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Who Is An Immigrant?

EXPLAINER

By Jessica Bolter

As international migration has moved to center stage in political, policy, and public discussions in coun-
tries around the world, it is important to have a sense of who exactly these conversations are about.
Simply put, an immigrant is a person living in a country other than that of his or her birth. No matter if
that person has taken the citizenship of the destination country, served in its military, married a native,
or has another status—he or she will forever be an interna-

tional migrant.
About 3.4 percent of the global population—258 million of

the world’s 7.7 billion people—are international migrants, “Immigrant” is not a term used universally
a share that has increased slightly over the past couple de- to refer to those living in a country other
cades (see figure). Almost three-quarters of immigrants are than their birth country. Other often-
from less-developed countries, and slightly more migrants used terms include “migrant,” the “foreign
move between poor countries than from a low-income born,” and “international migrant.”

country to a wealthy one.

International Migrant Population, by Number and Share, 2000-17
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Source: United Nations Population Division, “International Migrant Stock: The 2017 Revision—Number of International Migrants,” ac-
cessed September 19, 2018, available online.

Just under half of international migrants are women, a proportion that’s stayed largely steady over the
past couple decades. When broken down by region, however, the share of female immigrants has been
increasing everywhere except Asia.

“Immigrant” is not a term used universally: though common in North America to refer to those living in
a country other than their birth country, other terms frequently used include “international migrant,”
the “foreign born,” and “migrant.” National statistical agencies base their counts of migrant populations
on the number of people who say they were born in another country and/or who hold the citizenship of
another country.


http://www.un.org/en/development/desa/population/publications/pdf/popfacts/PopFacts_2017-5.pdf
http://www.un.org/en/development/desa/population/publications/pdf/popfacts/PopFacts_2017-5.pdf
https://gmdac.iom.int/gmdac-migfacts-international-migration
https://gmdac.iom.int/gmdac-migfacts-international-migration
http://www.un.org/en/development/desa/population/migration/data/estimates2/estimates17.shtml
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CAT EGORIES of IMMIGRAINITS

After a certain period of time as a permanent resident (for example,
seven to eight years in Germany, three to five years in the United
States, and one year in Australia), immigrants can apply to natural-

. ize and acquire the benefits and responsibilities of citizenship in
“atl:l'.al'zed their chosen country. Some countries, including the United States
Cltilell and Mexico, allow their citizens to maintain their birth citizenship if
they naturalize elsewhere, while others, such as China, prohibit
dual citizenship.

Permanent residents are legal residents, though not citizens, of
their new country. Permanent residence, whether acquired through
employment, family relationships, or another channel, is a prerequi-
site to apply for citizenship, in most cases. This status does not Pe rm anent
expire though, so many holders of this status never take the final :

step of naturalization. In the U.S. context, they are called lawful (or Resident
legal) permanent residents or green-card holders (though the card
wasn't green for many years).

Refugees and asylees are unique in that they were forced to flee
because they were unable to count on the protection of their gov-
ernment. However, not everyone who migrates involuntarily is
considered a refugee or asylee. To gain one of these legal statuses,
a migrant must show he or she was persecuted or has a

nef“seel well-founded fear of persecution based on race, religion, ethnicity,
A I political beliefs, or membership in a particular social group. Refu-
s' ee gees typically obtain this legal status while they are in a country

other than their home country (known as a country of first asylum),
and a very small minority are later resettled elsewhere. Asylees
obtain their legal status by petitioning for it after they arrive in a
country where they plan to resettle.

Twilight or liminal legal "statuses” typically protect otherwise unau-
thorized immigrants from deportation and allow them to work for a
temporary period, if they meet a set of criteria, such as having
been present in the country since a certain date and having no
more than a minor criminal record. In the United States, those with "“is ht
twilight statuses include recipients of Deferred Action for Child- Statuses
hood Arrivals (DACA) and Temporary Protected Status (TPS). These
also may include asylum seekers who are allowed to work while
their applications are pending.

Sometimes called irregular, undocumented, illegal, or clandestine,
unauthorized immigrants are those who are unlawfully present in a
country, whether because they entered illegally or overstayed a
visa. While some unauthorized immigrants migrate for short peri-
“na“thoﬂzed ods, others migrate with their families or establish families in their
new countries and stay there permanently. Irregular migrants in the
United States may have access to basic services, such as school
and emergency medical care, but do not have the benefits of resi-
dency or citizenship.

2 Who Is an Immigrant



EXPLAINER

In casual usage, “immigrant” can refer to any foreign-born person, but in the United States, some

are technically considered “nonimmigrants.” While immigrants intend to stay in a new country perma-
nently, nonimmigrants remain only temporarily, whether that’s for a few days on a business trip, a few
months as a seasonal worker, or a few years as a student. Those considered immigrants also include a
range of people with different legal statuses. These statuses are not identical, but are often comparable,
across different receiving countries.

