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Amnesty A general pardon, “regularization” or “legalization” that is extended to people who can show 
residence in a country for which the amnesty is granted, despite the fact that such residence 
was unauthorized.

Asylum The grant, by a State, of protection on its territory to persons from another State who are fleeing 
persecution or serious danger. Asylum encompasses a variety of elements, including non-refoulement, 
permission to remain on the territory of the asylum country and humane standards of treatment.

Asylum-seeker An individual who is seeking international protection.  In countries with individualized 
procedures, an asylum-seeker is someone whose claim has not yet been finally decided on 
by the country in which the claim is submitted.  Not every asylum-seeker will ultimately be 
recognized as a refugee, but every refugee was initially an asylum-seeker.

Bonded labour Service rendered by a worker under condition of bondage arising from economic considerations, 
notably indebtedness through a loan or an advance. Where debt is the root cause of bondage, 
the implication is that the worker (or dependents or heirs) is tied to a particular creditor for a 
specified or unspecified period until the loan is repaid.

Child An individual being below the age of eighteen years unless, under the law applicable to the 
child, majority is attained earlier (Article 1, Convention on the Rights of the Child, 1989).

Debt bondage The status or condition arising from a pledge by a debtor of his or her personal service or those 
of a person under his or her control as security for a debt, if the value of those services as 
reasonably assessed is not applied toward the liquidation of the debt or the length and nature of 
those services are not respectively limited and defined (Article 1(a), Supplementary Convention 
on the Abolition of Slavery, the Slave Trade and Abolition of Practices Similar to Slavery, 1956).

Deportation The act of a State in the exercise of its sovereignty in removing a non-national from its 
territory to his or her country of origin or third state after refusal of admission or termination of 
permission to remain.

Detention Restriction on freedom of movement through confinement that is ordered by an administrative 
or judicial authority. There are two types of detention: criminal detention, having as a purpose 
punishment for the committed crime; and administrative detention, guaranteeing that another 
administrative measure (such as deportation or expulsion) can be implemented. In the majority 
of countries, irregular migrants are subject to administrative detention, as they have violated 
immigration laws and regulations that are not considered to be crimes. In many States, a 
non-national may also be administratively detained pending a decision on refugee status or on 
admission to or removal from the State.

Diasporas Diasporas are broadly defined as individuals and members or networks, associations and 
communities, who have left their country of origin, but maintain links with their homelands. 
This concept covers more settled expatriate communities, migrant workers based abroad 
temporarily, expatriates with the nationality of the host country, dual nationals, and second-/
third-generation migrants.
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Displaced persons Persons or groups of persons who have been forced or obliged to flee or to leave their homes or 
places of habitual residence, either across an international border or within a State, in particular 
as a result of or in order to avoid the effects of armed conflict, situations of generalized violence, 
violations of human rights or natural or human-made disasters.

Displacement The movement of persons who have been forced or obliged to flee or to leave their homes or places 
of habitual residence, either across an international border or within a State, in particular as a result 
of or in order to avoid the effects of armed conflict, situations of generalized violence, violations of 
human rights or natural or human-made disasters.

Facilitated migration Fostering or encouraging of regular migration by making travel easier and more convenient. 
This may take the form of a streamlined visa application process, or efficient and well-staffed 
passenger inspection procedures.

Family migration A general concept covering family reunification and the migration of a family unit as a whole.

Family reunification/
reunion

Process whereby family members separated through forced or voluntary migration regroup in a 
country other than the one of their origin.

Forced/compulsory 
labour

All work or service which is exacted from any person under the menace of any penalty and for 
which the said person has not offered himself/herself voluntarily (Article 2(1), ILO Convention No. 
29 on Forced Labour, 1930).

Forced return The compulsory return of an individual to the country of origin, transit or third country, on the 
basis of an administrative or judicial act.

Governance of 
migration

System of institutions, legal frameworks, mechanisms and practices aimed at regulating 
migration and protecting migrants. Used almost synonymously with the term “migration 
management”, although migration management is also sometimes used to refer to the narrow 
act of regulating cross-border movement at the state level.

Highly skilled/qualified 
migrant

While there is no internationally agreed definition, two overlapping meanings are often 
intended. In very general terms a highly skilled migrant is considered to be a person with tertiary 
education, typically an adult who has completed at least two years of postsecondary education. 
In a more specific sense, a highly skilled migrant is a person who has earned, either by tertiary 
level education or occupational experience, the level of qualifications typically needed to 
practice a profession.

