye 
until 2016 to net out the educational experience mechanism in explaining 
the refugee impact on native-born adolescents’ test scores. He shows that 
math, science, and reading test scores of native-born adolescents increase 
after the arrival of the refugees, and the effect is more pronounced for boys 
than for girls. The increase in test scores comes mostly from the lower half 
of the test score distribution (the portion below the median) and from 
adolescents with low maternal education (less than high school). This 
implies that the refugee effect helps decrease test score inequality. 
Tumen (2021) concludes that, besides having positive effects on the 
extensive margin, refugees also benefit native-born adolescents in the 
intensive margin.

Aygün et al. (2024) take a different approach and investigate whether the 
largest unconditional cash transfer program—the Emergency Social Safety 
Net (ESSN), which addresses the most vulnerable refugees in Türkiye—
affects the refugee children’s labor inputs and educational outcomes. To 
answer that question, they use Comprehensive Vulnerability Monitoring 
Exercise surveys (numbers 3 and 4, respectively, conducted between 
March–August 2018 and September–December 2018). These surveys are 
representative of the refugee population in Türkiye and include ESSN 
beneficiary households, nonbeneficiary applicants, and households that 
did not apply to ESSN. The identifying variation comes from households 
that barely qualify for the ESSN benefits and those that miss by a small 
margin. That is, Aygün et al. (2024) use a regression discontinuity design. 
The eligibility criterion for a household is to have a dependency ratio of 1.5 
or higher. This implies that for a household with parents of working age, at 
least three children, or a mix of children and elderly individuals, the 
ratio must sum up to at least 3.0 to benefit from ESSN cash transfers. 
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Some refugee households earn eligibility via other measures, and some 
with a dependency ratio higher than 1.5 do not benefit from ESSN. 
Therefore, Aygün et al. (2024) use a fuzzy regression discontinuity design 
approach and use the eligibility criterion as an IV for the treatment status of 
the household. Their results show significant large impacts of ESSN on 
labor and enrollment of refugee children. ESSN reduces the share of boys 
not in school by 64 percent, the share of girls not in school by 59 percent, 
the share of boys working by 86 percent, and the share of girls working by 
95 percent. The effect on children ages 12–17 is larger than the effect on 
children ages 6–11 because the opportunity cost of schooling is larger for 
the former group. In terms of impact heterogeneity, the effect on child 
labor is more pronounced among households in the lowest consumption 
quintile (living in extreme poverty), and the effect on schooling is much 
more pronounced in the bottom two consumption quintiles. This implies 
that ESSN indeed benefits the most vulnerable refugee children.

Impact on Health

The impact of refugee inflows on health outcomes is still a neglected area of 
study in the Türkiye context. Aygün, Kırdar, and Tuncay (2021) examine, 
using administrative data on health care resources and mortality rates at 
the 81-province level, the impact of refugee inflow on native-born 
individuals’ health outcomes. The most obvious effect of refugees is their 
impact on health care resources because their inflow is sudden and massive 
in size. Therefore, native-born people’s access to health care may suffer 
from the refugee inflow. In addition, the previous literature on labor market 
impacts of refugees shows that low-skilled, native-born labor is displaced 
by refugees, and consumer prices increase (Akgündüz, Van Den Berg, and 
Hassink 2015; Aksu, Erzen, and Kırdar 2018). This channel might also 
negatively affect native-born adults’ and their children’s health conditions. 
Aygün, Kırdar, and Tuncay (2021) collect provincial data on the number of 
doctors, nurses, midwives, hospitals, hospital beds, pediatricians, and 
adult and neonatal intensive care beds. These outcomes constitute the 
dependent variables in their regressions of refugee impacts on health care 
resources. Their main findings show that refugee inflow causes the number 
of doctors, midwives, hospitals, and adult intensive care bed units per 
capita to worsen (per capita figures are calculated on the basis of the total 
population of provinces, including refugees). A 10-percentage-point 
increase in the refugee-to-native-born ratio decreases the number of 
doctors per person by 6–9 percent. This implies that the health care system 
cannot keep up with the preimmigration per capita resources, which, in 
turn, may imply an increase in mortality rates. In contrast to this evidence, 
Aygün, Kırdar, and Tuncay’s (2021) IV difference-in-differences estimations 



Supporting Refugees’ Socioeconomic Integration	 ● 125

could not find any effect on neonatal, infant, or adult mortality rates. 
However, the large increase in minimum wage in 2016 may contaminate 
their results for mortality rates. That is, the differential impact of the 2016 
minimum wage hike may increase the means of native-born individuals with 
poor health to benefit from health care more effectively in treatment 
regions, which may help explain the null effects on mortality rates.

Impact on Crime

Kırdar, Lopez Cruz, and Türküm (2022) investigate the causal relationship 
between refugee shocks and crime rates using province-level crime rates 
published by TUIK—calculated as the share of incarcerated individuals in 
the total province population, including both native-born individuals and 
refugees—from 2008 to 2019. They use as a dependent variable the overall 
crime rate and offenses in 11 categories: assault, crimes involving firearms 
and knives, homicide, robbery, smuggling, theft, sexual crimes, 
kidnapping, defamation, use and purchase of drugs, and production of and 
commerce in drugs. The refugee-to-population ratio is instrumented with 
the distance-based cross-country IV of Aksu, Erzen, and Kırdar (2018). 
They find suggestive evidence for a decrease in the overall crime rate in 
response to the inflow of refugees. Quantitatively, the estimated effect is 
large: a 10-percentage-point increase in the refugee-to-population ratio 
decreases the crime rate by 8.1 percent. They find significant statistical 
evidence of a negative effect of the refugee shock on assaults, sexual 
crimes, kidnapping, and defamation. They show that the decrease in crime 
rates is not simultaneously determined with an increase in armed forces in 
the refugee-hosting regions. The judicial system in Türkiye is slow; a crime 
committed in a given year may not result in a conviction until a year or two 
later. Such a mechanism may put a downward bias in the refugee impacts if 
refugees’ propensity to commit crime is higher than that of native-born 
individuals (the opposite of what the paper suggests).

The Kayaoglu, Şahin-Mencütek, and Erdoğan (2022) study is yet another 
that investigates the refugee shock–crime relationship. Kayaoglu, Şahin-
Mencütek, and Erdoğan (2022) differ from Kırdar, Lopez Cruz, and Türküm 
(2022) by focusing on a different measure of crime rate and using three 
different estimation techniques to arrive at a robust conclusion about the 
direction of the relationship. Kayaoglu, Şahin-Mencütek, and Erdoğan 
(2022) use a number of new cases opened each year at the Basic and High 
Criminal Courts obtained from the Ministry of Justice. High Criminal Court 
cases include crimes such as homicide, rape, robbery, swindling, production 
and trading of drugs, embezzlement, and bribery that have the potential to 
invite a prison punishment of more than 10 years. Basic Criminal Court 
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cases, however, are related to assault, kidnapping, defamation, theft, use 
and purchase of drugs, forgery, maltreatment, smuggling, traffic crimes, 
forestry crimes, crimes related to firearms and knives, threat, property 
damage, and so on. They are usually the cases for which convictions carry a 
sentence of less than 10 years in prison. These court cases proxy the total 
number of any reported crimes in each year in each province. The dependent 
variable is the crime rate, which is normalized by the total population of the 
province (migrant and native born). The key variable of interest is a 
treatment dummy (a province is considered a refugee-dense province if the 
share of refugees in the total population is 1 percent or higher) or treatment 
intensity, which is defined as the share of refugees in the total population of 
the province, as in Kırdar, Lopez Cruz, and Türküm (2022). Kayaoglu, Şahin-
Mencütek, and Erdoğan (2022) estimate both the short-term effects using 
data from 2009 to 2014 and the long-term effects using data from 2009 to 
2017. A standard difference-in-differences methodology is used to estimate 
the short-term effects, and the longer-term effects are estimated using 
staggered difference-in-differences and IV difference-in-differences 
methodologies. The staggered difference-in-differences methodology is 
appropriate in this context because the density of refugees across provinces 
increases over time, which switches the treatment status of different 
provinces in different years from control to treatment (recall that treated 
provinces are defined as those with a refugee-to-population ratio of 1 percent 
or higher). The IV approach is similar to that in Del Carpio et al. (2016). The 
difference-in-differences analyses yield a null effect of refugees on crimes 
per capita. However, the IV estimates find a negative effect on crime per 
capita. When the dependent variable is defined as crime per native-born 
resident, then the negative IV estimates vanish. Therefore, it is reasonable to 
argue like Kırdar, Lopez Cruz, and Türküm (2022) that refugees’ propensity 
to commit crime is lower than those who are native born.

Notes

	 1.	 Although this difference in registered data may reflect a selection and composition issue, meaning 
that Sweden has a higher proportion of refugees who arrive with higher education levels, it could 
also be that Sweden has better systems for assessing and validating foreign education levels at an 
early stage in the integration process.

	 2.	 Law No. 6458 of 2013, Article 91 (Türkiye 2013).
	 3.	 This principle guarantees that no asylum seeker should be returned to a country where they would 

be at danger of persecution on the basis of race, religion, nationality, membership in a particular 
social group, or political opinion.

	 4.	 Article 37(1) of TPR, which was amended in 2018, provides authorization to the DGMM to build, and 
the Law on Foreigners and International Protection provides details on the financing schemes to be 
steered by the DGMM.
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	 5.	 For instance, between 2019 and 2022, close to 23,000 Syrian refugees were supported with 
employment services by the Turkish Employment Agency (ISKUR); by contrast, at that time, only 
about 5,900 of them had obtained work permits and were formally working.

	 6.	 In a survey conducted among Syrian refugees who were beneficiaries of ISKUR active labor market 
policies in December 2021, about 66 percent of respondents reported being employed and earning 
an income, and 35 percent reported having a formal work contract.

	 7.	 The program is financed by the EU Directorate-General for European Civil Protection and 
Humanitarian Aid Operations and implemented in partnership with the International Federation of 
Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies, the Turkish Red Crescent, and the government.

	 8.	 See European Commission, ECHO (2022).
	 9.	 For information on the Skills Profile Tool, see https://ec.europa.eu/migrantskills/#/.
	10.	 Such relocation programs, designed to reduce the concentration of asylum seekers and refugees in 

destination areas and share the costs of reception and hospitality across the national territory, are 
referred to as dispersal policies. The first dispersal programs were introduced during the 1980s and 
early 1990s to manage refugee flows from Eastern Europe and the Balkans. These interventions 
were reinforced and upgraded across Europe in response to the Syrian refugee crisis of 2014–17.
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3
Toward Greater Gains from 
Economic Migration in 
Destination Countries

Chapter Highlights

•	 Migration is associated with overall net economic gains in receiving 
countries.

•	 Since the mid-1990s, immigration has significantly contributed to 
increases in the working-age population in high-income countries in 
Western Europe.

•	 In Western Europe, migrants supported employment in all economic 
sectors, and increasingly over time, particularly in manufacturing and 
health and social care.

•	 Despite overall economic gains, immigration can also involve 
socioeconomic costs, which can be actual or perceived.

•	 The aggregate impact of immigration on native-born workers’ 
employment levels and wages has been mixed, ranging from moderately 
negative to moderately positive.

•	 Labor market impacts on native-born workers are heterogenous; 
although some skills groups benefit from immigration, others can be 
negatively affected, depending on immigrants’ skills and educational 
attainment.
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•	 In most Western European countries, the fiscal impact of immigration is 
neutral or marginally positive; positive effects tend to be larger in the 
case of high-skilled migration.

•	 The overall impacts of immigration on access and quality of the 
education and health care systems are mixed; native-born workers from 
lower socioeconomic backgrounds are more likely to experience small 
adverse effects, especially if resources are not adjusted in response to 
immigration.

•	 Overall perceptions of the impacts of immigration are more negative in 
ECA than in other regions, with some heterogeneity depending on the 
native-born and immigrant populations considered.

•	 Emerging evidence for Western Europe suggests that the potential 
negative impacts of immigration on crime are mostly perceived, rather 
than factual.

•	 The gap in labor market outcomes between native-born and immigrant 
workers in ECA remain substantial, especially for non–European Union 
(EU) migrants.

•	 The main reason why immigrants are disproportionately concentrated in 
the bottom part of the income distribution is the type of occupations in 
which they are employed.

•	 As highlighted by the COVID-19 pandemic, migrant workers are more 
exposed to employment shocks but are also less protected by social 
protection systems in the event of negative shocks.

•	 By taking up more risky and lower-level jobs, migrant workers may also 
protect native-born workers against negative employment shocks, as 
evidenced during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Key Policy Recommendations

•	 For countries in the region, especially those experiencing labor shortages 
due to high emigration rates, fast aging, or population decline, 
immigration can be a key policy tool not only to sustain population 
growth but also to spur economic activity.

•	 Both the real and the perceived costs of immigration are important to 
manage and mitigate to ensure that no population groups are 
disadvantaged and to increase the political buy-in.
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•	 Integration policies, coupled with interventions addressing 
misinformation and raising awareness of migrants’ contributions, can 
help improve outcomes and reduce negative perceptions of 
immigration.

•	 Policies and programs ensuring that migrants bring or acquire skills 
needed by destination countries are essential to enhancing economic 
gains and reducing potential costs.

•	 Investing in migrants’ language training, recognition of foreign 
credentials, and ensuring access to formal employment can foster 
integration and contribute to greater economic gains for destination 
countries.

•	 Closing gaps in de jure and de facto access to basic social protection 
benefits and services between native-born individuals and migrants can 
further support integration.

•	 Labor market and social protection policies can help mitigate the 
potential adverse impacts of immigration on some groups.

•	 Building responsive, resilient, adaptive, and effective migration 
management systems in host countries can help mitigate the 
impacts of negative shocks on the welfare of both migrants and host 
communities.

Introduction

The impacts of immigration have been at the center of the policy debate 
in many countries in Europe and Central Asia (ECA). Despite the long-
standing history of migration to ECA countries, immigration continues to 
be one of the topics subject to the most intense policy debates in many 
countries in the region. Its perceived impacts, which do not always align 
with the actual impacts, have shaped the political landscape in receiving 
countries. The public debate on immigration in Europe has often been 
fueled by beliefs and ideology rather than by facts. This often prevents an 
informed discussion of the costs and benefits of workers’ cross-border 
mobility for destination countries and on suitable policy options to tackle 
them.

This chapter aims to inform an evidence-based debate on the benefits and 
costs of immigration and on the policies that can help shape successful 
migration. As shown in this chapter, the benefits and costs of immigration 
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for destination countries are diverse, complex, and heterogeneous. The 
economic impacts include effects on growth, productivity, human capital, 
labor markets, and public finances. Beyond economic impacts, 
immigration has potential effects on other dimensions, such as education 
and health or social cohesion, which are partly shaped by perceptions of 
immigration among the native-born population. They are also highly 
heterogeneous, depending on the composition of the migrant population, 
native-born individuals’ skill groups, and destination country context. It is 
therefore crucial to consider these multiple dimensions and heterogeneity 
when assessing the contribution of immigration to overall welfare in 
destination countries.

As the chapter shows, immigration generates overall net economic gains 
for destination countries by contributing to gross domestic product (GDP) 
per capita growth and native-born individuals’ welfare. These positive 
impacts mainly take place through increased productivity and human 
capital, especially when migrant workers help fill labor shortages and 
hold skills complementary to those of the native-born population. In 
contrast with what is sometimes believed, the chapter also reports that 
the net fiscal contribution of immigrants has been positive in most 
European countries, and even more so when the migrant population is 
highly skilled. However, the chapter highlights that immigration can also 
generate costs. Some of them are factual, and others are mostly 
perceived by the native-born population and may not reflect actual 
impacts. Regardless, it is important to manage and mitigate these costs 
to ensure that no population groups are disadvantaged and no grievances 
are built up, enhancing the political buy-in.

The impacts of immigration, however, are heterogeneous, with benefits 
and costs varying across native-born population groups. Overall impacts 
mask important disparities in the effects of immigration. As the chapter 
shows, immigration can have redistributive effects and generate winners 
and losers among the native-born population, especially if the right policies 
are not in place. The chapter shows that both the skill composition of the 
migrant population and that of the native-born population are crucial in 
shaping its impacts. Specifically, native-born workers with skills that 
complement those of the migrant population have been shown to benefit 
the most from immigration in the labor market. In contrast, those with 
skills that are similar to those of migrants tend to benefit less. They can 
even be adversely affected, at least in the short run. Beyond the labor 
market, the overall effects of immigration on the educational and health 
care systems are mixed, although native-born workers from lower 
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socioeconomic backgrounds seem more likely to be adversely affected if 
public resources are not adjusted in response to immigration.

The chapter also assesses the trajectory of migrants themselves by 
analyzing their degree of integration and socioeconomic outcomes over 
time in destination countries. Another key indicator of successful 
migration is the socioeconomic integration of migrant workers, 
particularly their labor market outcomes, because greater integration 
benefits both migrants and destination countries. The chapter examines 
the current state of migrants’ integration in ECA destination countries. 
It finds that immigrants are overall lagging behind native-born workers in 
terms of both employment rates and wages and that these differences are 
largely explained by the type of occupations migrants take up rather than 
by systematic differences in immigrants’ characteristics compared with 
native-born individuals. Here again, there is significant heterogeneity 
among the migrant population, because migrants from EU countries 
exhibit much more favorable employment outcomes compared with 
migrants from other regions. In addition to having poorer employment 
outcomes overall, migrant workers are more exposed to negative 
shocks, as evidenced by the COVID-19 pandemic. Furthermore, 
their access to services and programs to cope with these shocks is still 
limited.

The remainder of the chapter is organized as follows. The “Benefits and 
Costs of Migration for Receiving Countries” section examines the costs and 
benefits of immigration for destination countries along various dimensions, 
including the broader economy, the labor market, and beyond. It looks at 
both average impacts and heterogeneous effects, depending on the skill 
content of both immigrants and the native-born population considered. 
The “Migrants’ Labor Market Integration in Destination Countries” section 
assesses migrants’ current socioeconomic integration in destination 
countries and its drivers, primarily with respect to their labor market 
outcomes. The “Vulnerability of Migrants to Shocks and Access to Social 
Protection Systems in Destination Countries” section discusses the 
vulnerability of migrants to negative economic shocks and their access to 
services to mitigate the impacts of these shocks. The “Policy 
Recommendations” section discusses policies that can be implemented to 
enhance the gains and reduce the costs of migration for destination 
countries and migrants.
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Benefits and Costs of Economic Migration for Receiving 
Countries

Aggregate Economic Impacts 

Migration is associated with overall net economic gains in most receiving 
countries. Most empirical studies on immigration and economic growth in 
European receiving countries reveal a positive relationship. Results vary by 
approach, methodology, period considered, and sample of countries 
analyzed (Rutledge and Kane 2018). In general, in cross-country 
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) studies, 
immigration has been found to boost growth in receiving countries 
(Aleksynska and Tritah 2015; Alesina, Harnoss, and Rapoport 2016; 
Boubtane, Dumont, and Rault 2016; Felbermayr, Hiller, and Sala 2010; 
Jaumotte, Koloskova, and Saxena 2016). Furthermore, additional studies 
show that high-skilled immigration improves growth in destination countries 
relatively more (Borjas 2019; Dolado, Goria, and Ichino 1994). A few studies 
of OECD countries find that immigration lowers GDP per capita in destination 
countries (Dolado, Goria, and Ichino 1994; Orefice 2010). However, these 
latter studies find that the negative effects on GDP per capita depend on the 
skill content of immigration: they mostly occur with low-skilled immigration 
while the effect is positive in the case of high-skilled immigration.

The empirical findings of studies on individual EU countries are in line with 
the international evidence that immigration boosts growth. Data from 1973 
to 2009 show that immigration in the Netherlands reduces labor market 
challenges due to aging in the long run if migrants participate in the 
workforce at least as much as native-born individuals (Muysken and 
Ziesemer 2011). As in cross-country research, immigrants’ growth 
contributions increase with education. In France, estimations using 
monthly data from 1994 to 2008 and measuring immigration by long-term 
residency permit issuance conclude that immigration, especially family 
immigration, enhanced France’s GDP per capita (d’Albis, Boubtane, and 
Coulibaly 2015).

High-skilled immigration can support economic growth through higher 
labor inputs, capital accumulation, and productivity. Although cross-
country macro-level studies reveal no or negative effects of immigration on 
productivity in destination countries (Ortega and Peri 2009, 2014), most 
single-country studies using firm-level data indicate positive benefits on 
firm productivity in, for example, France (Mitaritonna, Orefice, and Peri 
2017) and the United Kingdom (Ottaviano, Peri, and Wright 2018) but no 
effect in Germany (Trax, Brunow, and Suedekum 2015). The effect of 
migration on productivity is stronger among high-skilled migrants, who 
have been demonstrated to encourage a country to adopt new technology 
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(Chander and Thangavelu 2004). A marginal increase in skilled human 
capital due to immigration boosts productivity growth the closer a country 
is to the technological frontier (Lodigiani 2008; Vandenbussche, Aghion, 
and Meghir 2006). Finally, the empirical evidence also shows that 
immigration increases innovation, as assessed by patents (Hunt and 
Gauthier-Loiselle 2010; Terry et al. 2020), and that high-educated 
immigrants increase capital accumulation (Ortega and Peri 2009).

Since the mid-1990s, immigration has significantly contributed to 
population expansion in EU-15 countries. From 1995 to 2017, the 
cumulative population growth in the EU-15 was 9.6 percent. This is lower 
than rates in most other developed nations, including Australia (36 
percent), New Zealand (30 percent), Canada (25 percent), the United States 
(22 percent), and the Republic of Korea (14 percent). Nearly 80 percent of 
the growth was attributable to net migration inflows (refer to figure 3.1, 
panel a), providing a vital lift to an otherwise stagnant natural growth rate.

Although immigration helps rebalance the demographic structure in rapidly 
aging societies, significant changes would require much larger migration inflows 
than those observed over the past three decades. Migrants are 
disproportionately of working age, given that economic opportunity is their 
primary motivation for migration. In high-income EU destination countries with 
dwindling populations, migrants contribute to the growth and share of the 

FIGURE 3.1 
Contribution of migration to population growth in the EU-15

Source: Bossavie et al. 2022, based on Eurostat (https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/main/data/database) and Wittgenstein Centre for 
Demography and Global Human Capital 2018, Wittgenstein Centre Data Explorer Version 2.0 (https://dataexplorer.wittgensteincentre.org​
/wcde-v2/).
Note: Net migration is calculated as immigration flows (arrivals) minus emigration flows (departures). Natural population change is defined 
as births minus deaths. The old-age dependency ratio is the population ages 65 and older divided by the population ages 16–64. 
EU-15 = European Union members before 2004.
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working-age population (World Bank 2019). That said, at the present rate, 
immigration can contribute only marginally to a reduction in the average age of 
the population in recipient countries. In 2015, the old-age dependency ratio—
the ratio between the population ages 65 and older and the population ages 
15–64—was 30 percent in the EU-15. If recent migration trends persist, the rate 
is projected to reach 56 percent by 2050, which is only marginally lower than the 
rate estimated in the absence of immigration (refer to figure 3.1, panel b).

Skills beget skills, with migration supporting larger human capital advancements 
in more dynamic economic centers. Despite increases in educational attainment 
in the vast majority of regions (according to the Nomenclature of Territorial Units 
for Statistics level 2 [NUTS-2]) from 2011 to 2017, gains have been larger in 
regions with greater net migration flows (that is, more inflows than outflows) 
and smaller in migrant-sending regions (refer to figure 3.2, panel a). This pattern 
has been observed in both Western Europe and EU-NMS13 (countries joining the 
European Union in 2004, 2007, and 2013). It may be the result of several 
factors, including a higher overall demand for skills that incentivizes native-born 
individuals and migrants to accumulate more skills in those areas. Moreover, 
there is a positive correlation between educational attainment of the native-born 
population in host countries and the educational attainment of migrants: 
countries with a highly educated population attract more educated migrants. In 
several cases, migrants’ educational attainment is even higher than in the local 
population (refer to figure 3.2, panel b).

The larger and more diverse human capital brought by immigration can lead to 
productivity gains through the reallocation of native-born workers to higher-
productivity activities in which they have a comparative advantage. According 
to several studies, migrant workers specialize in occupations that require skills 
different from those of native-born workers, with the former being more likely 
to work in jobs that are intensive in manual or physical labor and the latter 
focusing on jobs more intensive in communication and language tasks (Peri 
and Sparber 2009). Migration thus promotes more efficient task specialization, 
pushing native-born workers toward occupations in which they have a 
comparative advantage (Peri 2012). This specialization of skills increases total 
factor productivity and stimulates innovation. At the same time, it minimizes 
competition between migrant and native-born workers, reducing any possible 
downward pressure on wages.

The fiscal impact of immigration is neutral or marginally positive in most 
Western European countries. Migrants to EU countries have, on average, been 
found to be net contributors in receiving countries (Sumption and Vargas-Silva 
2019). As of 2006, it was estimated that migrant employees made a net 
contribution of approximately €42 billion to the national tax and benefit 
systems of a group of 13 EU countries (Barbone, Bontch-Osmolovsky, and 
Zaidi 2009). France (Chojnicki 2013), the United Kingdom (Dustmann and 
Frattini 2014; Vargas-Silva 2016), and the Scandinavian countries (Hansen, 
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Schultz-Nielsen, and Tranaes 2017) have all experienced similar positive net 
effects (Dustmann and Frattini 2014; Hansen, Schultz-Nielsen, and Tranaes 
2017). This evidence is consistent with the broader (although earlier) evidence 
for advanced economies that the net fiscal contribution of immigration 
typically falls within a range of plus or minus 1 percent of GDP (Rowthorn 
2008). A recent study based on microsimulation methods focusing on EU-15 
countries with the exclusion of the UK, found that on average, migrants were 
net contributors to public finances over the period 2014–18 and, moreover, 
that they contributed approximately €1,500 more per capita each year than 
native-born residents (accounting for income taxes, social insurance and social 
security contributions paid, and cash transfers received, as well as value-added 
tax [VAT] paid and the receipt of in-kind benefits such as education, health 
care, and social housing). While this magnitude varies across specific 
countries, the net effect becomes negligible when controlling for self-selection 
and for the probability of migrants being net contributors to the tax-benefits 
system (Fiorio et al. 2024).

FIGURE 3.2 
International migration and human capital

Source: Eurostat (https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/main/data/database).
Note: Net migration refers to the cumulative number of immigrants (arrivals) minus the number of emigrants (departures) between 2012 and 
2017, as a percentage of the initial population in 2011. The line in panel a shows the linear fit estimated by regressing net migration flows 
over the change in the share of tertiary-educated adults. In panel b, the 45-degree line represents parity between the share of immigrants 
with tertiary education and the share of native-born adults with tertiary education. In countries located above or below the 45-degree line, the 
share of immigrants with tertiary education is higher or lower, respectively, than the share of native-born adults with tertiary education. The 
labels in panel a show the NUTS-2 regional code, which includes the alpha-2 country code and the two-digit principal subdivision code. For a 
list of NUTS-2 regional codes, go to https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/nuts. The labels in panel a show 3-digit country codes. For a list of 
country codes, go to https://www.iso.org/obp/ui/#search. Western Europe = EU-15 + EFTA; EU15 = European Union members before 2004; 
EFTA = European Free Trade Association (CHE, ISL, LIE, NOR); EU-NMS13 = new member states joining the European Union in 2004, 2007, and 
2013; other ECA countries = Albania, Belarus, Georgia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyz Republic, Moldova, Montenegro, North Macedonia, Serbia, Russian 
Federation, Turkïye, Ukraine, and Uzbekistan; NUTS-2 = Nomenclature of Territorial Units for Statistics level 2.
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The fiscal effects of immigration, however, depend on the skill 
composition of migration and on whether it is temporary or permanent. 
Education and skill levels affect migrants’ net fiscal contributions. 
Although individual government expenditures on migrants are similar 
across education levels, migrants’ fiscal contributions vary across skill 
groups. As a result, the net fiscal impacts of immigration for ECA 
countries tend to be more positive for high-skilled migrants and migrants 
from the European Economic Area than for low-skilled migrants and 
migrants from low-income countries (OECD 2013). They also depend on 
whether immigration is temporary or permanent. Temporary workers 
typically return to their country of origin before needing the public 
expenditures associated with old age, health care and pensions. Many 
temporary workers migrate without their families and thus do not use the 
host country’s education system. By contrast, permanent migrants need 
full access to health care, education, and pension systems and thus 
generate smaller fiscal gains (OECD 2013).

Labor Market Impacts

In EU countries, migrants increasingly support employment over time in all 
economic sectors, particularly in manufacturing and health and social care. 
The share of migrant workers in the European Union grew in the past 
decade in all sectors of the economy (refer to figure 3.3, panel a). Migrants’ 
presence is highest in the personal care and services sectors, such as health 
care, hotels and restaurants, hospitality, and household services. 
Furthermore, migrants’ incidence has also become more prevalent in the 
information technology sector and, to a lesser extent, in manufacturing. 
When considering employment growth, migrants’ largest contributions to 
employment growth have been in both declining sectors (manufacturing, 
trade) and fast-growing ones (health and social care).

The average impact of immigration on native-born workers’ wages in ECA 
destination countries has been mixed. Because labor market adjustments 
take time, an increase in labor supply associated with an inflow of 
immigrant workers can affect native-born workers’ wages and 
employment, at least in the short run. Most studies of recipient countries 
in ECA find that immigration had either null or small aggregate effects on 
the wages of native-born workers (Barrett 2009; Blanchflower and 
Shadforth 2009; Docquier et al. 2014; Edo 2015; Glitz 2012). Insignificant 
average effects on native-born workers’ wages have been found in France 
(Edo 2015), Germany (Glitz 2012), Spain (Carrasco, Jimeno, and Ortega 
2008), and the United Kingdom (Dustmann, Fabbri, and Preston 2005). 
Small positive wage effects have been reported for Denmark (Foged and 
Peri 2016), Norway (Zorlu and Hartog 2005), and the United Kingdom 
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(Dustmann, Frattini, and Preston 2013), although aggregate wage effects 
have been shown to be slightly negative in the Netherlands (Zorlu and 
Hartog 2005). Overall, the contribution of immigration to wage dynamics 
in Western European countries has been much lower than that of changes 
in the demographics and skill composition of the native-born workforce 
(Docquier et al. 2018).

The wage effects of immigration, however, critically depend on both the 
skill composition of immigrants and the skill level of the native-born 
population considered. Depending on its composition, immigration can 
create winners and losers among native-born individuals via changes in the 
wage structure (Borjas 2003a; Edo 2019; Ottaviano and Peri 2012). A key 
determinant of the impact of immigration on different groups of native-
born individuals is the degree of substitutability or complementarity of 
their skills with those of migrant workers. Although negative wage effects 
can take place for groups of native-born individuals whose skills are similar 

FIGURE 3.3 
Migrants’ contributions to employment in the European Union, by sector of activity

Source: Eurostat (https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/main/data/database).
Note: Contributions to total employment growth are calculated as the change in the number of employed individuals from a specific 
group (either native-born workers or migrants) in a particular sector between 2008 and 2018 divided by the total change in employment 
in that sector during the same period. ICT = information and communications technology; Int. orgs. = international organizations. 
WASH = water, sanitation, and hygiene.
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to those of migrants (Dustmann, Glitz, and Frattini 2008), at least in the 
short run, the wages of native-born individuals with complementary skills 
may be positively affected. The available evidence for ECA is mostly 
consistent with this prediction. Lower-educated native-born workers have 
experienced small negative wage losses, and high-skilled workers have 
seen gains in destination countries where immigration has been mostly low 
skilled, such as in Germany (Brücker and Jahn 2011), the Netherlands, and 
the United Kingdom (Blanchflower and Shadforth 2009; Zorlu and Hartog 
2005). In contrast, more recent high-skilled immigration to France has had 
small negative impacts on high-skilled native-born individuals while 
benefiting low-skilled workers’ wages (Edo and Toubal 2015).

Likewise, the impacts on native-born individuals’ employment are small and 
mixed, with heterogeneous effects across groups. If there are labor market 
rigidities in wage adjustments, immigration may also affect employment 
levels. The employment effects of immigration have been reported to be 
negative in the short term in France (Edo 2015) and Germany (Glitz 2012) and 
null in Spain (Carrasco, Jimeno, and Ortega 2008), the United Kingdom 
(Dustmann, Fabbri, and Preston 2005), and EU countries more broadly 
(Bossavie et al. 2022). As for wages, aggregate effects mask important 
heterogeneity across groups. Employment effects depend heavily on 
migrants’ composition and the group of native-born workers considered. 
Employment effects are more often found to be negative for low- and 
medium-skilled native-born workers in France (Edo 2015) and the United 
Kingdom (Dustmann, Fabbri, and Preston 2005), whereas positive but small 
employment effects have been reported for high-skilled native-born workers 
in Denmark (Foged and Peri 2016). In France, an increase in high-skilled 
migration in select occupations had no impact on the employment levels of 
native-born workers (Signorelli 2024). Employment effects can also be gender 
specific. They can depend on the gender of both immigrants and native-born 
individuals, together with their education level. In Spain, an inflow of low-
skilled female migrants into the domestic household service sector has been 
found to increase the economic participation and employment rates of 
tertiary-educated Spanish women by freeing up time from household 
activities (Farré, González, and Ortega 2011).

The impacts of immigration on native-born workers’ wages and 
employment can dissipate in the long run, if labor markets are flexible 
enough, and through impacts from productivity growth. Although 
immigration may generate small negative impacts on some groups of the 
native-born population, markets may eventually adjust in the long run 
through a reallocation of capital and the movement of workers to other 
occupations, sectors, and regions. As a result, the impact of migration may 
decline. In France, immigration was estimated to decrease native-born 
workers’ wages by 0.6 percent in the short run but had on average no 
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impact on wages in the long run (Edo and Toubal 2015). These long-term 
adjustments, however, partly depend on labor market flexibility, because 
rigidities may prevent wage adjustments for some groups of native-born 
workers after labor supply shocks (World Bank 2023). Although generally 
quite scarce, evidence for Western European countries suggests that 
reduced market flexibility may protect native-born workers against 
potential adverse effects of immigration in the short run but at the cost of 
worsening their labor market outcomes in the longer run (Angrist and 
Kugler 2003). In France, the negative employment effects of immigration 
have been more pronounced among native-born workers with more rigid 
fixed-term employment contracts, although their wages have been less 
affected (Edo 2015, 2016).

Immigration can also induce native-born workers to relocate to higher-quality 
jobs, which are also less exposed to negative employment shocks. Immigrant 
workers often fill the difficult and dangerous jobs that locals are not willing to 
undertake, as shown in the ECA context and elsewhere (Orrenius and 
Zavodny 2009, 2013; Sparber and Zavodny 2022). By concentrating in these 
types of occupations, immigrant workers can induce native-born workers to 
relocate to higher-quality employment, as shown in Denmark (Foged and 
Peri 2016) and for EU countries as a whole (Bossavie et al. 2022). These high-
quality jobs into which native-born workers relocate also turn out to be less 
exposed to negative employment shocks, such as those experienced during 
the COVID-19 pandemic. When the pandemic hit, native-born workers in the 
European Union were employed in jobs more amenable to working from 
home, less dependent on face-to-face interactions, and less sensitive to 
economic downturns, which ended up protecting them against the adverse 
impacts of the shock (Bossavie et al. 2022).

According to simulations, the welfare effects of an increase in immigration 
to Western Europe are mostly positive for nonimmigrants, although they 
are heterogeneous across countries and skill groups. A set of simulations 
for 24 European countries looked at the effects of an increase in 
immigration by 1 percentage point of the labor force on native-born 
individuals’ welfare outcomes (Battisti and Poutvaara 2021). The 
simulations considered the newcomers’ alternative skill structures, ranging 
from completely low skilled to completely high skilled (see annex 3A for 
more details). Although welfare effects are found to be heterogeneous 
across countries and skill groups, in most cases the effects of a marginal 
increase in the number of immigrants are positive for nonimmigrants. The 
results of the simulations indicate that the inflow of high-skilled 
immigrants has larger net benefits for host countries (refer to figure 3.4, 
panel a). The benefits are larger for low-skilled native-born workers 
through the complementarity channel and in almost all countries offset the 
negative impact on high-skilled native-born individuals because of 
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substitution effects (that is, immigrant workers replacing native-born 
workers in some high-skilled jobs). Skill-balanced immigration tends to 
have either neutral or positive welfare effects, although it is asymmetric 
across skill levels of the native-born population (refer to figure 3.4, 
panel b). The net welfare impact of low-skilled migration is limited or 
neutral and, in some cases, negative for low-skilled native-born individuals 
(refer to figure 3.4, panel c).

FIGURE 3.4 
Simulated welfare effects of an increase in immigration equal to 1 percentage point of the labor 
force, by country of destination
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Other Socioeconomic Impacts

Immigration can also affect host countries’ education systems and 
outcomes through several channels, depending on the context. The first 
channel is through its potential impact on the amount of educational 
resources available to native-born individuals. If educational resources, 
such as teachers, infrastructure, and financial resources, do not adjust to 
the presence of immigrant children, it can lead to a deterioration in the 
quality of education delivered. In Spain, for example, higher shares of 
immigrant children have been shown to be positively associated with higher 
student-teacher ratios (Tanaka, Farré, and Ortega 2018), which are known 
to have a negative impact on learning outcomes (Ballatore, Fort, and Ichino 
2018). Second, the presence of immigrant children in schools and 
classrooms may directly affect native-born students’ learning through 
learning peer effects. Available studies for ECA countries report mixed 
findings, ranging from null in Austria (Schneeweis 2015) and the 
Netherlands (Ohinata and Van Ours 2013) to small negative effects in 
Denmark (Jensen and Rasmussen 2011), Germany (Jürges et al. 2022), and 
Italy (Frattini and Meschi 2019; Tonello 2016). These impacts have also 
been shown to be heterogeneous and to depend on the share of migrant 
children in the classroom, whether their parents are highly or less 
educated, and whether they have a solid command of the local language.1 

c. Scenario 3: Immigration is 100 percent low skilled

–0.6
–0.5
–0.4
–0.3
–0.2
–0.1

0.2
0.3
0.4
0.5
0.6

0.1
0

S
im

u
la

te
d

 c
h

a
n

g
e

 i
n

 w
e

lf
a

re
 (

%
)

Destination country

G
re

ece

Sl
ova

k 
Republic

Ita
ly

Sp
ain

Cyp
ru

s

Sl
ove

nia

Est
onia

D
enm

ark

Fi
nla

nd

U
nite

d K
in

gdom

Sw
itz

erla
nd

G
erm

any

N
eth

erla
nds

N
orw

ay

Fr
ance

Belg
iu

m

Cro
atia

Sw
eden

Aust
ria

M
alta

H
ungary

Cze
ch

ia

Port
ugal

Welfare, low-skilled native born Welfare, high-skilled native born Welfare, all native-born individuals

Source: Battisti and Poutvaara 2021.
Note: The welfare measure on the y-axes is a function of both employment level and wages of the native-born population derived from the 
model of Battisti and Poutvaara (2021). High-skilled individuals are defined as adults having a tertiary education degree. Low-skilled 
individuals are defined as adults without a tertiary education degree.

Figure 3.4 
Simulated welfare effects of an increase in immigration equal to 1 percentage point of the labor 
force, by country of destination (Continued)



148 ●  	 The Journey Ahead: Supporting Successful Migration in Europe and Central Asia

More negative impacts tend to be nonlinear and mostly observed when the 
shares of immigrant children are higher (Frattini and Meschi 2019). Finally, 
immigration may trigger native-born students to move out of schools with a 
high concentration of immigrant children, which further raises the ratio of 
migrants to nationals and can exacerbate negative impacts and 
perceptions. In Spain and Türkiye, the enrollment of native-born children in 
private education has been shown to increase in response to higher 
numbers of immigrant children in public schools, especially if the native-
born students are from higher-income households (Farré, Ortega, and 
Tanaka 2018; Tumen 2019).

Immigration can affect the availability and quality of health services in host 
countries through several and sometimes conflicting channels, making its 
overall effects ambiguous. On the one hand, immigration can be expected 
to increase the demand for health care in a similar way as for education 
services, which can create pressure in accessing such services, especially in 
communities with limited public resources. In the United Kingdom, waiting 
times for health care have increased in disadvantaged areas with large 
inflows of immigrants (Giuntella, Nicodemo, and Vargas-Silva 2018). On 
the other hand, these effects may be mitigated by or even compensated for 
by several factors. First, migrants have a lower propensity to use health 
care services than nationals, in part because they tend to be younger and 
healthier. In addition, in many ECA countries, migrants account for a 
relatively large share of health care workers, thereby also providing the 
national population with additional human resources. Overall, the impact 
of migrants’ consumption of health care services on nationals depends on 
multiple factors, including migrants’ geographic concentration, their age 
profile and health status, and the share of patients who need specialized 
services (World Bank 2023).