To be an immigrant can thus comprise a variety of experiences, some more legally privileged than
others. Generally, though, immigrants may be described as the “first generation” in their new country.
Native-born children with at least one migrant parent make up the second generation. A later-added
term seeks to address the space in between the first and second generations: the 1.5 generation. Mem-
bers of the 1.5 generation migrated, likely with their parents, as children or teens.

While it is difficult to estimate the size of the migrant-background population of every country (in
other words, the first and subsequent generations that identify as being of a particular origin; also
known as the “diaspora”) since national governments can have different definitions and collect data
differently, it is possible to compare the international migrant population, as reported by the United
Nations. The United States has, by far, the biggest migrant population in the world—about four times
that of Saudi Arabia and Germany, the two countries with the next largest numbers of immigrants (see
figure). Overall, more than 60 percent of international migrants live in Europe or Asia.

Top 15 Receiving Countries by International Migrant Population & Share of Total Population, 2017
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Notes: The size and share of the migrant population in United Nations data may differ from what national statistical agencies report
due to different definitions. (For example, the U.S. Census Bureau recorded the foreign-born share of the total U.S. population at
nearly 14 percent in 2017 because the agency excludes people with U.S. citizenship at birth. The United Nations, which uses country
of birth, counts Puerto Ricans as foreign born, while the Census Bureau excludes them because Puerto Ricans have U.S. citizenship
at birth.)

Source: Migration Policy Institute (MPI) Data Hub, “Top 25 Destinations of International Migrants,” accessed September 18,

2018, available online.
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https://travel.state.gov/content/travel/en/us-visas/visa-information-resources/all-visa-categories.html
http://www.migrationpolicy.org/programs/data-hub/charts/top-25-destinations-international-migrants?width=1000&height=850&iframe=true
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The United States is far from having the largest share of migrants in its overall population, though. The United
Arab Emirates is in the lead, with migrants making up 88 percent of all residents in 2017. Kuwait and Qatar are
next in line, with 75 percent and 65 percent. By contrast, the United Nations estimates the foreign-born share of
the U.S. population at nearly 15 percent.

Countries with Largest Share of Immigrants in Total Population, (%), 2017
United Arab Emirates 88.4

=
e
o

Kuwait
Qatar 65.2
Liechtenstein 65.1
Monaco
Andorra 8.3

S
oo

Bahrain
Singapore
Luxembourg
Oman

Saudi Arabia

~

Jordan

Nauru 32.7

w
-

Lebanon
Switzerland 29.6

‘ w
© 0
w
w
iIN N
e [
~
N
(6,1
i
©

Note: This list comprises only countries, not overseas departments, territories, special administrative regions, or ecclesiastical jurisdictions such as
the Holy See, which in some cases have larger foreign-born shares than are listed for countries.

Source: United Nations Population Division, “International Migrant Stock: The 2017 Revision, by Destination and Origin,” Table 3, accessed Sep-
tember 19, 2018.

What are the top origins for international migrants? Asia is the source for the largest numbers of people liv-

ing outside their region of birth (42 million), followed by Latin America and the Caribbean (32 million). The 20
largest countries of origin account for 49 percent of all international migrants, led by India, Mexico, the Russian
Federation, and China (see figure). For some of these countries, though (for example the Russian Federation and
Ukraine), changing borders, not actual movements of people, resulted in the creation of significant migrant popu-
lations.

While India has the largest number of emigrants, these migrants represent just a tiny share of the country’s
overall population. The number two country, Mexico, by contrast has nearly 1 in 10 of its nationals living abroad.
Among top migrant-origin countries, Syria has the largest share of nationals residing outside its borders—the
result of a brutal civil war that began in 2011, leading to one of the world’s largest and fastest exoduses in recent
history.

Asia is the source for the largest numbers
of people living outside their region of
birth, followed by Latin America and the
Caribbean.
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https://www.migrationpolicy.org/programs/data-hub/charts/top-25-destinations-international-migrants?width=1000&height=850&iframe=true
https://www.un.org/en/development/desa/population/migration/publications/wallchart/docs/MigrationWallChart2017.pdf
https://www.un.org/en/development/desa/population/migration/publications/migrationreport/docs/MigrationReport2017_Highlights.pdf
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Top 15 Sending Countries by Number of Emigrants & Share of Total Population, 2017
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* For visual representation purposes, the emigrant share of the total population is included in the number
of emigrants bubble, but is not a subset.
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Source: United Nations Population Division, “International Migrant Stock: The 2017 Revision, by Destination and Origin,” Table 1, accessed

February 11, 2019.
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