Integration While the term is used and understood differently in different countries and contexts, 
“integration” can be defined as the process by which migrants become accepted into society, 
both as individuals and as groups. It generally refers to a two-way process of adaptation by 
migrants and host societies, while the particular requirements for acceptance by a host society 
vary from country to country. Integration does not necessarily imply permanent settlement. It 
does, however, imply consideration of the rights and obligations of migrants and host societies, 
of access to different kinds of services and the labour market, and of identification and respect 
for a core set of values that bind migrants and host communities in a common purpose. Local 
integration is one of the three durable solutions to address the plight of refugees. It may also be 
applied to victims of trafficking and unaccompanied children.

Internal migration A movement of people from one area of a country to another area of the same country for the purpose 
or with the effect of establishing a new residence. This migration may be temporary or permanent. 
Internal migrants move but remain within their country of origin (e.g. rural to urban migration).

Internally displaced 
persons (IDPs)

Persons or groups of persons who have been forced or obliged to flee or to leave their homes or 
places of habitual residence, in particular as a result of or in order to avoid the effects of armed 
conflict, situations of generalized violence, violations of human rights or natural or human-
made disasters, and who have not crossed an internationally recognized State border (Guiding 
Principles on Internal Displacement, E/CN.4/1998/53/Add.2).
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International migration Movement of persons who leave their country of origin, or the country of habitual residence, 
to establish themselves either permanently or temporarily in another country. An international 
frontier is therefore crossed.

International migration 
law

International norms and principles relating to migration deriving from State sovereignty – 
such as the right to admit, detain and expel migrants, to combat trafficking and smuggling, to 
protect borders, to confer nationality – and from human rights instruments. These two elements 
constitute the main pillars of international migration law. Instruments of international migration 
law are spread across various branches of law, such as human rights law, humanitarian law, 
labour law, refugee law, consular law, trade law and maritime law.

Internationally mobile 
students

Students who have crossed a national or territorial border for the purpose of education and are 
now enrolled outside their country of origin.

Irregular migrant A person who, owing to unauthorized entry, breach of a condition of entry, or the expiry of his 
or her visa, lacks legal status in a transit or host country. The definition covers inter alia those 
persons who have entered a transit or host country lawfully but have stayed for a longer period 
than authorized or subsequently taken up unauthorized employment (also called clandestine/
undocumented migrant or migrant in an irregular situation). The term “irregular” is preferable 
to “illegal” because the latter carries a criminal connotation and is seen as denying migrants’ 
humanity.

Irregular migration Movement that takes place outside the regulatory norms of the sending, transit and receiving 
countries. There is no clear or universally accepted definition of irregular migration. From the 
perspective of destination countries, it is entry, stay or work in a country without the necessary 
authorization or documents required under immigration regulations. From the perspective of 
the sending country, the irregularity is for example seen in cases in which a person crosses 
an international boundary without a valid passport or travel document or does not fulfil the 
administrative requirements for leaving the country. There is, however, a tendency to restrict the 
use of the term “illegal migration” to cases of smuggling of migrants and trafficking in persons.

Labour migration Movement of persons from one State to another, or within their own country of residence, for the 
purpose of employment. Labour migration is addressed by most States in their migration laws. 
In addition, some States take an active role in regulating outward labour migration and seeking 
opportunities for their nationals abroad.

Less/low skilled and 
semi-skilled migrant 

worker

There is no internationally agreed definition of a less or low skilled and semi-skilled migrant 
worker. In broad terms, a semi-skilled worker is considered to be a person who requires a 
degree of training or familiarization with the job before being able to operate at maximum/
optimal efficiency, although this training is not of the length or intensity required for designation 
as a skilled (or craft) worker, being measured in weeks or days rather than years, nor is it 
normally at the tertiary level. Many so-called “manual workers” (e.g. production, construction 
workers) should therefore be classified as semi-skilled. A less or low-skilled worker, on the other 
hand, is considered to be a person who has received less training than a semi-skilled worker or, 
having not received any training, has still acquired his or her competence on the job.

Migrant Any person who is moving or has moved across an international border or within a State away 
from his/her habitual place of residence, regardless of (1) the person’s legal status; (2) whether 
the movement is voluntary or involuntary; (3) what the causes for the movement are; or (4) what 
the length of the stay is.