Immigration affects housing prices in some host countries depending on 
the native-born population’s mobility. An immigrant inflow in a specific 
country, city, or region resembles a positive housing demand shock. As a 
result, housing rents or values where there is a high immigrant presence 
would be expected to increase in response to immigration, given that 
housing supply is rather inelastic in the short run. Such impacts have been 
evidenced in Türkiye, where low-skilled migrant inflows have led to an 
increase in the rents of higher-quality housing units, although they had no 
effects on the rents of lower-quality ones. However, large immigrant 
inflows to specific areas may also induce native-born individuals to move 
out of these areas, which can ultimately contribute to reducing housing 
prices, as found in Italy (Accetturo et al. 2014) and the United Kingdom 
(Sá 2015). This initial evidence suggests that the overall effects of 
immigration on housing prices in ECA are context and country specific.
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Although little association between actual crime and immigration has been 
reported so far, perceptions of crime may rise with immigration. Existing 
evidence for Western European countries indicates that an increase in 
immigration does not significantly affect actual crime victimization but is 
associated with an increase in the fear of crime, the latter being 
consistently and positively correlated with the native-born population’s 
unfavorable attitude toward immigrants (Nunziata 2015). Likewise, in 
Italy, no significant effect on overall crime rates has been found (Bianchi, 
Buonanno, and Pinotti 2012). Immigrants’ labor market outcomes, 
however, seem to matter. In the United Kingdom, immigration was shown 
to have either slightly positive or negative impacts on crime, depending on 
the labor market opportunities to which new entrants have access (Bell, 
Fasani, and Machin 2013). Emerging evidence also indicates that migrants’ 
legal status matters: in Italy, irregular migrants have been shown to be less 
likely to commit crimes when they have a legal status that allows them to 
access the formal labor market (Fasani 2018; Mastrobuoni and Pinotti 
2015; Pinotti 2017).

More broadly, perceptions of the impacts of immigration are more negative 
in ECA than in other regions. Despite the overall positive economic impacts 
of immigration, the average citizen in ECA has more negative views about 
migration in their country than do citizens of other regions (World Bank 
2017). Nine of the 10 least-accepting countries in the world according to 
the Gallup Migrant Acceptance Index were in ECA (Esipova, Fleming, and 
Ray 2017).2 This suggests that the perceived costs of migration in the region 
are high, because of either inaccurate perceptions of the economic benefits 
and costs of immigration among the native-born population or 
noneconomic costs that are hard to measure and can be missed by 
quantitative studies. Still, most Europeans are either neutral or positive 
about migration overall (Goubin, Ruelens, and Nicaise 2022).

The salience of migration as a main concern of the population fluctuates 
according to geopolitical and economic events, although perceptions are 
stable or even improving in the long run. Perceptions of labor mobility are 
shaped by the economic situation in the host country, with episodes of high 
unemployment rates and relevant strains on public finances leading to 
more concerns over immigration inflows. During the Syrian refugee crisis, 
the share of respondents in the Eurobarometer citing immigration as one of 
the two most pressing challenges in the European Union rapidly rose from 
below 10 percent in 2012 to close to 60 percent at its peak in November 
2015 and then fell to below 40 percent in May 2017 and 28 percent in 
November 2023 (Schuettler 2017). This is in line with studies that show 
that short-term increases in immigration flows are associated with 
worsening perceptions of immigration (Dražanová and Gonnot 2023). 
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In Europe, regions highly exposed to the 2015 refugee crisis had higher 
antimigrant sentiment (Ajzenman, Giray Aksoy, and Guriev 2022). 
However, broader attitudes toward immigration and immigration policies 
have remained more stable and even trended upward in more recent years 
(Dražanová and Gonnot 2023).

Perceptions of migration vary depending on the characteristics of the 
native-born and immigrant populations. There are strong variations in 
perceptions of migrants across subregions and countries in ECA. In general, 
Western European countries tend to have more favorable views of 
immigration than Eastern European countries. In the long term, a higher 
prevalence of migration is correlated with more positive attitudes toward 
migrants (Dražanová and Gonnot 2023). This is because exposure to 
migrants increases knowledge and empathy and reduces prejudice 
(Bursztyn et al. 2024). At the individual level, citizens with a higher 
education level, who are younger, and who have more left-leaning political 
attitudes have on average more positive views of immigration and its fiscal 
and labor market implications (Boeri 2010; Goubin, Ruelens, and Nicaise 
2022; World Bank 2017). Information also shapes perceptions, with those 
having more accurate knowledge about the magnitude and impact of 
immigration having a more pro-immigration stance (Sides and Citrin 2007). 
However, recent surveys show that more than two in three people in 
Europe overestimate the size of the migration phenomenon in their country 
(European Commission 2021), and there is a general underestimation of 
migrants’ skills and education level (Alesina, Miano, and Stantcheva 2023). 
Beyond citizens’ characteristics, there is a general preference for the 
migration of people with a similar background, because they are considered 
to assimilate more easily (Dražanová and Gonnot 2023). For example, in 
the Russian Federation, attitudes toward ethnic Russian migrants are 
significantly more positive than those toward migrants coming from the 
South Caucasus or Central Asia (Levada-Center 2017). Similarly, Europeans 
give broader support to the arrival of migrants from other EU countries or 
those having the same ethnic background (ESS Data Portal 2022).

Migrants’ Labor Market Integration in 
Destination Countries

Immigrants in the European Union have lower employment rates than 
native-born individuals, even after accounting for differences in their age, 
gender, and education profiles. The gap in employment rate between 
native-born and immigrant workers in EU countries was around 
4.5 percentage points in 2020. This variation could potentially stem from 
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differences between the two populations in characteristics such as age 
structure, gender mix, and educational composition that affect labor 
market outcomes. However, estimates from European countries indicate 
that this is not the case. Accounting for differences in the age, gender, and 
education profiles of migrants and native-born individuals actually 
increases the employment gap, which is estimated to be 6.5 percentage 
points. Although lower education levels would explain part of migrants’ 
lower employment rate, their higher concentration among prime-age 
workers, who are on average more likely to be employed, further 
exacerbates the employment gaps. These results indicate that differences 
in immigrant characteristics alone cannot explain their employment 
disadvantage. This job penalty might originate from immigrant-specific 
hurdles in labor market integration, such as discrimination from 
employers, difficulties in formal recognition of foreign qualifications, or a 
lack of fluency in the host country language, which would need to be 
addressed to close the gap.

This gap between native-born individuals and immigrants is driven by the 
relatively low levels of employment among non-EU immigrants. Across all 
European countries, EU immigrants have a slightly higher probability of 
employment than native-born individuals (3.6 percentage points), whereas 
immigrants from outside the European Union have employment rates that 
are 8.1 percentage points lower. The better employment performance of 
EU immigrants relative to their non-EU counterparts is barely driven by a 
different composition of the two groups in terms of age, gender, or 
education. In fact, when EU and non-EU immigrants are compared with 
native-born people with the same individual characteristics, the differences 
in employment probability gaps between the two groups are still 
substantial. The employment gap for EU immigrants becomes insignificant, 
whereas the gap for non-EU to native-born individuals increases slightly to 
9.2 percentage points (Frattini and Ciampa 2020).

The persistence of large differences in the conditional employment gap 
between the two groups suggests that the better performance of EU 
immigrants may be due to the more favorable institutional setting they 
face. For instance, recognition of foreign qualifications and access to 
licensed occupations is easier for EU than non-EU citizens, which clearly 
facilitates the labor market integration of the former relative to the latter. 
Additionally, EU citizens can move freely across countries, and they are 
therefore able not only to settle in countries with higher labor demand but 
also to move out of their country of current residence and move back to 
their country of origin or to another EU country at a lower cost.

Employment gaps decrease over time, suggesting that some of the 
barriers migrants face are eased the longer they stay in the host country. 
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The average difference in employment probabilities between native-born 
individuals and immigrants who have been in the country for no more than 
five years (recent immigrants) is 15 percentage points, or 18 percentage 
points when comparing immigrants with native-born people with the same 
age–gender–education profile. For immigrants who arrived earlier, who 
have accumulated more than five years of residence in the host country, 
the gap instead decreases to just 6 percentage points, and it is essentially 
unchanged even when differences in individual characteristics are 
considered. This evidence is much stronger for non-EU immigrants. Their 
employment disadvantage decreases sizably with time spent in the 
destination country, from 27 percentage points among recent immigrants 
to 9 percentage points for those who have been in the host country longer. 
Recent EU migrants display a 1.5 times higher employment probability 
than native-born individuals, but this employment advantage is no longer 
present among earlier EU migrants, who have the same employment 
probability as native-born people (Frattini and Ciampa 2020).

Immigrants are considerably more likely than native-born people to be 
employed in low-pay and low-status occupations. To assess the occupational 
distribution of migrants versus native-born workers, occupational status is 
measured with the International Socio-Economic Index of Occupational 
Status (ISEI), a continuous index that scores occupations in relation to their 
average education and income levels, thus capturing the attributes of 
occupations that convert education into income.3 Panel a of figure 3.5 
shows that, across all EU countries, immigrants have on average lower 
occupational status than native-born workers, with a mean ISEI score 34 
percent of a standard deviation lower than that of native-born workers. In 
particular, there are no Western European countries in which immigrants’ 
average occupational status is higher than that of native-born workers, and 
the occupational gap is highest in Italy (75 percent of a standard deviation). 
Comparing the occupational distribution of immigrants and native-born 
workers in the same region, the immigrant–native-born differences in 
occupational status increase further (42 percent of a standard deviation 
lower than for native-born workers). This result indicates that immigrants 
are concentrated, within each country, in regions in which native-born 
workers have better occupations (Frattini and Ciampa 2020).

The patterns of occupational status distribution for EU and non-EU 
migrants are overall similar. Although this is generally true, EU migrants 
are slightly more similar to native-born workers, with a lower relative 
concentration in the bottom part of the distribution than non-EU migrants 
and a higher concentration in the middle. As the differences in the 
distribution of occupational status suggest, immigrants tend to be more 
disproportionately concentrated than native-born workers in the bottom 
part of the income distribution.
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Differences in individual characteristics are unable to explain immigrants’ 
income disadvantage. The portion of the difference in the probability of 
having a wage in the bottom decile explained by age, gender, and education 
profiles amounts to 0.6 percentage points, or 10.7 percent of the total 
difference, whereas differences in occupation account for a much larger 
share of the difference, namely 60.7 percent. When migrants and native-
born workers in the same region are compared, gaps in the share of low-
income workers increase further. This indicates a scenario in which 
immigrants are more concentrated in regions where native-born workers 
have better wages (Frattini and Ciampa 2020).

The main reason why immigrants are disproportionately concentrated in 
the bottom part of the income distribution is that they are overrepresented 
in low-quality occupations. In other words, it is the clustering of 
immigrants in low-paid occupations, not differences in the level of 
education, that explains more than half of the immigrant–native-born 
difference in the probability of being both in the bottom income decile and 
in the top income decile. The concentration of immigrants at the bottom of 
the income distribution is largely a consequence of immigrants’ education 
not being rewarded as much as that of native-born individuals. This is often 

FIGURE 3.5 
Migrant occupations and income relative to native-born workers in the European Union

Source: Frattini and Ciampa 2020 based on the EU Labour Force Survey 2018.
Note: In panel a, the Socio-Economic Index of Occupational Status is a continuous index that scores occupations in relation to their average 
education and income levels, thus capturing the attributes of occupations that convert education into income. Higher values of the index 
correspond to occupations with a higher socioeconomic status. The measure is standardized so that it has a mean of zero and a standard 
deviation of 1; therefore, values above zero indicate occupations that are more prestigious than the national average and vice versa for 
values below zero. The y-axis refers to the relative distribution of migrants and native-born individuals, where values above or below zero 
indicate that migrants or native-born individuals, respectively, are more likely to work at a specific level of the occupational status scale. 
In panel b, income deciles are ranked from lowest to highest.
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the result of the misallocation of immigrant skills between occupations, 
with highly formally educated immigrants being more likely to take up 
unskilled jobs than qualified native-born workers—for instance, foreign 
graduates working as deliverymen, cleaners, or caretakers.

Many migrant workers experience occupational downgrade in destination 
countries, especially non-EU migrants. Occupational downgrade refers to 
being employed in a lower-skilled occupation than one’s formal level of 
educational attainment would predict. Migrants from the EU-NMS13 have, 
on average, 1.3 more years of schooling than do native-born people in the 
same occupation. Occupational downgrade among high-skilled female 
migrants to the European Union is striking; the top two occupations of 
tertiary-educated female migrants from the EU-NMS13 are cleaners or 
helpers and personal care workers. The occupational downgrade of high-
skilled migrants has been linked to a lack of local-specific skills, including 
language skills, training in occupations that does not match the demand for 
high skills in destination countries, and the imperfect recognition of human 
capital obtained abroad.4

The concentration of migrants in low-quality occupations might help 
explain why the convergence in wages takes even longer than the 
convergence in employment, especially in high-income receiving countries. 
Wage gaps tend to build during the early years of working life and depend 
on the age at arrival. Estimation of lifetime wage equations for native-born 
workers and migrants based on administrative data that allow controlling 
for migrants’ age at entry to destination countries shows that the later the 
age at arrival, the higher the wage penalty with respect to native-born 
workers. Migrants moving early in life exhibit wage profiles closer to those 
of native-born individuals (refer to figures 3.6 and 3.7 for Denmark, 
Finland, and Switzerland). These findings suggest that other factors can 
affect wage outcomes throughout the life cycle, such as language barriers, 
networks, geographic segregation, discrimination in the workplace, and 
lack of access to training and educational opportunities for migrants 
arriving at an early age.

One important factor associated with poorer labor market outcomes for 
immigrant workers is a lack of knowledge of or limited command of the 
host country language. Proficiency in the host country language can be 
viewed as part of immigrant workers’ human capital. It has a positive effect 
on labor market outcomes and broader socioeconomic integration through 
several channels. First, language skills raise migrants’ wages directly by 
affecting workers’ productivity, but also indirectly by providing easier 
access to well-paid, communication-intensive jobs. Second, language skills 
play a key role in the transferability of skills and experience acquired before 
migration to the host country and ease the acquisition of additional human 
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FIGURE 3.6 
Difference in annual wages of immigrants relative to native-born workers over the life cycle and 
across generations in Denmark

Source: De Giorgi, Prado, and Severgnini 2022.
Note: Upper and lower bounds of the shading represent the standard errors of wage gaps’ estimates.
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FIGURE 3.7 
Immigrants’ age-wage profiles relative to native-born workers, by age at arrival and country of 
residence

Source: De Giorgi, Pellizzari, and Naghib 2022; Kuosmanen and Pesola 2022.
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capital in the host country. Finally, beyond labor market impacts, language 
skills also have an impact on immigrants’ economic integration by affecting 
nonmarket outcomes such as education, health, marriage, social 
integration, and political participation.

Immigrants’ proficiency in the host country language (or a lack thereof) has 
been shown to positively (or negatively) affect a range of migrant workers’ 
outcomes in ECA host countries. First, language skills have been reported 
to have a positive effect on immigrants’ wages in countries such as Germany 
(Dustmann and van Soest 2001), the Netherlands (Dustmann and van 
Soest 2001), and the United Kingdom (Dustmann and Fabbri 2003). 
Similarly, poor language proficiency has been shown to produce significant 
penalties for immigrants’ labor force participation and employment in 
France (Lochmann, Rapoport, and Speciale 2019) and Italy (Ghio, Bratti, 
and Bignami 2023). In Spain, host language proficiency raises the 
probability of having a job by about 15 and 22 percentage points, 
respectively, among men and women (Budria, Colino, and de Ibarreta 
2019). Beyond labor market outcomes, improved host country language 
proficiency increases immigrants’ social integration in their communities in 
Denmark (Foged et al. 2022) and Germany (Bailey et al. 2022).

Despite the importance of host country language command for 
integration, many migrants in ECA lack proficiency, partly because of the 
costs associated with language acquisition. A sizable share of the 
immigrant population in the European Union struggles to master the host 
country’s language: about one-third of immigrants in the European Union 
had at most an intermediate level in the host country language according to 
the EU Labour Force Survey. In Germany, fewer than half of immigrant 
workers report speaking German well or very well, according to the 
German Socio-Economic Panel for the period 1997–2010. Low levels of 
proficiency can be explained by the costs associated with immigrants’ 
language acquisition, which are both monetary and nonmonetary. They 
include effort, time, the monetary cost of tuition and transportation, and 
the indirect costs of forgone earnings (opportunity costs) while learning the 
language. The magnitude of those costs is affected by several factors. The 
first is age at migration, which has been shown to be strongly negatively 
associated with the ability to learn the host country language. A second 
factor is linguistic distance—the degree of dissimilarity between two 
languages in vocabulary, grammar, pronunciation, and other elements of a 
language—which increases the costs associated with reaching a certain 
level of language proficiency (Isphording 2015). Furthermore, exposure to 
the host country language is key and is largely influenced by locational 
choice and residential segregation.5 Finally, incentives for investing in 
language skills are also influenced by the expected length of stay. 
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Investments in language proficiency have been shown to be strongly 
positively associated with expected stay duration in the German context 
(Dustmann 1999).

Emerging evidence for ECA suggests that migrants’ legal status is positively 
associated with labor market outcomes. Global evidence, mostly from the 
United States, indicates a strong positive relationship between immigrants’ 
legal status and long-term labor market integration (World Bank 2018, 
2023). Although evidence for ECA countries is currently quite sparse, in 
Italy just the prospect of being eligible for legal status among immigrants 
has been found to have a significant positive impact on the probability of 
being employed (Devillanova, Fasani, and Frattini 2018). The size of the 
estimated effect is equivalent to about half the increase in employment 
that undocumented immigrants in the sample normally experience during 
their first year in Italy. Migrants’ legal status and formal employment are 
also key determinants of a migrant’s net fiscal contribution because only 
documented migrants pay income or social security taxes. Having the right 
to work allows documented migrants to earn higher wages, which, in turn, 
can increase fiscal contributions (World Bank 2023).

Over the past 15 years, integration policies, which shape migrants’ 
integration outcomes, have remained rather constant and heterogeneous 
across countries. An important gap persists between Western Europe and 
EU-NMS13, with the former showing a more favorable institutional 
environment for migrants’ integration than the latter (refer to figure 3.8, 
panel a). Although this gap has slightly narrowed over time, the difference 
between Western Europe and EU-NMS13 remains close to 20 points, 
according to the Migrant Integration Policy Index.6 When adding non-EU 
countries to the picture, the values for ECA remain lower than those for the 
European Union. The countries with more advanced integration policies, 
well above EU-15 averages (above 80 percent), are Finland, Portugal, and 
Sweden (refer to figure 3.8b). On the other side of the spectrum are 
Austria, Latvia, and Lithuania, which score below 40 percent, followed by 
Bulgaria, Croatia, Cyprus, Poland, and Slovakia, which score slightly above 
40 percent but still quite below the overall EU-28 average (55 percent). 
There are also significant cross-country variations with respect to individual 
integration policies depending on the period. For instance, as far as labor 
market access is concerned, a slight but widespread improvement was 
registered across European countries (apart from the Netherlands) toward 
more conducive integration policies after the onset of the 2008–09 financial 
crisis (refer to figure 3.9, panel a). When considering the subperiod 2012–
19, gains in labor market integration policies remained more subdued in 
most countries (refer to figure 3.9, panel b).7
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FIGURE 3.8 
Migrants’ integration policy across host countries

Source: Authors’ elaboration based on MIPEX data (https://www.mipex.eu/).
Note: The MIPEX is an index between 0 and 100 that measures how conducive policies are to socioeconomic integration of migrants in 
destination countries. The composite index measures with equal weights policies in integration, including labor market participation, 
access to education and recognition of academic qualifications, access to social protection and social insurance benefits, family 
reunification, political participation, access to citizenship and permanent residency, and antidiscrimination. The blue bars indicate country 
level MIPEX, and the red bars indicate regional aggregates. For a list of country codes, go to https://www.iso.org/obp/ui/#search. 
EU = European Union member states as of 2013; EU-15 = European Union members before 2004; EU-NMS13 = new member states joining 
the European Union in 2004, 2007, and 2013; EU-28 = EU-15 + EU-NMS13; MIPEX = Migrant Integration Policy Index.
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FIGURE 3.9 
Migrants’ integration policies over time, as measured by the MIPEX index

Source: Original figure for this publication based on MIPEX data (https://www.mipex.eu/).
Note: The MIPEX is an index between 0 and 100 that measures how conducive policies are to socioeconomic integration of migrants in 
destination countries. The composite index measures with equal weights policies in integration, including labor market participation, 
access to education and recognition of academic qualifications, access to social protection and social insurance benefits, family 
reunification, political participation, access to citizenship and permanent residency, and antidiscrimination. For a list of country codes, go 
to https://www.iso.org/obp/ui/#search. MIPEX = Migrant Integration Policy Index.
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Vulnerability of Migrants to Shocks and Access to Social 
Protection Systems in Destination Countries

Migrant workers are employed in occupations that are more exposed to 
negative shocks in the economy. Immigrant workers tend to be 
concentrated in occupations that are highly sensitive to fluctuations in the 
business cycle and therefore more exposed to shocks (Dustmann, Glitz, 
and Vogel 2010; Orrenius and Zavodny 2010). Furthermore, migrants in 
the ECA region are more likely to work under nonstandard, informal, or 
short-term employment contracts, exhibiting shorter job tenures (Fasani 
and Mazza 2020a). Consequently, they face a higher likelihood of being laid 
off during downturns or in response to negative employment shocks, 
regardless of the source of the shock (Blanchard and Landier 2002).

The COVID-19 pandemic is a striking example of migrants’ vulnerability to 
economic shocks and resulted in significant employment losses. A handful 
of studies in the European context have shown that immigrant workers 
were more exposed to the negative labor market consequences of the 
pandemic (Basso et al. 2020; Bossavie et al. 2021, 2022; Fasani and Mazza 
2020a, 2020b). At the onset of the pandemic, employment dropped, and 
unemployment increased more strongly for migrants than for native-born 
individuals in most ECA countries. This pattern continued throughout 2020 
as the pandemic unfolded. According to Eurostat data, employment of 

https://www.mipex.eu/�
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immigrants fell by 3.8 percent in the EU in 2020, higher than the 1 percent 
reduction among native-born workers (refer to figure 3.10, panel a). The 
employment contraction was larger for migrants in most EU countries. In 
some countries, though, total employment among foreign-born individuals 
increased (refer to figure 3.1, panel b), suggesting a possible increase in 
demand for essential workers during the pandemic. In Türkiye, where 
employment losses were larger, the year-on-year drop in employment 
among immigrants was twice as large as that of native-born individuals 
(–9 percent vs. –4.2 percent). Changes in total employment were not purely 
driven by population changes; when looking at employment rates, similar 

FIGURE 3.10 
Changes in employment by region of residence and migration status, 
2019–20

Source: Eurostat (https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/main/data/database).
Note: EU countries with a high immigration rate are those whose immigration rate is higher than 
3 percent. For a list of country codes, go to https://www.iso.org/obp/ui/#search. 
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findings emerge, with a larger reduction in the share of employed working-
age immigrants in both the EU and Türkiye compared with the native-born 
population. In Russia, several surveys found that migrants from other 
countries in Central Asia and the Caucasus had larger employment losses in 
the first two months of the pandemic (Denisenko and Mukomel 2020; 
Varshaver, Ivanova, and Rocheva 2020).

The greater exposure of migrants to shocks in Europe primarily originates 
from the type of occupations in which migrants are employed compared 
with native-born individuals. As shown in the “Migrants’ Labor Market 
Integration in Destination Countries” section, migrants and native-born 
workers concentrate in different occupations. In general, immigrant 
workers are more likely than native-born workers to work in occupations 
that are more manual and are less communication intensive (D’Amuri and 
Peri 2014; Foged and Peri 2016). These occupations also turned out to be 
more exposed to income and health risks in the context of the COVID-19 
pandemic (Bossavie et al. 2022). Migrant workers in Europe were found to 
be significantly less likely to be employed in “teleworkable” jobs (Bossavie 
et al. 2021; Fasani and Mazza 2020a, 2020b), which were protected from 
the negative employment and income shocks associated with the pandemic 
(refer to figure 3.11). In addition, migrant workers were more likely to be 

FIGURE 3.11 
Trends in the share of vulnerable jobs in the European Union, by migration status

Source: EU Labour Force Survey data (https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/microdata/european-union-labour-force-survey); Bossavie et al. 
2021.
Note: “Teleworkable” jobs are those that can be done from home, involving the use of email or online platforms, and that do not require 
workers to (1) spend most time outdoors; (2) perform physical activity or handle moving objects, such as vehicles or machines; or (3) repair 
large mechanical or electronic equipment. Essential occupations are defined by lists of occupations that governments considered essential 
and that were thus exempt from mobility restrictions that were imposed during the COVID-19 pandemic. Jobs vulnerable to income risks 
are defined as those that are neither essential nor able to be undertaken via telework. Jobs vulnerable to health risks are defined as those 
with above-average face-to-face interaction levels, are considered essential, and cannot be performed from home, which increases 
exposure during a pandemic.
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employed in face-to-face jobs, which exposed them to health risks 
associated with COVID-19.

Migrant workers are not only more vulnerable to shocks but are also less 
protected by social protection systems. Europe is typically characterized by 
advanced and generous welfare systems. The type of system in place 
affects the eligibility of the population for different programs, with 
important implications for the migrant population. Rules establishing 
migrants’ participation in social protection and welfare schemes are far 
from harmonized at the EU level, and they are even less harmonized when 
the scope is broadened to include non-EU countries. Even when benefits 
can be accessed by nonnational residents, many welfare programs have 
strict conditionality requirements (Lafleur and Vintila 2020). This is, for 
instance, the case for social assistance benefits (for example, guaranteed 
minimum income schemes), child-related benefits for vulnerable 
households, or services (access to childcare or caregiving services). 
Minimum residency requirements for accessing social benefits across the 
EU might vary across countries and be more stringent for non-EU migrants 
(Avato, Koettl, and Sabates-Wheeler 2010). This means that while access 
to benefits might not be defined in terms of nationality, it might be limited 
de jure by program design features and eligibility conditions. Further, 
nonresident nationals across the European Union (especially non-EU 
migrants) might be excluded from the social benefits of their home country 
unless preestablished multilateral or bilateral social security agreements 
are in place. General exceptions include provisions in the EU coordination 
system that allow mobile EU citizens to access unemployment benefits 
from their home country while searching for another job in the European 
Union. Other legal requirements include specific periods of employment 
history for qualifying for the programs. Migrants with irregular legal status 
in the host country face more restrictions in accessing social protection 
systems and have heightened vulnerabilities that can lead to deportation.8

Beyond legal restrictions, migrants face other barriers in accessing 
health care and social protection services. These include 
financial constraints and a lack of access to social insurance (IOM 
2020b), insufficient proficiency in the local language (Berntsen 
and Skowronek 2021), cultural disparities (IOM 2020b), transferability 
of credentials and qualifications, and a general lack of access to 
information and networks. Newly arrived migrants are in a 
particularly vulnerable position because they are away from their home 
community and have no access to important informal social networks and 
safety nets. In response to the COVID-19 pandemic, many destination 
countries expedited the digitalization of integration and language 
programs, resulting in enhanced efficiency and cost reduction. 
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However, this shift also carries the risk of excluding the most 
vulnerable migrant population subgroups with limited digital literacy 
and internet access (OECD 2021).

Recent economic crises in Europe, including the 2008 financial crisis, the 
sovereign debt crisis, and the COVID-19 pandemic, have unveiled the 
limitations of the current social protection schemes. These crises have 
been accompanied by increases in total migration to the region resulting 
from conflict in the Syrian Arab Republic and Iraq and, more recently, 
Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. As a result, European countries have been 
increasingly concerned about the ability of welfare systems to meet the 
needs of their citizens as well as the unique needs of migrant 
communities. Despite this, many European countries (mainly Greece, 
Ireland, Portugal, and Spain) contained budgetary expenditures on 
welfare and pensions during the 2010s or limited the pool of potential 
beneficiaries of such programs.9 Additionally, in the past two decades, 
several countries have moved away from passive income payments toward 
active employment measures to promote better activation policies and to 
facilitate the transition from social assistance to jobs for beneficiaries of 
the welfare system. Because many of the countries that have instituted 
such policies are also countries of entry or residence for migrants to the 
region, these policies have imposed a disproportionate challenge to 
already vulnerable migrant groups, because they have not been included 
in the new active labor market policies (ALMPs).

Policy Recommendations

Policy makers in host countries should consider immigration a major tool to 
sustain not only population growth but also economic growth and 
productivity. As shown in the “Benefits and Costs of Migration for Receiving 
Countries” section, international migration has contributed substantially to 
population growth in certain countries in ECA and has contained population 
decline in others over the past two decades. Addressing population decline 
and labor shortages through different migration policies is going to be a 
priority moving forward, particularly for small countries characterized by 
high emigration rates (for example, Eastern Europe, the Western Balkans) 
that have so far not developed comprehensive migration policies designed 
to attract foreign workers. These countries will need to consider more open 
migration policies designed to attract workers from non-EU middle-income 
or low-income countries while at the same time building up incentive 
systems and policies that can support the circulation and return of the 
emigrated workforce.
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Policies to ensure that migrants bring or acquire skills needed by destination 
countries can enhance economic gains and reduce potential costs. The 
benefits of immigration for ECA countries tend to be the greatest if 
immigrants are highly skilled and concentrated in occupations that are in 
demand by the labor market and complement the skills of the native-born 
population. It is therefore key for destination countries to have policies in 
place that ensure immigration flows fulfill those criteria. This starts by 
establishing and strengthening skills monitoring systems and labor market 
observatories to identify skills in demand in home labor markets that the 
native-born population cannot fill. Such systems could even be developed on 
a regional scale by building an EU-wide labor demand system in the European 
Union. In addition to such systems, destination countries can develop 
consultative processes with employers, labor unions, and other 
stakeholders. In the United Kingdom, for example, the Migration Advisory 
Committee reviews labor needs with stakeholders in selected sectors to 
advise the government on the potential use of immigration as a response to 
those needs.

Once skills needs for foreign labor are identified, various managed 
migration policies can be implemented to ensure migrants fulfill those 
criteria. A first option is for destination countries to develop bilateral labor 
agreements tailored to their labor market needs and to target occupations 
in which the host countries face labor shortages or rising labor demand. 
Such an approach can be implemented in the context of Global Skill 
Partnerships in which the destination countries agree with countries of 
origin on the quantity and skill of migrant labor required and provide 
technical and financial resources for migrants’ training in countries of 
origin. Another policy option is to select prospective migrants according to 
their potential for integration and their fit with identified labor market 
needs using a points system.10 In this spirit, European countries such as 
Austria, Germany, Portugal, and Sweden have established job search visas 
that enable entry of foreign workers who meet specific criteria for the 
purpose of finding employment. Another approach followed by some 
countries is to streamline migration procedures for occupations or migrant 
profiles that are needed in destination countries’ labor markets.

This is the case, for instance, of the recent immigration reform in Spain 
(Decree 629/2022), which introduced several improvements to the existing 
regulatory framework to enhance the migration application process and 
migrants’ integration in the national labor market. Key aspects of the 
Spanish reform were enabling labor market access for foreign students 
resident in Spain under a student visa, streamlining criteria to define 
occupations in high demand through the Public Employment Service, 
extending temporary work-related visas from 2 years to 4 years, introducing 
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more flexible possibilities of renewal, and introducing a new form of 
residence permit that allows migrants to work as self-employed and 
facilitates access to training opportunities provided by the Public 
Employment Service (Finotelli and Rinken 2023; Immigration Lawyers 
Spain, n.d.). 

Other countries, however, have been trying to make their immigration 
system more selective to reduce migration flows that are considered less 
desirable in host countries’ labor markets. The United Kingdom has recently 
followed this approach to reduce low-skilled immigration. Likewise, recent 
proposed reforms in Sweden have focused on implementing stricter 
conditions for low-skilled labor migrants and family reunification.

Integration policies, coupled with interventions addressing misinformation 
and raising awareness of migrants’ contributions, can help reduce negative 
perceptions of immigration and improve buy-in from the native-born 
population. Recent evidence shows that inclusive integration policies can 
reduce anti-immigrant prejudice in high-immigration contexts (Kende et al. 
2022). The mechanism through which this happens is integration policies 
that have a positive impact on different integration outcomes of migrants, 
including better employment and less reliance on social assistance, which 
in turn helps improve the native-born population’s perceptions of them 
(Bilgili, Huddleston, and Joki 2015; Huddleston 2020; Pecoraro et al. 
2022). Addressing misinformation and ensuring that people are aware of 
the key role played by migrants in receiving societies is also crucial to 
mitigate the potential rise of antimigration sentiments. Although providing 
information only about the magnitude of the migration phenomenon in a 
country has a limited impact on attitudes (Hopkins, Sides, and Citrin 2019), 
providing further information about the characteristics of migrants and 
their impacts on the labor market or welfare system can significantly 
improve support for immigration (Grigorieff, Roth, and Ubfal 2020; 
Haaland and Roth 2020; Jørgensen and Osmundsen 2022).

Targeted labor market and social protection policies in destination 
countries can help reduce and mitigate the potential costs of immigration 
for some groups. As discussed in the previous sections, the short-term 
adverse impacts of immigration on some groups can dissipate in the longer 
run, if the labor market is flexible enough. Therefore, a broader effort to 
support labor market flexibility in destination countries can also alleviate 
the potential adverse effects of immigration on wages or employment of 
some groups of native-born workers. This can allow complementary 
workers and capital to move to areas and sectors entered by migrants while 
facilitating workers with similar skills to move to other regions, sectors, or 
occupations (World Bank 2023). Even with the right labor market and 
migration policies ex ante in place, however, immigration may still produce 
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some adverse impacts on specific groups in the labor market. To mitigate 
impacts and support adversely affected workers, social protection 
programs and ALMPs can be implemented. Here, effective public 
employment services can help individuals who face job losses and mobility 
costs as they search for employment in other regions or sectors. Retraining 
programs can also support native-born workers with skills similar to those 
of the migrant population to move toward higher-paying occupations where 
they have a greater comparative advantage. Finally, social protection 
systems and programs can support those who are temporarily affected by 
job losses, especially in destination countries in which immigration 
generates additional fiscal resources.

Investing in language programs can support migrants’ labor market 
integration and economic gains for destination countries. Limited 
command of the host country’s language among immigrant workers has 
been evidenced as an important barrier to successful integration in host 
labor markets. Because language acquisition is costly for migrants, 
receiving countries can further invest in language training programs for 
migrants as part of the broader introductory programs to enhance the 
integration of labor migrants and to improve the net fiscal balance of 
migration for the country. Government-led language training for immigrant 
workers with limited language proficiency has been shown to increase the 
labor force participation and employment rate of beneficiaries in France 
(Lochmann, Rapoport, and Speciale 2019) and Germany (Lang 2022). In 
the former case, positive impacts have been shown to be larger among 
more educated workers (Lochmann, Rapoport, and Speciale 2019).

Ensuring that migrants work at their level of qualification in destination 
countries is also essential. In destination countries, the untapped use of 
migrants’ skills can reduce productivity and tax revenues (World Bank 
2023). Recognition of degrees and skills certifications is, however, 
important to make the best of labor migration and avoid occupational 
downgrade.11 Although migrants in EU countries are granted (at least on 
paper and based on the rule of law) the same rights to access jobs as native-
born individuals, de facto limitations still exist in terms of recognition of 
qualifications and skills, especially for technical occupations and 
postsecondary, nontertiary education levels. Such limitations are stronger 
for migrants outside the European Union. To tackle this issue, destination 
countries must strengthen efforts in developing mechanisms to determine 
whether origin countries’ standards for each skill are equivalent to their 
own (Nielson 2004). Regional cooperation to validate foreign education 
credentials and the development of regional qualification frameworks, 
such as the European Qualifications Framework in EU countries, are 
promising efforts in this direction. However, significant hurdles persist. 
According to the EU Labour Force Survey ad hoc migration module in 2014, 
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about 10 percent of high-skilled migrants from the EU-NMS13 living in 
other EU countries had problems validating their education credentials. 
Eurasian Economic Union member states have recently passed an 
agreement on mutual recognition of academic degrees in June 2023, 
although it still needs to be implemented and enforced.12 Strengthening 
ongoing efforts to certify foreign credentials across ECA countries, while 
highly technical and time consuming, is thus critical to maximizing the 
benefits of cross-border labor movements for migrants and destination 
economies alike.

Policies that improve migrants’ legal status and formal labor market access 
can also support that objective. Providing migrants with formal 
employment rights and secure legal status—whether it involves having a 
valid employment visa, asylum or residency status, or citizenship—means 
predictable prospects of stay and greater protection. This increases 
migrants’ incentives to invest in skills that are valuable to the destination 
country, including language skills, and gives them the ability to move more 
freely within the economy and society, increasing their income and 
personal ties, and to further integrate socially and economically (World 
Bank 2023). These can all facilitate their inclusion in the labor market. 
Against this backdrop, European countries have in the past decade been 
looking to reduce the number of undocumented residents and resorted to 
legalization programs. Several EU countries have intensified these efforts 
in recent years. Spain has been aiming to increase legal labor migration by 
facilitating obtaining work permits and simplifying processes for different 
migrant categories. It is also implementing a regularization program to 
allow residents living in Spain for at least two years to regularize their 
status and fill labor market shortages. Germany is also broadening 
eligibility for the work and residence permit for non-EU nationals and for 
labor immigration of skilled workers. In addition, a new law, effective as of 
January 2023, makes migrants with “tolerated status” eligible to obtain 
temporary residence permits for 18 months, providing an opportunity to 
meet requirements for longer-term residence. Finally, France introduced a 
new immigration bill to ease the legalization of undocumented workers in 
sectors with labor shortages.

To enhance migrants’ rights and socioeconomic integration, further 
harmonization in the design of social protection and jobs programs in the 
region is needed. The European Union’s common market has challenged 
traditional notions of citizenship and residency in relation to social 
protection. As such, the conventional relationship between welfare as a 
public good and its recipients has also been challenged. Traditionally, 
contributions and access to welfare programs have been based on residency 
and citizenship. Increased mobility among populations calls the issue of 
welfare coverage among nonnational residents and nonresident nationals 
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into question. From the perspective of receiving countries, they must 
consider both the portability of social benefits and the inclusion of 
nonnational residents to reduce gaps in access to basic services and needs, 
promote social inclusion, and enhance migrants’ overall integration, which 
results in higher societal welfare. These needs have been highlighted by 
recent shocks such as the COVID-19 pandemic, which pushed many 
countries to expand migrants’ protection and access to social protection 
systems (see box 3.1 for a summary of main interventions in different 
European countries). Even when migrants have de jure access to services, 
the existence of various de facto barriers implies that migrants’ use of 
health and other social welfare services remains limited. Such efforts must 

BOX 3.1  Expanding Migrants’ Access to 
Social Protection Systems and Jobs during 
the COVID-19 Pandemic

A number of migrant-receiving countries in Europe and Central Asia (ECA) put in 
place temporary measures to regularize migrants or prevent them from falling into 
irregular status. These measures featured automatic extension of residency permits 
(for example, Italy and the Russian Federation), simplified extension procedures (for 
example, Spain), or maintaining in-person immigration services as essential services 
(for example, Sweden; IOM 2020a; OECD 2021) to ensure migrants’ continuous 
access to health care and social security throughout the pandemic. Several 
countries also carried out regularization programs for irregular migrants with 
different degrees of restrictiveness, given the vulnerabilities of undocumented 
migrants. Italy provided a two-track approach in which either employers or 
undocumented workers could apply for the regularization. This regularization, 
however, was targeted only to workers in the agriculture and domestic work sectors, 
and the administrative requirements related to workers’ experience were quite 
stringent. Of the estimated 690,000 undocumented migrants in the country, only 
around 230,000 applied (Palumbo 2020). The Portuguese government granted 
temporary legal residence to immigrants who had started regularization 
applications before March 2020, and it allowed an estimated 223,000 immigrants 
access to health care and other state services (Mazzilli 2021). In Ireland, the 
government approved a program to regularize up to 17,000 undocumented migrants 
in the first quarter of 2022 (Citizens Information 2021).

Several ECA countries also eased the obstacles facing different groups of immigrants 
already residing in the country to work in some key sectors. In Poland, all immigrants 
who had access to the Polish labor market by March 13, 2020, were authorized for 
seasonal work without requiring new permits (Matusz and Aivaliotou 2020). Belgium 
and Germany temporarily allowed asylum seekers without work permits to work in 
agriculture during the harvest season, and France and Spain also eased their work 
restrictions for this group (OECD 2021). In Spain, immigrants age 18 years or older 
without work permits who arrived in the country as unaccompanied minors were 

Continued
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granted work permits (Moroz, Shrestha, and Testaverde 2020). In the health care sector, 
the United Kingdom automatically extended visas for foreign doctors for one year, and 
Spain sped up the process of recognizing foreign credentials of health care professionals 
residing in the country (Open Society Foundation 2020).

Access to health care for different vulnerable groups, including undocumented 
migrants and those without health insurance, became a concern among ECA 
countries because of equity and public health motivations. Beyond policies to 
enhance the legality of different groups of migrants, several countries temporarily 
expanded access to health care. Migrants were granted access to free medical care 
for COVID-19 through special regulations in both Kazakhstan and the Russian 
Federation, and in the latter, access to free health care support related to COVID-19 
was granted even to irregular, undocumented migrants (Moroz, Shrestha, and 
Testaverde 2020). In the city of Moscow, the mayor approved medical assistance to 
all migrants. In Austria, even if immigrants were ineligible for health insurance 
because of residency requirements, they were still granted assistance for COVID-19 
care (Freier 2020). In Poland, eligibility for COVID-19–related services and treatment 
was extended to all residents, including uninsured people and migrants, which was 
also made free of charge in the United Kingdom (Baptista et al. 2021).

Although there were no social protection programs in ECA countries specifically 
targeted to immigrants, several supported vulnerable families, including migrants. 
The Minimum Living Income passed by the Spanish government is open to any 
person who can prove at least one year of residence in the country (Open Society 
Foundation 2020). In Italy, all migrants with residence permits were allowed to apply 
for the €600 income subsidy targeting self-employed and temporary workers, 
agriculture workers, domestic workers, and seasonal workers in the tourism sector 
according to the COVID-19 Cura Italia decree (Moroz, Shrestha, and Testaverde 
2020). Ireland’s €350 weekly Pandemic Unemployment Payment targeted 
individuals who lost their jobs as a result of the COVID-19 crisis regardless of their 
migration status, including irregular migrants. The Russian government enforced 
temporary halts on evictions of any individual, even undocumented migrants.

BOX 3.1  Expanding Migrants’ Access to 
Social Protection Systems and Jobs during 
the COVID-19 Pandemic (Continued)

therefore be complemented by addressing de facto barriers to migrants’ use 
of key services. To ensure that migrants have access to and use services that 
can help them protect themselves and others, the involvement of local 
organizations and the use of communications material in languages 
understood by migrants could be considered (Testaverde and Pavilon 2022).

Building responsive, resilient, adaptive, and effective migration management 
systems in host countries is also key to maximizing the welfare of migrants and 
host communities. The COVID-19 pandemic experience has shown that 
migration systems should also be adaptive and responsive to shocks, meaning 
that they should be flexible enough to respond rapidly and effectively to crisis 
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and adapt to new economic circumstances after a global, regional, or national 
shock (pandemic, economic crisis, or war). A lack of rapid response can result 
in inefficiencies and high welfare costs; the evidence from COVID-19 and other 
economic shocks has shown that migrants tend to be more affected by crisis 
and their negative socioeconomic consequences (refer to annex 3B). Adapting 
and responding to shocks might entail, for instance, appropriately easing visa 
regulations temporarily to facilitate access to formal jobs and protection 
benefits designed in response to the crisis.

Establishing mechanisms to allow and ease migrants’ access to health care 
and social welfare programs during crises can also help reduce or limit risks 
for all. One way to achieve this objective is by automatically covering 
migrants in new programs introduced during crisis periods. An alternative 
approach is to waive eligibility requirements and restrictions that prevent 
migrants from accessing standard social welfare programs in case of 
unexpected shocks. Such restrictions, for example, include the minimum 
stay requirement that limits migrants who have recently arrived in a country 
from accessing social welfare and other services (Testaverde and Pavilon 
2022). Similar waivers could be considered for undocumented migrants, 
who often have limited access to health care and social welfare. Ensuring 
that these initiatives are automatically triggered in response to shocks 
could help countries react quickly and limit the negative repercussions that 
crises may have on both migrants and local communities.

Annex 3A: Assessing Migrants’ Impact on Native-Born 
Workers’ Welfare: A Calibration Exercise

On the basis of simple models of factor complementarity, economists have 
long been optimistic about the net positive welfare impact of immigration for 
native-born individuals (Borjas 1994). They have also been aware of factor 
price adjustment effects of immigration (Borjas 2003b) and of the possible 
consequences for welfare states (Razin and Sadka 2000). However, once one 
simultaneously accounts for labor market frictions and redistributive fiscal 
policies, the net effect of immigration on the welfare of native-born workers 
is harder to calculate. The analysis hereby updates the results of Battisti et 
al. (2018) by adding additional countries, enriching the baseline 
specification, and using more recent data.

The model by Battisti et al. (2018) is based on a search and matching frictions 
general equilibrium model that includes skill heterogeneity, wage bargaining, 
and a welfare state that taxes labor income to provide unemployment benefits 
and engages in redistributive policies. The model is calibrated separately for 
24 countries to evaluate the effects of different migration scenarios on the 
welfare of different sections of the native-born population. The effect of 
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immigration on labor market outcomes and welfare is likely to hinge on four 
important features of immigrants and host countries. First, it depends on how 
the skill composition of the immigrant labor force differs from that of native-
born individuals. By the complementarity channel, additional supply of a certain 
type of worker negatively affects other workers of the same type (substitutes) 
and positively affects workers of different types (complements). For example, 
a new inflow of low-skilled immigrants reduces the wages of low-skilled native-
born workers and increases those of high-skilled native-born workers. In about 
one-third of the surveyed countries, the share of those who are tertiary educated 
is larger for immigrants than for native-born people. In several countries, 
including France, Germany, and the United Kingdom, however, that share is 
substantially smaller for immigrants than for native-born individuals. 

The second key fact relates to the relative wage levels of immigrants and 
native-born workers. Wage gaps may reflect differences in labor productivity, 
but they may also relate to differences in the outside option of native-born 
individuals relative to migrants. These two determinants of wage gaps have 
different implications for the labor market effects of immigrants.

The third fact relates to unemployment risk. In most countries both low- and 
high-skilled immigrants are much more likely to be unemployed than native-
born workers of the same skill level. All countries in the sample provide some 
unemployment insurance, albeit at different levels of generosity. Such systems 
lead to net redistribution from the group with a lower unemployment rate to 
the group with a higher unemployment rate. Fourth, the size of government 
(measured by the share of taxes or public expenditures in gross domestic 
product) has important implications for the welfare effect of immigrants and 
varies significantly across countries. Although scale effects of migration have 
been the subject of some research and much public debate, a specific analysis 
by Battisti et al. (2018) includes the welfare state in a general equilibrium 
model featuring skill heterogeneity and labor market frictions.

These features describe four different margins through which immigrants 
affect the welfare of the native-born population. In the model, immigration 
affects native-born persons’ welfare through four channels. Two work through 
the labor market: the traditional complementarity channel affects wages 
through relative supply of skills, whereas a job creation channel arises because 
an increase in the share of immigrant workers affects the incentives for job 
creation by firms (Chassamboulli and Palivos 2014). Its impact on native-born 
employment depends crucially on differences between native-born individuals 
and immigrants regarding productivity and outside options. Redistribution also 
works through two channels: one through unemployment benefits and 
another through proportional taxes and lump-sum transfers. How these 
channels affect the welfare of those who are native born depends on the 
relative skill composition of immigrants, as well as on the design of labor 
market institutions and the public sector.



172 ●  	 The Journey Ahead: Supporting Successful Migration in Europe and Central Asia

Annex 3B: Change in Employment Trends during the COVID-19 Pandemic
FIGURE 3B.1 
Change in employment and unemployment at the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic

Source: Eurostat (lfsq_egacob and lfsq_urgacob; https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/main/data/database)
Note: For a list of country codes, go to https://www.iso.org/obp/ui/#search. EU-NMS13 = new member states joining the European Union in 
2004, 2007, and 2013; Q2 = second quarter; Q4 = fourth quarter.
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Notes

	 1.	 Higher shares of immigrant students have been shown to have larger negative impacts for low-
ability native-born students in Italy (Frattini and Meschi 2019). The duration of stay of immigrant 
children in the host country also matters. In the Netherlands, the presence of recently arrived 
immigrants had a small negative impact on some native-born students’ learning, whereas 
immigrant children who had been in the country for longer had no impact (Bossavie 2020).

	 2.	 The findings were based on whether respondents answered that migration was a “good thing,” a 
“bad thing,” or “it depends” for three domains: (1) immigrants living in this country, (2) an immigrant 
becoming your neighbor, and (3) an immigrant marrying one of your close relatives.

	 3.	 Higher values of the index correspond to occupations with a higher socioeconomic status, values 
above zero indicate occupations that are more prestigious than the national average, and vice versa 
for values below zero. If immigrants and native-born individuals within each country had the same 
distribution of occupational status, then the graph would show a straight line at 0.

	 4.	 For more details about occupational downgrade among high-skilled migrants and its drivers, see 
chapter 4 or Borjas (2015) and Friedberg (2000).

FIGURE 3B.2 
Change in employment growth rates

Source: Eurostat (lfsq_egacob and lfsq_urgacob; https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/main/data/database).
Note: For a list of country codes, go to https://www.iso.org/obp/ui/#search. Q2 = second quarter; Q4 = fourth quarter.
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	 5.	 Residential segregation may originate from migrants’ preference to locate in areas with a higher 
proportion of individuals from their own country, as shown in Denmark (Damm 2009). This 
phenomenon may be reinforced by native-born individuals’ flight from areas with a high 
concentration of immigrants (Batut et al. 2022; Beckhusen et al. 2013).

	 6.	 The Migrant Integration Policy Index summarizes to which extent policies in different countries are 
more or less conducive to socioeconomic integration of migrants in destination countries. The 
overall index covers different domains of integration, including labor market participation, access to 
education and recognition of academic qualifications, access to social protection and social 
insurance benefits, family reunification, political participation, access to citizenship and permanent 
residency, and antidiscrimination, and it particularly focuses on measures favoring the integration 
of youth and women as well as non-EU third-country nationals.

	 7.	 In the case of Greece, the improvement can probably be imputed to easing regulations related to 
refugees’ labor market access.

	 8.	 A comprehensive review of country-specific eligibility criteria and welfare entitlements for migrants 
in the European Union is provided by Lafleur and Vintila (2020). See also Fanjul and Dempster (2020).

	 9.	 For example, spending on social protection benefits in Greece decreased from 28% of GDP in 2012 
to 25.2% of GDP in 2019. Since then the government has enacted several budgetary increases, 
raising the spending to 26.8% of GDP in 2021 (Eurostat social protection expenditures database 
spr_exp_sum).

	10.	 In such systems, prospective migrants are scored on the basis of a set of criteria, such as skills, 
language, or demographics, and those who accrue enough points are allowed entry on a path that 
typically leads to naturalization.

	11.	 The issue of occupational downgrade is discussed in more detail in chapter 4.
	12.	 Signatories of the agreement are Armenia, Belarus, Kazakhstan, the Kyrgyz Republic, and the 

Russian Federation.
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4
From Brain Drain to Brain Gain
Leveraging Emigration of High-Skilled 
Workers in Origin Countries

Chapter Highlights

•	 In most countries of origin, workers who emigrate have higher education 
levels than those who do not.

•	 The emigration of high-skilled workers is widespread in some of the 
smaller middle-income Europe and Central Asia (ECA) countries; about 
one-third of those with tertiary education from some countries in the 
Western Balkans live abroad.

•	 High-skilled emigration reduces human capital in countries of origin in 
the short run, which, under certain conditions, can generate labor 
shortages in essential sectors of activity, such as health, and affect 
productivity in home economies.

•	 In aging economies, high-skilled emigration can accelerate the decline in 
the working-age population and further shrink the fiscal base.

•	 Emigrants often come from the most disadvantaged areas in sending 
countries, potentially exacerbating the phenomenon of lagging regions.

•	 Despite high levels of educational attainment in countries of origin, 
high-skilled migrants from ECA often face occupational downgrade 
abroad.
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•	 In the medium to long term, high-skilled emigration can incentivize 
investment in human capital in sending countries as a response to 
greater internal and external demand for skilled professionals.

•	 In a few ECA countries, the increase in the supply of high-skilled 
graduates in response to migration opportunities was sufficient to 
compensate for the outflow of workers, but not in others.

•	 Sending countries can benefit from their high-skilled diaspora in 
multiple ways, including remittances, knowledge transfers, and 
increased foreign direct investment and trade.

•	 High-skilled emigration can also raise productivity and create jobs in 
countries of origin through return migration: high-skilled return 
migrants are often more productive and engage more frequently in 
entrepreneurial activities compared with nonmigrants.

•	 In contrast with Western European countries, Central EU and Western 
Balkan countries of origin have been struggling to attract their qualified 
emigrants back.

•	 The net effects of high-skilled emigration for countries of origin depend on 
whether the costs from losing highly qualified workers outweigh the 
benefits from the remittances, knowledge spillovers, and productivity gains 
generated by these workers.

Main Policy Recommendations

•	 Origin countries that want to reduce high-skilled emigration must 
address its root causes through policies supporting the creation of 
domestic employment and labor market functioning, together with 
strengthening home institutions and public services.

•	 Given the strength of the push and pull factors behind high-skilled 
migration, well-managed labor mobility is critical to enhancing its 
potential benefits while reducing potential costs for migrants, origin 
countries, and destination countries.

•	 Establishing functioning skills monitoring systems in countries of origin 
is essential to help anticipate skills shortages in response to increased 
external demand.

•	 Expanding capacity and relaxing potential rigidities in the rapid 
expansion of the supply of high-skilled graduates is also crucial to help 
prevent or mitigate skill shortages associated with emigration.

•	 If educational systems cannot expand the skill supply in a timely 
manner, opening domestic labor markets to non-ECA countries in 
occupations where skill shortages are anticipated can help in importing 
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needed skills. Such measures, however, must be considered within the 
broader political and social context of each individual country.

•	 Global skill partnerships between sending and receiving countries, in 
which the latter provide technical and financial resources for the training 
of prospective migrants, can help better distribute the costs and benefits 
of high-skilled migration between origin and destination countries.

•	 Reforms in public education financing schemes in countries of origin, 
combined with bilateral agreements with destination countries, can also 
support a more equitable distribution of the costs and benefits of 
high-skilled migration.

•	 Strengthening ongoing efforts to certify foreign credentials across ECA 
can help reduce the brain waste associated with migrants’ occupational 
downgrade.

•	 Programs to establish and engage diaspora networks, foster knowledge 
exchange, and support investment back home can help origin countries 
better leverage their high-skilled migrants.

•	 A first and low-cost step toward increasing the chances that high-skilled 
migrants will return is to remove the regulatory, bureaucratic, and 
informational barriers that inhibit return migration.

•	 The portability of social benefits across borders can also help alleviate 
bureaucratic constraints to return migration and incentivize returns from 
among the high-skilled diaspora.

•	 Financial incentives can be effective at increasing permanent return among 
high-skilled migrants, if they are large enough while being fiscally neutral.

•	 To support productive return of high-skilled migrants, reintegration 
plans need to be established, followed by a comprehensive set of at-scale 
interventions tailored to the identified needs of returnees.

•	 Policy interventions at the return stage must be informed by systematic 
impact evaluations to assess their effectiveness, ideally before scale-up.

Introduction

High-skilled migration is on the rise and widespread in Europe and Central 
Asia (ECA), especially from smaller middle-income countries. High-skilled 
emigration from ECA countries has been rising even more rapidly than overall 
migration. The number of high-skilled migrants in the European Union (EU), 
the main destination of high-skilled migrants from ECA, more than tripled 
over the 2004–18 period, increasing from about 4 million to 13 million. 
The share of high-skilled emigrants among total migrants increased from 
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21 percent in 2004 to 30 percent in 2019. In some countries in ECA—
particularly smaller ones, such as those in the Western Balkans—the 
incidence of high-skilled emigration compared with the size of the working-
age population is quite large. In Albania and Bosnia and Herzegovina, for 
example, it is estimated that close to 30 and 45 percent, respectively, of the 
working-age population with a tertiary degree lives abroad.

This chapter highlights that the impacts of high-skilled emigration on 
countries of origin are complex and multichanneled, generating both costs 
and benefits over different time horizons. They are also highly context 
dependent and heavily influenced by the emigration experience of origin 
countries and their demographic structure. As shown in the “Patterns, 
Trends, and Heterogeneity in High-Skilled Emigration in Europe and Central 
Asia” section of this chapter, emigration from ECA countries is 
heterogeneous in terms of magnitude, skill intensity, and occupational 
content. Policy parameters, as shown in this chapter, also play an important 
role in the way high-skilled emigration affects labor markets and broader 
welfare outcomes in countries of origin. Depending on these parameters, 
skilled emigration produces both costs and benefits, which vary in the 
short, medium, and long run.

A leading concern in countries of origin is that high-skilled emigration, often 
referred to as “brain drain,” may create shortages in essential occupations, 
increase fiscal pressures, and affect job creation and growth. Mechanically, 
high-skilled emigration reduces the stock of human capital in origin countries 
in the short run, especially if emigrants are positively selected (more skilled, 
on average, than the origin country population who does not emigrate), 
which is the case in most ECA countries. Although the emigration of high-
skilled migrants also comes with a range of benefits, as discussed in this 
chapter, it can be problematic if the departure of high-skilled workers results 
in domestic labor shortages, especially in critical sectors and occupations for 
which internal demand is high (World Bank 2023). One example is the case 
of health professionals such as doctors or nurses and information technology 
(IT) professionals. The departure of such workers could also negatively affect 
the productivity, innovation, and growth of the broader economy in the short 
run. In ECA countries with an already aging population and low fertility rates, 
such as those in the Central EU and the Western Balkans, the departures also 
exacerbate population aging and labor force shortages and can worsen the 
gap between prospering and lagging regions. This also raises related 
concerns about the sustainability of pension systems. From a fiscal 
standpoint, outflows of high-skilled labor also shrink the fiscal base, 
especially when emigration is concentrated among higher-paid workers.

As shown in this chapter, high-skilled migration also generates benefits 
for countries of origin, primarily through remittances, knowledge 
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transfers, investment in human capital, and return migration. 
As discussed in the “Medium- and Long-Term Impacts on Origin 
Countries” section, in the medium run, emigration can help alleviate 
unemployment pressures in sending regions that are struggling to create 
more and better jobs, especially for youth. It may also lead to a 
reallocation of labor to more productive sectors. Furthermore, high-
skilled emigration opportunities can increase the stock of human capital 
in the medium to long term, a phenomenon referred to as “brain gain.” 
A key mechanism through which this can occur is by incentivizing 
investments in tertiary education in response to rising returns to higher 
skill levels driven by foreign demand. In addition, if high-skilled migrants 
return, countries of origin can benefit from the human and financial 
capital gained by the migrants while abroad. The initial brain drain can 
thus, under certain conditions, turn into a net increase in human capital 
in countries of origin in the longer term. Using the case of medical 
doctors, the chapter shows that brain gain has been observed in 
some countries of origin in ECA but not in others. This suggests that local 
context and policy parameters are key to maximizing the benefits of brain 
circulation and turning brain drain into brain gain. As the chapter shows, 
the presence of high-skilled workers abroad can also produce a range of 
positive spillovers on countries of origin through remittance flows, 
knowledge transfers, and international networks and a reduction in 
transaction and trade costs. The extent to which countries of origin 
benefit from such spillovers is shaped by policies and programs in place to 
better leverage high-skilled mobility.

The chapter proposes policies that can be implemented by origin countries, 
some of them in collaboration with destination countries, to reduce the 
costs and enhance the benefits of high-skilled emigration. Building on the 
evidence provided in the “Patterns, Trends, and Heterogeneity in High-
Skilled Emigration in Europe and Central Asia,” “Short-Term Impacts of 
High-Skilled Emigration on Origin Countries,” and “Medium- and Long-
Term Impacts on Origin Countries” sections, the “Policy Recommendations” 
section discusses educational and skills-training policies that can ensure a 
fairer distribution of the costs and benefits of high-skilled emigration 
between origin and destination countries. It also examines options to 
enhance the benefits of the high-skilled migration experience for all actors, 
including migrants. Finally, it discusses policy options to increase the 
return flows of high-skilled migrants and to take better advantage of the 
human and financial capital that return with high-skilled migrants, and 
their migration experience more broadly. Although some of these policies 
can be implemented unilaterally by countries of origin, others require close 
coordination with destination countries, or even at the regional level with 
other countries of origin.
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Patterns, Trends, and Heterogeneity in High-Skilled 
Emigration in Europe and Central Asia

Rising Skill Level of Emigrants from ECA Countries

The skill level of emigrants from ECA countries has been rising. The share 
of high-skilled emigrants among total migrants within the European Union 
increased from 21 percent in 2004 to 30 percent in 2019 (refer to 
figure 4.1). Migrants from EU-15 countries (that is, countries that were 
European Union members before 2004) to other EU countries have 
traditionally had higher educational attainment relative to the overall 
population of the EU-15. This pattern has become more pronounced over 
time because the share of migrants with tertiary education from the EU-15 
has risen more rapidly than the corresponding share in the overall EU 
population. In recent years, almost one-half of migrants from the EU-15 to 
other EU countries have had tertiary degrees. Compared with migrants 
from the EU-15, migrants from new member states in the Central EU have 

FIGURE 4.1 
Share of migrants (ages 25–64 years) with tertiary education, 
European Union, by region of origin

Sources: Original calculations based on the EU Labour Force Survey (database), Eurostat (https://ec​
.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/EU_labour_force_survey); Russia Longitudinal 
Monitoring Survey (https://rlms-hse.cpc.unc.edu/); and Turkish Household Labor Force Surveys (https://
webapps.ilo.org/surveyLib/index.php/catalog/LFS/?page=1&country%5B%5D=218).
Note: EU-15 = European Union members before 2004; EU-NMS13 = new member states joining the 
European Union in 2004, 2007, and 2013.

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

S
h

a
re

 o
f 

te
rt

ia
ry

-e
d

u
ca

te
d

a
m

o
n

g
 m

ig
ra

n
ts

 (
%

)

2004
2005

2006
2007

2008
2009

2010
2011

2012
2013

2014
2015

2016
2017

2018
2019

Year

All migrants

Migrants from the EU-NMS13

Migrants from the EU-15

Migrants from other ECA countries

https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/EU_labour_force_survey�
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/EU_labour_force_survey�
https://rlms-hse.cpc.unc.edu/�
https://webapps.ilo.org/surveyLib/index.php/catalog/LFS/?page=1&country%5B%5D=218�
https://webapps.ilo.org/surveyLib/index.php/catalog/LFS/?page=1&country%5B%5D=218�


From Brain Drain to Brain Gain	 ● 189

lower overall educational attainment, reflecting the lower human capital at 
origin. In addition, the share of migrants with tertiary education has 
increased less rapidly among migrants from the 13 new member states 
joining the European Union in 2004, 2007, and 2013 (EU-NMS13) and from 
the rest of the world than it has among migrants from the EU-15.

The share of migrants in occupations requiring nonroutine tasks is rising 
more quickly in the European Union than among the overall population. 
Reflecting technological change, the share of workers engaged in 
nonroutine cognitive tasks in the European Union has increased, although 
at a moderate pace. The share has grown more rapidly in the EU-15 than in 
the EU-NMS13 (refer to figure 4.2). Meanwhile, the share of individuals 
engaged in such activities has risen more quickly among migrants from the 
EU-15 than among the overall EU population, reflecting a large increase in 
the share of high-skilled migrants from the EU-15. In addition, the share of 

FIGURE 4.2 
Workers (ages 25–64 years) employed in nonroutine cognitive jobs, 
European Union

Source: EU Labour Force Survey (database), Eurostat (https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained​
/index.php/EU_labour_force_survey).
Note: Nonroutine jobs are those that involve activities that are not repetitive or based on rules and may 
require flexibility and task switching. Cognitive jobs are those that involve problem solving and analysis 
and are associated with higher educational attainment. Nonroutine cognitive jobs include public 
relations and analytical, medical, and technical positions. EU-15 = European Union members before 
2004; EU-NMS13 = new member states joining the European Union in 2004, 2007, and 2013; 
RoW = rest of the world.
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migrants from the EU-NMS13 and the rest of the world who are engaged in 
nonroutine cognitive tasks has risen at a more moderate pace, although 
still more rapidly relative to the share among the overall population.

Disparities in High-Skilled Emigration across Country, Region, and 
Sector Activity

The skill content of emigrants varies across countries. Not surprisingly, skill 
content is closely linked to levels of economic development in countries of 
origin (refer to figure 4.3). High-skilled emigration predominates in high-
income countries in Western Europe, such as Belgium, France, the 
Netherlands, and Spain, as well as in Scandinavian countries, where more 
than half of the working-age population emigrating holds a tertiary degree. 
In contrast, the share of tertiary-educated emigrants is below 10 percent in 
some poorer origin countries in Central Asia, the Caucasus, and the 

FIGURE 4.3 
Economic development and skill content of emigration

Sources: UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs International Migrant Stock 2020 (https://www​
.un.org/development/desa/pd/content/international-migrant-stock); Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development Database on Immigrants in OECD and Non-OECD Countries 2015 
(https://www.oecd.org/els/mig/dioc.htm); Russia Labor Force Survey 2017, Armenia Labor Force Survey 
2018, and Kyrgyz Integrated Household Survey 2018 (for information on Labor Force Surveys, see 
https://webapps.ilo.org/surveyLib/index.php/catalog/LFS/?page=1&ps=15&repo=LFS); Listening to the 
Citizens of Tajikistan 2017 (https://www.worldbank.org/en/country/tajikistan/brief/listening2tajikistan); 
and Listening to the Citizens of Uzbekistan 2018 (https://www.worldbank.org/en/country/uzbekistan​
/brief​/l2cu#1).
Note: Purchasing power parity is used to compare the value of a country’s currency to another country’s 
currency by looking at the price of a basket of goods and services in each country. For a list of country 
codes, go to https://www.iso.org/obp/ui/#search. GDP = gross domestic product; Log = logarithmic 
scale; PPP = purchasing power parity.
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Western Balkans. In the Central EU economies, the skill intensity of 
emigration is more moderate, with 20–35 percent of emigrants having 
some tertiary education.

Globally, emigration has been shown to increase with the level of 
development until a certain point at which it starts to decrease (Clemens 
2014; Dao et al. 2018). A similar pattern is observed for high-skilled 
emigration from ECA countries (refer to figure 4.4, panel a). High-skilled 
emigration initially increases as countries move from a low-income level 
(Central Asian economies) to a middle-income level. Middle-income and 
middle- to high-income countries have the highest incidence of high-skilled 
emigration per the working-age population. Once higher- to middle-income 
levels are reached, however, the incidence of high-skilled emigration 
among those who are working age declines overall, despite higher levels of 
educational attainment in richer countries. Differences in the incidence of 
high-skilled emigration among the population of origin countries are partly 

FIGURE 4.4 
Economic development and emigration

Sources: UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs International Migrant Stock 2020 (https://www.un.org/development/desa/pd​
/content/international-migrant-stock); Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development Database on Immigrants in OECD and 
Non-OECD Countries 2015 (https://www.oecd.org/els/mig/dioc.htm); Russia Labor Force Survey 2017, Armenia Labor Force Survey 2018, 
and Kyrgyz Integrated Household Survey 2018 (for information on Labor Force Surveys, see https://webapps.ilo.org/surveyLib/index.php​
/catalog/LFS/?page=1&ps=15&repo=LFS); Listening to the Citizens of Tajikistan 2017 (https://www.worldbank.org/en/country/tajikistan​
/brief/listening2tajikistan); and Listening to the Citizens of Uzbekistan 2018 (https://www.worldbank.org/en/country/uzbekistan/brief​
/l2cu#1).
Note: High-skilled emigrants are defined as individuals with tertiary education who live abroad. Purchasing power parity is used to 
compare the value of a country’s currency to another country’s currency by looking at the price of a basket of goods and services in each 
country. For a list of country codes, go to https://www.iso.org/obp/ui/#search. GDP = gross domestic product; Log = logarithmic scale; 
PPP = purchasing power parity.
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driven by a decline in overall emigration rates as ECA countries further 
develop toward high-income levels (refer to panel b of figure 4.4). This is 
likely driven by a reduction in push and pull factors to migrate as origin 
countries reach high-income status.

The high skill content of emigrants also reflects the profile of workers who 
choose to or can emigrate. Workers who emigrate often have a different skill 
profile from those who do not. They may be, on average, more highly 
educated than workers who do not emigrate (positive selection) or, in some 
cases, less educated (negative selection). The sign of selection into 
emigration is determined by the relative wage structure and skill premium at 
origin and at destination (Docquier, Lohest, and Marfouk 2007; Docquier 
and Rapoport 2012; World Bank 2018). Figure 4.5 displays the share of 
emigrants from ECA countries who have attained some tertiary education, 

FIGURE 4.5 
Share of workers with tertiary education, by emigration status

Sources: UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs International Migrant Stock 2020 (https://www​
.un.org/development/desa/pd/content/international-migrant-stock); Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development Database on Immigrants in OECD and Non-OECD Countries 2015 
(https://www.oecd.org/els/mig/dioc.htm); Russia Labor Force Survey 2017, Armenia Labor Force Survey 
2018, and Kyrgyz Integrated Household Survey 2018 (for information on Labor Force Surveys, see 
https://webapps.ilo.org/surveyLib/index.php/catalog/LFS/?page=1&ps=15&repo=LFS); Listening to the 
Citizens of Tajikistan 2017 (https://www.worldbank.org/en/country/tajikistan/brief/listening2tajikistan); 
and Listening to the Citizens of Uzbekistan 2018 (https://www.worldbank.org/en/country/uzbekistan​
/brief​/l2cu#1).
Note: The dashed 45-degree line represents parity in the share of emigrants and stayers with tertiary 
education in each country of origin. In countries above the line, the share of emigrants with tertiary 
education is higher than that of stayers; in countries below the line, the share of emigrants with tertiary 
education is lower than that of stayers. For a list of country codes, go to https://www.iso.org/obp​
/ui/#search. Kosovo has no ISO 3166 code and has been given a user-assigned code XKX. This designation 
is without prejudice to positions on status and is in line with United Nations Security Council Resolution 
1244/1999 and the International Court of Justice Opinion on the Kosovo declaration of independence.
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together with the share of tertiary-educated nonmigrants, by country 
of origin. As shown in the figure, most countries of origin in ECA are above 
the 45-degree line. This indicates that in most countries, emigrants are on 
average more educated than the population that does not emigrate. 
Positive selection in emigration is especially pronounced in Scandinavian 
countries, as well as in France and Italy, which are far above the 45-degree 
line. In comparison, a few countries in ECA, such as some in the Caucasus, 
Central Asia, and the Western Balkans, exhibit negative selection in 
emigration, in addition to lower levels of human capital among the 
working-age population overall.

Emigration from the Central EU countries and the Western Balkans is more 
pronounced in high-skilled sectors such as health or IT, which are 
considered critical occupations. Emigration from EU-NMS13 countries 
after the EU enlargement has been more pronounced in some sectors than 
in others (refer to figure 4.6). The increase in emigration has been 
especially large in the health care and social sectors: the share of workers 
from the Central EU working in those sectors employed abroad (as opposed 
to their origin countries) more than tripled between 2008 and 2018.1 
By 2014, outflows of doctors from the EU-NMS13 and the southern EU-15 
had reached, respectively, 0.7 percent and 1.5 percent of the total stock of 
physicians in these regions. In Estonia and Romania, the annual emigration 
of health professionals, including doctors, averaged 3.9 percent and 
2.5 percent, respectively, during the same period. High emigration rates in 
the health care sector have also been observed in the Western Balkans 
(OECD 2022): in 2017–18, more than 2,700 home-trained Serbian doctors 
and 1,500 home-trained North Macedonian doctors were identified in 
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) 
countries, representing an emigration rate of about 8 percent and 
22 percent, respectively (OECD 2022). Emigration also rose significantly 
among high-skilled workers from the IT sector: the share of IT sector 
workers from the Central EU employed in other EU countries more than 
doubled from 2008 to 2018, representing 15 percent of the total stock of 
information and communications technology (ICT) workers in origin 
countries in 2018.

Characteristics and Occupational Patterns of High-Skilled Emigrants

High-skilled emigration is driven by large wage disparities in high-skilled 
occupations across the region. Even within the European Union, where wage 
differentials for high-skilled workers have been declining, average wage 
differentials between Western and Central EU countries remain large, 
especially among workers with tertiary education (refer to figure 4.7). 
This acts as a key determinant of skilled migration from the Central to the 
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Western EU. A young graduate from Bulgaria or Romania working in Austria 
or the Netherlands, for example, can expect to earn about 6.5 times the 
wage that they would back home, and in Denmark the wage would be almost 
8 times greater. Part of these large gaps is mitigated by the higher costs of 
living in receiving countries. Still, in purchasing power standards, young 

FIGURE 4.6 
Share of workers from 13 new member state countries who are employed in the other 28 EU 
countries, by sector of activity

Source: Original calculations based on EU Labour Force Survey, Eurostat (https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat​/statistics-explained/index.php/EU​
_labour_force_survey).
Note: The share of emigrants is the number of EU-NMS13 emigrants in other EU countries working in a specific NACE one-digit sector 
divided by the total number of people born in EU-NMS13 countries working in that same sector (both in their home EU-NMS13 countries 
or abroad in other EU countries). EU = European Union; EU-NMS13 = new member states joining the European Union in 2004, 2007, and 
2013; ICT = information and communications technology; NACE = Nomenclature des Activités Économiques dans la Communauté 
Européenne; WASH = water, sanitation, and hygiene.
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graduates from Bulgaria or Romania can expect to earn up to three times the 
wages in Austria or the Netherlands as they would earn in their countries of 
origin. Not only can high-skilled workers earn higher wages by moving to 
another ECA country, but they can also increase their likelihood of finding 
employment: unemployment rates are significantly higher in ECA origin 
countries than in the main destination countries. In the Western Balkans, 

FIGURE 4.7 
Full-time gross monthly earnings of tertiary-educated workers, 
European Union

Source: Bossavie et al. 2022.
Note: Wages are expressed in current euros or euros adjusted by purchasing power standards (which 
consider differences in price levels across countries). Purchasing power parity is used to compare the 
value of a country’s currency to another country’s currency by looking at the price of a basket of goods 
and services in each country. For a list of country codes, go to https://www.iso​.org/obp/ui/#search. 
EU-15 = European Union members before 2004; EU-NMS13 = new member states joining the European 
Union in 2004, 2007, and 2013; PPP = purchasing power parity.
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the average unemployment rate is at around 16 percent, ranging from 
9 percent in Serbia to as much as 26 percent in Kosovo, which is more than 
double the EU average (OECD 2022). Because high-skilled workers are 
typically more mobile across countries than low-skilled migrants, they are 
more likely to benefit from better-alternative job opportunities abroad, also 
thanks to the free movement of labor in the European Union.

High-skilled migration flows are largely directed to the European Union. 
As with overall migration, the concentration of highly educated migrants is 
largely in EU-15 countries (97 percent of all skilled migrants in the European 
Union). Disparities in skill content across EU regions and countries of 
destination are also large: in most regions of the Nordic countries and the 
United Kingdom, for example, more than half of migrants from the European 
Union have a tertiary education degree. In Italy, in contrast, a minority of 
immigrants have attained some tertiary education. In countries such as 
France and Spain, the prevalence of high-skilled migrants varies quite 
substantially by region. In terms of the share of the total adult population 
(ages 25–64), high-skilled migrants represent more than 15 percent of that 
population in some urban areas in Ireland, Switzerland, and the southeastern 
United Kingdom, surpassing 10 percent in the metropolitan areas of 
Luxembourg, Paris, Stockholm, and Vienna.

In contrast to low-skilled emigration, women represent a large and increasing 
share of high-skilled migrants. Women now constitute most high-skilled 
migrants within ECA (refer to figure 4.8). The share of high-skilled female 
emigrants has been on the rise in recent years, especially from the 
EU-NMS13 to EU countries, but also to the Russian Federation and Türkiye. 
Although this partly reflects rising female labor force participation in origin 
countries, women are overrepresented among high-skilled migrants from 
ECA relative to the share of women in the high-skilled active population in 
origin countries. In contrast to the broad gender parity among migrants from 
the EU-15, women are now overrepresented among migrants from the 
EU-NMS13, especially among those who are highly educated. Additionally, 
the share of women among EU-NMS13 migrants with tertiary education has 
been rising, whereas among migrants from the EU-15, it has remained 
constant. Finally, more than half of high-skilled migrants from the Western 
Balkans to EU countries are women (OECD 2022).

Compared with the overall working-age population, highly educated 
migrants are concentrated among younger age groups. Like all migrants, 
high-skilled migrants to the European Union tend to be clustered in the 
25–44 age group (Bossavie et al. 2022; World Bank 2018). This is 
particularly true for high-skilled migrants coming from EU-NMS13 
countries, among whom 70 percent are within that age range, compared 
with only 54 percent of native-born workers. In contrast, high-skilled 



From Brain Drain to Brain Gain	 ● 197

migrants from EU-15 countries have an age distribution more like that of 
native-born workers. The age distribution of high-skilled emigrants is 
important to keep in mind when assessing the impacts of emigration on 
countries of origin, especially in the context of the overall aging observed in 
the labor market.

High-skilled migrants from ECA are concentrated in occupations requiring 
more quantitative or analytical skills. Workers who migrate from ECA 
countries to the European Union work in different occupations than native-
born workers in receiving countries (Bossavie et al. 2022). As shown in 
figure 4.9, native-born male workers in the European Union are more likely 
to have jobs requiring communication skills (for example, sales, legal and 
finance professionals, teachers, and administrative workers), whereas 
high-skilled migrants concentrate in occupations requiring more 
quantitative or analytical skills. Those include ICT professionals, software 
developers, engineers, and medical doctors. Software and application 
development is the leading occupation of high-skilled migrants from the 
EU-NMS13 to the European Union (refer to figure 4.9, panel b). High-
skilled female migrant workers have a different occupational profile than 
high-skilled male migrant workers (refer to figure 4.9, panels b and d). 
Their occupational profile also differs strongly from that of native-born 

FIGURE 4.8 
Share of women among international migrants ages 25–64, Europe and Central Asia 

Sources: Original calculations based on the European Union Labour Force Survey (database), Eurostat (https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat​
/statistics-explained/index.php/EU_labour_force_survey); Russia Longitudinal Monitoring Survey (https://rlms-hse.cpc.unc.edu, 
http://www.hse.ru/org/hse/rlms) and Turkish Household Labor Force Surveys (https://webapps.ilo.org/surveyLib/index.php/catalog​
/LFS/?page=1&country%5B%5D=218).
Note: High-skilled migrants are defined as foreign-born individuals with some tertiary education. Low-skilled migrants are defined as 
foreign-born individuals without tertiary education. EU-NMS13 = new member states joining the European Union in 2004, 2007, and 2013; 
EU-15 = European Union members before 2004.
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women: they primarily concentrate in personal care, household services, 
sales, and the medical profession, whereas teaching is the most common 
occupation among high-skilled native-born women (refer to figure 4.9, 
panels c and d).

High-skilled migrants, especially from non-EU countries, often face 
occupational downgrade. Occupational downgrade refers to being employed 
in a lower-skilled occupation than one’s formal level of educational 
attainment would predict. By region of origin, occupational downgrade 
particularly affects highly educated migrants from the EU-NMS13. 
Immigrants from the EU-NMS13 have, on average, 1.3 more years of 

FIGURE 4.9 
Top occupations of individuals (ages 25–64) with tertiary education, European Union
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schooling than do native-born workers in the same occupation, whereas 
the gap is only 0.3 years (about 3.5 months) for tertiary-educated EU-15 
migrants (refer to figure 4.10). Overqualification among high-skilled 
migrants from non-EU ECA countries, such as in the Western Balkans, is 
also widespread: more than half of the migrants from Albania (56 percent) 
and Kosovo (61 percent) were overqualified in 2015–16 compared with 
about one-third of highly skilled migrants in OECD countries overall. This 
rate of overqualification among migrants from Kosovo, Montenegro, North 
Macedonia, and Serbia has also risen in recent years (OECD 2022).