Migrant flow The number of migrants counted as moving or being authorized to move, to or from a given 
location in a defined period of time.

Migrant stock The number of migrants living in a country at a particular point in time.
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Migrant worker “A person who is to be engaged, is engaged or has been engaged in a remunerated activity 
in a State of which he or she is not a national” (Article 2(1), International Convention on the 
Protection of the Rights of All Migrant Workers and Members of Their Families, 1990).

Migration The movement of a person or a group of persons, either across an international border, or within 
a State. It is a population movement, encompassing any kind of movement of people, whatever 
its length, composition and causes; it includes migration of refugees, displaced persons, 
economic migrants, and persons moving for other purposes, including family reunification.

Migration management A term used to encompass numerous governmental functions within a national system for the 
orderly and humane management of cross-border migration, particularly managing the entry and 
presence of foreigners within the borders of the State and the protection of refugees and others 
in need of protection. It refers to a planned approach to the development of policy, legislative 
and administrative responses to key migration issues.

Mixed movements 
(mixed flows)

A movement in which a number of people are travelling together, generally in an irregular manner, 
using the same routes and means of transport, but for different reasons. People travelling as part 
of mixed movements have varying needs and profiles and may include asylum-seekers, refugees, 
trafficked persons, unaccompanied/separated children, and migrants in an irregular situation.
Source: UNHCR, 10 Point Action plan on Mixed Migration, 2012, p. 291.

Naturalization Granting by a State of its nationality to a non-national through a formal act on the application of 
the individual concerned. International law does not provide detailed rules for naturalization, but 
it recognizes the competence of every State to naturalize those who are not its nationals and 
who apply to become its nationals.

Non-refoulement The principle of non-refoulement prohibits States from expelling or returning (“refouler”) a refugee in 
any manner whatsoever to the frontiers of territories where his life or freedom would be threatened on 
account of his race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group or political opinion. 
The duty of non-refoulement is a part of customary international law and is therefore binding on all 
States, whether or not they are parties to the 1951 Convention relating to the Status of Refugees.

Push-pull factors Migration is often analysed in terms of the “push-pull model”, which looks at the push factors, 
which drive people to leave their country (such as economic, social, or political problems) and 
the pull factors attracting them to the country of destination.

Readmission Act by a State accepting the re-entry of an individual (own national, third-country national or 
stateless person).

Refugee A person who, owing to a well-founded fear of persecution for reasons of race, religion, 
nationality, membership of a particular social group or political opinions, is outside the country of 
his nationality and is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to avail himself of the protection 
of that country. (Article 1A(2), Convention relating to the Status of Refugees, 1951 as modified by 
the 1967 Protocol).

In addition to the refugee definition in the 1951 Refugee Convention, Article 1(2), 1969 
Organization of African Unity (OAU) Convention defines a refugee as any person compelled 
to leave his or her country “owing to external aggression, occupation, foreign domination or 
events seriously disturbing public order in either part or the whole of his country or origin or 
nationality.”

Similarly, the 1984 Cartagena Declaration states that refugees also include persons who flee 
their country “because their lives, security or freedom have been threatened by generalized 
violence, foreign aggression, internal conflicts, gross violations of human rights or other 
circumstances which have seriously disturbed public order.”
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Refugee status 
determination

Legal and administrative procedures undertaken by States and/or UNHCR to determine whether an 
individual should be recognized as a refugee in accordance with national and international law.

Regular migration Migration that occurs through recognized, authorized channels.

Regularisation Any process or programme by which the authorities in a State allow non-nationals in an irregular 
or undocumented situation to stay lawfully in the country. Typical practices include the granting 
of an amnesty (also known as ‘legalization’) to non-nationals who have resided in the country in 
an irregular situation for a given length of time and are not otherwise found inadmissible.

Reintegration Re-inclusion or re-incorporation of a person into a group or a process, e.g. of a migrant into the 
society of his or her country of origin or habitual residence.

Remittances Multi-directional, voluntary, and private international monetary transfers that migrants make, 
individually or collectively, to people with whom they maintain close links.