Source: Bossavie et al. 2022, based on the European Union Labour Force Survey.
Note: EU-NMS13 = new member states joining the European Union in 2004, 2007, and 2013; Manuf. = manufacturing; PR = public relations.
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Top occupations of individuals (ages 25–64) with tertiary education, European Union (Continued)
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FIGURE 4.10 
Number of years of education relative to occupational mean, 
European Union, by migrants’ region of origin

Source: Original calculations based on data from the European Union Labour Force Survey 2018 
(database), Eurostat (https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/EU_labour_force​
_survey).
Note: The figure compares the excess education of tertiary-educated migrants versus tertiary-educated 
native-born workers. Excess education refers to a person’s years of education compared with the average 
years of education of workers in the same occupation (using ISCO-08 three-digit level). EU-15 = European 
Union members before 2004; EU-NMS13 = new member states joining the European Union in 2004, 
2007, and 2013; ISCO = International Standard Classification of Occupations.
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Occupational downgrade is observed for both female and male migrants 
from ECA countries. Occupational downgrade among high-skilled female 
migrants to the European Union is striking because the top two occupations 
of tertiary-educated female migrants from the EU-NMS13 are cleaners-
helpers and personal care workers (refer to figure 4.9, panel d). Among 
qualified EU-NMS13 female migrant workers, five of the top 10 jobs require 
medium to low skill levels. According to the 2018 EU Labour Force Survey, 
five of the top 10 occupations in which highly educated male EU-NMS13 
migrants work can be categorized as low skill (building frame workers, 
heavy truck or bus drivers, building finishers, transportation or storage 
workers, and machinery mechanics) compared with none of the top 10 
occupations for high-skilled male native-born workers.

The occupational downgrade of high-skilled migrants is linked to imperfect 
transferability of skills combined with informational barriers (Borjas 2015; 
Friedberg 2000). Migrants’ skills and human capital are often imperfectly 
transferred when they seek work in destination countries’ labor markets. 
This can occur because of language barriers, which can, for example, 
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prevent migrants from accessing occupations with high communications 
content in destination countries. It can take place because the value of an 
educational degree obtained in the country of origin may not match 
standards in destination countries. Even if it does, informational barriers 
may exist, because employers are likely to have limited information or 
knowledge about the validity of academic or occupational qualifications 
acquired abroad, reducing the perceived domestic value of those 
credentials. The imperfect recognition of foreign credentials is a key factor 
behind the informational barriers that contribute to occupational 
downgrade of qualified migrants in host countries (Chiswick and Miller 
2009). For these reasons, migrants tend to select occupations that differ 
vertically (that is, they require a lower level of education) or horizontally 
(that is, they require the same education level but entail distinct types of 
tasks) from those of native-born workers.

This brain waste comes at a cost for both sending and receiving countries. 
At the destination, the untapped use of migrants’ skills can reduce 
productivity and tax revenues. For migrants and sending countries, 
occupational downgrade lowers earnings potential and migrants’ 
subsequent capacity to send remittances back to their origin country. 
Furthermore, not using certain higher skills during the migration episode 
can also hinder migrants’ ability to use those skills upon return to their 
home country.

Short-Term Impacts of High-Skilled Emigration on 
Origin Countries

Human Capital and Labor Market Impacts

High-skilled emigration is widespread in some of the smaller middle-income 
ECA countries. In smaller countries in the Western Balkans, such as Bosnia 
and Herzegovina, for example, it is estimated that close to 45 percent of the 
working-age population with a tertiary degree lives abroad (refer to 
figure 4.11). Another smaller country in the Western Balkans, Albania, also 
exhibits very high rates of high-skilled emigration: close to 30 percent of the 
tertiary-educated working-age population is estimated to live abroad. 
In Moldova, the incidence of high-skilled emigration is of a similar 
magnitude. The very high incidence of emigration among high-skilled 
workers is a source of concern among origin-country policy makers, 
especially in countries with an aging population. In contrast, in Central Asian 
countries such as Tajikistan and Uzbekistan, less than 5 percent of the high-
skilled population is estimated to live abroad.
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In the short run, high-skilled migration can reduce human capital in 
countries of origin, especially if emigrants are more skilled than 
nonmigrants. High-skilled migration affects the quantity and quality of 
labor and human capital available in the country of origin in the short run. 
The short-term human capital impacts of emigration are more severe if 
migrants are more skilled than the rest of the population in the origin 
country. This is the case in most ECA countries of origin. The impacts are 
more pronounced when emigration is widespread among the working-age 
population, as in the case of smaller origin countries in the Western 
Balkans and Central EU (Bossavie and Özden 2023).

Human capital growth and convergence is slower in countries that 
experience high emigration rates. Educational attainment among the adult 
population in the European Union has progressively increased since the 
European Union’s enlargement in 2004, and among the EU-NMS13, there 
has been a process of catching up to the EU-15. This convergence is more 
visible in the younger population ages 30–34 years (refer to figure 4.12). 
However, the top migrant-sending regions among the EU-NMS13 have 
been slower to improve. They have not reached the EU-15 average and have 
experienced larger gaps relative to the average among populations in the 
EU-NMS13. Because of this, migration in NMS-sending regions, which 
usually involves more highly educated populations, seems to slow the 
convergence in human capital across these regions.

FIGURE 4.11 
Share of the working-age population with tertiary education living abroad, by country of origin

Source: Original calculations based on UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs (https://www.un.org/development/desa/pd/content​
/international-migrant-stock).
Note: For a list of country codes, go to https://www.iso.org/obp/ui/#search.
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Without the right policies in place, the departure of high-skilled workers can 
contribute to labor shortages in countries of origin, including in critical 
occupations. High-skilled emigrants represent a large share of the total stock 
of workers in some specific sectors of origin countries, particularly IT and 
health. As shown in figure 4.13, emigration has been a negative contributor 
to employment in the health sector among the EU-NMS13. In addition, 
ICT professionals from the EU-NMS13 who worked in other EU countries 
represented about 15 percent of the total stock of ICT workers in origin 
countries. In the health sector, this proportion was close to 20 percent. 
Emigration of high-skilled professionals can lead to labor shortages in critical 
occupations, such as medical doctors. This can be especially challenging for 
countries of origin that experience an increase in the demand for medical 
services associated with population aging. In the Western Balkans, an 
analysis of LinkedIn data carried out by LinkedIn and the World Bank 
suggests that net migration of LinkedIn members during the period 2015–19 
was associated with the loss of business and tech skills. The analysis of 
LinkedIn data also showed a loss of industry-specific skills, such as ICT, 
engineering, and medical skills (https://linkedindata.worldbank.org/data). 
A series of reports from the European Training Foundation also point to high 

FIGURE 4.12 
Changes in the share of tertiary-educated individuals (ages 30–34) in high- 
versus low-emigration regions of the European Union

Source: Bossavie et al. 2022. Elaboration based on data from Education and Training database, Eurostat 
(https://ec​.europa.eu​/eurostat/web/education-and-training/overview).
Note: Bottom net migration regions are the bottom 30 percent of total EU-15 and EU-NMS13 NUTS-2 
subdivisions with the lowest net inflows of international migrants, calculated as international arrivals 
minus international departures during the period 2004–18. EU-15 = European Union members before 
2004; EU-NMS13 = new member states joining the European Union in 2004, 2007, and 2013; 
NUTS-2 = Nomenclature of Territorial Units for Statistics level 2.
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labor demand and shortages in the ICT sector in the Western Balkans and 
Central EU (for example, ETF 2021; OECD 2022).

A few studies of ECA countries suggest that high-skilled emigration may 
negatively affect capital growth, productivity, and innovation in countries of 
origin. At the theoretical level, it has been shown that the emigration of high-
skilled workers may have repercussions on productivity in countries of origin 
through various channels. First, in the presence of skill complementarities or 
externalities between high-skilled workers in a firm, the emigration of high-
skilled workers may negatively affect productivity among those who stay 
(Docquier, Lohest, and Marfouk 2007). Second, although it allows 
innovators at home to access valuable knowledge accumulated abroad, the 
emigration of high-skilled migrants can also have negative impacts on the 
rest of the economy by weakening local knowledge networks (Agrawal et al. 
2011). In the ECA context, high-skilled emigration has been reported to have 
negative impacts on firm productivity and total factor productivity in some 
Central EU countries (Giesing and Laurentsyeva 2018). Third, because of the 
imperfect substitutability between low-skilled and high-skilled labor, skill-
selective emigration can lead to slower capital growth and 
technological downgrading (Bhagwati and Rodriguez 1975; Docquier and 

FIGURE 4.13 
Changes in employment due to nonmigrants and emigrants, new 
EU member states, 2008–18

Source: European Union Labour Force Surveys (database), Eurostat (https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat​
/statistics-explained/index.php/EU_labour_force_survey).
Note: Statistics on the x axis are calculated as the change in employment in each sector of activity in the 
EU-NMS13 between 2008 and 2018, divided by the change in total employment in the EU-NMS13 over 
the same period. Statistics on the y axis are calculated as the change in employment in each sector of 
activity of migrants from the EU-NMS13 in other EU countries between 2008 and 2018, divided by the 
change in total employment in the EU-NMS13 over the same period. EU-NMS13 = new member states 
joining the European Union in 2004, 2007, and 2013; Household = households as employers; 
ICT = information and communications technology; NUTS-2 = Nomenclature of Territorial Units for 
Statistics level 2; WASH = water, sanitation, and hygiene.
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Rapoport 2012; Haque and Kim 1995; Miyagiwa 1991). Finally, 
entrepreneurship and innovation may be negatively affected by the 
departure of young, high-skilled workers: some studies find negative 
effects of youth emigration on entrepreneurship and innovation in Italy 
(Anelli et al. 2019).

Because high-skilled migrants mostly come from lower-income regions 
within ECA, human capital loss and skills shortages may increase gaps 
between lagging and leading regions. As shown in the “Patterns, Trends, 
and Heterogeneity in High-Skilled Emigration in Europe and Central Asia” 
section, high-skilled emigration disproportionately comes from the less 
economically developed regions of ECA origin countries. This may lead to a 
vicious circle in which poor economic conditions in some regions lead to 
emigration, which further degrades economic conditions in those regions. 
In Romania, beyond the positive trends at the national level, regional 
analysis shows larger increases in the number of doctors per capita (as well 
as in the number in other skilled professions, such as engineers) in counties 
with less net migration outflows, whereas some of the lagging regions with 
higher outmigration did not see meaningful gains in the supply of doctors 
(refer to figure 4.14). Available evidence for ECA, however, mostly looks at 
the association between high-skilled emigration and labor shortages. Much 
more evidence is needed to establish a causal link.

FIGURE 4.14 
Changes in the number of medical doctors per capita in high- and low-
emigration regions, Romania, 2002–11

Sources: Ten percent samples of the 2002 and 2011 censuses from Minnesota Population Center 
Integrated Public Use Microdata Series 2019 (https://www.ipums.org/projects/ipums-international/d020​
.v7.2).
Note: Net immigration is defined as the number of immigrants (arrivals) minus the number of emigrants 
(departures) from 2002 to 2011 in each region. Regions listed are the Nomenclature of Territorial Units 
for Statistics level 3 regions of Romania.
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Fiscal Impacts

The departure of high-skilled workers shrinks the fiscal base with 
potentially negative impacts on public finances. Tax revenues may be 
reduced because of the lower economic activity resulting from labor 
outflows (Gibson and McKenzie 2012). Remittances, however, can raise 
consumption taxes, thereby exerting a mitigating impact. On the 
expenditure side, the older population left behind puts pressure on pension 
and health spending (Clements et al. 2015). Fiscal losses become larger if 
emigrants are concentrated among prime-age, highly educated, and high-
earning workers (Desai et al. 2009). In the EU-NMS13, net immigration has 
been associated with higher social spending on pensions and health care 
during periods of weaker economic growth (Atoyan et al. 2016). The 
reduction of the fiscal base is especially a problem in education because 
nonmigrants must subsidize those who leave.

Medium- and Long-Term Impacts on Origin Countries

Human Capital Impacts

In the medium to long term, countries of origin can experience net gains in 
human capital if certain conditions are fulfilled. In addition to the 
immediate short-term drain on human capital associated with emigration, 
the departure of skilled workers can also lead, eventually, to what has been 
referred to as brain gain in migrant-sending countries. Brain gain occurs 
through two main channels: one is by increasing the returns to education 
and investments in human capital in the origin country, because of the high 
wage premium associated with the demand for high-skilled employment 
abroad, and the other is through the return of high-skilled migrants who 
have accumulated additional human, financial, and social capital while in 
another country. For instance, the direct effect of the emigration of 
doctors, which reduces the stock of doctors in ECA sending countries, may 
be offset by the greater incentives to graduate in medicine because of 
higher earnings potential in destination countries and the option value of 
returning from abroad with enhanced skills.

Cross-country studies including ECA countries have reported a net positive 
association between emigration and human capital accumulation in origin 
countries, if emigration rates remain moderate. A positive relationship 
between skilled emigration and skill formation, after accounting for initial 
human capital levels, has been reported by cross-country studies (Beine, 
Docquier, and Oden-Defoort 2011; Beine, Docquier, and Rapoport 2008; 
Docquier, Lohest, and Marfouk 2007). These studies show, however, that 
this finding holds if emigration rates remain below 20 or 30 percent, 
depending on countries’ characteristics. A similar positive association has 
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been reported for samples of ECA countries. Among sending countries in 
the Central EU, return migration, combined with the education incentive 
channel, has been shown to turn the drain on human capital into a gain 
(Beine, Docquier, and Rapoport 2001, 2008; Docquier and Rapoport 2012; 
Mayr and Peri 2009): a 0–20 percent increase in emigration rates, in the 
long run, has been estimated to increase average schooling by about one 
year in origin countries in the Central EU (Mayr and Peri 2009). Support for 
the brain gain hypothesis has also been found in a panel regression 
estimation for the 10 countries that joined the European Union in the 
1980s and 2004 (Farchy 2009). In Romania, temporary emigration 
was found to have positive long-run effects on skill levels at home 
(Ambrosini et al. 2015).

Human Capital Investments in Origin Countries in 
Response to Migration Opportunities
The main mechanism behind human capital gains for countries of origin is 
the increase in educational investments that takes place in response to 
emigration opportunities. Recent empirical studies of brain gain outside 
ECA offer evidence that high-skilled emigration can have net positive 
effects on the supply of high-skilled labor in origin countries by 
incentivizing investment in human capital through increased emigration 
opportunities. Two recent studies of nurses in the Philippines and IT 
workers in India find that the incentive effect of potential migration on 
human capital acquisition far outweighs the observed migration (Abarcar 
and Theoharides 2021; Khanna and Morales 2017). In both cases, the 
increase in the supply of graduates in response to emigration opportunities 
has compensated for the departure of high-skilled workers severalfold.

Two main conditions, however, need to be satisfied for a net gain in human 
capital (brain gain) to materialize. First, migrants’ countries of origin must 
be able to increase educational institutions’ capacity to meet the increased 
demand. Second, there needs to be a large enough number of newly 
educated individuals who do not emigrate and end up being employed in 
the country of origin or who return after working abroad.

As high-skilled emigration rose, countries of origin in ECA did register an 
increase in the number of graduates in essential occupations such as 
doctors. Overall, the stock of doctors in all subregions of ECA has risen over 
the past 15 years, despite the incidence of the emigration of doctors in 
some countries of origin in the subregion. In fact, the supply of new 
graduates has increased more rapidly in ECA origin countries that 
experienced higher emigration rates. Although the size of the cohort of new 
graduates in medicine was close to constant in the northern EU-15 
countries between 2004 and 2016, the number of new graduates in 
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medicine showed an upward trend in the EU-NMS13, especially during the 
first five or six years after EU accession (refer to figure 4.15). In the 10 new 
member states that completed formal EU accession in 2004 (Cyprus, 
Czechia, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Malta, Poland, Slovak 
Republic, and Slovenia), the size of the cohort of graduates in medicine 
accelerated in 2009. In the three member states that entered the European 
Union in 2007 (Bulgaria and Romania) and 2013 (Croatia), graduate flows 
accelerated beginning in 2013.

In a few ECA origin countries, the increase in the number of new medical 
graduates was large enough to compensate for emigration in high-skilled 
occupations, but not in others. In Romania, the increase in medical 
graduates in response to emigration was high enough that the emigration of 
high-skilled doctors did not hamper the catching-up process with other 
countries. The number of graduates in medicine increased after Romania’s 
EU accession in 2007 and accelerated for six years after that, a period in 
line with the length of time it takes to complete medical school programs 
(refer to figure 4.16). In fact, the ratio of doctors vis-à-vis the EU average 
increased from 66 percent in 2000 to 82 percent in 2018. Although other 
factors might be at play, the fact that most of the increase in medical 
graduates in Romania stems from programs in English and French is 

FIGURE 4.15 
New graduates in medicine, member states entering the European Union 
in 2004, 2007, and 2013

Source: European Commission Regulated Professions Database (https://ec.europa.eu/growth/tools​
-databases/regprof/index.cfm?action=homepage).
Note: On the y axis, t–1 refers to the year immediately before the one reported on the x axis. The blue 
line shows the trends for the share of doctors after EU accession in NMS10 countries, and the red line 
shows the trend for NMS3 countries. EU = European Union; NMS10 = new member states that 
completed formal EU accession in 2004 (Cyprus, Czechia, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Malta, 
Poland, Slovak Republic, and Slovenia); NMS3 = new member states that completed formal EU accession 
in 2007 (Bulgaria and Romania) and 2013 (Croatia).
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consistent with increased investment in education in response to higher 
demand for internationally transferable skills. Other migrant-sending 
countries, such as Czechia and Slovenia, also witnessed a rapid rise in the 
number of graduates in medicine that more than compensated for the 
emigration of doctors. In other countries, however, the change in the 
number of high-skilled graduates did not compensate for the emigration of 
high-skilled workers. In Estonia, Hungary, and Latvia, for example, the 
additional supply of new graduates was not sufficient to make up for the 
departure of human resources (refer to figure 4.17 for a comparison of 
Hungary and Romania).

The heterogeneity of experiences among ECA countries suggests that 
policies and local contexts are key in determining whether origin 
countries’ supply of high-skilled workers increases in the face of 
migration opportunities. One determinant of the net gains in human 
capital from high-skilled emigration is the ability of the educational 

FIGURE 4.16 
Supply of medical students and stock of medical doctors, Romania, 2000–20

Sources: Health graduates: Eurostat (https://appsso.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/nui/show.do?dataset=hlth_rs_grd&lang=en); stock of doctors: 
health personnel by NUTS-2 regions, Eurostat (https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/en/web/products-datasets/-/HLTH_RS_PRSRG); new-entrant 
places: Ungureanu and Socha-Dietrich 2019; population: Eurostat Population database, reference years 2013, 2018, population on 
January 1, by age group, and sex (https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/population/overview).
Note: New-entrant places refers to the number of students who start studying medicine. On the left-hand y axis of panel b, the number of 
doctors per capita per year is reported relative to the number of doctors per capita in 2000, where the reference value in 2000 is 100 
(2000 = 100). On the right-hand y axis of panel b, the number of doctors per capita in Romania per year is reported relative to the average 
number of doctors per capita in the EU-28 in the same year, where the reference value for the EU-28 average is normalized to 
100 (EU-28 = 100). NUTS-2 = Nomenclature of Territorial Units for Statistics level 2.
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system to respond quickly by increasing the supply of high-skilled 
graduates. This is not always possible. For example, one distinct feature 
of the educational system for high-skilled health professionals such as 
doctors is that the number of places in education institutions in these 
fields of study is often capped (the so-called numerus clausus). In 
addition, for the educational system to be able to rapidly respond, it 
needs not only to be flexible but also to receive timely and precise 
information on the demand for high-skilled professionals domestically 
and abroad. Such careful monitoring of demand for high-skilled workers 
is only available in a handful of countries.

Even with an increase in the domestic supply of skilled workers, it may be 
difficult for countries of origin to perceive high-skilled emigration as brain 
gain because of other ongoing demographic trends. One key example is the 
increase in the supply of medical graduates in response to migration 
opportunities, in the context of an aging population. Even if the total stock 
of doctors has increased in ECA origin countries, descriptive evidence 
suggests that the increased supply has not caught up with the larger 
demand, which stems from population aging and the related increased 
demand for health care services. The number of doctors measured against 
the size of the older population (those age 65 and older) can approximate 
these demand pressures. The share of doctors in the EU-15 has dropped by 

FIGURE 4.17 
Changes in the stock of medical doctors, Hungary and Romania, 2000–17

Source: Bossavie et al. 2022, based on Regulated Professions Database, European Commission (https://ec.europa.eu/growth/tools​
-databases/regprof/index​.cfm?action=homepage).
Note: Net migration is defined as the difference between immigration flows (arrivals) and emigration flows (departures) in each European 
region. The dashed oval in panel b highlights the increase in the number of new graduates as a share of the total stock of doctors six years 
after Romania’s accession to the European Union.
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3.7 percent since 2011, from 1,982 doctors per 100,000 elderly population 
to 1,909 doctors (refer to figure 4.18, panel a). This shortage may represent 
a pull factor that attracts doctors and other health care professionals from 
elsewhere in Europe. In the EU-NMS13, the ratio of doctors per 100,000 
elderly population has fallen even more, by more than 13 percent since the 
2004 EU accession and by 8 percent since 2011. Thus, although the stock of 
doctors in the EU-NMS13 has risen despite the migration outflow to 

FIGURE 4.18 
Stock of medical doctors over time, Europe and Central Asia

Sources: World Development Indicators database, World Bank (https://databank.worldbank.org/source/world-development-indicators); 
World Health Organization (https://www.who.int/data/gho/data/indicators).
Note: EU-NMS13 = new member states joining the European Union in 2004, 2007, and 2013; Western Europe = Austria, Belgium, Denmark, 
Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Iceland, Ireland, Italy, Liechtenstein, Luxembourg, Netherlands, Norway, Portugal, Spain, Sweden, 
Switzerland, and United Kingdom; Non-EU Eastern Europe = Belarus, Moldova, Russian Federation, and Ukraine; Western Asia = Armenia, 
Azerbaijan, Georgia, and Türkiye.
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higher-income European countries, the expansion in supply has not kept up 
with the aging of the population and the consequent increase in the demand 
for health care services. As shown in figure 4.18, panel b, disparities in the 
number of doctors per capita have increased in ECA: net emigration 
countries such as Albania and Latvia or Central Asia have lower ratios 
than in 2000.

Human Capital Gains through Return Migration
Origin countries can also benefit from high-skilled migration through the 
return of their high-skilled migrant workers. When high-skilled emigration 
is only temporary, returning migrants can bring back productive skills that 
benefit the home economy (Borjas and Bratsberg 1996; Dustmann, Fadlon, 
and Weiss 2011; Dustmann and Weiss 2007). This can create a positive 
effect even with initial emigration (Dos Santos and Postel-Vinay 2003).

In addition to increasing the productivity of return migrants, temporary 
migration may increase the human capital and productivity of nonmigrants 
through knowledge transfers. Return migration can have an expansionary 
effect through knowledge diffusion that in turn narrows the technological 
gap between the host and source countries (Dos Santos and Postel-Vinay 
2003). Evidence of such knowledge spillovers is scarce, although recent 
evidence shows that return migration from Germany to the former 
Yugoslavia after the end of the Balkan war led to significant productivity 
and export gains in workers’ home countries (Bahar et al. 2022). Emerging 
evidence for outside ECA also shows that more return migration increases 
knowledge diffusion and human capital in the sending country (Choudhury 
2016). However, more evidence specific to the ECA context is required to 
generalize those findings.

Most studies for ECA find that, compared with nonmigrants, high-skilled 
migrants experience wage gains upon their return, suggesting that the 
migration experience increases productivity in home labor markets. Among 
those who return to their home countries, migrants from the EU-NMS13 
earn higher wages when they have a salaried job and are more likely to 
become self-employed than nonmigrants, generating new activities and 
potentially creating more jobs (Piracha and Vadean, 2010). Several studies 
find that returning migrants in ECA earn a positive wage premium.2 Results 
show substantive income premiums for return migrants, ranging from 40 
percent in Hungary (Co, Gang, and Yun 2000), to 10–45 percent in a selected 
group of EU new member states including Romania (Martin and Radu 2010), 
to almost 100 percent in Albania (de Coulon and Piracha 2005). Data from 
the EU Labour Force Survey ad hoc module for 2014 (https://ec.europa.eu/
eurostat/data/database?node_code=lfso_14) show that in 2014 Romanian 
return migrants were 15 percent more likely to be in the top three percentiles 
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of income, controlling for observable characteristics such as age, marital 
status, gender, education level, and NUTS-2 region of residence. Figure 4.19 
shows that in most countries from the EU-NMS13, return migrants who are 
wage workers are more likely than nonmigrants to be among the top earners, 
even after controlling for systematic differences in observable 
characteristics. Such gains may originate from actual productivity increases 
due to human capital accumulation abroad and from the signaling effects to 
employers in origin countries of having worked abroad (Reinhold and Thom 
2013). A related, albeit scarcer, literature examines whether migrants who 
return to their country of origin improve their labor market outcomes in 
addition to experiencing wage gains. In Albania, high-skilled returning 
migrants have been found to experience upward occupational mobility 
compared with nonmigrants (Carletto and Kilic 2011).

The human capital benefits of the migration experience for high-skilled 
migrants and countries of origin depend on multiple factors that are 
affected by policies in both sending and origin countries. These factors 
include migrants’ educational level, whether the work experience and 
human capital gained at destination countries are in demand in the home 

FIGURE 4.19 
Difference in the share of returnees and nonmigrants in the top three 
earnings deciles, EU-NMS13

Source: Bossavie et al. 2022, based on EU Labour Force Survey, Ad Hoc Module, “2014 Labor Market 
Situation of Migrants and Their Immediate Descendants,” Eurostat (https://ec​.europa.eu/eurostat/data​
/database?node_code=lfso_14). 
Note: Returnees are defined as working-age individuals who lived abroad in the past. Raw 
(unconditional) gaps are based on differences in means of returnees compared with stayers with no 
controls. The gaps with controls are the beta coefficients of a Logit regression where a binary variable 
for being in the top three income deciles nationwide (outcome variable) is regressed on a binary variable 
for being a return migrant (explanatory variable), controlling for age, gender, education, and region of 
resettlement. Error bars represent 95 percent confidence intervals. For a list of country codes, go to 
https://www.iso.org/obp/ui/#search.
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labor market, and whether the duration of stay abroad was long enough for 
human capital accumulation (Bossavie and Özden 2023). One emerging 
consensus from the empirical literature, which includes ECA countries, is 
that higher-skilled temporary migrants experience greater human capital, 
productivity, and wage gains from the migration experience than low-
skilled migrants (Ambrosini et al. 2015; Gibson, McKenzie, and Stillman 
2011; McCormick and Wahba 2001; Wahba 2015).3 The duration of the stay 
abroad has also been shown to matter in the context of return migration to 
Romania (Shima 2010). Migrants who stay abroad longer have more time to 
accumulate human capital, but the value of the skills gained depreciates if 
they are not used. Human capital gains also depend on whether there is a 
match in the home labor market for the human capital gained by returning 
migrants (Dustmann, Fadlon, and Weiss 2011; Mayr and Peri 2009). If the 
human capital accumulated while abroad is not in demand, skill waste can 
take place, along with inactivity, as found for migrants returning to Poland 
(Coniglio and Brzozowski 2018). Finally, temporary migrants’ destination 
countries may matter in whether there are benefits of return migration for 
migrants and their home economy (Dustmann, Fadlon, and Weiss 2011), as 
shown in Albania (Carletto and Kilic 2011).

The human capital benefits of migration for countries of origin also depend 
on who returns among workers who went abroad. Migrants who choose to 
return to their country of origin may either be more skilled and successful 
than those who choose to stay abroad (positive selection in return migration) 
or vice versa (negative selection in return migration).4 A few studies have 
examined this question for ECA countries and report mixed findings. In the 
case of immigrants to the Netherlands, a U-shaped relationship between 
return intensity and migrants’ income abroad is observed. Returns are more 
common among very low-income migrants and high-income migrants than 
among middle-income ones (Bijwaard, Schluter, and Wahba 2014). In the 
case of immigrants in Germany, higher wages have been shown to lead to 
more and faster returns (Dustmann 2003). From the perspective of sending 
countries, return migrants to the EU-NMS13 are negatively selected on 
education compared with current migrants and nonmigrants in almost all 
countries, except for Croatia and Slovenia (refer to figure 4.20), where 
return migrants are more likely than nonmigrants and current migrants to 
have some tertiary education.

High-skilled migration to the European Union exhibits a high degree of 
circularity overall, but countries in the EU-NMS13 and the Western Balkans 
struggle to attract their qualified emigrants back. High-skilled emigrants 
within the European Union are significantly more likely than low-skilled 
migrants to return to their home country within five years (refer to 
figure 4.21). There is, however, a great deal of heterogeneity depending on 
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the high-skilled migrants’ region of origin. Among high-skilled migrants 
from the EU-15 who were abroad in 2010, 40 percent had returned to their 
home country five years later. In contrast, countries of the EU-NMS13 face 
significantly more difficulties in attracting back their migrants, and it is 
estimated that after five years, only 12 percent of their high-skilled migrants 
return home. One possible explanation is the persistence of economic 
challenges and push factors that led skilled migrants to move out of the 
country in the first place. Return rates are particularly low among 
high-skilled migrants from the EU-NMS13 who moved to non-EU OECD 
countries, such as Australia, Canada, and the United States. In the 
Western Balkans, recent analyses of net migration flow by educational 
attainment in the period 2010–19 reveal some differences across countries 
of origin (Leitner 2021). The results indicate a net outflow of highly skilled 
migrants with little evidence of return to Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, 
and Kosovo, whereas Montenegro, North Macedonia, and Serbia 
experienced positive net migration among those with the highest skill levels, 
especially among the younger cohorts. The findings indicate that return 
migration in the form of students returning home after acquiring university 
education abroad is taking place in Montenegro, North Macedonia, and 
Serbia (Leitner 2021).

FIGURE 4.20 
Share of the working-age population (ages 25–64) with tertiary education, by migration status

Sources: EU Labour Force Survey (database), Eurostat (https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained​/index.php/EU_labour_force​
_survey); Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development Database on Immigrants in OECD and Non-OECD Countries 
(https://www.oecd.org/els/mig/dioc.htm).
Note: Current migrants are defined as working-age individuals who are currently absent from their household for work abroad the time of 
the survey. Return migrants are defined as working-age individuals who have returned to their household from abroad during the past 
five years. Stayers are defined as individuals who are neither current migrants nor return migrants. Error bars represent 95 percent 
confidence intervals. For a list of country codes, go to https://www.iso.org/obp/ui/#search. EU-NMS13 = new member states joining the 
European Union in 2004, 2007, and 2013.
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Labor Market Impacts

High-skilled emigration can alleviate unemployment pressures in sending 
regions with scant job opportunities, especially among the tertiary-educated 
youth. By design, high-skilled emigration reduces pressures on origin 
countries’ labor markets by providing employment opportunities outside the 
domestic labor market. This can particularly benefit the youth population, 
for whom the transition from the educational system to the labor market 
can be problematic, especially in contexts in which domestic labor demand 
is lagging. Descriptive evidence in the EU reported in figure 4.22 is 
consistent with this phenomenon: before the 2008–09 global financial 
crisis, migration from high- to low-unemployment areas coincided with a 
substantial decline in unemployment in the top migrant-sending countries. 

FIGURE 4.21 
Estimated share of international migrants to the European Union who 
return home, by educational attainment and region of origin

Sources: Adapted from Bossavie et al. 2022. Estimates based on data from the Centre d’Etudes 
Prospectives et d’Informations Internationales GeoDist Database (http://www.cepii.fr/CEPII/en/bdd​
_modele/presentation.asp?id=6); Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development Database 
on Immigrants in OECD and Non-OECD Countries, reference years 2010 and 2011 (https://www.oecd.org​
/els/mig/dioc.htm); and EU Union Labour Force Survey, Ad Hoc Module, “2014 Labor Market Situation of 
Migrants and Their Immediate Descendants,” Eurostat (https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/data​
/database?node_code=lfso_14).
Note: Return rates are estimated by dividing by the number of returnees in 2014 by the stock of migrants 
in 2010, multiplied by the elasticity of returnees to migrants derived from a gravity-type equation that 
controls for a set of geographic and social ties between the sending and receiving countries (distance, 
contiguity, share of common ethnic groups). Low educational attainment refers to those with less than 
upper-secondary education; medium educational attainment, to those with upper-secondary education; 
and high educational attainment, to those with tertiary education. Returnee rates are estimated by 
dividing the number of returnees in 2014 by the stock of migrants in 2010 and multiplying by the 
elasticity of returnees to migrants (the percentage change in returnees for a 1 percent change in the 
number of migrants), which is derived from a gravity-type equation that controls for a set of 
geographical and social ties between the sending and receiving countries, including distance, contiguity, 
and share of common ethnic groups. EU-15 = European Union members before 2004; EU-NMS13 = new 
member states joining the European Union in 2004, 2007, and 2013.
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Similarly, the period that followed the EU enlargement was accompanied by 
a much steeper decline in unemployment in top migrant-sending countries 
in the European Union than in top receiving countries, especially among the 
EU-NMS13. Although this evidence should be interpreted as descriptive and 
may also have been driven by other economic factors associated with EU 
enlargement, it is compatible with the hypothesis that high-skilled 
emigration helps alleviate pressures in home labor markets.5

The effects of emigration on wages in origin countries’ labor markets are 
small. In Lithuania and Poland (Dustmann, Frattini, and Rosso 2015; 
Elsner 2013), emigration was found to have a positive effect on wages of 
workers in the home country who have skills like those of the workers who 
emigrated, because of reduced competition. Also, emigration has been 
found to have negative effects on the wages of less-educated native-born 
workers who have skills that complement those of high-skilled emigrants 
(Docquier, Ozden, and Peri 2014; Dustmann, Frattini, and Rosso 2015). It 
is important to note, however, that across the board, the magnitude of 
these impacts is small; in addition, the other two opposite forces at play in 

FIGURE 4.22 
Relationship between emigration and unemployment, EU origin countries

Sources: Bossavie et al. 2022, based on data from the EU Union Labour Force Survey (database), Eurostat 
(https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/EU_labour_force_survey); Eurostat 
Population database (https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/population/overview).
Note: Top net immigration and emigration areas are the top 30 percent of NUTS-2 country administrative 
subdivisions with the highest migrant inflows minus outflows and outflows minus inflows, respectively, 
during 2004–17. EU-15 = European Union members before 2004; EU-NMS13 = new member states 
joining the European Union in 2004, 2007, and 2013; NUTS-2 = Nomenclature of Territorial Units for 
Statistics level 2.

5

6

7

8

9

14

13

10

11

12

U
n

e
m

p
lo

y
m

e
n

t 
ra

te
(%

 o
f 

a
ct

iv
e

 l
a

b
o

r 
fo

rc
e

)

Year

2004
2005

2006
2007

2008
2009

2010
2011

2012
2013

2014
2015

2017
2016

Top net immigration regions Bottom net immigration regions

EU-15 countries EU-NMS13 countries

Convergence

https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/EU_labour_force_survey�
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/population/overview�


218 ●  	 The Journey Ahead: Supporting Successful Migration in Europe and Central Asia

equilibrium wages—aging of the native-born population and upskilling—
have more than compensated for any negative effects of emigration on 
the wages of native-born workers in migrant-sending countries 
(Docquier et al. 2019).6

Spillovers from the Diaspora of High-Skilled Workers 
to Origin Countries

The most direct and tangible impact of the diaspora of highly skilled 
workers on countries of origin is through remittances sent back home. 
High-skilled migrants typically send remittances back home, especially if 
they moved abroad without the rest of their household with the intention of 
returning home (Bossavie and Özden 2023). Although remittances have 
immediate impacts on the welfare of household members left behind, they 
can also produce a range of indirect effects in countries of origin. These 
effects include increased investments in education and health by 
households left behind, an easing of financial constraints, and increased 
entrepreneurship. Remittances can help countries of origin and households 
mitigate the impacts of negative shocks because they are not affected by 
business fluctuations in countries of origin and have been shown to 
increase during economic downturns.7 At the macro level, they can support 
macroeconomic stability by producing a more stable source of foreign 
exchange compared with more volatile financial flows such as foreign direct 
investment (FDI) or official development assistance.

The presence of high-skilled migrants abroad can help increase the 
transfer of knowledge and technology to and support trade with and 
financial investments in countries of origin. Evidence suggests that 
emigrants, especially those who are highly skilled, keep a wide range of 
professional ties to their native countries (Docquier and Lodigiani 2010; 
Saxenian 2002; Wescott and Brinkerhoff 2006). As such, skilled migrants 
can help ease information imperfections by reducing information 
asymmetries and creating trust among parties (Kerr 2008). Evidence for 
knowledge and technology diffusion linked to emigration has been reported 
for ECA in the context of migration from the former Yugoslavia to Germany 
(Bahar et al. 2022). The reduction in information asymmetries and 
transaction costs can also benefit trade. Empirically, a growing literature, 
although not specific to ECA, has reported a strong positive relationship 
between the size of the migrant community and trade with countries of 
origin (Genc et al. 2012; Gould 1994; Head and Ries 1998). The reduction 
in transaction costs enabled by the diaspora can also help raise 
international investments in countries of origin. Skilled migration has been 
shown to be associated with future increases in FDI inflows due to the 
formation of business networks (Kugler and Rapoport 2007). 
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The relationship between FDI and migration has been reported to be 
stronger for migrants with tertiary education than for less-educated 
migrants (Javorcik et al. 2011). Although most of the evidence on migration 
and FDI is from contexts outside ECA, similar impacts from diasporas are 
expected in ECA given the existence of informational barriers and 
transaction costs associated with FDI, especially for countries outside the 
European Union.

Beyond economic impacts, diasporas can also affect institutions and 
governance in migrant-sending countries. Diaspora networks can have an 
effect that is not purely economic but is also cultural, through migrants’ 
transfers of behavioral and cultural norms to their home communities, 
which have been referred to as “social remittances” (Rapoport 2019). While 
abroad, migrants absorb added information and are exposed to new 
attitudes, preferences, and practices that can spill over to their home 
communities through contacts with relatives, friends, and other members 
of social networks. These social remittances include political values, 
fertility norms, religious attitudes, and practices. It has been shown, for 
example, that migrants to more democratic societies can affect social, 
economic, and political institutions in their home country (Docquier et al. 
2016; Spilimbergo 2009). In Moldova, for instance, the emigration wave 
that started in the aftermath of the 1998 crisis in Russia has been argued to 
have affected electoral outcomes and political preferences during the 
following decade, eventually contributing to the fall of the last Communist 
government in Europe (Barsbai et al. 2017). In contrast, cross-country 
studies that include ECA countries have suggested that emigration may 
have a determinantal effect on institutional quality in countries of origin, 
especially on corruption (Abdih et al. 2012).

Policy Recommendations

This section builds on the evidence gathered in previous sections to propose 
policy solutions to increase the benefits and reduce the costs of high-skilled 
emigration for sending countries. It first examines policies that can help 
reduce incentives to emigrate among the high-skilled population, such as 
addressing bottlenecks in domestic labor markets and broader 
improvements in institutions, governance, or public services. It then 
proposes policies, particularly within the realm of education financing, 
skills monitoring, and bilateral agreements, to better distribute the costs 
of high-skilled migration between origin and destination countries. 
Finally, it focuses on policies to increase the benefits of the high-skilled 
migration experience for migrants themselves, origin countries, and 
destination countries.
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Reducing the Strength of Push Factors to Emigrating

Despite the gains that high-skilled emigration can generate for countries of 
origin, those that would like to reduce it must address its root causes. This 
willingness to reduce emigration flows may be strong in countries that 
experience high emigration rates among their high-skilled population, as 
observed in smaller origin countries in the Western Balkans. As highlighted 
in previous sections, high-skilled migration flows within ECA are mainly 
driven by disparities in economic opportunities and broader living 
standards—including access to public services—and governance. Although 
some of these conditions are structural and can only be altered in the 
medium to long term, some policies can be implemented in the short term 
to reduce bottlenecks in domestic labor markets, the business 
environment, and access to public services.

Addressing bottlenecks in domestic labor markets can increase the 
attractiveness of home economies, reducing the push and pull factors to 
emigrate. Overall, policies that can help make the domestic labor 
market more attractive and efficient—especially for the youth who have 
a higher propensity to emigrate—can help reduce the strength of push 
and pull factors. Such policies and programs include traditional labor 
market policies, such as support to entrepreneurship; active labor 
market policies, including wage subsidy programs, training, and labor 
market intermediation; and changes in labor regulations that may 
discourage employment. These supply-side measures can be 
complemented by broader demand-side policies that affect the labor 
market and employment creation, such as measures to improve the 
broader business and macroeconomic environment, or the tax and 
benefit system.8

Strengthening home institutions, public services, and governance may also 
reduce incentives to emigrate. Countries addressing corruption in both public 
and private spheres and investing in improving the quality of governance and 
public institutions might be able to reduce, directly or indirectly, the extent 
of brain drain (Bernini et al. 2024). In addition, the provision of quality public 
services, primarily through greater investment in health and education 
services, may also increase incentives for highly skilled workers and their 
families to remain in their home country. In the short run, policies to 
increase access to services can include targeted housing subsidies during the 
first years of these workers’ career (especially young couples) and increasing 
the quantity and quality of childcare services. In addition to reducing 
incentives to emigrate, improvements in local labor market conditions, 
governance, and access to public services may also incentivize the return of 
high-skilled migrants.
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Reducing the Costs of High-Skilled Emigration for Sending Countries

Reform in graduate education financing, together with cost-sharing 
arrangements between origin and destination countries, can help mitigate 
fiscal losses associated with graduates’ emigration. Several education 
financing options have been proposed to help better distribute the cost of 
education of high-skilled migrant workers among origin countries, 
destination countries, and migrants. Such measures include the 
introduction of a graduate tax, according to which graduates would be 
required to pay part of their taxes to the origin country where they received 
their education, regardless of their current residence (Poutvaara 2008). As 
an alternative, income-contingent loans (ICLs), which would be collected 
from migrant graduates, could also support that objective.9 By making ICL 
loan repayments feasible and tax deductible in destination countries, such 
programs would imply that destination countries would refund some of the 
education expenditures of the sending countries on the human capital that 
has been lost (Poutvaara 2004). The implementation of such ICL schemes 
or graduate taxes would require formal education cost-sharing 
arrangements between sending and receiving countries, for example, in the 
context of the European Union’s unique labor market. As an alternative, in 
the absence of bilateral agreements allowing the repayment of ICLs in 
receiving countries, ICLs should involve regular annuity payments if 
beneficiaries are residing abroad (Chapman and Higgins 2013). Such 
potential reforms in education financing, however, should be very carefully 
considered against their potential effects on incentives to invest in 
education and broader human capital development in countries of origin.

Establishing or strengthening skills monitoring systems, together with 
tracking emigration flows, is essential to ensuring a timely response to 
external and internal demand for high-skilled workers. Better emigration 
and skills management must start with the collection of data on emigrants’ 
skills and educational profile at the time of departure and by putting in 
place adequate skills monitoring systems to track the demand and supply of 
skills and anticipate shortages, especially in critical occupations. Such skills 
monitoring systems are being implemented in Czechia and Sweden, 
where a comprehensive labor market information system produces data on 
skills and jobs in demand in different regions and industries, allowing the 
detection of potential shortages of skilled workers. Such initiatives, 
however, remain rare in middle-income countries where high-skilled 
emigration is widespread. Among countries in the Western Balkans, for 
example, only the State Statistical Office of North Macedonia publishes 
information on annual emigration flows (OECD 2022). Even among origin 
countries that record emigration flows, the skills and occupational profiles 
of emigrants are typically not available. In North Macedonia, the Ministry of 
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Education and Science has sought to establish a Skills Observatory, and the 
Ministry of Labor and Social Policy runs econometric models for skills 
forecasting. However, the potential of the two initiatives remains to be fully 
realized, because skills needs and mismatches have not been thoroughly 
analyzed in the context of migration (OECD 2022).

Once skill needs have been identified, addressing constraints to the supply 
expansion of high-skilled graduates is crucial. Improvements in the 
quantity and quality of the provision of skills are essential to preventing 
labor shortages and harnessing the incentivizing effects of migration on 
human capital accumulation. Domestic educational systems need to be 
flexible enough to rapidly respond to increased demand for skilled labor, 
either domestically or externally. Efforts to respond to skill demand can be 
made at both the intensive margin (by enhancing the capacity of schools 
and universities) and the extensive margin (by establishing new education 
centers). Rigid training systems for certain occupations—such as highly 
regulated systems based on narrow entry criteria or a small, fixed number 
of places in medical education—are not necessarily aligned with the needs 
created by changes in internal or international demand for these 
occupations. In contrast, education systems without quota systems or with 
quotas that may be readily adjusted to account for shifts in demand are 
likely to be able to respond more quickly to prevent potential shortages 
associated with emigration.

If educational systems cannot expand skill supply in a timely manner, 
opening domestic labor markets to non-ECA countries in select occupations 
where skill shortages are anticipated can help in importing needed skills. 
Immigration in response to emigration is already a rising phenomenon in 
parts of EU-NMS13, especially among citizens of non-EU Eastern European 
countries. Poland, which has traditionally been a migrant-sending country, 
is increasingly turning into an immigration hub within the European Union, 
to compensate for the emigration of its high-skilled workers (Bossavie et al. 
2023). One way to boost immigration is by promoting bilateral labor 
agreements and by easing the hiring of foreign workers among companies 
in sectors with rising labor demand. The economic benefits of relying on 
immigration flows to address domestic labor shortages, however, must be 
considered within the broader sociopolitical environment of each country, 
weighted against potential political backlash.

Enhancing the Benefits of the Migration Experience for High-Skilled 
Migrants, Origin Countries, and Destination Countries

Strengthening ongoing efforts to certify foreign credentials across ECA can 
enhance the mobility of high-skilled workers and increase the benefits of 
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the migration experience for all actors. To reduce occupational downgrade, 
countries of origin need to adjust education and training curricula to 
international standards. This can help ensure that the quality of education 
and productivity levels of graduates in each occupation are comparable to 
those in destination countries. Once this is achieved, extending skills 
recognition systems through close collaboration between origin and 
destination countries can also help reassure employers about the 
productivity of foreign graduates. Institutionalized cooperation between 
vocational education and training schools and universities in countries of 
origin and public employment agencies in destination countries is also key 
to extending skills recognition systems (OECD 2022).

Multilateral migration arrangements can serve as an institutional base to 
enhance the benefits of high-skilled migrants for all parties involved. Such 
multilateral arrangements and partnerships can offer a way to combine 
migration opportunities with long-term investments in key areas such as 
labor market assessments, education, migrant reintegration, and diaspora 
engagement. They also imply a shift in focus from recruitment to investing 
and building skills in countries of both origin and destination. The new EU 
Pact on Migration and Asylum (European Commission 2020), announced by 
the European Commission in September 2020, includes new tools for the 
management of labor migration at the EU level, including Talent 
Partnerships. These partnerships were established to create better job 
opportunities at home and legal routes to the European Union, starting first 
in the European Union’s neighborhood and the Western Balkans. The 
partnerships will combine mobility schemes for workers and students with 
related capacity-building support in migrant origin countries. Similar 
partnership models have also been piloted at a bilateral level through 
mobility skills partnerships.

Global skill partnerships (GSPs) between sending and receiving countries 
are promising instruments to address human capital and financial losses in 
the former while ensuring better skills matches in the latter. GSPs can 
address the potential loss of essential human capital in countries of origin 
while preparing potential migrants for work in the host country (Clemens 
2015). Under these bilateral arrangements, the country of origin agrees to 
train people in the skills needed in both origin and destination countries. 
Some trainees choose to stay and increase human capital in the origin 
country, and others migrate to the destination country for some time. In 
exchange for receiving migrants with specifically needed skills, the 
destination country provides technology and finance for the training. In 
Europe, this approach has already been implemented by Germany, through 
the German Agency for International Cooperation, with pilots in Kosovo. 
Other destination countries such as Austria and Switzerland have already 
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invested in similar partnering with training centers in the Western Balkans 
to improve vocational and educational training for potential future 
migrants. For example, the Austrian Development Agency and the Austrian 
Federal Economic Chamber have been working together with the Serbian 
Federal Economic Chamber and other project partners to implement the 
Austrian dual-training apprenticeship system.

GSPs need to satisfy several conditions to be successfully implemented, 
stay sustainable, and operate at scale. First, investing in human capital 
expansion in both origin and destination countries should be the 
paramount goal, leading to long-term economic development and growth 
in all countries across the income spectrum. Second, extensive cooperation 
and collaboration between origin and destination countries formalized by 
enforceable bilateral or multilateral agreements are essential because 
GSPs involve long-term investments in both training and labor market 
access. Third, well-managed and systematic international social protection 
and labor market intermediation systems are key. Furthermore, strong 
institutional capacity is needed for recruitment and training provision, 
labor market intermediation, and diaspora engagement. In many cases, 
private agencies play a role in recruitment and training, which also requires 
capacity for oversight from education and technical and vocational 
education and training authorities.

To better leverage their highly skilled migrants, countries of origin can 
establish or strengthen strategic frameworks and institutional structures 
for diaspora engagement. To guide and support the implementation of 
diaspora programs, strategic frameworks for encouraging skills and 
knowledge transfers can be adopted by countries of origin. Such strategies 
aim to create institutional structures and implement policies or programs 
to attract diaspora professionals for short- and long-term engagements. 
Such strategies have started to be developed in some countries of origin, 
such as those in the Western Balkans, although implementation is still 
underway (OECD 2022). One example is the Albanian National Diaspora 
Strategy for the period 2021–25, which lays out an action plan to promote 
the inclusion and contribution of the diaspora in the country’s 
socioeconomic and political development (World Bank 2023).

Developing or strengthening platforms to connect with the diaspora is a 
first step toward leveraging it. These platforms can provide matching and 
network services that connect diaspora members from different destination 
countries with the private and public sectors in countries of origin, and also 
with each other. Such initiatives can include diaspora registries, interactive 
portals, diaspora forums, and fellowship programs. In Albania, for 
example, the National Diaspora Agency has established a network of 
hundreds of thousands of contacts through outreach by using diplomatic 
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networks, newsletters, social networks, and cultural events (World Bank 
2023). Diaspora forums can also help strengthen connection, dialogue, and 
close collaborative ties with a country’s diaspora. Such forums bring 
together prominent diaspora members, government officials, members of 
academia, civil society, private entities, and international organizations, 
with the aim of networking and establishing cooperation opportunities in 
various fields. They have been implemented, for example, in Georgia 
(https://gda.ge/pages/economic-forum-of-the-georgian-diaspora). More 
evidence, however, is needed to assess which of these programs are most 
effective in expanding diaspora outreach and in sustaining engagement 
over time.

Diaspora programs can help enhance knowledge spillovers to the home 
country. Once linkages with the diaspora are in place, collaboration 
between researchers and individuals or institutions in countries of origin 
and abroad can generate knowledge spillovers to origin countries. This 
collaboration can be facilitated by establishing scientific networks, 
knowledge funds, or fellowship programs, potentially accompanied by 
financial incentives. One example of such programs is the Polish Scientists 
Abroad Network, which developed a scientific community that allowed 
Poland to expand its network and exchange ideas on a global scale. Serbia 
also has put significant effort into engaging with its diaspora members in 
education and science. The Serbian Science and Diaspora Collaboration 
Program established in 2019 provides financial incentives for the 
collaboration between local research and development agencies and the 
diaspora, knowledge exchange, and visits to host institutions. In addition, 
as part of the reforms envisioned under the Serbia Accelerating Innovation 
and Growth Entrepreneurship project, the Serbian Diaspora Facility was 
established to finance technical assistance and provide grants to scientists, 
researchers, and entrepreneurs from the Serbian diaspora to transfer their 
knowledge and skills back to the country. Some countries have sought 
other ways to integrate the scientific diaspora into domestic research 
activities. The Croatian Unity through Knowledge Fund, for example, is a 
dedicated grant facility for joint research projects between the Croatian 
diaspora and local research institutions in Croatia. Funding is awarded to 
research initiatives that have the potential to strengthen the Croatian 
economy or contribute to the development of the country’s research 
infrastructure.

Other diaspora programs can help support investment and business 
creation in countries of origin. Origin countries can mobilize the diaspora to 
encourage foreign companies to engage in business at home. To do so, 
countries of origin can connect diaspora members with opportunities at 
home by leveraging memorandum of understanding agreements with 
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government and nongovernment agencies (including consulates and 
embassies), as is done in Albania. Some diaspora programs can also be 
specifically targeted to entrepreneurs. Programs providing financial 
incentives for the diaspora to establish businesses in their home country 
have been implemented in Armenia and Romania. The latter has attracted 
more than 1,000 Romanian migrants to develop businesses in Romania 
(Croitoru 2021). Other types of diaspora programs include temporary 
return programs for highly skilled individuals to share their expertise with 
experts in their home country. Another successful example of diaspora 
engagement programs with highly skilled emigrants that had a notable 
impact on the local economy was the Diaspora Invest Project in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina (World Bank 2023). The program was implemented between 
2017 and 2022 and offered grants and technical assistance to incentivize 
diaspora members who are entrepreneurs to open or expand businesses in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina. In four years, the project provided US$2 million in 
grants to 164 firms. This resulted in total investments by diaspora 
members of US$22 million; created 1,571 jobs; and increased sales in 
supported businesses by 70 percent (World Bank 2023). About 75 percent 
of these additional sales took place in the export market, primarily in the 
former destination countries of diaspora members, highlighting the 
influence of emigrants’ expertise and network.

Increasing the Benefits of the Migration Experience through 
Return Migration

Three main types of policy can help increase the benefits of high-skilled 
labor mobility through return migration. The first two types aim to increase 
the incidence of return migration among high-skilled migrants by (1) 
removing existing regulatory, bureaucratic, and informational barriers that 
inhibit return migration and (2) changing the financial and nonfinancial 
incentives to return to the home country. Finally, the third type of policy is 
intended to make return migrants more productive and enhance the 
benefits of return migration for the home economy.10

A first step toward increasing returns among high-skilled migrants is to 
remove regulatory, bureaucratic, and informational barriers that inhibit 
return migration. Several regulatory and bureaucratic barriers can make it 
difficult and costly for migrants to return to their home country. An example 
of such barriers relates to citizenship or residency rights. Migrants from 
countries without dual citizenship may have had to give up their home 
country citizenship to gain citizenship abroad, which can create difficulties if 
they want to permanently return. Additionally, they may face the 
disincentive of closing the option of migrating again by means of giving up 
their newly acquired foreign citizenship. Using cross-sectional data on 
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migrants in Germany and Spain, it has been shown that migrants from 
countries that offer dual citizenship send more remittances and express 
higher intent to return (Leblang 2017). Although dual citizenship makes it 
easier for migrants to return, many migrants marry citizens of other 
countries. Another constraint they face in this case is a limit to the ability 
of their noncitizen spouse and children to live, work, and attend school in the 
migrant’s country of origin. These regulatory and bureaucratic bottlenecks, 
however, can be addressed quickly and at low cost through regulation 
changes. To address these issues, origin countries can give permanent 
residence status to foreign spouses and children to facilitate return 
migration, as is done in Malaysia (Lowell 2001). In the context of ECA, a 
recent comprehensive program made up of 50 measures to remove personal, 
professional, and administrative barriers was implemented in Spain.

Greater portability of social benefits, particularly retirement benefits, can 
also help alleviate bureaucratic constraints to return migration and may 
increase returns. Two key issues related to the portability of social benefits 
for high-skilled migrants can be identified (McKenzie and Yang 2015). The 
first is that migrants who work in multiple countries may not accrue enough 
years of work to become fully vested in the contributory pension systems of 
either their home or their destination country. The second is whether 
migrants retain eligibility to receive pension payments if they return to their 
home country. EU countries have many bilateral agreements, but coverage 
is limited for migrants who move from a non-EU ECA country to the 
European Union (Avato, Koettl, and Sabates-Wheeler 2010). Although 
pension portability can directly improve the well-being of return migrants, 
literature quantifying this finding or examining the impact of pension 
portability on the rate of return migration is lacking.

Policies relaxing informational barriers on employment opportunities and 
changes in conditions in the home country may also help increase returns. 
In addition to regulatory and bureaucratic barriers, informational barriers 
may prevent some migrants from returning. These barriers include a 
general lack of information regarding specific job opportunities or about 
changes in labor market conditions in the home country. Several ECA 
countries have attempted to reduce job search frictions by making it easier 
for domestic firms to locate emigrant workers interested in returning and 
vice versa. Job fairs, such as the ones implemented by Bulgaria or by 
Moldova in Italy (TFMI 2012), can help initiate direct contact between 
emigrants and leading companies in the home country. Offering returning 
migrants dedicated websites and a return migrant handbook with 
information on programs to help them find work and deal with the logistics 
of resettlement, such as in Poland, may also support return migration 
(TFMI 2012). Rigorous evaluations, however, have yet to be conducted to 
assess the effectiveness of such measures.
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Increasing the Incentives to Return

Education programs encouraging brain circulation with return conditions 
can help countries of origin benefit from migrants’ human capital 
accumulation. One way for countries of origin to take advantage of high-
skilled emigration is to implement mobility programs for high-skilled 
migrants with return conditions after a certain amount of time spent in the 
destination country. These measures aim to encourage mobility and human 
capital accumulation abroad while ensuring that the country of origin 
ultimately benefits from the migration experience by making returns 
mandatory. Such programs have been implemented in several origin 
countries, including Kazakhstan, where the government-funded Bolashak 
program supports talented Kazakh students to study abroad and requires 
them to return to Kazakhstan and work in their respective fields for at least 
five years.

Financial incentive packages for the permanent return of high-skilled 
migrants can be effective in some contexts, if incentives are sufficiently 
large. Such programs include tax exemptions and benefits, interest-free or 
low-interest loans, temporary salary supplements to facilitate career entry, 
assistance with housing, schooling for children, and employment 
opportunities for spouses (Jonkers 2008; Lowell 2001; TFMI 2012). In 
Malaysia, the Returning Expert Program provides a flat tax of 15 percent on 
employment income for five years, the ability to import two cars tax-free, 
and permanent residence status to a foreign spouse and children within six 
months. An evaluation of this program showed that it increased the return 
probability for applicants with a preexisting job offer back in the home 
country by 40 percent and generated modest fiscal gains for the country of 
origin (Del Carpio et al. 2016).11 In the ECA context, the number of such 
programs has grown substantially in the past two decades, although they are 
mostly low scale, with the exception of the Spanish return migrant program 
(Plan de Retorno a España). Portugal and the Slovak Republic implemented 
programs providing fiscal incentives to return migrants, but the magnitude of 
the incentives provided has been argued to be too small to have a meaningful 
impact on returns when compared with the large earnings gains of high-
skilled migrants abroad. Even if high-skilled migrants return, narrative 
evidence suggests that beneficiaries of such programs use the benefits only 
temporarily and tend to leave the country again once the benefits expire.

Supporting the Reintegration of High-Skilled Migrants in Home 
Labor Markets

Policies aimed at supporting the reintegration and return of highly skilled 
migrants may also help increase the benefits of skilled migration. Despite 
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the positive wage premiums available to them in the labor market, 
returnees still face challenges. Once high-skilled migrants have decided to 
return to their home country, a second policy challenge for the origin 
country is to promote reintegration programs that help smooth returning 
migrants’ transition into the domestic labor market and support returnees 
in starting up businesses. This is important, because migrants tend to have 
weaker domestic networks upon return than those who stay in the country 
and, given the higher rates of self-employment and entrepreneurship 
among returnees, may be negatively affected by administrative and 
institutional barriers to setting up businesses.

Reintegration plans and interventions for return migrants can be 
strengthened by offering a comprehensive set of services tailored to their 
needs, return circumstances, and future migration intentions. 
Reintegration programs for return migrants have existed for several years in 
many countries in ECA. However, a government strategy and a centralized 
reintegration mechanism are often lacking. As a result, those programs 
typically have very limited resources and outreach. Returnees could benefit 
from larger-scale support delivering a comprehensive array of services to 
eligible and interested return migrants. These services could be provided 
through one-stop shops for returnees and could include assistance in 
planning the return; helping to define a professional plan; and finding 
employment, lodging, and financial help for those moving back. Such 
support measures for returnees, however, require an upgrade and better 
integration of migration management systems (databases, services, and 
systems). Information about available resources and the procedures to 
obtain them through different public administrations, employment offers, 
and facilitation of networks of returnees could also be provided. One other 
key element of reintegration programs for returnees is the active 
participation of interested firms in connecting labor supply and demand, as 
included in Spain’s comprehensive Plan de Retorno a España (refer to 
box 4.1).

Certifying skills acquired abroad may help migrants take greater advantage 
of their migration experience at home and in future migration episodes. 
Through their work experience abroad, migrants acquire skills and 
experience that can be valuable in origin countries’ labor markets but also 
in another migration experience. Those skills can be destination specific, 
but they may also be transferable to other destination countries and 
potentially generate higher earnings the next time around. In Armenia, for 
example, more than half of returned migrants reported acquiring new skills 
during their experience abroad; however, almost none of these new skills 
were certified or documented. Within Western Europe, the Bologna 
Process aims to formalize recognition of higher education qualifications, 
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but many migrants from ECA origin countries still experience difficulties 
obtaining overseas qualifications that are recognized in their home 
countries. Outside ECA, a few programs have been implemented to 
facilitate the recognition of qualifications and skills gained abroad, such as 
Argentina’s Red de Argentinos Investigadores y Científicos en el Exterior 
(Network of Argentine Researchers and Scientists Abroad) program, which 
offers the translation and accreditation of qualifications formally earned 
abroad.

Although policy interventions to support productive return migration are 
being tested and implemented, systematic impact evaluations are essential 
in assessing their effectiveness before scale-up. Overall, global evidence on 
the effectiveness of policies targeted at incentivizing returns and improving 
the outcomes of returnees remains quite scarce. Rigorous impact 
evaluations are especially lacking (McKenzie and Yang 2015). Despite the 
incidence of self-employment among low-skilled return migrants, the 
effectiveness of programs facilitating entrepreneurship among returnees is 
also poorly documented. Similarly, for returnees who seek wage 
employment, it has yet to be determined whether programs aimed at 
reducing job search frictions are effective and under what conditions. The 
implementation of small-scale programs targeted to returning migrants 
should be systematically accompanied by rigorous impact evaluations 

BOX 4.1  El Plan de Retorno a España: An Example of a 
Comprehensive Program for Return Migrants

In 2019, the Spanish government published the Plan de Retorno a España (Plan to 
Return to Spain), made up of 50 measures to remove personal, professional, and 
administrative barriers to returning to Spain, including assistance to plan the return 
and define a professional plan (SGIE 2019). Furthermore, the Spanish State 
Employment Service elaborated a plan to address the problem of high youth 
unemployment; one of the plan’s measures is to create a program to incentivize the 
return of the diaspora of young people and support mobility (SEPE 2019). It includes 
support for self-employment and finding employment and financial help for moving 
back to Spain and finding lodging. It also helps returnees with one-stop shops that 
include information about resources available from different public administrations 
and their procedures, employment offers, and networks of returnees. One key 
element is the active participation of interested firms in the process, to connect 
labor supply and demand. Although the actual return of young emigrants is largely 
linked to employment opportunities in Spain, these measures can smooth the 
transition and reduce bureaucratic and information barriers while keeping stronger 
links with the diaspora.
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beyond simple follow-up quantitative and qualitative surveys 
and process evaluations. One example of such rigorous impact evaluations 
is the one assessing the impacts of the Returning Expert Program in 
Malaysia (Del Carpio et al. 2016).

More detailed data collection on return migrants through national 
household surveys or ad hoc migration surveys is needed to inform policies 
for high-skilled returnees. Available nationally representative household 
surveys rarely provide detailed information about the migration journey of 
past international migrants, their human capital accumulation, labor 
market experience, or the motivations behind the decision to migrate and 
return (voluntary-involuntary or planned-unplanned). This lack of 
information hampers the ability to better understand the impact of 
migration and to design adequate programs that support migrants 
throughout their journey, including after returning to their home country. 
To address this data gap, either more detailed modules on past migration 
episodes could be included in nationally representative household surveys 
or comprehensive ad hoc surveys could be developed, targeted at the 
population of return migrants. Nationally representative household surveys 
need to collect detailed information on past migration abroad to identify 
return migrants and link the details of their past migration experiences to 
labor market outcomes back home. Although such datasets remain rare, 
examples include the Egyptian Labor Market Survey outside ECA and the 
Albania Living Standard Measurement Survey in ECA,12 which was 
implemented more than a decade ago. Comprehensive ad hoc migration 
surveys also remain quite rare in ECA and globally. Recent exceptions 
include the 2019 World Bank Return Migrant Survey for Bangladesh, which 
collected very detailed information about the past and current employment 
outcomes of a representative sample of those returning to Bangladesh. 
In ECA, the recent 2023 Kyrgyz Migration Survey, also carried out by the 
World Bank, collected detailed information on the past and current 
migration episodes and labor market outcomes of a representative sample 
of the Kyrgyz Republic’s working-age population. Evidence-based policies 
targeting return migrants would benefit from implementing similar surveys 
in other countries of origin in the region.

Although more demanding, linking microdata between origin and 
destination countries is another promising avenue to connect returnees 
with their migration experience and inform policies for more productive 
high-skilled return migration. Scandinavian countries are at the forefront of 
these efforts. Finnish and Swedish population registers have, for example, 
been linked to better understand emigrant and returnee selection, using 
birth date, gender, municipality of residence, and year of migration to 
match more than 85 percent of Finns who migrated to Sweden after 1970 
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and who lived there in 1990 (Rooth and Saarela 2007). Such efforts to 
merge administrative data across national borders also extend to historical 
data, although such mergers are constrained by the availability of variables 
without which they are infeasible.

Notes

	 1.	 This share is calculated as the number of Central EU workers employed in the health care and social 
sectors abroad over the total number of Central EU workers employed in those sectors, both in 
their home countries and abroad.

	 2.	 Studies vary in terms of rigidity, particularly in terms of how they account for the double selection 
that happens among return migrants at both the departure and the return stages (Wahba 2015).

	 3.	 In some ECA countries, such as Albania (Carletto and Kilic 2011) and Estonia (Masso, Eamets, and 
Mõtsmees 2014), migrants returning from low-skilled occupations abroad do not experience 
significant occupational mobility upon return.

	 4.	 Borjas and Bratsberg (1996) propose a theoretical framework to account for the selection of 
returnees among a host country’s immigrant population. They argue that selection depends on 
the relative skill levels in the two locations, with the skill level of return migrants lying between 
that of nonmigrants and migrants who stay abroad permanently. Thus, when emigrants are 
positively selected from the origin country’s population, returnees will be negatively selected 
among all migrants. When emigrants are negatively selected, return migrants will be positively 
selected.

	 5.	 The distinct nature of intra-EU migration flows might limit the generalization of these results to 
other non-EU ECA countries. Descriptive evidence of the supportive effect of migration in alleviating 
excess labor supply in other ECA countries is more scarce. For example, during the last two decades 
unemployment rates in the Western Balkans have significantly dropped, coinciding with high 
emigration rates.

	 6.	 While evidence of the impact of emigration on wages is concentrated among OECD ECA countries, 
there is a lack of rigorous studies for non-OECD ECA countries.

	 7.	 See chapter 5 for a more detailed discussion of the impacts of remittance on origin countries. 
	 8.	 For example, rigid employment protection legislation in countries of origin, as opposed to more 

flexible employment protection regulation in destination countries, has been shown to imply larger 
bilateral flows at the macro level (Bossavie et al. 2022).

	 9.	 Unlike regular student loans, whereby students repay the loan in fixed annuity amounts over a 
predetermined time horizon until the debt is extinguished, students taking out income-contingent 
loans begin repaying the loans only once their income exceeds a certain threshold, and the 
repayment amount is adjusted proportionally depending on the labor incomes of the beneficiaries 
(Chapman 2006).

	10.	 See McKenzie and Yang (2015) for a detailed discussion.
	11.	 However, no effect was reported for high-skilled emigrants without a job offer back home.
	12.	 The dataset for Egypt is available at https://www.erfdataportal.com/index.php/catalog/157. The 

dataset for Albania is available at https://microdata.worldbank.org/index.php/catalog/1970.
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5
Low-Skilled Migration
Harnessing Development Impacts for 
Migrants and Origin Countries 

Chapter Highlights

•	 The migration experience of low-skilled individuals in Europe and Central 
Asia is diverse and multifaceted; it can be permanent, temporary 
(one time), or circular (repeated migration to the same destination).

•	 Low-skilled migration from Central Asia and the Caucasus to the Russian 
Federation is typically temporary and seasonal, whereas among 
countries in the European Union, it is more often permanent. 

•	 Low-skilled migration is concentrated among the poorest households 
and regions in countries of origin; as such, it is a major source of poverty 
reduction, mainly through remittances.

•	 Low-skilled migration affects development in origin countries through 
other, more indirect, channels, including human capital investments, 
entrepreneurship, and labor market impacts in home economies.

•	 In destination countries, it helps fill labor shortages, especially in 
occupations in which the native-born population is unwilling to 
engage at prevailing wages.

•	 If not well managed, low-skilled migration can involve inefficiencies 
and vulnerabilities at each stage of the migration life cycle: 
predeparture, during migration, and after return.
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•	 Despite the importance of migration for many lower-income countries, 
migration systems in countries of origin are still maturing.

•	 Low-skilled migrants are often ill prepared for work abroad, have 
imperfect information about employment opportunities in destination 
countries, and often migrate through informal arrangements, all of 
which contribute to vulnerability.

•	 They are highly exposed to negative shocks in destination countries 
because of a high concentration of migrants in one or a few destinations 
and in a handful of sectors that are exposed to demand shocks.

•	 Low-skilled migrants, especially if migration is temporary or seasonal, 
have limited access to social protection programs and services to cope 
with shocks.

•	 Migrants who unexpectedly return to their home country often face 
vulnerability; for returnees who had planned their return, there is 
scope to better leverage their migration experience in home 
labor markets.

Policy Recommendations

•	 Promoting formal migration through managed low-skilled migration 
systems is critical to increase access to migration; protect low-skilled 
migrants; and enhance migration’s benefits for migrants, origin 
countries, and destination countries.

•	 Publicly provided intermediation through government-to-government 
agreements can help formalize low-skilled migration and reduce 
vulnerability but requires strong administrative capacity, especially if 
implemented at a large scale.

•	 Institutional arrangements with destination countries—bilateral labor 
agreements, seasonal worker programs, migration regulatory agencies—
must be further developed and strengthened to promote a rights-based 
approach to low-skilled migration.

•	 Strengthening the role of public institutions and regulatory frameworks 
in providing information about migration opportunities can reduce 
information asymmetries and contribute to more equitable access to 
migration opportunities.

•	 Strengthened cooperation between origin and destination countries, 
through demand monitoring and data-sharing arrangements, is a 
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prerequisite to ensuring a better match of low-skilled migrants to jobs 
abroad.

•	 Predeparture training programs and upskilling for labor migrants based 
on demand identified by destination countries can help increase 
preparedness and productivity while they are abroad.

•	 Global Skill Partnership programs designed according to a set of key 
principles can facilitate a better match between the skills of low-skilled 
migrants and demand from destination countries.

•	 To reduce the volatility of low-skilled migration flows, origin countries 
can attempt to diversify migrants’ destinations and sectors of activity 
through migrants’ upskilling and training and by developing new 
institutional arrangements with destination countries.

•	 A more productive use of remittances can be facilitated by formalizing 
remittance flows through reduced transaction costs and greater financial 
inclusion in origin countries.

•	 Financial literacy programs to enhance migrants’ knowledge of savings 
and investment opportunities is another possible step toward more 
productive use of remittances.

•	 In the long run, the development of social protection programs tailored 
to the needs of labor migrants, such as portable unemployment benefits, 
savings accounts, and social protection schemes, can help mitigate 
adverse impacts of shocks at destination.

•	 More productive reintegration of return migrants into home labor 
markets could be achieved through stronger linkages with existing active 
labor market policies and a strenghtening of those programs, support of 
entrepreneurship, and closer cooperation with receiving countries.

•	 In the case of an unexpected return to the home country, temporary social 
protection support for forced returnees can help alleviate vulnerability upon 
return and smooth transitions into home countries’ labor markets.

•	 The impact of policy interventions to improve the efficiency of low-
skilled migration and reduce vulnerabilities should be systematically 
evaluated, ideally before scale-up, to broaden the evidence base for cost-
effective interventions.
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Introduction

In lower-income countries in Central Asia, the Caucasus, and to some extent 
the Western Balkans, much of the population that emigrates does not have 
a tertiary education degree. Several lower-income countries in Europe and 
Central Asia (ECA) are among the top receivers of remittances globally, 
especially in Central Asia: in the Kyrgyz Republic and Tajikistan, remittances 
sent home by low-skilled labor migrants represent up to 33 percent and 
30 percent of total gross domestic product (GDP), respectively, ranking 
them the second and third highest levels globally in terms of remittances-
to-GDP ratio. The contribution of remittances sent by international 
migrants to GDP is also quite large in some smaller countries in the Western 
Balkans and Eastern Europe, such as Bosnia and Herzegovina and Moldova. 
Given its magnitude and the large wage gains experienced by low-skilled 
workers abroad, low-skilled emigration plays a significant role in the 
development path of lower-income countries in ECA.

This chapter shows that low-skilled emigration can generate tremendous 
benefits for migrants and their families, as well as for origin and destination 
countries. The most obvious impact of low-skilled emigration is an increase 
in the wages of low-skilled migrant workers and the subsequent increase in 
household income and welfare, enabling poorer households to escape 
poverty. Beyond these direct welfare impacts, low-skilled emigration can 
also generate a broad range of indirect impacts on the households and 
communities left behind. These impacts include larger investments from 
migrant households in children, human capital, labor market participation 
and activities, financial literacy, and women’s empowerment. At the 
macroeconomic level, low-skilled emigration generates large income flows 
to origin countries that can also play a countercyclical role and act as an 
income stabilizer at the aggregate level. Beyond the beneficial impacts of 
remittances on sending countries’ economies, low-skilled emigration can 
also help absorb a growing labor force and alleviate pressure on domestic 
labor markets in contexts in which job creation has not been able to keep 
up with the growing entry of youth into the labor market. In destination 
countries, low-skilled migration can help fill labor shortages in occupations 
or sectors in which the domestic labor supply is low (refer to chapter 3 for 
more details).

Low-skilled migration in ECA, however, has yet to reach its full 
development potential; if not well managed, it involves inefficiencies 
and vulnerabilities, most of which are borne by migrants and their 
households. This chapter shows that low-skilled migration within ECA 
currently involves significant risks and vulnerabilities, most of which are 
borne by migrants and their families but also by the country of origin 
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more broadly. In the case of temporary migration, those risks and 
vulnerabilities are present at all stages of the migration life cycle, including 
before departure, during migration, and after return. The COVID-19 
pandemic, and more recently the economic spillovers of Russia’s invasion of 
Ukraine, exposed both the limitations of current migration systems and the 
vulnerabilities of low-skilled migrants in Central Asia and the Caucasus to 
shocks. Although some of the challenges faced during the pandemic were 
specific to the COVID-19 context, many migrants’ vulnerabilities already 
existed before the pandemic and will persist in the absence of policy 
measures.

This chapter examines the diverse facets of low-skilled migration in ECA 
and its benefits and costs for all parties involved, and it proposes policy 
options to enhance gains while reducing migration’s risks. The remainder 
of the chapter is organized as follows. The “Multiple Facets of Low-Skilled 
Migration and Its Linkages to Countries’ Development Paths” section 
discusses the patterns and features of low-skilled migration from ECA 
countries and highlights its diverse nature and linkages to origin 
countries’ development path. It also introduces the migration life cycle 
framework for low-skilled migration used throughout the chapter. 
The “Low-Skilled Migration Fosters Development in Origin Countries” 
section highlights the development impacts of low-skilled migration at 
the macro and micro levels for migrants themselves, their families, and 
the home economy. The “The Barriers, Vulnerabilities, and Costs Faced by 
Low-Skilled Migrants along Their Journey” section discusses the 
vulnerabilities, risks, and costs borne by low-skilled migrants before, 
during, and after their journey, as well as aggregate risks when low-
skilled migration is concentrated in few sectors or countries. The “Policy 
Recommendations” section presents the impacts of recent negative 
shocks on low-skilled migration from ECA and how these shocks 
highlighted existing inefficiencies and vulnerabilities associated with low-
skilled migration. The “Policy Recommendations” section provides policy 
recommendations to reduce the vulnerabilities associated with low-
skilled migration while maximizing its benefits.

Multiple Facets of Low-Skilled Migration and Its 
Linkages to Countries’ Development Paths

Economic Development as the Main Push Factor of 
Low-Skilled Emigration

Migration from most countries of origin remains low skilled. Figure 5.1 
displays the share of both emigrants (on the y-axis) and stayers (on the x-axis) 
from ECA countries who are low skilled. The 45-degree line indicates perfect 
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parity between the two. Except for eight Western European countries, low-
skilled migrants (those with less than tertiary education) still represent most 
emigrants in all other ECA countries. The share of low-skilled individuals 
among total emigrants is especially large in the Caucasus, Central Asia, and 
the Western Balkans. In Uzbekistan, for example, more than 95 percent of 
migrants are lower skilled.1 Similarly, close to 90 percent of migrants from 
Armenia, Kosovo, and Tajikistan did not receive tertiary education. In most 
Western Balkan countries and in Georgia, the share of low-skilled individuals 
among migrants is slightly lower but remains quite high at around 80 percent 
for most countries. In Eastern European countries, the share of low-skilled 
migrants is between 60 percent and 80 percent. The low skill level of 
emigrants partly reflects the lower levels of educational attainment in the 
broader working-age population of countries of origin: as shown in figure 5.1, 

FIGURE 5.1 
Share of low-skilled individuals, by emigration status 

Sources: Database on Immigrants in OECD and Non-OECD Countries 2015, Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development (https://www.oecd.org/els/mig/dioc.htm); Russia Labor Force Survey 
2017, Armenia Labor Force Survey 2018, and Kyrgyz Republic Integrated Household Survey 2018 
(for information on Labor Force Surveys, see https://webapps.ilo.org/surveyLib/index.php/catalog/LFS​
/?page=1&ps=15&repo=LFS); Listening to the Citizens of Tajikistan 2017 (https://www.worldbank.org/en​
/country/tajikistan/brief/listening2tajikistan); and Listening to the Citizens of Uzbekistan 2018 
(https://www.worldbank.org/en/country/uzbekistan/brief/l2cu#1). 
Note: The 45-degree line indicates parity in the share of emigrants and stayers with tertiary education. 
In countries above the 45-degree line, the share of tertiary-educated emigrants is higher than the share 
of tertiary-educated nonmigrants. In countries below the 45-degree line, the share of tertiary-educated 
emigrants is lower than the share of tertiary-educated nonmigrants. EU-NMS13 = new member states 
joining the European Union in 2004, 2007, and 2013.
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most countries are in the vicinity of the 45-degree line, which indicates that 
the average skill level of emigrants is close to that of the nonmigrant 
population. Evidence from individual countries’ survey data indicate that 
emigration from ECA countries is more frequent among working-age 
individuals with a vocational diploma or upper-secondary education than 
among individuals with tertiary education or primary education at most.

Low-skilled emigration is linked to origin countries’ development paths. 
As for high-skilled migration (refer to chapter 4 for more details), the 
relationship between economic development and low-skilled emigration 
from ECA countries follows an inverted-U shape (refer to figure 5.2, panel a). 
The incidence of low-skilled emigration (as well as the incidence of total 
emigration) in the working-age population remains low for the poorest 
Central Asian countries in ECA (the Kyrgyz Republic, Tajikistan, and 
Uzbekistan) but increases sharply when middle-income levels are reached. 
Middle-income countries from the Caucasus (Armenia, Georgia) and the 
Western Balkans (Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Montenegro, North 
Macedonia) exhibit the highest incidence of low-skilled emigration in their 
total population. At high levels of income, the incidence of low-skilled 
emigration drops, likely reflecting higher domestic wages for low-skill jobs, 
hence lower returns to low-skilled emigration. Relative to high-skilled 
emigration (refer to figure 5.2, panel b), low-skilled emigration falls more 
rapidly than high-skilled emigration at high levels of economic development.