Repatriation The personal right of a refugee, prisoner of war or a civil detainee to return to his or her country 
of nationality under specific conditions laid down in various international instruments (Geneva 
Conventions, 1949 and Protocols, 1977, the Regulations Respecting the Laws and Customs of 
War on Land, Annexed to the Fourth Hague Convention, 1907, human rights instruments as well 
as customary international law). The option of repatriation is bestowed upon the individual 
personally and not upon the detaining power. In the law of international armed conflict, 
repatriation also entails the obligation of the detaining power to release eligible persons (soldiers 
and civilians) and the duty of the country of origin to receive its own nationals at the end of 
hostilities. Even if treaty law does not contain a general rule on this point, it is today readily 
accepted that the repatriation of prisoners of war and civil detainees has been consented to 
implicitly by the interested parties. Repatriation as a term also applies to diplomatic envoys and 
international officials in time of international crisis as well as expatriates and migrants.

Resettlement The transfer of refugees from the country in which they have sought asylum to another State 
that has agreed to admit them. The refugees will usually be granted asylum or some other form 
of long-term resident rights and, in many cases, will have the opportunity to become naturalized 
citizens. For this reason, resettlement is a durable solution as well as a tool for the protection of 
refugees. It is also a practical example of international burden- and responsibility-sharing.

Return migration The movement of a person returning to his or her country of origin or habitual residence usually 
after spending at least one year in another country. This return may or may not be voluntary. 
Return migration includes voluntary repatriation.

Seasonal migrant 
worker/migration

A migrant worker whose work, or migration for employment, is by its character dependent on seasonal 
conditions and is performed only during part of the year (Article 2(2)(b), International Convention on the 
Protection of the Rights of All Migrant Workers and Members of Their Families, 1990).

Skilled migrant A migrant worker who, because of his or her skills or acquired professional experience, is usually 
granted preferential treatment regarding admission to a host country (and is therefore subject to 
fewer restrictions regarding length of stay, change of employment and family reunification).

Smuggling of migrants “The procurement, in order to obtain, directly or indirectly, a financial or other material benefit, of 
the illegal entry of a person into a State Party of which the person is not a national or a permanent 
resident” (Article 3(a), Protocol Against the Smuggling of Migrants by Land, Sea and Air, supplementing 
the United Nations Convention against Transnational Organized Crime, 2000). Smuggling, contrary to 
trafficking, does not require an element of exploitation, coercion, or violation of human rights.

Statelessness The condition of an individual who is not considered as a national by any State under the 
operation of its law. Statelessness may result from a number of causes including conflict of laws, 
gaps in nationality laws, gender inequality in nationality laws, discrimination, state succession, 
arbitrary deprivation of nationality, lack of birth registration and documentation.

Temporary (labour) 
migration

Migration of workers who enter a foreign country for a specified limited period of time before 
returning to the country of origin.



155

Temporary migrant 
workers

Skilled, semi-skilled or untrained workers who remain in the destination country for definite 
periods as determined in a work contract with an individual worker or a service contract 
concluded with an enterprise. Also called contract migrant workers.

Trafficking in persons “The recruitment, transportation, transfer, harbouring or receipt of persons, by means of the 
threat or use of force or other forms of coercion, of abduction, of fraud, of deception, of the 
abuse of power or of a position of vulnerability or of the giving or receiving of payments or 
benefits to achieve the consent of a person having control over another person, for the purpose 
of exploitation” (Article 3(a), Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons, 
Especially Women and Children, Supplementing the Convention against Transnational Organized 
Crime, 2000). Trafficking in persons can take place within the borders of one State or may have a 
transnational character.

Transit A stopover of passage of varying length while travelling between two or more countries.

Undocumented migrant 
workers/migrant 

workers in an irregular 
situation

Migrant workers or members of their families, who are not authorized to enter, to stay or to 
engage in employment in a State.

Victim of human 
trafficking

Any natural person who is subject to trafficking in human beings.

Voluntary return The assisted or independent return to the country of origin, transit or another third country based 
on the free will of the returnee.

Vulnerable group Depending on the context, any group or sector of society (such as children, the elderly, persons 
with disabilities, ethnic or religious minorities, migrants, particularly those who are in an irregular 
situation, or persons of diverse sex, sexual orientation and gender identity (SSOGI)) that is at 
higher risk of being subjected to discriminatory practices, violence, social disadvantage, or 
economic hardship than other groups within the State. These groups are also at higher risk in 
periods of conflict, crisis or disasters.