Poor domestic labor market conditions are a critical push factor for low-skilled 
migration. Emigration from Central Asia, the Caucasus, and the Western 
Balkans is mainly driven by higher poverty rates, weaker labor market 
conditions, and larger wage differentials in the sending regions relative to the 
main destination countries. In general, many countries in the Caucasus and 
the Western Balkans have exhibited very high rates of youth unemployment 
over the past decades—reaching as high as 43% in Georgia in 2009 (30% as of 
2022) and 68% in North Macedonia in 2003 (32% as of 2022). Additionally, 
higher-wage jobs have not been created rapidly enough to accommodate the 
rising number of youth in Central Asian countries. The search for better 
employment opportunities is by far the most reported motive for migrating 
abroad in these regions (Honorati, Kerschbaumer, and Yi 2019; Seitz 2019). 
Low-skilled migrants from these countries have been shown to have poorer 
employment outcomes before departure compared with nonmigrants: in the 
Kyrgyz Republic, Tajikistan, and Uzbekistan, more than half of temporary 
migrants were not employed before moving abroad, a much higher rate than 
for nonmigrants. In Armenia, 70 percent of temporary migrants and about 
60 percent of permanent migrants were either unemployed or inactive in the 
labor market before leaving the country (Miluka et al. 2010). In Albania, 
evidence also shows rural households use migration as a pathway out of 
having to work in agriculture (Miluka et al. 2010).
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FIGURE 5.2 
Economic development and emigration, by skill level

Sources: UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs International Migrant Stock 2020; Database on 
Immigrants in OECD and Non-OECD Countries 2015, Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development (https://www.oecd.org/els/mig/dioc.htm); Russia Labor Force Survey 2017, Armenia Labor 
Force Survey 2018, and Kyrgyz Integrated Household Survey 2018 (for information on Labor Force 
Surveys, see https://webapps.ilo.org/surveyLib/index.php/catalog/LFS/?page=1&ps=15&repo=LFS); 
Listening to the Citizens of Tajikistan 2017 (https://www.worldbank.org/en/country/tajikistan/brief​
/listening2tajikistan); and Listening to the Citizens of Uzbekistan 2018 (https://www.worldbank.org/en​
/country/uzbekistan/brief/l2cu#1).
Note: High-skilled emigrants are defined as tertiary-educated individuals living abroad. Low-skilled 
emigrants are defined as individuals without tertiary education living abroad. The dotted light-blue line 
represents the estimated nonlinear relationship between emigration and level of economic 
development in origin countries. GDP = gross domestic product; PPP = purchasing power parity; 
log = logarithm.
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There are marked differences in emigration between regions of origin 
countries, reflecting heterogeneity in economic development. In the 
Caucasus, Central Asia, and the Western Balkans, low-skilled emigration is 
very unevenly distributed across regions. Emigrants disproportionately 
come from the poorest rural and peri-urban areas in sending countries. 
During the 2019–21 period, about 21 percent of households in the poorest 
quintile of Central Asian districts reported a member abroad, whereas 
those in the typical top quintile districts reported almost none (Seitz 2019). 
In Uzbekistan, the incidence of labor migration is higher in rural regions, 
from households facing difficulties in paying for utilities and from larger 
households (Honorati 2021). Similar patterns are observed in Armenia and 
the Kyrgyz Republic (Bossavie and Garrote-Sánchez 2022; Honorati, 
Kerschbaumer, and Yi 2019). Figure 5.3 illustrates the negative 
relationship between economic conditions in origin regions and emigration 
rates in the Kyrgyz Republic and Romania.

At the household level, emigrants disproportionately come from poor or 
vulnerable households. Emigration from Central Asian countries and 

FIGURE 5.3 
Relationship between regional economic conditions and emigration, 
Romania and Kyrgyz Republic
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Sources: Romania: Samples of the 2002 and 2011 censuses from Minnesota Population Center 
Integrated Public Use Microdata Series 2019 (https://www.ipums.org/projects/ipums-international/d020.
v7.2) and Eurostat (https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/data​/database); Kyrgyz Republic: Kyrgyz Integrated 
Household Survey 2018 (https://stat.gov.kg/en/).
Note: The unemployment rate is defined as the number of individuals ages 15–64 looking for 
employment, divided by the population ages 15–64 who is economically active. The poverty rate is 
defined as the percentage of households below the national poverty line. Net immigration is defined as 
the cumulative migration inflows (arrivals) minus the cumulative migration outflows (departures) from 
2002 to 2011. The blue dotted line in each panel represents the estimated linear relationship between 
the x-axis variable and y-axis variable, estimated by ordinary least square.

Figure 5.3 
Relationship between regional economic conditions and emigration, 
Romania and Kyrgyz Republic (Continued)
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Albania is disproportionately concentrated among the poorest households 
(refer to figure 5.4). In addition to stronger push factors, this emigration is 
also explained by the relatively low costs of migrating to Russia, the main 
destination of migrants from Central Asia, compared with other 
international destinations. In Albania, the Kyrgyz Republic, and 
Uzbekistan, one observes a clear negative relationship between household 
wealth and having a member who is currently working abroad. In Albania, 
about 15 percent of households in the bottom two quintiles have a member 
working abroad, compared with fewer than 5 percent in the top quintile. 
In Uzbekistan, 25 percent of households in the poorest quintile report 
having a member working abroad compared with the national average of 
16 percent of households (Honorati and Carraro 2019). In contrast, 
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in Armenia, emigration is more equally distributed across income quintiles: 
migrants are overrepresented among the poorest consumption quintiles 
and the two richest ones. This may reflect greater high-skilled migration 
opportunities than for workers from Albania and Central Asia. In addition to 
absolute welfare levels, low-skilled emigration has also been shown to be 
associated with vulnerability to economic shocks. In Uzbekistan, for 
instance, there is a strong relationship between household negative shocks 
and emigration (Seitz 2019).

In corridors in which migration costs are higher, extreme poverty may, 
however, impede low-skilled migration. High migration costs, when 
combined with credit constraints, may deter low-skilled migration among 
poorer households facing liquidity constraints (Ahmed and Bossavie 2022; 
Clemens 2020). In Kosovo, for example, although poorer households tend 
to migrate more than wealthier households, those who are extremely poor 
have weaker access to international migration and tend to receive fewer 
remittances from abroad (Möllers and Meyer 2014). In the case of migration 
from Albania to Greece or Italy, household poverty has been shown to be a 
constraining factor in international migration (Zezza, Carletto, and Davis 
2005). Similarly, in Armenia and Uzbekistan, the relationship between skill 
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FIGURE 5.4 
Share of households with a member currently abroad, by expenditure 
quintile

Sources: Albania: Demographic and Health Survey, 2018 (INSTAT, IPH, and ICF 2018); Armenia: Integrated 
Living Condition Survey (https://armstat.am/en/?nid=205); Kyrgyz Republic: Listening to the Citizens of 
the Kyrgyz Republic baseline survey (https://www.worldbank.org/en/country/kyrgyzrepublic/brief/l2kgz); 
Uzbekistan: Listening to the Citizens of Uzbekistan baseline survey (https://www.worldbank.org/en​
/country/uzbekistan/brief/l2cu#1).
Note: The richest and poorest quintiles consist of the top 20 percent of households with the highest and 
lowest levels, respectively, of expenditure per capita nationwide.
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level and propensity to migrate is an inverted-U shape (refer to figure 5.5): 
the incidence of emigration is lowest among individuals with low levels of 
education (at most, primary education), is highest for individuals with 
intermediate levels of education (some secondary schooling), and declines 
for individuals who have attained some tertiary education.2 Because 
educational attainment is highly correlated with household income, low 
rates of migration among lower-educated individuals may reflect liquidity 
and credit constraint to cover migration costs. In contrast, in Albania, 
where household income levels tend to be higher, a linear and negative 
relationship between levels of educational attainment and emigration is 
observed.

FIGURE 5.5 
Educational attainment of the working-age population (ages 25–64), by country of origin and 
emigration status

Sources: Uzbekistan: Listening to the Citizens of Uzbekistan (https://www.worldbank.org/en/country/uzbekistan/brief/l2cu#1); Albania: 
Demographic and Health Survey 2017–2018 (INSTAT, IPH, and ICF 2018); Armenia: Integrated Living Condition Survey (https://armstat.am​
/en/?nid=205); Bulgaria, Croatia, and Romania: European Union Labor Force Survey (https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/microdata​
/european-union-labour-force-survey).
Note: Statistics for Bulgaria, Croatia, and Romania are grouped together because data are unavailable for each individual country.
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Noneconomic factors also contribute to low-skilled migration and 
destination choice, mostly through their impact on migration costs. 
Physical and cultural distances are also important determinants of mobility 
costs, especially for low-skilled migrants. Short physical distances impose 
lower transportation costs and can enable most low-skilled migrants with 
tight budget constraints who would not be able to migrate to faraway 
destinations to move to neighboring countries (World Bank 2019b). 
Cultural adaptation and settlement are also costly, so existing personal and 
social networks shape migration flows. In addition to providing more 
favorable labor market conditions, Russia has been an attractive 
destination for low-skilled migrants from the Caucasus and Central Asia 
because of several cultural and historical factors, such as shared history, 
shared language, familiarity with Russian culture, visa-free regimes, solid 
migrant networks, and low transportation costs. In Armenia and Georgia, 
largely unresolved conflicts—that is, the Karabakh War (1988, 1994), the 
War in Abkhazia (1992, 1993, 2008), and the War in Ossetia (1991, 1992)—
combined with political instability because of crime and corruption have 
also acted as important noneconomic push factors to migrate. Political 
instability, especially after independence in the 1990s, has also been a 
push factor for international labor migration in the former Soviet republics. 
Weaker social protection and welfare systems in countries of origin may 
also play a role in low-skilled emigration (Bossavie et al. 2022).

Patterns and Heterogeneity in Low-Skilled Migration 
from ECA Countries

As for high-skilled migration, Western Europe is the main destination of 
low-skilled migrants in ECA, primarily coming from the Western Balkans, 
Western Europe, and other countries of the European Union. Low-skilled 
migration within the European Union dates back from its creation, which 
involved free labor mobility but was boosted by the subsequent and more 
recent EU enlargements to the Central EU economies, which led to 
large increases in low-skilled migration from the Central EU, primarily to 
Germany, Greece, Italy, and Spain. Low-skilled migration since the 1990s 
from Albania to Greece and Italy, a major corridor of low-skilled migration 
within ECA, is historically rooted. It was initiated by bilateral agreements 
for agricultural employment in Greece and Italy after the collapse of the 
communist regime in Albania and the transition from a centralized to an 
open economy. Low-skilled migration from other Western Balkan countries 
such as Bosnia and Herzegovina, Kosovo, North Macedonia, and Serbia is 
primarily to Germany (OECD 2022). It was boosted by the Western Balkan 
Regulation introduced in 2016 (Center for Global Development 2021) to 
create legal channels for citizens from that region to migrate to Germany, 
especially for low-skilled workers in the construction sector.
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In contrast with high-skilled migration, Russia is the second main 
destination of low-skilled migrants within ECA. Low-skilled migrants to 
Russia primarily come from the lower-income former Soviet republics of 
Central Asia (the Kyrgyz Republic, Tajikistan, and Uzbekistan) and the 
Caucasus (Armenia, Azerbaijan, and Georgia). Low-skilled migration from 
those lower-income countries is deeply rooted historically and dates to the 
1990s after the collapse of the Soviet Union, and even before that. Labor 
migration between those countries is regulated by several multilateral and 
bilateral agreements aimed at forming a common labor market. Russia has 
bilateral treaties with Armenia, the Kyrgyz Republic, Moldova, Tajikistan, 
Ukraine, and Uzbekistan. All treaty countries are obligated to recognize the 
education, work experience, entitlement to compensation for damages, 
and social security contributions of migrant workers. Every year, the 
Russian government defines how many work permits can be issued and 
how they will be distributed among the constituent components of Russia, 
depending on the labor market situation and the opinions of labor unions. 
Quotas are divided by region, profession, and field of employment.

Low-skilled migration from Central Asia and the Caucasus to Russia is often 
temporary and of short duration. Migration spells for these low-skilled 
migration corridors are of a short duration, on average, when compared 
with high-skilled migration in ECA or low-skilled migration for other 
migration corridors. About half of temporary migrants from the Kyrgyz 
Republic stay in the destination country for less than six months, and the 
median duration of stay abroad is about nine months (refer to figure 5.6). 
Although migrants from Albania, Armenia, and Uzbekistan stay at their 
destination somewhat longer, half still return to their origin country within 
less than a year. This contrasts with other low-skilled migration corridors, 
such as from South Asia to the Persian Gulf, where duration of stay abroad 
is at least a few years (Ahmed and Bossavie 2022).

Low-skilled migration in these corridors is often seasonal and circular. 
In addition to staying abroad for short periods of time, low-skilled temporary 
migrants from Central Asia and the Caucasus to Russia often repeat migration 
over time. More than half of temporary migrants from the Kyrgyz Republic 
and Uzbekistan have migrated to Russia more than once (refer to figure 5.7). 
In comparison, low-skilled migrants from South Asia to the Gulf Cooperation 
Council countries or East Asia typically migrate only once (Ahmed and 
Bossavie 2022). The multiplicity of migration episodes observed for these 
ECA corridors can be explained by their relatively low monetary costs of 
migration compared with other corridors, combined with the seasonal nature 
of the economic activities carried out at destination, mainly in tourism and 
construction. Indeed, low-skilled migration from Central Asia and the 
Caucasus to Russia also exhibits strong seasonal patterns: departures spike in 
the spring, and returns typically take place in late fall or winter.
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FIGURE 5.6 
Duration of stay abroad in the most recent migration episode, by migrants’ 
country of origin

Sources: Armenia: Integrated Living Condition Survey (https://armstat.am/en/?nid=205); Kyrgyz Republic: 
Listening to the Citizens of the Kyrgyz Republic survey (https://www.worldbank.org/en/country​
/kyrgyzrepublic/brief/l2kgz#:~:text=Listening%20to%20the%20Kyrgyz%20Republic%20(L2KGZ)%20is%20
a%20monthly%20panel,regions%20of%20the%20Kyrgyz%20Republic.); Uzbekistan: Listening to the 
Citizens of Uzbekistan survey (https://www.worldbank.org/en/country/uzbekistan/brief/l2cu).
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FIGURE 5.7 
Circularity of migration from Central Asia to the Russian Federation
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Low-skilled migration from ECA countries to the European Union, in 
contrast, is more often permanent. Low-skilled migration to the European 
Union tends to be more permanent than high-skilled migration: low-skilled 
migrants from other Western European countries and from the EU-NMS13 
have a lower propensity to return than their high-skilled counterparts (refer 
to figure 5.8). The difference in the propensity to return is especially stark 
for low-skilled migrants from the higher-income EU-15 countries: whereas 
about 40 percent of high-skilled migrants from the EU-15 are estimated to 
return to their home country after five years, only 12 percent of low-skilled 
migrants from EU-15 countries return within that time frame. Return 
rates are estimated to be even lower among low-skilled migrants from 
the EU-NMS13, although return rates for high-skilled migrants from 
this region are also low.

Temporary low-skilled migration is largely male, whereas permanent 
low-skilled migration is more gender balanced. Although high-skilled 
migration from ECA is increasingly female, as discussed in chapter 4, 
low-skilled migration from Central Asian countries, Albania, and Armenia 
remains largely male. These gender patterns are even more pronounced 
when considering temporary migration, in which migrants typically move 

Figure 5.7 
Circularity of migration from Central Asia to the Russian Federation (Continued)

Sources: Panel a: Listening to the Citizens of Kyrgyz Republic (https://www.worldbank.org/en/country/kyrgyzrepublic/brief​
/l2kgz#:~:text=Listening%20to%20the%20Kyrgyz%20Republic%20(L2KGZ)%20is%20a%20monthly%20panel,regions%20of%20the%20
Kyrgyz%20Republic) and Uzbekistan surveys (https://www.worldbank.org/en/country/uzbekistan/brief/l2cu); panel b: Quarterly Kyrgyz 
Integrated Household Survey (https://stat.gov.kg/en/).
Note: In panel b, the blue line represents the actual number of individuals from the Kyrgyz Republic who are currently abroad (not 
seasonally adjusted). The smoothed red line represents the 4-month moving average (seasonally adjusted) of the number of individuals 
abroad. Q = quarter.
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without the rest of their families. For example, more than 90 percent of 
temporary migrants in Albania and Armenia, close to 90 percent in 
Tajikistan and Uzbekistan, and nearly 80 percent in the Kyrgyz Republic 
are male. These gender patterns are driven by low levels of female labor 
force participation in the origin countries, the fact that temporary 
migrants typically migrate without family in a context in which women 
remain the primary caregivers in origin countries, and the associated 
negative perceptions of female migrants. In contrast, more permanent 
low-skilled migration, primarily to the European Union, is more gender 
balanced: among low-skilled permanent migrants to the European Union, 
mostly from the EU-NMS13 and the Western Balkans, the gender balance 
is close to parity. This can be partly explained by entire families moving 
together in the case of permanent migration, as opposed to seasonal or 
temporary migration. Low-skilled migration from Georgia and Moldova is 
also more gender balanced.

FIGURE 5.8 
Incidence of return among migrants to the European Union, by level of 
educational attainment and region of origin

Sources: Original estimates based on EU Labour Force Survey 2014 module (https://ec.europa.eu​
/eurostat/web/microdata/european-union-labour-force-survey); Database on Immigrants in OECD and 
Non-OECD Countries 2010, Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (https://www​
.oecd.org/els/mig/dioc.htm); and Centre d’Études Prospectives et d’Informations Internationales 
bilateral database (http://www.cepii.fr/CEPII/en/bdd_modele/bdd_modele_item.asp?id=37).
Note: Returnee rates are estimated by dividing by the number of returnees in 2014 by the stock of 
migrants in 2010, multiplied by the elasticity of returnees to migrants derived from a gravity-type 
equation that controls for a set of geographic and social ties between the sending and receiving 
countries (distance, contiguity, share of common ethnic groups). Low education is defined as having, at 
most, primary schooling. Medium education is defined as having completed primary but not tertiary 
education. High education is defined as having some tertiary education. EU-NMS13 = new member 
states joining the European Union in 2004, 2007, and 2013.
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Low-skilled migrants are younger than higher-skilled migrants. Globally, 
migrants tend to be younger than the working-age population in the origin 
country (World Bank 2018). The pattern is even more pronounced among 
low-skilled migrants in ECA, where low-skilled migrants are younger than 
the average working-age population in the country of origin and younger 
than their high-skilled counterparts. Temporary emigrants from Albania 
and Uzbekistan are concentrated in the 18–35 age group compared with 
the working-age population that does not emigrate (refer to figure 5.9). 
This partly reflects the fact that low-skilled emigrants complete their 

FIGURE 5.9 
Age profile of the working-age population, by country of origin and 
migration status

Sources: Listening to the Citizens surveys for Kyrgyz Republic (https://www.worldbank.org/en/country​
/kyrgyzrepublic/brief/l2kgz#:~:text=Listening%20to%20the%20Kyrgyz%20Republic%20(L2KGZ)%20is%20
a%20monthly%20panel,regions%20of%20the%20Kyrgyz%20Republic) and Uzbekistan (https://www​
.worldbank.org/en/country/uzbekistan/brief/l2cu), 2018; Albania: Demographic and Health Survey, 2019 
(https://microdata.worldbank.org/index.php/catalog/3404); Armenia: Integrated Household Survey, 
2019 (https://armstat.am/en/?nid=205); Bulgaria, Croatia, and Romania: EU Labour Force Survey 
(https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/microdata/european-union​-labour-force-survey).
Note: Purple shading represents overlap between the two groups depicted in each panel.
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education at an earlier age, together with the low cost of migrating at a 
younger age (World Bank 2018). Although international labor migration 
enables an accommodation of growing youth populations that cannot be 
absorbed by domestic markets, such as in Central Asia, the concentration 
of low-skilled migration among youth also raises the question of whether 
low-skilled migration opportunities disincentivize investment in 
education among the young population in origin countries (Bossavie and 
Özden 2023; McKenzie and Rapoport 2011), as discussed in the “Low-
Skilled Migration Fosters Development in Origin Countries” section of the 
chapter. In Armenia, Bulgaria, Croatia, and Romania, the age distribution 
of migrants is closer to that of the working-age population, but 
emigrants are still more likely than the nonmigrant population to be in 
the 18–35 age group.

Development Impacts of Low-Skilled Migration in 
Origin Countries

Direct Welfare Impacts through Large Income Gains

Low-skilled migrants directly benefit from international labor mobility 
through higher earnings abroad. Low-skilled workers experience large 
wage gains abroad compared with what they can earn in their country of 
origin, which is the main motive for migrating in the first place. Working 
migrants from Armenia and the Kyrgyz Republic, for example, can expect 
to double their earnings compared with what they would earn back home 
(refer to figure 5.10, panels a and b): low-skilled minimum wage migrant 
workers from Montenegro, North Macedonia, and Serbia can also expect 
to double their wages by moving to EU destinations such as France or 
Germany, and low-skilled migrants from Albania can earn up to three 
times more (OECD 2022). There is, however, important variation in the 
place premium depending on migrants’ educational attainment. In 
Armenia, wage gains abroad are highest among workers with 
intermediary levels of education (some secondary education), compared 
with workers with, at most, primary or some tertiary education. In the 
Kyrgyz Republic, workers with a low or middle level of education 
experience larger wage gains than tertiary-educated workers. Similar 
patterns are observed among migrants from Romania going to Spain, 
where the place wage premium is largest among low-skilled migrants 
(refer to figure 5.10, panel c).

In the context of low-skilled temporary migration, higher wages earned 
abroad translate to remittances to households left behind. The large wage 
gains of low-skilled migrants abroad enable large welfare gains at the 
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FIGURE 5.10 
Wages earned by international migrants relative to stayers, by migration corridor and level of 
education

Sources: Armenia: Labor Force Survey 2017 (https://armstat.am/en/?nid=212); Russian Federation: Russia Longitudinal Monitoring Survey 
2017 (https://rlms-hse.cpc.unc.edu/); Kyrgyz Republic: Kyrgyz Integrated Household Survey 2018 (https://stat.gov.kg/en/); Romania: EU 
Statistics on Income and Living Conditions (database), Eurostat (https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/microdata/european-union-statistics​
-on-income-and-living-conditions); Database on Immigrants in OECD and Non-OECD Countries, Organisation for Economic Co-operation 
and Development (https://www.oecd.org/els/mig/dioc.htm).
Note: “Place premium” represents the average earnings differential between workers employed in the country of origin and workers from 
that same country of origin employed in the destination country. Wages in panels a and b are in current US dollars. Wages in panel c are in 
euros and deflated by the price levels in each country based on Eurostat statistics (prc_ppp_ind). Low educational attainment = less than 
upper-secondary education; intermediate educational attainment = upper-secondary education; high educational attainment = tertiary 
education.
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household level through migrants’ remittances to families left behind. 
Improving the welfare and consumption of family members left behind is 
a key motive for migrants sending remittances back home (Faini 1994; 
Funkhouser 1995; Lucas and Stark 1985; Rapoport and Docquier 2006). 
Low-skilled temporary migrants often migrate without the rest of their 
households and as a result have been shown to send more remittances home 
than higher-skilled migrants (Adams 2009; Dustmann and Mestres 2010; 
Niimi, Ozden, and Schiff 2010). In the Kyrgyz Republic, for example, 
94 percent of households with a member working abroad report receiving 
remittances. Figures are also more than 90 percent in other Central Asian 
countries as well as in Armenia (Honorati, Kerschbaumer, and Yi 2019).

Remittances generated by low-skilled emigrants are a key contributor 
to national income in many countries of origin, where remittance levels 
are often very high in relative terms. Many low- and middle-income 
countries in ECA are among the top recipients of remittances worldwide 
in relative terms, particularly in Central Asia (refer to figure 5.11). 
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Source: World Development Indicators (database), World Bank (https://databank.worldbank.org/source​
/world-development-indicators). Data are for 2021.
Note: GDP = gross domestic product.

FIGURE 5.11 
Remittances received as a percentage of gross domestic product, 
top 50 countries globally

Remittances received as share of GDP (%)
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Among the top three receivers of remittances as a share of GDP, two are 
in Central Asia (the Kyrgyz Republic and Tajikistan), where remittances 
represent more than 30 percent of total GDP. Remittances constitute a 
major source of national income for countries in the Caucasus 
(Armenia, Georgia), Eastern Europe (Moldova), and the Western 
Balkans (Bosnia and Herzegovina, Kosovo, Montenegro). In all these 
ECA migrant-sending countries, remittances received from abroad 
exceed 10 percent of GDP. 

At the micro level, remittances represent a very large share of 
household income in lower-income ECA countries. Remittance 
recipients are typically migrants’ families, close relatives, or 
community members. As per the incidence of emigration, there is an 
overall negative relationship between household income level and 
receipt of remittances from abroad. In the Kyrgyz Republic and 
Uzbekistan, for example, more than 20 percent of those in the poorest 
quintile receive some remittance income compared with 7 percent and 
1 percent of those in the top two quintiles. In Tajikistan, about 36 
percent of those in the poorest quintile received remittances each 
month, tapering to about 27 percent for those in the top quintile. 
Remittances from abroad represent a very large share of the total 
income of migrant households in low- and middle-income ECA 
countries. In the Kyrgyz Republic, for example, remittances received 
from abroad account for more than half (58 percent) of the total 
income of households with an international migrant, more than labor 
earnings and other sources of income combined (Bossavie and Garrote-
Sánchez 2022). Similarly, in Armenia, about 46 percent of migrant 
households’ income before the COVID-19 pandemic came from 
remittances, higher than income from employment (37 percent) and 
pensions (10 percent).

In low- and middle-income countries, remittances are mostly spent on 
immediate consumption, substantially increasing household income. 
Depending on the income level of the remittance-receiving household, 
funds are spent differently. Poor families tend to spend remittances on 
consumption, whereas wealthier households are more likely to spend them 
on productive and investment goods such as health and education (World 
Bank 2018). In Central Asian countries, which exhibit some of the highest 
rates of poverty in ECA, remittances are mostly channeled to food 
purchases and housing improvements with little additional spending on 
investment and education (Dubashov, Kruse, and Ismailakhunova 2017). 
Likewise, in Uzbekistan, food expenditures are the main use of 
remittances, together with buying or improving housing. In Armenia, 
although food and clothes consumption remain the main use of 
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remittances, their usage is more diversified than in Central Asia, with 
remittance income more often being spent on heating, debt payment, and 
medical needs (Honorati, Kerschbaumer, and Yi 2019).

As a result, remittances are a key contributor to poverty reduction. Using 
cross-country data that include ECA countries, it was estimated that a 
10 percent increase per capita in international remittances led to a 
3.5 percent decline in the share of people living in poverty (Adams and 
Page 2005). It has also been shown that the greater the share of low-skilled 
migrants in a country’s migrant population, the greater the flow of 
remittances (Adams 2011). In line with these cross-country findings, 
remittances have been associated with a significant decline in poverty across 
low- and middle-income countries in the region. It is estimated that in the 
absence of remittances, the poverty rate in the Kyrgyz Republic would rise 
from 22.4 percent (in 2018) to 30.6 percent (Bossavie and Garrote-Sánchez 
2022). Among migrant households, the share of poor families was estimated 
to drop from 50.2 percent to only 6.7 percent once remittances are 
considered (refer to figure 5.12). In Uzbekistan, the poverty rate (measured at 
US$3.20/day purchasing power parity) would rise from 9.6 percent to 
16.8 percent in the absence of remittances (Seitz 2019). Similarly, the 
poverty rate for migrant households in Armenia would almost double (from 
30 percent to 57.2 percent), and overall poverty in the country would increase 

FIGURE 5.12 
Estimated poverty rates, with and without remittances received from abroad

Sources: Kyrgyz Republic: Kyrgyz Integrated Household Survey 2018 (https://stat.gov.kg/en/); Armenia: 2019 Integrated Living Condition 
Survey (https://armstat.am/en/?nid=205).
Note: The poverty rate is defined as the percentage of households below the national poverty line. The vertical lines with brackets 
represent the 95 percent confidence intervals with upper and lower limit of estimated poverty rates.
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from 26.4 percent to 32.9 percent.3 In Kosovo, depending on the poverty line 
chosen, up to 41 percent of households with an international migrant are no 
longer poor, and around 40 percent of vulnerable households are lifted above 
the vulnerability threshold because of access to remittances (Möllers and 
Meyer 2014). Welfare impacts on those in extreme poverty, however, may be 
more muted, primarily because of their limited access to international 
migration and remittances (Seitz 2019).

Remittances may also indirectly enhance the welfare of nonrecipient 
households. The welfare benefits of remittances may extend beyond their 
direct recipients. It has been shown that if the flow of remittances exceeds 
a certain critical amount, the remaining residents benefit from migration 
even if they do not receive any of the remittances themselves (Djajić 1986). 
Households that receive remittances increase their spending, which boosts 
local economic activity and the incomes of other households in the 
community. Spending from remittances can, for example, support 
domestic employment creation in nontradable sectors, such as 
construction (Chami et al. 2018). In Albania, international migrants have 
been shown to invest in businesses and housing, fueling urban job creation 
and internal migration (Chami et al. 2018; Gedeshi and de Zwager 2012). 
Outside ECA, positive spillover effects on nonremittance recipients have 
been reported in the Philippines, where both temporary and permanent 
emigration is observed (Yang and Martinez 2006). 

Remittances can play a countercyclical role and have an income-smoothing 
effect at the macro level. Remittances are directly received by households 
and therefore much less influenced by the political, economic, or 
geographic characteristics of the home country than are official 
development assistance, export revenue, and FDI. Flows can be procyclical 
(moving in the same direction as the home country’s business cycle), 
countercyclical (moving in the opposite direction), or acyclical 
(not correlated with the home country’s output; Frankel 2010; Lueth and 
Ruiz-Arranz 2007; World Bank 2015). In the context of ECA, remittances 
from Russia to the Caucasus and Central Asia have been shown to play a 
countercyclical role and to help stabilize outputs in recipient countries 
(Poghosyan 2023). In contexts in which low-skilled migration is heavily 
concentrated in one single destination, however, such as migration from 
Central Asia and the Caucasus to Russia, it can also expose sending 
countries to negative shocks in the destination country.

At the micro level, remittances can improve household welfare through an 
income-stabilizing effect. Unlike capital flows, which tend to be highly 
cyclical, remittances are relatively stable and often consumption 
smoothing, acting as insurance during economic crises or after natural 
disasters (Bettin and Zazzaro 2018; De et al. 2019; Ratha 2003; Yang and 
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Choi 2007). The countercyclical pattern also points to the key role of 
migration as a household economic diversification strategy to hedge against 
income risks such as loss of employment by or underemployment of some 
of their members. In Uzbekistan, for example, current migrants are more 
likely to send remittance payments when household members report 
worsening economic conditions at home (Seitz 2019). 

The magnitude of remittances received by smaller, lower-income countries 
in ECA, however, has raised questions about undesirable effects in sending 
countries. There are concerns that the massive inflow of foreign currency 
could be associated with a real exchange rate appreciation and loss of 
international competitiveness, which, in turn, could lead to a decline in the 
production of manufactured and other tradable goods (Dutch disease). 
Increased domestic income from remittances can indeed push up domestic 
prices and migration flows, increasing wages and eventually diminishing 
the competitiveness of the other sectors. Another implication of Dutch 
disease would be that it moves labor away from other sectors, such as 
manufacturing, into foreign labor markets. Such a phenomenon has been 
evidenced in the case of small economies in ECA that are highly reliant on 
remittances, such as the Kyrgyz Republic, where a loss in competitiveness 
through real exchange appreciation, an increase in the size of the 
nontradable sector, and a fast growth of real wages have been reported 
(Dubashov, Kruse, and Ismailakhunova 2017).

At the micro level, the high reliance on remittances among poor 
households in ECA exposes them to shocks affecting international 
migration. In recent years, migrant households have become more reliant 
on remittance income; in 2008, just more than one-third of total income in 
migrant households was from remittances (World Bank 2015). For 
example, highly remittance-dependent migrant households in the Kyrgyz 
Republic can be pushed into debt when migrant household members lose 
their job and stop sending remittances home (Thieme 2014).

Beyond the direct impact of remittances on consumption, low-skilled 
migration may affect human development in sending countries through 
multiple channels. The first channel through which low-skilled migration 
affects human development in sending countries is through remittances 
received and used, for example, to invest in children’s human capital 
among households left behind. Second, by raising household income, 
remittances may also affect incentives to work among household members 
left behind. Third, the absence of an adult family member may influence 
family dynamics and therefore outcomes such as children’s development, 
gender dynamics, and bargaining power among migrant households (and 
potentially nonmigrant households in origin countries). Fourth, return 
migrants, by bringing back human and financial capital as well as social 



264 ●  	 The Journey Ahead: Supporting Successful Migration in Europe and Central Asia

norms from destination countries, can also impact development back in the 
origin country. Finally, low-skilled emigration, if of sufficient scale, can 
produce general equilibrium effects on labor markets in sending countries. 
These various channels and their effects on human development outcomes 
are discussed in the next section.

Indirect Impacts on Human Capital

Evidence on the impact of remittances on educational attainment in 
countries of origin is mixed for ECA. Low-skilled emigration can affect 
educational attainment back home through multiple and conflicting 
channels (refer to box 5.1). For this reason, impact estimates reported 
for ECA are context specific and heterogeneous, depending on which 
transmission channel prevails in the specific context studied. In 
addition to the multiple channels at play, mixed results may also be 
driven by the methodological difficulties in isolating the causal effects 
of emigration on children’s outcomes back in their home country 
(Bossavie and Özden 2023).

Although high-skilled temporary migration has been shown to raise 
productivity back home through return migration and human capital 
accumulation, evidence for low-skilled migration is more mixed. One 
emerging consensus from the literature is that higher-skilled temporary 
migrants experience greater human capital, productivity, and wage gains 
from the migration experience (Bossavie and Özden 2023). In Albania, for 
example, high-skilled returnees experience upward mobility in the labor 
market upon return, whereas low-skilled migrants do not (Carletto and 
Kilic 2011; de Coulon and Piracha 2005). Part of the explanation may be 
that low-skilled migrants in the Albanian context engage largely in seasonal 
short-term migration spells in the agricultural sector in Greece, which may 
limit opportunities for human capital accumulation. In Romania, the wage 
premium earned by returnees also turns out to increase with their skill 
level (Ambrosini et al. 2015). More studies looking at the causal link 
between low-skilled migration and labor productivity back home are, 
however, needed to generalize those findings to low- and middle-income 
countries in ECA.

Labor Market Impacts

Low-skilled emigration helps alleviate pressures on domestic labor markets 
in sending countries with a youth bulge and limited domestic employment 
opportunities. Some low- and middle-income regions in ECA, such as in 
Central Asia, are still experiencing an increase in their youth population, 



Low-Skilled Migration	 ● 265

BOX 5.1  Impacts of Low-Skilled Migration on 
Educational Attainment in Origin Countries: 
Theory and Evidence

The impact of low-skilled emigration and remittances on educational attainment 
back in the home country is complex and multichanneled. Low-skilled migration 
can affect human capital investment in multiple ways. First, temporary migration 
may positively affect investment in education by relaxing liquidity constraints to 
invest in education through remittances received. On the one hand, the additional 
household income from remittances received may also reduce the necessity to 
engage in child labor, therefore freeing up time for school attendance (Acosta 
2011; Jaupart 2019). This income effect can improve educational outcomes among 
children left behind. On the other hand, the absence of an adult household 
member may increase the necessity for young members to participate in household 
or market work, disrupting family life in a manner that hinders children’s academic 
progress (Amuedo-Dorantes, Georges, and Pozo 2010). Finally, low-skilled 
emigration opportunities may also affect incentives to invest in education at home: 
as low-skilled emigration opportunities increase the relative returns to lower skill 
levels, they may reduce incentives to invest in education (McKenzie and Rapoport 
2011). Given these multiple and conflicting effects, the net effects of low-skilled 
emigration on human capital in the origin country are ambiguous and context 
dependent (Bossavie and Özden 2023). Given the multiple channels at play, the 
effect of low-skilled emigration and children’s human capital and development is a 
priori ambiguous.

Estimated impacts for Europe and Central Asia are mixed, heterogeneous, and 
context specific. Positive effects of parental migration on children’s educational 
attainment have been reported in the context of Tajikistan, especially for boys of all 
ages (Jaupart 2019). The simultaneous decline in the number of hours worked by 
young boys suggests that the effects are driven by the improved economic situation of 
migrant households and the reduced need for child labor. In the Kyrgyz Republic, 
however, migrant households do not spend more on education than nonmigrant 
households, and having an international migrant has a small negative effect on the 
likelihood of having children ages 14–18 enrolled in education (Akmoldoev and 
Budaichieva 2012; Kroeger and Anderson 2014). In the Kyrgyz Republic, Tajikistan, 
and Uzbekistan, descriptive evidence suggests that youth in high-migration regions 
tend to forgo professional education in their origin country in the presence of low-
skilled migration opportunities (Abdulloev, Epstein, and Gang 2020). In Armenia, it 
has been reported that remittance-receiving households spend less on the education 
of their children (Grigorian and Melkonyan 2011). In Albania and Moldova, parental 
migration has been reported to result in poorer school performance, decreased 
attendance, and declining graduation rates (Giannelli and Mangiavacchi 2010; Salah 
2008). Available evidence, however, is mostly descriptive and suggestive, and more 
rigorous studies are needed to establish a causal link between low-skilled migration 
opportunities and investment in human capital in countries of origin.
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resulting in a large inflow of youth into the labor market every year. 
However, the youth bulge has put pressure on domestic labor markets 
because labor demand in sending countries has struggled to keep up with 
an increasingly young labor force. In this context, emigration has played a 
key role in alleviating pressure on domestic labor markets by providing 
employment opportunities to a significant share of the growing population 
in sending countries, especially among youth, who are overrepresented 
among low-skilled labor migrants (refer to the “Multiple Facets of Low-
Skilled Migration and Its Linkages to Countries’ Development Paths” 
section). Because low-skilled workers tend to be abundant in those 
contexts in comparison with high-skilled migrants, policy makers tend to 
be less concerned about larger impacts on the productivity of the broader 
economy.

Well-managed low-skilled migration can help fill labor shortages in 
destination countries, especially in occupations and sectors in which the 
native-born population is less willing to engage. Those labor shortages 
typically exist in sectors and occupations characterized by low pay and 
difficult working conditions in which the native-born population is 
unwilling to engage. This is, for example, the case with the agricultural 
and construction sectors, to which a large share of low-skilled migrants, 
especially temporary or seasonal ones, are directed. For example, EU 
destination countries such as Greece have relied extensively on low-
skilled migrant labor from lower-income countries in ECA, such as 
Albania, since the 1990s. Similarly, the construction sector in Russia, 
characterized by low wages and hazardous working conditions, has 
heavily relied on low-skilled migration from Central Asian countries and 
the Caucasus.

In countries of origin in which the working-age population is shrinking, 
however, lower-skilled emigration may exacerbate labor shortages, 
especially in lagging regions. In Eastern European economies with an aging 
population, such as Romania, labor shortages seem to have taken place 
between 2002 and 2011 in certain sectors such as hospitality. Also, 
although the supply of low- and mid-level workers in other sectors such as 
construction was not systematically reduced across Romania, certain 
regions with some of the largest emigration rates (for example, Hunedoara, 
Vrancea) experienced significant drops in the number of blue-collar workers 
per capita (refer to figure 5.13). Overall, although emigration might have 
increased vacancies per worker (and per unemployed) in specific counties 
and sectors, particularly those requiring lower skills, strong evidence of 
improved local labor market conditions because of emigration, especially in 
lagging subregions, is not observed.
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Low-skilled emigration and remittances can also affect the economic 
activities of household members left behind in countries of origin. Overall, 
available evidence for ECA has reported a negative and gender-specific 
association between low-skilled emigration and the economic participation 
of female household members left behind. The most likely mechanism is a 
decrease in the incentives to work and higher reservation wages due to 
remittances received (income effect). However, more rigorous causal 
studies are needed to establish a causal link and generalize those findings 
(refer to box 5.2 for a more detailed discussion). Low-skilled emigration 
may also affect the type of economic activities carried out by members left 
behind in their countries of origin. Such effects seem to vary over time, 
depending on whether the migration episode is ongoing or has already 
ended. The migration of a household member has been shown to increase 
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FIGURE 5.13 
Net migration and labor supply, construction sector, Romanian counties

Sources: 2002 and 2011 Romania censuses, Minnesota Population Center Integrated Public Use Microdata Series (https://pop.umn.edu​
/projects/ipums-i) 2019.
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BOX 5.2  Theory and Evidence on the Impacts of 
Temporary Migration on the Economic Activities 
of Household Members Left Behind

The departure of one economically active household member has a theoretically 
ambiguous effect on the labor supply of members left behind. Temporary migration 
by a household member can affect the economic activities of members left behind 
through two main channels, with opposite effects on labor supply. First, an income 
effect may increase total household income through remittances. According to the 
standard neoclassical model of optimal labor leisure allocation (Killingsworth 
1983), the increase in household disposable income due to remittances can raise 
the reservation wage of adult family members left behind (Acosta, Lartey, and 
Mandelman 2009; Adams 2011). Presumably, the income effect may 
disproportionately affect females, given their weaker attachment to the labor 
market in low- and middle-income countries in the region. Second, the receipt of 
remittances is contemporaneous with the absence of working-age migrant 
household members, which may induce changes in the labor supply of remaining 
members to compensate for the forgone income or to defray migration-related 
expenses (Amuedo-Dorantes and Pozo 2006). These two channels presumably have 
opposite effects. As a result, temporary migration’s effect on the labor supply of 
remaining household members is theoretically ambiguous.

A negative association between emigration and labor force participation of 
household members left behind has been reported in some origin countries in Europe 
and Central Asia (ECA), mostly for females. Figure B5.2.1 shows that the employment 
of both males and females is lower in households that have an international migrant 
in Albania, Armenia, and Uzbekistan, whereas employment rates in nonmigrant and 
migrant households are similar in the Kyrgyz Republic. In Armenia, members of 
households receiving remittances from abroad have been shown to work fewer hours 
(Grigorian and Melkonyan 2011). In the Kyrgyz Republic and Uzbekistan, a negative 
association between outmigration and labor supply of both males and females at the 
intensive and extensive margins has been reported (Bossavie and Garrote-Sánchez 
2022; Justino and Shemyakina 2012; Seitz 2019). A negative and significant 
relationship between migration and the labor force participation of females left 
behind has been also reported in Georgia, Kosovo, and North Macedonia (Atoyan and 
Rahman 2017; Berulava 2019; Petreski 2019; Rudi 2014).

This descriptive evidence, however, cannot be interpreted as causal, and more 
evidence is needed to establish a causal link. The overall negative association 
between low-skilled emigration and the economic activity of members left behind 
may be driven by compositional change due to the departure from the household of 
an economically active adult member. Throughout the available literature, rigorous 
evidence on the causal effects of emigration on the labor force participation and 
employment of members left behind in ECA appears to be available only for Albania 
and Tajikistan (Mendola and Carletto 2012; Murakami, Yamada, and Sioson 2021). 
In Albania, negative impacts on labor market activities have been reported for 
females but not males. In Tajikistan, a recent causal analysis shows that sending 

Continued
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migrants abroad reduces the labor supply of the left-behind members by 5.4 
percentage points and receiving remittances reduces it by 10.2 percentage points 
(Murakami, Yamada, and Sioson 2021). These findings suggest that the reservation 
wage effect of having a migrant member and receiving remittances surpasses other 
positive effects they might have in the Tajik context.

Figure b5.2.1 
Employment rate of adults ages 15–64 in households with or without a 
member currently abroad

Sources: Armenia: 2018 Labor Force Survey (https://armstat.am/en/?nid=212); Albania: 
Demographic and Health Survey 2017–2018 (INSTAT, IPH, and ICF 2018); Uzbekistan: Listening to 
the Citizens of Uzbekistan (L2CU) survey (https://www.worldbank.org/en/country/uzbekistan/brief​
/l2cu); the Kyrgyz Republic: Listening to the Citizens of the Kyrgyz Republic survey (https://www​
.worldbank.org/en/country/kyrgyzrepublic/brief/l2kgz#:~:text=Listening%20to%20the%20
Kyrgyz%20Republic%20(L2KGZ)%20is%20a%20monthly%20panel,regions%20of%20the%20
Kyrgyz%20Republic).
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the choice of female household members to be unpaid family workers 
during the migration episode of a male member in Albania and the Kyrgyz 
Republic (Karymshakov and Sulaimanova 2017; Mendola and Carletto 
2012). In contrast, once the migration episodes end, women in households 
with a return migrant are more likely to engage in entrepreneurship, as 
evidenced in Albania (Mendola and Carletto 2012; Saurav 2017).4 More 

BOX 5.2  Theory and Evidence on the Impacts of 
Temporary Migration on the Economic Activities 
of Household Members Left Behind (Continued)
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broadly, evidence from some ECA countries, such as Albania, suggests that 
rural households use low-skilled migration as a pathway out of agricultural 
work (Miluka et al. 2010).

Low-skilled emigration has been associated with increased investment 
and entrepreneurship in some countries of origin, mainly through the 
return of entrepreneurial migrants. Seeking self-employment and 
entrepreneurship opportunities after returning to the origin country has 
been argued to be among the main drivers of temporary migration: in the 
presence of credit constraints at home, temporary migration allows 
individuals to accumulate savings faster and to engage in self-
employment activities when they return (Bossavie et al. 2021; Djajić 
2010; Dustmann and Kirchkamp 2002; Rapoport 2002). Evidence from 
several ECA countries shows that return migrants are more likely to 
become entrepreneurs than nonmigrants. After accounting for selection 
in emigration and return migration in Albania, return migrants are more 
likely to become entrepreneurs upon return (Piracha and Vadean 2010). In 
Moldova, low-skilled workers who achieve their migration objectives are 
more likely to become entrepreneurs upon return as opposed to being 
wage employed (Pogorevici 2019). Self-employment activities started by 
return migrants have also been shown to be more successful and to 
generate more jobs for the local economy in Albania (Kilic et al. 2009; 
Piracha and Vadean 2010). In some contexts, such as in the Kyrgyz 
Republic, however, self-employment after the return of migrants has 
been shown to be a temporary choice before finding wage employment 
(Bruck et al. 2018).

The ability of temporary migrants to start businesses at home (after they 
return) depends on their migration experience. Employment outcomes 
after return are linked to the parameters and outcomes of the migration 
episode, including migration costs, wages abroad, and duration of stay 
(Bossavie et al. 2021; Dustmann and Görlach 2016). Savings and duration 
of stay have indeed been shown to be positively associated with self-
employment after return in Albania (Kilic et al. 2009; Piracha and Vadean 
2010). Entrepreneurship after the return has also been linked to the 
reasons for returning. In Albania, the fact that migration was planned as 
temporary ex ante as opposed to resulting from an unexpected return has 
been shown to increase the likelihood of becoming an entrepreneur after 
return (Gubert and Nordman 2011; Piracha and Vadean 2010). Similarly, in 
Moldova, those who have a disappointing migration experience or who 
migrate illegally are less likely to become entrepreneurs upon return 
(Borodak and Piracha 2011). Intentions to remigrate are also negatively 
associated with the likelihood of becoming an entrepreneur after returning 
to Albania (Piracha and Vadean 2010).
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Barriers, Vulnerabilities, and Costs Faced by Low-Skilled 
Migrants along Their Journey

Before Departure

Predeparture circumstances have repercussions on low-skilled migrants’ 
vulnerability and outcomes throughout the migration life cycle. Although 
the migration life cycle can be divided into stages for policy discussion, as 
discussed in chapter 1, all stages are interdependent. Outcomes and policy 
parameters at one stage of the migration life cycle—for example, before 
departure—have dynamic repercussions on the entire migration experience 
and even after return to the home country (Bossavie et al. 2021). For 
instance, the vulnerability and outcomes of migrants while abroad are 
affected by predeparture policies in place in origin countries.

Formal sources of information about migration opportunities remain 
underdeveloped in most countries of origin of low-skilled migrants in ECA. 
Structured regulation of information about low-skilled migration is 
currently lacking in most countries of origin. Government entities typically 
play a marginal role in advertising low-skilled migration opportunities. In 
some countries, private agencies specializing in supporting domestic 
workers’ access to low-skilled migration opportunities are in place. 
However, their scale of operation and the number of prospective migrants 
they serve is still very limited compared with the total flow of low-skilled 
migrants who go abroad every year. In some cases, public employment 
agencies also advertise migration opportunities abroad, but the number of 
positions is also small compared with migration flows, and offices tend to 
be concentrated in urban areas.

Social networks remain a key source of information about migration 
processes, costs, and benefits. According to results from a recent survey in 
the Kyrgyz Republic carried out by the Word Bank (the Kyrgyz Migration 
Survey), close to four of five prospective Kyrgyz migrants obtain the necessary 
information about the migration process through their network of relatives 
and friends, especially those living abroad. Similarly, two-thirds of Kyrgyz 
migrants choose their country of destination on the basis of the presence of a 
relative or friend. In non-ECA contexts, the reliance on social networks for 
migration information has been shown to lead to biased information about 
migration opportunities and their associated economic and personal costs 
abroad (Bah and Batista 2020; Bossavie et al. 2021; McKenzie, Gibson, and 
Stillman 2013; Seshan and Zubrickas 2017; Shrestha 2020). In the ECA 
context, the Kyrgyz Migration Survey shows that working-age individuals in 
the Kyrgyz Republic systematically overestimate wages to be earned abroad 
by more than 30 percent (refer to figure 5.14). The reliance on social 
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networks for migration opportunities may also contribute to the 
concentration of migrants in specific occupations in destination countries 
(Beaman 2012; Patel and Vella 2013).

Low-skilled migrants typically lack prior experience and adequate skills for 
the most in-demand jobs in destination countries. Mismatches between 
demand at destination and the skill of prospective migrants are partly due 
to occupational mobility upon migration. For migrants from the Kyrgyz 
Republic, the Kyrgyz Migration Survey shows that most migrants were 
employed in a different occupation and sector before departure compared 
with during the migration episode and that only 2 percent of migrants took 
skills training before departure. A large portion of male migrants from 
Central Asia have an agricultural background but are hired as construction 
workers in Russia. In other sectors, this lack of training often results in an 
occupational downgrade (Bossavie and Garrote-Sánchez 2022). Likewise in 
the Caucasus countries, such as in Armenia, for example, nearly all 
migrants (98 percent) leave for their destination country without any 
specific training to prepare them for living abroad (ETF 2013). 

Beyond technical skills, low-skilled migrants often lack overall 
preparedness before going abroad. As evidenced in the “Multiple Facets of 
Low-Skilled Migration and Its Linkages to Countries’ Development Paths” 

FIGURE 5.14 
Distribution of monthly wages expected before departure by migrants 
from Kyrgyz Republic compared with actual wages earned abroad

Source: Kyrgyz Migration Survey 2022/23, World Bank.
Note: Purple shading represents overlap between the histogram for overseas wages and the histogram 
for expected overseas wages. Vertical dashed lines represent median values.
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section, low-skilled prospective migrants from ECA typically come from 
rural and more disadvantaged backgrounds. As a result, they often lack a 
full and accurate understanding of migration opportunities because of 
limited access to information. In many instances, migrants are unaware of 
their full labor rights and benefits, given the specificities of legislation in 
destination countries. Given their typically low educational attainment, 
they often have been shown to have limited levels of financial literacy, 
which is critical to managing savings abroad and taking better advantage of 
their migration experience.

Informal migration and employment arrangements at destination also 
contribute to vulnerability. Many low-skilled migrants, especially 
temporary migrants, leave without securing an employment contract with 
an employer abroad, and in some cases work without one once at 
destination: most temporary migrants from Armenia and the Kyrgyz 
Republic did not have a contract with a Russian employer before migrating 
to Russia. In Central Asia, the widespread provisions for visa-free travel and 
the geographical proximity between countries in the region stimulate 
spontaneous, temporary, and circular migration, which often takes place 
through informal arrangements. Although they may arrive in the host 
country legally, migrants are often employed informally, without an 
employment contract. That leaves them without social protection and the 
state without tax revenue from their work.

Undocumented migration further increases vulnerability. Part of low-skilled 
migration flows within ECA are not only informal but also undocumented. In 
2022, around 330,000 irregular border crossings were detected at the 
European Union’s external border, according to preliminary calculations. 
This is the highest number since 2016 and an increase of 64 percent from the 
previous year. In 2022, close to half of these irregular entries took place 
through the Western Balkans: in that year, 145,600 irregular border 
crossings were reported on the Western Balkans route, an increase of 136 
percent from 2021. In Russia, it was estimated that about 2 million long-
term migrants in the country were undocumented (Chudinovskin 2021).

During Migration

Low-skilled migration from Central Asia, the Caucasus, and the Western 
Balkans is highly concentrated in one or two destinations. Four-fifths of 
Georgian, Kyrgyz, and Tajik emigrants and two-thirds of Armenian 
emigrants live in a single destination in ECA—namely, Russia. In the Kyrgyz 
Republic, the remaining 15 percent of migrants settle in Kazakhstan, whose 
economic cycles are also closely aligned with those of Russia. In the 
Western Balkans, 87 percent of low-skilled emigration from Albania goes to 
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either Greece or Italy (Cinque and Poggi 2024). The concentration of low-
skilled migration in one single destination is even more pronounced among 
temporary migrants: about 95 percent of temporary migrants from Armenia 
and the Kyrgyz Republic go and work in Russia. In Albania, 70 percent of 
return migrants who had migrated temporarily went to Greece. Migration 
from Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan is slightly more diversified, although still 
highly concentrated, with 64 percent of Kazaks and 58 percent of Uzbeks 
living in Russia. In contrast, low-skilled emigration from the Central EU is 
more diversified in terms of destination countries within ECA.

This lack of diversification exposes low-skilled migrants and countries of 
origin to economic shocks in the destination country. The demand for labor 
in Russia, one of the two main destinations of low-skilled migrants in ECA, 
is highly tied to its economic fluctuations. There is a very strong and 
statistically significant correlation (.76) between GDP growth in Russia and 
the number of yearly visas offered for foreign employment, which exhibits 
significant fluctuations over time (refer to figure 5.15). As a result, 

FIGURE 5.15 
Macroeconomic fluctuations in the Russian Federation and demand 
for foreign labor

Sources: World Economic Outlook database, World Bank (https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/SPROLLs​
/world-economic-outlook-databases#sort=%40imfdate%20descending); International Monetary Fund; 
and Russian Federal Migration Service (http://archive.government.ru/eng/power/247/).
Note: The blue line plots the annual growth rate in migration visas issued by Russia from 2001 to 2021. 
The red line plots the annual growth rate of GDP in Russia over the same period. Migration visas 
include both work permits and licenses issued in Russia for working purposes. GDP = gross domestic 
product.

–10

–8

–6

–4

–2

0

2

4

6

8

10

–100

–80

–60

–40

–20

0

20

40

60

80

100

2001
2002

2003
2004

2005
2006

2007
2008

2009
2010

2011
2012

2013
2014

2015
2016

2017
2018

2019
2020

2021

A
n

n
u

a
l 

g
ro

w
th

 r
a

te
 o

f 
G

D
P

 (
%

)

A
n

n
u

a
l 

g
ro

w
th

 r
a

te
 o

f 
fo

re
ig

n
 v

is
a

s 
(%

)

Foreign work visas issued GDP

https://www�
http://archive.government.ru/eng/power/247/�


Low-Skilled Migration	 ● 275

low-skilled migrants, their families, and their sending economies, 
especially if emigration is widespread, are highly exposed to economic 
fluctuations in Russia. Low-skilled migrants from Central Asia also work in 
Kazakhstan, whose economic cycles are highly aligned with those of Russia, 
reinforcing exposure to economic volatility.

Low-skilled migrants are concentrated in a few sectors of activity where 
demand is volatile, further exposing them to shocks. Globally, migrant 
workers have been shown to be concentrated in occupations more sensitive 
to business cycle fluctuations (Dustmann, Glitz, and Vogel 2010; Orrenius 
and Zavodny 2010). Likewise, low-skilled temporary or seasonal migrants 
from the Caucasus and Central Asia are heavily concentrated in specific 
sectors of activity in destination countries, especially in the construction 
and tourism sectors, which are both procyclical. More than three-quarters 
of Armenian temporary migrants in Russia work in the construction sector 
and, to a smaller extent, the tourism sector. About half of Kyrgyz male 
migrants work in construction and half of female migrants work in the 
hospitality sector. Longer-term low-skilled migrants from ECA to the 
European Union are more evenly distributed across employment sectors 
but are still more likely to be employed in the construction or tourism 
sectors. Low-skilled immigrants from ECA are also disproportionately 
concentrated in the accommodation and food service sectors: more than 
10 percent of low-skilled migrants from ECA are employed in the sector, 
compared with only about 5 percent of native-born workers and high-
skilled migrants from ECA.

Low-skilled migrants’ exposure to shocks is exacerbated by their 
contractual arrangements, because they often hold temporary 
employment contracts. Low-skilled migrant workers in the European Union 
are much more likely to hold temporary employment contracts than native-
born workers in receiving countries or high-skilled migrants (Fasani and 
Mazza 2020). These contractual arrangements further expose low-skilled 
migrants to negative shocks: given the lower firing costs associated with 
temporary contracts, fixed-term workers are typically the first to be laid off 
when negative shocks hit firms or sectors (Blanchard and Landier 2002; 
Boeri and Garibaldi 2007). This has been shown specifically for migrant 
workers in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic (Fasani and Mazza 2023).

Low-skilled migrants with informal employment arrangements have little 
to no access to social protection to mitigate the impact of shocks. Informal 
employment arrangements are common among low-skilled migrants, 
preventing them from accessing formal social protection systems in their 
destination country. Low-skilled migrants from ECA are more often 
informally employed than both high-skilled migrants and native-born 
workers in destination countries. For example, more than two-thirds of 
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BOX 5.3  Vulnerability or Resilience of Low-Skilled 
Migration: Lessons from Two Recent Shocks

Low-skilled migration in Europe and Central Asia (ECA) has been successively hit 
by the COVID-19 pandemic and spillovers from Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, 
revealing its high exposure to shocks and current migration systems’ 
shortcomings. Both shocks heavily affected labor migration from the perspective 
of origin and destination countries. These two shocks, however, somewhat 
differed in nature: whereas COVID-19 affected both origin and destination 
countries in a simultaneous and similar way, Russia’s invasion of Ukraine 
disproportionately affected the economic situation of one of the main 
destinations of low-skilled migrants in ECA, Russia. Examining the impacts of 
each of these two shocks thus allows us to gain somewhat different insights into 
the exposure of low-skilled migration to negative shocks and their impacts on 
migrants, their families, and the home economy (refer to annex 5A for more 
details).

COVID-19 brought to light several inefficiencies and vulnerabilities associated 
with low-skilled migration, most of which already existed before the pandemic. 
Although a subset of the challenges faced by low-skilled migrants in ECA during 
COVID-19 were specific to the pandemic, most of these already existed before it 
and were brought to light by it. COVID-19 exposed the vulnerabilities faced by 
low-skilled migrants at all stages of the migration life cycle (Bossavie and 

Continued

Kyrgyz emigrants in Russia and Kazakhstan had a verbal contract or other 
informal arrangement with their employer as opposed to any written 
contract as required by national labor laws. These types of agreements, 
which are more prevalent among migrants with low education levels, limit 
the labor protection of workers, which is particularly harmful when large 
negative shocks hit the economy. In 2018, only a minority of emigrants 
from the Kyrgyz Republic benefited from social security (13 percent) or paid 
leave (18 percent) or had furlough mechanisms of mandatory temporary 
leave instead of layoffs (12 percent). This contrasts with a close to universal 
access to these employment benefits in the Kyrgyz Republic (93 percent, 
89 percent, and 87 percent, respectively). These vulnerabilities have been 
brought to light by two recent shocks, which exposed both the 
insufficiencies of current migration systems and the need for policy reforms 
to reduce low-skilled migrants’ vulnerability to shocks and mitigate their 
impacts (refer to box 5.3 and annex 5A for more details).
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Garrote-Sánchez 2022). For example, it revealed migrants’ high vulnerability to 
job loss in destination countries, often driven by informal migration and 
employment arrangements, together with no or limited access to social 
protection programs and employment benefits, especially among temporary or 
seasonal migrants. The pandemic has also exposed the need for support among 
migrants who unexpectedly returned home, who have been shown to often be 
placed in vulnerable situations (refer to annex 5A for more details). More 
broadly, it highlighted the lack of maturity of low-skilled migration systems, 
especially in protecting migrants against shocks.

The spillovers from Russia’s invasion of Ukraine revealed the exposure of low-
skilled migrants and home economies to shocks affecting one single destination. 
First, they affected the demand for migrant labor from Central Asia and the 
Caucasus, resulting in a drop in new migration outflows and a sharp increase in 
unplanned returns, at least in the short run. Second, they affected the 
employment outcomes of migrants already at their destination, resulting in job 
and income loss. Finally, they affected remittances and the gains from the 
migration experience through large fluctuations in the destination country 
currency. These impacts were most pronounced for origin countries such as the 
Kyrgyz Republic, where close to 95 percent of migrants go to Russia, revealing 
the high exposure of migrants and the home economy to shocks in Russia. In 
contrast, in origin countries where migration flows are more diversified, such as 
Uzbekistan, the response of migration flows and remittances to the economic 
situation in Russia was smaller.

The vulnerabilities and inefficiencies identified during these shocks can be used 
as an opportunity to strengthen migration systems. These two successive large 
shocks brought attention to the need to develop or strengthen programs or policies 
that reduce migrants’ vulnerability to shocks and mitigate the impacts of future 
shocks that may affect labor migration and remittances. These programs or policies 
include, for example, development of stronger social protection systems for 
migrants, the need to diversify destination countries through new bilateral 
agreements and upskilling, and support for the reintegration of return migrants, 
especially those who unexpectedly return to their home country before completion 
of their migration plans.

BOX 5.3  Vulnerability or Resilience of Low-Skilled 
Migration: Lessons from Two Recent Shocks 
(Continued)
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Seasonal and circular migrants are especially vulnerable and fall through 
the cracks of traditional social protection systems. Social protection for 
these workers, if received at all, is typically limited to some work injury 
compensation or health benefits, and it almost never includes 
unemployment assistance (Moroz, Shrestha, and Testaverde 2020). EU 
destination countries such as Greece and Spain offer seasonal workers 
unemployment benefits, but those are linked to the trajectory of previous 
contributions, so seasonal migrant workers are eligible for less. Seasonal 
migrants in France and Germany contribute to social security, including 
unemployment and retirement programs, while not being able to meet the 
minimum periods to access the services and having limited access to social 
protection as a result. This creates disincentives to making financial 
contributions for these services (Brickenstein 2015). Regarding 
unemployment benefits, resident requirements are very stringent in 
France, and seasonal workers are excluded entirely from unemployment 
assistance. In Italy, non-EU seasonal workers are excluded (Testaverde and 
Pavilon 2022). A job loss outbreak for these categories of migrants 
therefore means loss of income for consumption, remittances home, and 
repayment of loans often taken out to finance migration. Job loss may even 
result in loss of housing because accommodations are often provided by 
employers.

Low-skilled temporary migrants also have limited access to social 
protection programs back in their home country. In Armenia, migrant 
households are less likely to be eligible for the main cash transfer 
program in the country (Family Benefit Program) because the targeting 
formula used to determine eligibility assigns a lower score for every 
member absent from the household. In addition, Armenian migrants 
are not eligible for unemployment benefits and other earnings-related 
social insurance benefits in the origin country. Furthermore, Armenian 
international temporary migrants are often not covered by health 
insurance, increasing their vulnerability to health shocks such as 
evidenced during the COVID-19 pandemic (Honorati, Kerschbaumer, 
and Yi 2019).

In addition to increasing vulnerability, informal migration arrangements 
may also significantly worsen migration outcomes. Studies outside ECA 
have evidenced a strong and positive association between legal 
arrangements for temporary migration and a range of migration outcomes. 
In the context of temporary migration from the Arab Republic of Egypt to 
the Persian Gulf, it has been shown that undocumented low-skilled 
migrants experience a large wage penalty abroad compared with 
documented migrants (El Mallakh and Wahba 2021). Undocumented 
migrants also experience significantly lower savings abroad, shorter 
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migration duration, lower incidence of remitting, and lower ranked 
occupations abroad, but also lower earnings after returning to their home 
country. Although the contrast between documented and undocumented 
migrants is stark, further studies in ECA are needed to generalize those 
findings.

Remittances to ECA countries are often sent through informal channels, 
which may limit their productive use and associated development 
impacts. Large shares of remittances in ECA are still sent through informal 
channels, mostly because of a lack of trust, high transaction costs, low 
banking among receivers, and a related lack of information and financial 
education (World Bank 2018). Remittances sent through informal 
channels not only increase the risks and make the flows more difficult to 
monitor, but they also limit the investment options of the receivers, 
because they are not able to save and borrow money in the formal 
financial system (OECD 2022).

After Return

Many low-skilled migrants from ECA ultimately return home, either 
temporarily or permanently, where they can also be exposed to risks, 
vulnerabilities, and inefficiencies. In the context of low-skilled migration 
from ECA, returns are often an integral part of the migration life cycle 
because low-skilled migration is often seasonal or temporary. In this 
context, the vulnerabilities and risks faced by low-skilled migrants can 
extend to the return stage. These vulnerabilities and risks are shaped by the 
migration experience abroad, the circumstances of return, and the related 
intentions to remigrate in the short run (Bossavie and Özden 2023). The 
return stage is also critical for sending countries and temporary migrants to 
reap the full benefits of the migration experience, beyond remittances sent 
during the migration episode.

Challenges faced by migrants and countries of origin at the return stage 
depend on the circumstances of a migrant’s return. The return of low-
skilled migrants to their home countries in ECA can be either planned or 
unplanned. It can be planned, for example, if low-skilled migrants seek 
seasonal employment abroad for one part of the year before returning to 
the sending country for the rest of the year. The return may also be planned 
in the case of longer-term temporary migration, when low-skilled migrants 
plan to go abroad for a given period to accumulate human and financial 
capital before returning to their home country. Finally, a migrant’s return 
home may not have been planned at all. Migrants may originally have 
planned to stay permanently abroad but ultimately return or return earlier 
than they had originally planned. These unanticipated returns can be 
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voluntary because of a change in circumstances in the home or destination 
country, for example, in the case of a large economic shock such as 
COVID-19, or forced because of low-skilled migration regulations in 
destination countries.

Low-skilled migrants who unexpectedly return experience more acute 
vulnerabilities and risks. Unexpected or forced returns are especially 
common in the context of low-skilled temporary migration, because 
low-skilled migrants are greatly exposed to shocks in destination countries. 
Temporary migrants who unexpectedly return have paid upfront costs to go 
abroad (sometimes by taking loans), cannot stay abroad and earn as much 
income as expected, and face potential unemployment at home. 
Unexpected returns are especially problematic in the context of large 
negative shocks inducing large return flows, such as the COVID-19 
pandemic, given the limited absorbing capacity of labor markets in sending 
countries. In the Kyrgyz Republic, for example, families with a member 
who unexpectedly returned from abroad during the COVID-19 pandemic 
were significantly more likely to report using strategies such as cutting food 
spending to cope with the unexpected loss of income (Bossavie and 
Garrote-Sánchez 2022).

In the case of voluntary returns, there is scope to enhance the benefits of the 
migration experience for returnees and the country of origin. Evidence for 
some sending countries of low-skilled migrants in ECA—for example, in 
Central Asia—shows that low-skilled return migrants are more likely to be 
employed after return compared with before their departure (Bossavie and 
Bartl 2024). They are also more likely to be employed than nonmigrants. 
However, the same evidence shows that, overall, the benefits of the 
migration experience for productivity and wages after return, as measured by 
the earnings of returnees relative to nonmigrants, are lower for low-skilled 
migrants than for high-skilled migrants. This suggests that low-skilled return 
migrants who find employment in wage jobs back home are not able to take 
much advantage of their migration experience abroad, limiting the benefits 
of low-skilled return migration for sending countries. This may be partly 
driven by the fact that low-skilled return migrants are often employed in 
occupations back home that are very different from those in which they were 
employed in their destination country, as evidenced, for example, in Central 
Asia (Bossavie and Garrote-Sánchez 2022). In the context of seasonal or 
repeated migration, a key policy issue is being able to take advantage 
of previous migration experiences to increase the benefits and reduce the 
vulnerabilities encountered in the next migration 
episode. Another important challenge is how to incentivize economic 
activities among temporary returnees and take advantage of the 
migration experience in home labor markets.
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Policy Recommendations

Strengthening Migration Systems and Institutional Frameworks

Strengthening institutional frameworks and systems for formal migration is 
the building block of more productive and resilient low-skilled migration. 
Despite the importance of low-skilled emigration for development, migration 
systems are still maturing in many origin countries. Reducing vulnerabilities 
and enhancing the benefits of low-skilled migration start with a general 
strengthening of migration systems and frameworks. Recent shocks such as 
the COVID-19 pandemic highlight the need to strengthen institutions, 
frameworks, and safe and legal migration from sending countries. Despite 
the large outflows of low-skilled migrants from low- and middle-income ECA 
countries and the large potential development impacts in those countries, 
there has been a lack of coherent, long-term migration policy in many 
sending countries beyond managing remittances.

Coordination between destination and sending countries is essential to 
strenghtening migration systems. By its very nature, migration involves a 
multiplicity of actors, including government entities in countries of 
destination and origin, private entities at origin such as recruitment 
agencies, employers at the destination, migrants themselves and their 
households, and, in some cases, other migrant-sending countries in the 
region. Migrants would highly benefit from further dialogue with the main 
receiving countries to increase their rights and enhance formal labor 
migration through regular formal contracts. Putting in place and 
implementing such arrangements may even require regional collaboration 
to ensure uniformity and avoid a race to the bottom (whereby sending 
countries compete by loosening regulations and migrant protection with 
the intention of making their migrant labor more attractive to foreign 
employers).

Multilateral and regional collaboration can be supported by several types of 
arrangements. The less binding type of multilateral arrangement is through 
the creation of regional forums and dialogue to foster knowledge exchange, 
strengthen technical capacity, and facilitate cooperation on migration 
policy among countries in the region. One example of such an initiative is 
the Migration and Remittance Peer-Assisted Learning Network project, 
carried out between 2009 and 2012 among Commonwealth of Independent 
States countries (refer to box 5.4).

Another, more binding form of multilateral collaboration is through the 
creation of regional economic unions that incorporate binding rules regarding 
low-skilled migration policies. One example of such an initiative is the 
Eurasian Economic Union (EaEU), which provides a unique platform to tackle 
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the issue of migrants’ rights between Central Asia and Russia multilaterally 
(refer to box 5.5). Beyond the Eurasian Economic Union, the Global Compact 
for Safe, Orderly, and Regular Migration, implemented under the auspices of 
the United Nations in 2018, presents a framework for comprehensive 
international cooperation on migrants and human mobility, contributing to 
the global governance and coordination of international migration policies. 
Origin countries that are not yet part of this treaty may benefit from signing 
it, following 164 other countries that have already signed, in parallel with 
bilateral agreements reached with main destination countries.

BOX 5.4  The Migration and Remittance Peer-Assisted 
Learning Network Project: An Example of a Regional 
Policy Platform to Foster Dialogue and Cooperation on 
Migration Policy in Europe and Central Asia 

The Migration and Remittance Peer-Assisted Learning Network (MiRPAL) is one 
example of a regional migration initiative that brought together migration experts 
and practitioners from sending and receiving countries in Europe and Central Asia. 
The initiative was created in 2009 as the first cross-country policy forum and the 
first step in establishing the dialogue on migration policy in nine sending and 
receiving Commonwealth of Independent States countries (Armenia, Belarus, 
Kazakhstan, the Kyrgyz Republic, Moldova, the Russian Federation, Tajikistan, 
Ukraine, and Uzbekistan). The objective of the initiative was threefold: 
1. demonstrate how a managed and regulated migration process can contribute to 
economic and social development, 2. offer advice to countries on how to manage 
the migration process in their counties, and 3. build and share knowledge on 
migration that could be applied to other parts of the world. The initiative provided 
technical assistance in developing country-specific action plans to improve 
migration management systems and serve as a road map for migration policies, 
institutions, and projects for governments and donors.

The initiative, organized with technical assistance from multilateral 
agencies such as the Department for International Development and the World 
Bank, led to a series of conferences and knowledge exchange events between the 
governments of sending and receiving countries. The knowledge exchanges and 
technical assistance provided as part of the project helped establish country-specific 
migration strategies and action plans that were approved by origin-country 
governments, for example, in the Kyrgyz Republic and Tajikistan. In Tajikistan, a 
new government migration service was established that specifically addresses labor 
migration issues. In Russia, MiRPAL’s advocacy and knowledge-sharing work helped 
raise the visibility of migration in the public and policy discourses, and a new law on 
permits for migrants was adopted to tackle the issue of illegal migration. The law 
makes the issuance of work permits easier and more transparent. 



Low-Skilled Migration	 ● 283

Bilateral labor agreements (BLAs) between origin and destination countries 
have been shown to be effective instruments to promote safe, legal, and 
productive migration. BLAs are essentially legal agreements between sending 
and receiving countries to ensure that migration takes place in accordance with 
agreed-on principles and procedures. They can have different objectives, but 
they often focus on promoting regular migration and protecting migrant rights 
and are often implemented in the context of temporary migration. These 
agreements, for example, fix the maximum quotas of manpower that can 
migrate temporarily between origin and destination each year and regulate 
important conditions that affect labor migrants’ contract durations, renewal 
policies, minimum wages, and migration costs. They ensure continued access 
to foreign labor markets and opportunities to promote the protection and 
welfare of their workers for sending countries. Among receiving countries, they 
help achieve a flow of labor that meets the needs of employers and industrial 
sectors while allowing that flow to be managed and regulated.

BLAs can also increase the magnitude of migration flows from origin to 
destination countries where labor imbalances are identified. BLAs 

BOX 5.5  Eurasian Economic Union

The Eurasian Economic Union (EaEU) has promoted legal migration for some of the 
low-skilled migration corridors in Europe and Central Asia, primarily to the Russian 
Federation. The EaEU founding treaty approved in 2015 establishes the free 
movement of labor across member states—currently Armenia, Belarus, Kazakhstan, 
the Kyrgyz Republic, and Russia (Eurasian Economic Commission 2015). Migrants 
from member states also benefit from the recognition of foreign credentials, as well as 
de jure equal rights to social security benefits and emergency medical services, as do 
citizens of the host member state (Madiyev 2021). However, the EaEU enforcement 
mechanisms for migrants’ rights remain weak, leading to gaps between de jure and de 
facto protection of legal rights and access to social services. The EaEU treaty also 
leaves room for countries to restrict migrants’ access to the host labor market in cases 
“determined by this Treaty and the legislation of the Member States aimed at ensuring 
their national security (including in economic sectors of strategic importance) and 
public order” (Eurasian Economic Commission 2015, Article 97.2). The entry into 
force of the Eurasian Economic Union comes with an increasingly securitized 
migration rhetoric and policy in Kazakhstan and Russia. In Russia, the government 
approved a new regulation according to which migrants are forced to leave the country 
within five days after two administrative law violations (including traffic fines) or one 
migration law violation and can be banned from reentering the country for up to 10 
years (Schenk 2018). In this context, challenges remain to enforce the protection of 
low-skilled migrants’ rights in the main destination countries, and further 
collaboration and cooperation with governments are needed. 
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practically ensure the continued access of low-skilled migrants from 
selected origin countries to foreign labor markets and opportunities while 
helping to achieve a managed and regulated flow of labor that meets the 
needs of employers and industrial sectors in destination countries. By doing 
so, BLAs can drastically increase managed and regulated migration flows 
between sending and origin countries. One example of such a scheme in 
ECA is the Western Balkan Regulation, which opened Germany’s labor 
market to nationals from the Western Balkans (box 5.6).

The design and implementation of some of the existing BLAs, however, 
need to be strengthened to achieve these objectives, especially to better 
protect labor migrants. There is often a lack of transparency in the bilateral 
negotiation process surrounding many of the agreements, which makes it 
difficult to work with destination countries on issues affecting migrants 
while in their jurisdiction. The general and sometimes vague objectives set 
out in some bilateral instruments also make it difficult to follow up on state 
obligations, and the secrecy of negotiations prevents legislatures and 
people from holding their governments accountable. In addition, BLAs can 
overlook fundamental issues in the protection of the rights of migrant 
workers and members of their families. In destination countries, there is 

BOX 5.6  The Western Balkan Regulation between the 
Western Balkans and Germany

This policy allows citizens of Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Kosovo, 
Montenegro, North Macedonia, and Serbia to enter Germany for employment 
without any formal qualification requirements, if they have a binding job offer. 
German employers must prove that they cannot find local workers for the positions 
and that the employment conditions meet a certain minimum standard.a Since the 
introduction of the Western Balkan Regulation, Germany has experienced an 
increase in legal migration as well as a significant drop in asylum applications. 
Although no causal impact can be established, it is highly plausible to assume that 
the regulation played a central role. About half of the contracts submitted for 
preapproval under the regulation in the years immediately following its introduction 
(2016–17) were for unskilled or low-skilled immigrants, which indicates that this 
may have opened up a channel for migration for a category of migrants who had 
limited options. Existing qualitative and quantitative evaluations of the first few 
years of the program overall show positive effects on labor market outcomes of 
migrants and on overall satisfaction with the migration experience (Bither and 
Ziebarth 2018; Brücker et al. 2020).

a. Nearly 60 percent of migrants from Uzbekistan have vocational education, 30 percent have upper-
secondary education, 6 percent have secondary general education or below, and only about 4 percent 
have tertiary education.
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also often no trace of government action to implement agreed-on 
provisions of the memoranda of understanding, such as strengthened 
workplace inspection procedures and increased awareness of workers’ 
rights on the part of employers. Furthermore, a lack of implementation 
mechanisms and monitoring and evaluation practices often hinders the 
proper enforcement of BLAs. For example, practical enforcement of 
migrants’ rights as part of the EaEU treaties remains weak. The 
implementation process of the Western Balkan Regulation suffered from a 
lack of coordination and a clear mandate. There were also bottlenecks in 
the application process, which created long wait times for visas to be 
approved. Furthermore, a lack of communication strategy for the 
economies of origin opened the door to misinformation and created 
uncertainty about the policy (OECD 2022).

Government to government (G2G) programs can guarantee formal labor 
migration and the protection of migrants’ rights but require high 
administrative capacity. G2G programs use public intermediation to 
regulate the migrant recruitment process. They have been shown to 
promote formal migration channels and can greatly increase the benefits of 
migration for migrants, the home economy, and destination countries. G2G 
agreements for low-skilled migration have been shown to have multiple 
benefits: they can drastically reduce migration costs, improve information 
provision, and significantly enhance workers’ protection and welfare at the 
destination. Such programs can also enhance access to migration 
opportunities among households that lack migration networks and provide 
avenues into new markets, both new destinations and new types of 
professions. They have, however, been of limited scale so far because of 
their high administrative and enforcement capacity requirements. Scaling 
them up requires significant investments in the sending country’s 
administrative capacity, which can be a binding constraint for their further 
expansion.

Global Skill Partnerships (GSPs) can also be an effective policy tool to 
ensure legal, safe, and productive migration. In the context of GSP 
programs, also discussed in chapter 4, all actors—and, above all, the 
migrants themselves—benefit from fully legal migration pathways and 
guaranteed employment opportunities that facilitate greater migrant 
integration. This, in turn, is key to improving migrant productivity at 
destination and increases the benefits of emigration for the country of 
origin via remittances, human capital accumulation, and business networks 
and FDI. In this process, job-matching mechanisms included in GSP 
programs can help to ensure strong and productive worker-firm matches.

For circular migration, seasonal worker programs can be effective in 
formalizing flows, enhancing benefits for origin and destination countries, 
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and protecting circular migrants. To reduce vulnerability and enhance the 
benefits of seasonal migration, seasonal employment programs in ECA 
could be further developed and strengthened. Several destination countries 
in the European Union implement seasonal worker programs, which have 
been harmonized at the EU level through the 2014 Seasonal Workers 
Directive (European Parliament and Council of the European Union 2014). 
However, many of these programs currently provide insufficient protection 
to seasonal workers, and their design could be altered to enhance the 
benefits of seasonal migration for all actors (Hooper and Le Coz 2020). In the 
other main destination countries of low-skilled migrants, such as Russia, 
these programs are not well developed. One example of good practice 
outside ECA is New Zealand’s Recognized Seasonal Employer program, 
implemented with countries of origin in the Pacific Islands (box 5.7).5

Recent shocks revealed the need for countries of origin to diversify 
destinations to reduce the volatility of migration flows and remittances. 
Origin countries’ governments can explore institutional frameworks such 
as BLAs, G2G arrangements, Global Skill Partnerships, and memoranda 
of understanding with new destinations with a potential labor demand 
given their demographic or labor market trends (for example, in Europe, 
the Republic of Korea, Malaysia, or the Persian Gulf). Outside ECA, the 
Philippines, a country with a long tradition of emigration and with a well-
developed migration system, has diversified the number of destination 
countries over the years by being very active in negotiating new BLAs and 
by building a qualified workforce with credible credentials (Testaverde 
et al. 2017). In Armenia, the recent ratification of the EU Comprehensive 

BOX 5.7  Example of Good Practices for Seasonal 
Migration Programs: The Recognized Seasonal Employer 
Program

The Recognized Seasonal Employer program sets a quota of seasonal migrants who 
can work in specific sectors in New Zealand each year, and it ensures that seasonal 
migrants receive the same minimum wage and worker rights as native-born workers 
through safeguard mechanisms built into the temporary migration programs. They 
are also offered formal employment contracts and access to social protection and 
other services in the destination country for the seasonal work period. To ensure 
compliance with the program’s rules, destination country governments actively 
monitor employers’ practices by conducting check-ins with both employers and 
employees (Doan, Dornan, and Edwards 2023). Such programs have been shown to 
produce large positive effects on migrant household income, consumption, savings, 
durable goods ownership, subjective standards of living, and even child schooling in 
countries of origin (Gibson and MacKenzie 2014).
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and Enhanced Partnership Agreement (European Union 2018) can serve 
as a pivot to expand bilateral labor arrangements with EU member 
countries. 

Migration can also be diversified in terms of occupations. Although the 
Eurasian Economic Union allows Central Asian migrants in Kazakhstan 
and Russia to work in all sectors, further cooperation might be needed 
with these countries to fully recognize foreign credentials. This, combined 
with the provision of information to migrants on the types of job 
opportunities available in destination countries and the provision of 
training to prospective migrants based on the demand for identified skills, 
can expand the employment opportunities available across sectors and 
professions.

Entering these newer markets and sectors would require diversifying the 
skill profile of prospective migrants. Destinations that offer higher wages 
and better protections for workers require additional skills, even for jobs in 
labor-intensive sectors such as agriculture. These skills include language 
knowledge and noncognitive skills such as teamwork and collaboration. For 
larger markets, such as Japan and Hong Kong SAR, China, where the 
demand for caregivers (childcare and care of elderly individuals) is growing, 
the supply of such professionals will have to increase, as will the supply of 
skills development services to train aspiring migrants to become caregivers. 
Line agencies responsible for managing labor migration may also need the 
capacity to take proactive measures, such as identifying potential demands 
for different types of workers from new and existing markets. This 
information will be critical for reorienting the skills development 
architecture and gaining a detailed understanding of the scope for foreign 
labor offered by those markets.

Registration systems for migrants are another key element of safe and 
more productive low-skilled migration. Detailed data on migrants are 
essential to providing services to this population, informing policy makers, 
and monitoring safe migration. Existing migration management in low- and 
middle-income countries in ECA, however, often lacks a centralized data 
system and intersectoral collaboration throughout the migration cycle—
from migration plans and preparations, to support and protection during 
the migration experience, to the reintegration of return migrants. As a first 
step, countries of origin can centralize information from different 
governmental bodies—which requires interagency cooperation and data 
sharing—and create a unified registry of migrants. This registry could cover 
all prospective migrants, current migrants, and returnees, either at 
reception centers or at different points of exit or entry into the country. It 
can be a starting point for collecting data on the skills and labor market 
situation of prospective migrants so they can be referred to appropriate 
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training or premigration programs. The registry can also serve as a building 
block to facilitate the reintegration of returnees and to create monitoring 
systems (IOM 2018). Such a unified registry of emigrants has recently been 
established in Uzbekistan, where return migrants can also register to 
benefit from support to entrepreneurship.

To complement administrative data, household surveys collecting detailed 
information on representative samples of current and past migrants can 
help better understand low-skilled migration and formulate evidence-
based policies. This can be achieved by including detailed migration 
modules in nationally representative household surveys in sending 
countries. Compared with what is collected, those modules should gather 
much more granular information on household members currently abroad 
and on past migration experience. For example, many nationally 
representative household surveys in the Western Balkans, a region where 
the incidence of low-skilled emigration is one of the highest, do not collect 
any information on emigration beyond remittances received by the 
household. An alternative is to carry out stand-alone ad hoc migration 
surveys that oversample migrant households in sending countries and ask 
detailed questions on constraints, vulnerabilities, and outcomes before, 
during, and after migrating. A recent example of such surveys is the 2023 
Kyrgyz Migration Survey implemented by the World Bank.

Institutional frameworks and migration systems must be complemented by 
policies and programs at each stage of the migration life cycle that address 
vulnerability and inefficiencies. The remainder of this section presents 
policies that can be implemented (predecision, predeparture, during 
migration, and after return) to increase both the resilience and the 
productivity of low-skilled migration from the ECA region. Although the 
division of the life cycle into these four stages categorizes low-skilled 
migration policies, it is critical to keep in mind that all these stages are 
interlinked. As a result, policies implemented at one stage of the migration 
life cycle will affect outcomes and vulnerabilities in other stages. This 
understanding is essential when designing and implementing policies to 
increase the returns and reduce the risks of low-skilled migration for 
migrants, their families, and their countries of origin.

Predeparture Policies

Strengthening the role of public institutions and regulatory frameworks in 
providing information about migration opportunities can help reduce 
information asymmetries and ensure more equitable access to migration. 
The role of public agencies as regulators—providing clearance for foreign 
job opportunities and formal employment contracts—and as 
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intermediaries to complement private employment agencies in remote 
areas has proved successful in contexts outside ECA. For example, the G2G 
program between Bangladesh and Malaysia increased access to migration 
opportunities for those without social networks abroad (Mobarak, Sharif, 
and Shrestha 2023). Sending country governments could consider 
expanding the migration information services provided by public agencies 
and potentially partnering with private migration agencies to ensure the 
diffusion of migration-related information and opportunities to more 
remote areas, where most migrants come from. Low-skilled migration 
policy may also benefit from more centralized information management 
and diffusion regarding migration opportunities.

Improved labor market intermediation could be supported by a greater role 
of the public sector, together with quality insurance mechanisms for 
private recruitment agencies. G2G programs have been shown to be 
effective in matching prospective migrants to employers abroad in contexts 
outside ECA (Mobarak, Sharif, and Shrestha 2023). However, one potential 
issue of G2G programs is their scalability, because of the administrative 
capacity they require. In many countries of origin, private recruitment 
agencies and intermediaries still play a crucial role in matching prospective 
migrants to employers abroad. To prevent abuse and ensure quality 
intermediation, introducing a government rating program has been shown 
to cause recruitment agencies to invest in improving their reputation and 
better screening employers (Fernando and Singh forthcoming). The 
protection of migrants through the recruitment process by private agencies 
could also be guaranteed by developing regulatory frameworks in 
accordance with the Private Employment Agencies Convention, 1997 (No. 
181; International Labour Organization 1997), of which some of the low- 
and middle-income sending countries in ECA are not yet signatories.

Interventions to support migrants’ legal and financial literacy and overall 
preparedness can reduce vulnerability and enhance the benefits of the 
migration experience. Premigration orientation courses for prospective 
migrants can provide essential information on their legal rights—in 
particular, with respect to their labor contracts, financial literacy and 
planning targets for savings, access to services at destination, and foreign 
language and soft skills that enhance the migration experience. They can 
also include information on health and safety and travel procedures. One of 
the most comprehensive such programs is the Pre-Departure Education 
Program that the government of the Philippines runs for prospective 
migrants, which lasts four to six days. Although there has been little 
evaluation of such programs, the existing evidence suggests an overall 
positive impact (McKenzie and Yang 2015). For example, financial literacy 
programs for migrants and their household members have been shown to 
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be effective in increasing financial knowledge, savings, and information 
about remittance-sending methods (Doi, McKenzie, and Zia 2014; Gibson, 
McKenzie, and Zia 2014).

Predeparture skills training programs could be modified and expanded to 
increase the returns to the migration experience for all actors. Training 
efforts for low-skilled migrants need to be expanded, as evidenced by the 
currently low share of migrants taking up training before migrating abroad 
in many countries of origin. Only a very small proportion of temporary 
migrants from Armenia and the Kyrgyz Republic report having taken any 
type of technical skills training before departure. The need for such training 
is enhanced by the fact that low-skilled migrants from Central Asia and the 
Caucasus often take up work in destination countries that differs from their 
occupation before migrating (Bossavie and Garrote-Sánchez 2022; 
Honorati, Kerschbaumer, and Yi 2019). 

Monitoring and information systems on skills in demand by destination 
countries can help inform the design of training programs for migrants. 
Sending countries have a central role to play, in coordination with 
employment agencies, in providing up-to-date information about vacant 
jobs in growing sectors in destination countries. Accurate and up-to-date 
information, however, can only be generated through close coordination 
with destination countries where skills monitoring systems need to be in 
place. Sophisticated skills gap monitoring systems have been implemented 
in several destination countries outside ECA, such as Korea and Malaysia. 
These are used to determine the needs for migrant labor, which is then 
communicated to authorities in sending countries, typically in the context 
of G2G agreements to ensure prospective migrants are trained accordingly 
in origin countries (Cho et al. 2018; Mobarak, Sharif, and Shrestha 2023).

Coordination between origin and destination countries on skilling for migrant 
workers can be supported by Global Skill Partnership programs. One of the 
main objectives of these programs, discussed in more detail in chapter 4, 
is to ensure a better match between the skills brought by migrants, including 
low-skilled migrants, and demand from destination countries. The origin 
country benefits from investment in skills development and training for 
nonmigrant workers and increased incomes for citizens who emigrate. For 
the destination country, the costs of providing the technology and finance for 
training are recouped by the economic benefits brought through 
immigration. This is achieved by ensuring that the training follows the legal 
and technical requirements of the destination country. Coordination 
between origin and destination needs to primarily take place for the following 
components—harmonization of the training curriculum, recognition of 
certificates and degrees, apprenticeship opportunities, and public 
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job-matching services. Germany has been active in this space, for example, 
with a pilot of the Kosovo–Germany skills partnership.

Given the increasing demand for skilled migrants, investments in tertiary 
education by countries of origin can also support diversification efforts and 
increase returns from the migration experience. As discussed in more detail 
in chapter 4, demand for high-skilled migrants is increasing in the main 
destination countries in ECA, especially in the European Union. The current 
chapter has also highlighted the need for diversification of migration flows 
for origin countries, which tend to be very highly concentrated in very few 
sectors and low-skilled occupations. Given these patterns, large 
investment in tertiary education could not only benefit productivity and 
growth in ECA origin countries but also raise the benefits of emigration for 
origin countries by increasing flows and monetary gains associated with the 
migration experience while reducing risks and vulnerability associated with 
a lack of diversification.

Policies and Programs while at Destination

Recent shocks highlighted the need to build social protection systems to 
mitigate the impact of negative shocks on labor migrants. Increasing formal 
employment channels will improve access to social protection systems, but 
specific arrangements need to be implemented beyond the legal status of 
employment, because currently even migrants with a legal contract have 
barely any social protection. Sending country governments could 
coordinate with destination countries—for example, within existing 
institutional frameworks such as the Eurasian Economic Union—to create 
systems to which migrant workers contribute, giving them access to 
unemployment benefits and health care on par with those of nationals from 
the country of residency. The portability of social rights is a feature 
developed in other economic unions such as the European Union—where 
migrants have access to health care, social welfare, or pensions, as does 
any citizen of the host country. Migrants from countries in the Eurasian 
Economic Union would greatly benefit from a similar framework as well, 
especially regarding the portability of pensions, which has been shown not 
only to enhance migrants’ welfare but also to incentivize migrants to return 
home (Avato, Koettl, and Sabates-Wheeler 2010).

While formalizing low-skilled migration, there is a need to increase 
protection among migrants with informal employment arrangements. 
To help mitigate sudden job loss risks during migration, origin countries 
could work together with the private sector to develop an insurance 
product that could cover job loss risks during migration, especially against 
exogenous shocks (for example, unemployment insurance). In parallel, 



292 ●  	 The Journey Ahead: Supporting Successful Migration in Europe and Central Asia

low-skilled emigrants could benefit from an increasing role for and capacity 
of consular sections (including the deployment of labor attachés in the 
main receiving countries) to provide more efficient and accessible legal 
counseling to any emigrant in need. Finally, welfare funds, facilitated by 
migrant registration systems, can ensure migrants can be reached by 
support systems needed while in the destination country.

Formalizing remittances through reductions in transfer costs can help 
channel remittances toward more productive use in countries of origin. 
Although remittances are private funds and individual receivers decide how 
to use them according to their own needs, several measures can encourage 
productive use. The first is by implementing measures to formalize 
remittance flows. An important part of this process is to reduce transfer 
costs. In the Western Balkans, for example, those costs remain above the 
target of Sustainable Development Goals (OECD 2022). As expected, 
several studies have shown that lowering transfer fees increases both the 
number of times migrants remit and the amount remitted in each 
transaction (Ambler et al. 2014; Aycinena et al. 2010). Origin countries in 
ECA could consider exempting remittance flows from fees to promote their 
transfer through financial systems.

Policies promoting greater financial inclusion among migrant households 
can also support this objective. Besides the high costs of sending and 
receiving remittances, formalizing these flows also requires that receivers 
have access to the financial sector. Studies have shown that having access 
to a formal bank account can significantly increase migrants’ savings (Chin, 
Karkoviata, and Wilcox 2011). Formal banking is relatively low in the 
Western Balkans and Central Asia, which constrains the economic 
contribution of remittances to the overall economy. Financial inclusion 
among remittance receivers may be lower than the average in the 
population, especially because remittance receivers are often in rural 
areas. According to a report published by the Bank of Albania (2020), only 
7.5 percent of families who receive remittances have a bank account. 
Electronic payment solutions to facilitate and formalize remittance 
transfers can create pathways to the formal financial sector for users. This 
approach has been tested in different contexts globally where the use of 
mobile phones for payments is common (OECD 2022). In the context of the 
broader strategy to digitalize payments for social protection and other 
programs, the governments of some sending countries, such as Armenia, 
could consider facilitating an expansion in the use of digital payment 
networks to support the safe transmission of remittances (Honorati, 
Kerschbaumer, and Yi 2019). Other countries of origin, such as those in the 
Western Balkans, have recently seen growth in the use of financial 
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technology services and infrastructure in terms of internet and mobile 
broadband (Odorović et al. 2020).

Financial literacy programs to enhance migrants’ knowledge of savings and 
investment opportunities are another step toward more productive use of 
remittances. To ensure a more productive use of remittances, households 
also need to have sufficient information about and understanding of the 
available options for investments and savings. Financial literacy programs 
could enhance migrant households’ understanding of the available options 
for investments and savings. Financial instruments and training for 
remittance recipients have been used in many contexts to create an 
enabling environment for remittance investments. An example is the pilot 
program Greenback 2.0, which the World Bank has implemented in four 
Western Balkan economies. In contexts outside of ECA, financial literacy 
programs for migrants and their household members have been shown to 
be effective in increasing financial knowledge, savings, and knowledge of 
remittance-sending methods (Doi, McKenzie, and Zia 2014; Gibson, 
McKenzie, and Zia 2014). The results of these studies also highlight that it 
is important to train not only migrants but all their family members to 
maximize the positive impacts on financial awareness.

Postreturn Policies

Developing comprehensive reintegration plans and strategies for return 
migration in countries of origin is the foundation of more productive 
return migration. Reintegration programs for return migrants have existed 
for several years in several ECA countries, but they often lack a general 
government strategy and a centralized reintegration mechanism and suffer 
from very limited resources and outreach. They are often restricted to 
specific groups of return migrants, for example, those with negative 
migration experiences. There is, therefore, a need to develop 
comprehensive reintegration strategies that consider the diversity of return 
migration experiences. This includes whether the return was planned or 
unplanned, whether migrants intend to stay permanently in the origin 
country, and whether they aspire to find wage jobs or start 
entrepreneurship, among others.

Registration systems for return migrants are a first step toward delivering 
tailored interventions for that population. Because they have been away 
from their home country, return migrants often fall through the cracks of 
standard registries. In addition, dedicated comprehensive registries of 
return remain quite rare in the ECA region. In Uzbekistan, return migrants 
can now register in the unified database of labor emigrants kept since 2021, 
but registration is voluntary and mostly linked to entrepreneurship support 
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programs rather than being systematic. In Georgia, the 2021–30 migration 
strategy (State Commission on Migration Issues 2020) advocates the 
improvement of data collection and a consolidated process of registering 
return migrants, but such initiatives have not yet been implemented. 
Addressing this important gap thus starts with establishing a consolidated 
process of registering return migrants and collecting data on this 
population at the time of return. This registration process could be carried 
out in one-stop shops at any of the different points of reentry 
(airports, borders).

To populate this registry, rapid needs assessments could be conducted upon 
return and combined with information provision on services available to 
returnees. Within the broader framework of returnee reintegration, authorities 
could create a rapid needs and plans assessment form for use during returnees’ 
registration process. The information collected would include educational 
attainment, technical skills, and past work experience in origin and destination 
countries, as well as the conditions of returns, intentions to stay in the origin 
country, and labor market aspirations back home. Such registries could then 
be linked to national registries or existing employment registries so that return 
migrants can be directed to tailored employment and social protection 
interventions to support their needs. On the basis of returnees’ identified 
needs and interests, representatives could provide an overview of the services 
returnees can access, including relevant contact details of service providers. 
This information can help returnees navigate the bureaucratic system. 
Migration services could reach out to return migrants to link them to job 
opportunities through, for example, mediation and job-matching measures, as 
well as to ensure access to essential services such as health care, shelter, and 
education.

For low-skilled returnees who aspire to wage employment, better linkages 
with existing active labor market policies (ALMPs) should be established. 
Reintegration programs specifically targeted to low-skilled migrants exist in 
some ECA countries but are currently low scale. Origin countries such as 
Georgia have been implementing such programs, but awareness among 
return migrants is currently very low: only 150 individuals benefited from 
the program in 2019 out of a total of 8,630 returnees that year. Better 
linkages of return migrants to ALMPs, building on information on 
experience abroad collected as part of the return migrant registry, can help 
support reintegration into home labor markets. Although there have been 
recent legislative and institutional improvements, the variety and reach of 
ALMPs in many sending countries of low-skilled migrants in ECA remain 
limited. To better cover return migrants, the endowment to ALMPs could 
be increased, and eligibility criteria could be relaxed. Training programs 
especially could be better linked to employers’ demand for skills in the 
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origin country.6 In addition to links to existing ALMPs, origin countries 
ought to establish programs with receiving countries to support the 
reintegration of returnees by, for example, providing training in line with 
the aspirations returnees had while employed abroad (as seen in Korea’s 
employment permit system, a low-skilled labor migration system) and 
creating retraining courses that enable returnees to use skills acquired 
abroad.

Legal and formal pathways for low-skilled migration may also increase the 
benefits of return migration for migrants and home economies. Emerging 
evidence outside ECA indicates that temporary low-skilled migrants 
benefit from migrating legally through higher earnings not only during the 
migration but also after returning to the home country. In the context of 
temporary migration from Egypt, not only do illegal migrants experience 
a 19 percent wage penalty abroad relative to legal migrants, but they also 
experience a large wage penalty after return to the home country, relative 
to legal return migrants and nonmigrants (El-Mallakh and Wahba 2021). 
This suggests that the benefits of legal low-skilled migration may extend 
way beyond the migration episode in the case of temporary migration and 
have implications for workers’ entire life cycle and lifetime earnings.

Given the higher propensity of becoming self-employed among low-skilled 
returnees, support of entrepreneurship may enhance the benefits of 
return migration. Programs of this sort can include an array of services 
delivered through a one-stop-shop framework. Those may include in-kind 
assistance, financial literacy, support to develop a business plan, and 
access to banking and microcredit as well as other financial instruments 
to make productive use of savings.7 To improve the success rate of 
entrepreneurial activities, support programs have started to include 
analyses of skills gaps in local labor markets to ensure that returnees have 
the skills required and that the entrepreneurial endeavor produces goods 
or services in high demand in the region of residence.8 The effectiveness 
of such entrepreneurship support to returnees, however, remains to be 
rigorously evaluated because almost no evidence is currently available on 
their impacts (McKenzie and Yang 2015). In addition to such programs, 
removing administrative and institutional barriers to setting up and 
running a business can smooth the transition of return migrants to the 
labor market.

In case of unexpected returns, short-term social protection support to 
returnees could help alleviate temporary hardship. The COVID-19 pandemic 
showed that migrants who unexpectedly return are often in a vulnerable 
situation: they earned wages abroad for a shorter period than anticipated 
while typically not having planned their reintegration into home labor 
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markets. Shorter-term interventions to support the emergency needs of 
migrants forced to return could include cash transfer support. Such 
interventions have been implemented in the context of the COVID-19 
pandemic to meet the urgent needs of return migrants and their families 
placed in vulnerable situations. Other possible short-term interventions for 
returnees who unexpectedly return include public work programs. Such 
emergency public work programs were implemented, for example, in 
Armenia for circular migrants in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic 
(Honorati, Kerschbaumer, and Yi 2019).

Annex 5A. Vulnerability or Resilience of Low-Skilled 
Migration to Shocks: Lessons from COVID-19 and the 
Spillovers from Russia’s Invasion of Ukraine

Since 2020, low-skilled migration from European and Central Asian 
countries has been hit by two large, successive negative shocks—the 
COVID-19 pandemic and the spillovers from Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. 
Although both shocks presumably had a negative impact on migration 
flows from origin countries, the former affected both origin and destination 
countries to a similar extent, whereas the latter has disproportionately 
affected the economic situation in Russia. This annex examines the impacts 
of these two shocks on low-skilled migration from sending countries and 
their consequences on households in countries of origin. It shows that both 
shocks have in most cases exacerbated and brought to light vulnerabilities 
and inefficiencies that existed before them. The challenging context 
brought by those shocks can thus be used as an opportunity to strengthen 
the migration system by developing policies and programs that can equip 
origin countries with the tools necessary to support migrants—through a 
coherent and comprehensive labor migration policy—and to be better 
prepared for future shocks that may affect labor migration and remittances.

Low-Skilled Migration and the COVID-19 Pandemic

In the short run, COVID-19 led to a large drop in demand for migrant labor 
in most sectors and destinations, revealing the exposure of low-skilled 
migration to shocks. Labor demand in the main destinations of low-skilled 
migrants in Europe and Central Asia (ECA) sharply dropped after the outset 
of the pandemic, at least in the short run. For example, in 2020, Russia—
one of the main destinations of low-skilled migrants—granted fewer than 
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half the number of work authorizations issued in 2019 (Bossavie and 
Garrote Sánchez 2022).

This sharp decline pointed to a drastic limitation of labor migration as a 
poverty alleviation tool in low-skilled migrants’ sending countries, placing 
further pressure on their domestic labor market. COVID-19 has affected 
not only the demand for low-skilled labor in destination countries but also 
the sectoral composition of labor demand in the short and potentially 
longer terms, with uncertainty about the strength of the future recovery 
of occupations with a traditionally high demand for migrants, such as 
tourism and hospitality, whereas other sectors have rapidly grown in the 
new context, such as delivery services. Prolonged travel restrictions may 
also have induced additional technological change in certain sectors that 
heavily rely on migrant labor, reducing future demand (Clemens, Lewis, 
and Postel 2018).

The COVID-19 pandemic resulted in a temporary decline in the stock of 
low-skilled migrants, especially those migrating from Central Asia to 
Russia. As a result of both mobility restrictions and decreased demand for 
foreign labor in Russia, the stock of low-skilled migrants from Central 
Asia, such as Uzbekistan and Tajikistan, immediately dropped in the 
months after the outbreak of the pandemic. This was mostly driven by a 
drop in new outflows of migrants going abroad in a given month compared 
to the same month in the previous year. (refer to figure 5A.1). The drop in 
new outflows of migrants from the two countries persisted until the end 
of 2020 but began increasing in early 2021 when some mobility 
restrictions were relaxed.

Households with members forced to cancel or postpone their migration 
plans were often placed in vulnerable situations, with simultaneous limited 
employment opportunities at home. Evidence from Central Asia shows that 
intentions to migrate dropped in the months directly after the COVID-19 
outbreak, and many migrants canceled their migration plans with negative 
welfare implications for their households. Lower-income households had 
significantly larger employment losses. Surveys carried out in some Central 
Asian countries during COVID-19 show that households with a member 
unable to migrate were twice as likely to report employment losses during 
the pandemic as those who did not have intentions to migrate (Bossavie 
and Garrote-Sánchez 2022). They were also more likely to report wage-
income losses and the need to use drastic coping mechanisms, such as 
cutting food spending, because of lack of income.

The net impacts of negative shocks affecting both origin and destination 
countries, such as the COVID-19 pandemic, on remittances are a priori 
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FIGURE 5A.1 
International migration from Uzbekistan before and after the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic

Source: Listening to the Citizens of Uzbekistan monthly follow-up surveys (https://www.worldbank.org/en/country/uzbekistan/brief/l2cu).
Note: In panel a, the blue line plots the estimated monthly number of new departures from Uzbekistan from January 2019 to October 
2022. In panel b, the green line plots the three-month moving average of monthly new departures from Uzbekistan from January 2019 to 
October 2022. The vertical orange line at March 2020 represents the start of the COVID-19 pandemic.
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ambiguous. Remittances are affected by the number of emigrants but also 
by their ability to remit, based on their savings and earnings (Clemens and 
McKenzie 2018). Given the drop in migrant labor demand in destination 
countries, total remittances are expected to decline, simply because of a 
decline in the number of migrants abroad (extensive margin effect). 
Regarding the number of remittances sent per migrant abroad (intensive 
margin), impacts are ambiguous. On the one hand, migrant labor income is 
expected to be negatively affected by shocks, resulting in a decline in the 
number of remittances sent per migrant. On the other hand, migrants have 
been shown to remit more when the needs of relatives and friends in the 
country of origin are higher globally (Gupta 2006). In the ECA region, a 
similar pattern has been reported, for example, in Uzbekistan (Seitz 2019). 
Because the home economy and households left behind were also affected 
by the pandemic, the total remittance amount sent per migrant may thus 
increase to help household members left behind cope with the ongoing 
negative impacts of the crisis.

Remittances sent by temporary migrants to their home countries dropped 
sharply right after the pandemic’s outbreak. This drop was driven by both a 
decline in the stock of migrants and a drop in the amount remitted per 
migrant. The initial drop in the number of remittances sent can be 
attributed to income loss at the destination and, in some cases, 
employment loss, the negative shock to their employment, and income at 
their destination. Remittances to Central Asia saw their largest drops in 
recent history, with a year-on-year fall of more than 50 percent in 
April 2020.

The widespread reduction in remittances during the first months of the 
pandemic had persisting adverse impacts on the welfare of migrant 
households. At the household level, surveys show a widespread reduction in 
remittances in the first months of the pandemic, prompting a severe negative 
impact on the welfare of migrant households. In Russia, for example, 
79 percent of migrants who had previously sent remittances had stopped 
sending any money by the end of April 2020 (Ryazantsev et al. 2020). This 
trend is very similar to the drop in remittances observed at the macro level 
during that month. In the Kyrgyz Republic, the National Statistical 
Committee survey in October 2020 shows that 16 percent of Kyrgyz 
households experienced a reduction in remittances received. At the regional 
level, a higher drop in remittances also correlated with higher overall income 
losses, highlighting the role of remittances as a key source of income. 
In Central Asia, households experiencing a loss in remittances after the 
pandemic were more likely to resort to coping strategies such as cutting food 
spending (Bossavie and Garrote-Sánchez 2022). The pandemic, therefore, 
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highlighted the heavy reliance on remittances among poor households in 
sending countries and the strong welfare impacts of any disruption in 
remittances due to shocks in destination countries.

Remittances, however, increased rapidly after this initial drop, highlighting 
the resilience of low-skilled migration and remittances to shocks in the 
medium term. Remittances returned to normal levels by summer 2020, 
and the cumulative flows by October 2020 were only 2.3 percent lower than 
in the same month in 2019. Considering the continuing reduction in the 
number of Central Asian emigrants to Russia until the third quarter of 2020 
and the still-dire labor market situation in receiving countries, the rebound 
in remittances suggests a higher elasticity of foreign earnings to 
remittances of emigrants, perhaps financed by previous savings, in an 
increased effort to support the larger needs of household members in 
Central Asia. Low-skilled emigration and remittances, however, continued 
recovering by early 2021, highlighting the resilience of low-skilled migration 
to shocks (refer to figure 5A.2).

The pandemic had countervailing effects on return migration, with 
international mobility restrictions limiting return flows and low 
employment opportunities in host countries incentivizing them. Many 
migrants who wanted to return home could not do so because of border 
closures and cancelled international flights. According to the Listening to 

FIGURE 5A.2 
Percentage change in the total amount of international remittances sent back to origin countries 
before and during the COVID-19 pandemic

Sources: National Central Banks and World Bank Migrant Remittance Inflows (https://databank.worldbank.org/source/world-development​
-indicators), accessed October 2020.
Note: 9M = the first nine months of the year; Q1 = first quarter; S1 = first and second quarters.
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the Citizens of the Kyrgyz Republic survey of 2021 (https://www​
.worldbank​.org/en/country/kyrgyzrepublic/brief​
/l2kgz#:~:text=Listening%20to%20the%20Kyrgyz%20Republic%20
(L2KGZ)%20is%20a%20monthly%20panel,regions%20of%20the%20
Kyrgyz%20Republic), the upward trend in the share of return migrants 
arriving, as observed in previous years, came to a halt in 2020. This was 
due, in part, to the almost nonexistent migrant return in the first three 
months of the pandemic (April–June 2020). More strikingly, 8 percent of 
the Kyrgyz households in the National Statistical Committee Household 
Survey of 2020 reported having a member abroad who was unable to 
return home, the equivalent of 128,000 households (and at minimum 
that number of current emigrants). 

Labor migrants not employed abroad were more likely to return. Labor 
market outcomes in destination countries have been shown to affect 
migrant return decisions (Bijwaard, Schluter, and Wahba 2014). In the 
context of the COVID-19 pandemic, evidence from the Kyrgyz Republic 
and Uzbekistan shows that low-skilled workers who were abroad during 
the COVID-19 pandemic were more likely to return to their home 
countries the following month. Furthermore, low-skilled migrants from 
Uzbekistan not employed in the destination country in the previous 
month were more likely to return.

Forced returnees and their households were often in a vulnerable situation 
upon the migrants’ return. Among migrants from Central Asia who returned 
from Russia after the COVID-19 outbreak, only 40 percent were working by 
early June 2020 (Denisenko and Mukomel 2023). The Kyrgyz National 
Statistics Committee COVID-19 survey (Mukomel and Benisenko 2023) also 
shows a higher degree of economic and health vulnerability among 
households with members who were either forced to return from abroad or 
were stranded and could not return. Although fewer than 20 percent of 
nonmigrant households reported having members who had lost their jobs 
during the pandemic, the rate reached 33 percent for households with a 
migrant who was stranded and 54 percent for households with a member 
who had to return to the Kyrgyz Republic. Households with recent 
returnees were more likely than nonmigrant families to see a reduction in 
both wage income and remittances since the start of the pandemic. Given 
the larger negative shock faced by families with return migrants, they were 
also significantly more likely to report using strategies such as cutting food 
spending.

https://www.worldbank.org/en/country/kyrgyzrepublic/brief/l2kgz#:~:text=Listening%20to%20the%20Kyrgyz%20Republic%20(L2KGZ)%20is%20a%20monthly%20panel,regions%20of%20the%20Kyrgyz%20Republic
https://www.worldbank.org/en/country/kyrgyzrepublic/brief/l2kgz#:~:text=Listening%20to%20the%20Kyrgyz%20Republic%20(L2KGZ)%20is%20a%20monthly%20panel,regions%20of%20the%20Kyrgyz%20Republic
https://www.worldbank.org/en/country/kyrgyzrepublic/brief/l2kgz#:~:text=Listening%20to%20the%20Kyrgyz%20Republic%20(L2KGZ)%20is%20a%20monthly%20panel,regions%20of%20the%20Kyrgyz%20Republic
https://www.worldbank.org/en/country/kyrgyzrepublic/brief/l2kgz#:~:text=Listening%20to%20the%20Kyrgyz%20Republic%20(L2KGZ)%20is%20a%20monthly%20panel,regions%20of%20the%20Kyrgyz%20Republic
https://www.worldbank.org/en/country/kyrgyzrepublic/brief/l2kgz#:~:text=Listening%20to%20the%20Kyrgyz%20Republic%20(L2KGZ)%20is%20a%20monthly%20panel,regions%20of%20the%20Kyrgyz%20Republic
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Spillovers from Russia’s Invasion of Ukraine

Remittances from Russia dropped directly after the outbreak of conflict 
with Ukraine but increased a few months later. Remittances from Russia to 
the Kyrgyz Republic significantly dropped in the short term, specifically in 
the two months after the outbreak of the conflict (refer to figure 5A.3, 
panel a). This short-term drop in remittances was mainly driven by a decline 
in the propensity to remit among migrants and in the amount remitted, 
although the total stock of migrants in Russia immediately remained 
unchanged. The amount of remittances per migrant declined right after the 
outbreak of the conflict (refer to figure 5A.3, panel b).

The initial drop in remittances was driven by a decline in the propensity to remit 
and in the amount remitted per migrant, exacerbated by a depreciation of the 
Russian ruble. The outbreak of conflict was followed by a declining propensity to 
remit. In the months after the initial conflict, the share of Uzbek households 
receiving any remittance transfers fell from 7.8 percent in January to 2.7 percent 
in March (–65 percent), from 33 percent to 23 percent in Tajikistan (–31 percent), 
and from 17.5 percent to 14.8 percent in the Kyrgyz Republic (–16 percent). 
Among migrants who sent remittances, the amount remitted also declined. The 
depreciation of the Russian ruble contributed to a decline in the remittance 
amount received in local currency (refer to figure 5A.3, panel c). Exchange rates 
fluctuated considerably immediately after the conflict began. In February and 
March 2022, the ruble fell, at one point, by 32 percent against the Kyrgyz som 
and 42 percent against both the Tajik somoni and the Uzbek som. After adjusting 
for inflation and exchange rates, the value of a typical remittance transfer fell by 
15 percent in the Kyrgyz Republic, by 18 percent in Uzbekistan, and by as much 
as 57 percent in Tajikistan in March compared with January.

The depreciation of the Russian ruble was an explanatory factor only in the 
decline of the number of remittances sent by migrants, because the 
average amount remitted by migrants in Russian rubles also declined right 
after the conflict broke out before strongly increasing a few months later 
(refer to figure 5A.3). One likely explanation for these fluctuations in 
remittances sent in rubles is that migrants postponed transferring 
remittances in the period when the Russian ruble strongly depreciated. 
Indeed, as the Russian ruble started to reappreciate after a few months, 
total remittances and average remittances increased sharply, driven by 
both an increase in the amount sent per migrant in Russian rubles and by 
an appreciation of the exchange rate. This pattern highlights the exposure 
of low-skilled migrants to fluctuations in exchange rates between the 
destination and origin country currencies. These fluctuations affect not 
only the number of remittances received in local currency but also 
migrants’ remitting behavior by, for example, postponing transfers when 
the destination country currency depreciates.
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FIGURE 5A.3 
International remittances sent to the Kyrgyz Republic, before and after Russia’s invasion of Ukraine

Source: Listening to the Citizens of the Kyrgyz Republic monthly panel surveys (https://www.worldbank.org/en/country/kyrgyzrepublic​
/brief/l2kgz#:~:text=Listening%20to%20the%20Kyrgyz%20Republic%20(L2KGZ)%20is%20a%20monthly%20panel,regions%20of%20the%20
Kyrgyz%20Republic).
Note: The vertical orange line represents the start of Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in February 2022.
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In contrast, the stock of migrants in Russia began to decline a few months 
after the conflict started. Although the stock of migrants from Central Asia 
to Russia did not drop immediately after the start of the conflict, the total 
stock of migrants from the Kyrgyz Republic significantly declined in the 
following months (refer to figure 5A.4, panel a). In line with this finding, 
there was a sharp drop in new intentions to migrate right after the conflict 

FIGURE 5A.4 
Migration from the Kyrgyz Republic before and after Russia’s invasion of Ukraine

Source: Listening to the Citizens of the Kyrgyz Republic monthly panel surveys (https://www.worldbank.org/en/country/kyrgyzrepublic​
/brief/l2kgz#:~:text=Listening%20to%20the%20Kyrgyz%20Republic%20(L2KGZ)%20is%20a%20monthly%20panel,regions%20of%20the%20
Kyrgyz%20Republic).
Note: The vertical yellow line represents the start of Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in February 2022.
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broke out (refer to figure 5A.4, panel b). In the Kyrgyz Republic, the share 
of households with a member considering migration fell from 13 percent to 
8 percent, and in Tajikistan, the share fell from 12 percent to 6 percent. In 
Uzbekistan, there were nearly no respondents who expected that any 
member would be soon going abroad in the months after the 
conflict broke out.

The initial decline in the stock of migrants in Russia was the result of a drop 
in new departures and increased returns. The shift in migration intentions 
that took place directly after the conflict broke out was followed by an 
actual drop in new departures to Russia (refer to figure 5A.4, panel c). 
Similarly, returns from Russia increased in the months following the 
outbreak of the conflict, whereas those from other destinations declined. 
In addition, returns from Russia spiked in the months after the conflict 
broke out, whereas they declined in other destinations (refer to figure 5A.4, 
panel d). These trends suggest that the decline in outbound migration to 
Russia, combined with increased returns, was one of the most meaningful 
channels of the crisis for households that typically rely on migration and 
remittances.

The decline in the stock of migrants in Russia was accompanied by an 
increase in migration flows to new destinations for migrants from the 
Kyrgyz Republic. In addition to a decline in emigration, the composition of 
preferred destinations for outbound migration also shifted. The 
percentage of migrants reporting Russia as their favorite destination in 
Central Asia fell from about 68 percent of migrants to only 51 percent in 
March. The decline in the stock of Kyrgyz migrants in Russia was also 
accompanied by an increase in the stock of migrants to other 
destinations, suggesting some reallocation of new migration flows away 
from Russia to new destinations.

Notes

	 1.	 Nearly 60 percent of migrants from Uzbekistan have vocational education, 30 percent have upper-
secondary education, 6 percent have secondary general education or below, and only about 
4 percent have tertiary education.

	 2.	 A similar relationship has been evidenced in the Kyrgyz Republic (Bossavie and Garrote-Sánchez 
2022). This inverted-U–shaped relationship may be explained by lower returns to migrating for 
high-skilled individuals in the presence of barriers to work in professional occupations and limited 
demand for high-skilled labor in the traditional destinations of migrants from Central Asia. 
Although educational attainment is also correlated with household income and could also reflect 
the inability to finance migration costs at very low income levels, the inverted-U shape is robust to 
controlling for household wealth.
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	 3.	 Counterfactual scenarios that consider the potential earnings of migrants had they stayed in 
Armenia lessen the poverty reduction capacity of remittances by around 30 percent but remain 
highly significant (World Bank 2019).

	 4.	 Similar findings have been reported by Binzel and Assaad (2011) in the Egyptian context. Here, they 
found that during the migration episode, women’s paid labor supply decreased while unpaid work 
typically increased, presumably driven by the household’s need to replace the migrant’s labor. In 
contrast, once the migration episode ended, women were less likely to be in unpaid work and more 
likely to be in self-employment. This suggests that the impacts of temporary migration on the labor 
supply and occupational choices of household members left behind are dynamic and vary 
throughout the migration life cycle.

	 5.	 A similar program also exists between Australia and the Pacific Islands.
	 6.	 In Sri Lanka, for example, the Skills Passport program, introduced by the Tertiary and Vocational 

Educational Commission of the Ministry of Skills Development, Employment and Labor Relations, 
the Employers’ Federation of Ceylon, and the International Labour Organization, was designed to 
support the successful reintegration of workers returning to Sri Lanka by providing relevant skills 
and networks with companies.

	 7.	 One of the most comprehensive programs of this sort, outside Europe and Central Asia, is the 
Overseas Foreign Worker reintegration program in the Philippines, a one-stop center that provides 
a package of services to return migrants, including expedited access to credit for creating a 
business and capacity development training.

	 8.	 The International Organisation for Migration in Switzerland has published statistics on the success 
rates of certain business projects in different countries to increase potential returnees’ information 
on home labor markets.
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