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1.	 WHAT IS MIGRATION?
Mari-Liis Jakobson

In this chapter, you will find out what migration and mobility are, how many migrants there are in the 
world, and to whom and why they are important in the world today. 

We live in a world that is more and more characterised by globalisation. Technology and education 
broaden our world, allowing us to see and travel long distances: live in a world where it’s easy to 
read current US newspapers every day, have almost real-time updates on Korean pop stars or take 
a look through a webcam at waking hippopotamuses in a Kenyan national park. Spending a gap year 
between high school and university by raising money on an Australian farm, volunteering in South 
East Asia, or traveling around the world is a realistic option. The world is simultaneously getting wider 
but also feels like it fits into the palm of your hand. 

Of course, globalisation also has a less appealing face: the global economic space increases uncer-
tainty and insecurity, as investment, production or supply chains can change location/move from one 
country to another with playful ease; global giants challenge local small players, and the confronta-
tion between the winners and losers of globalisation is becoming more pronounced. As always, there 
is no joy without sorrow.

Who are migrants and how many are there?

External migration is also a phenomenon of globalisation. International migration is the movement of 
people from their country of usual residence to another country of which they are not nationals. This 
does not include short-term travel, such as holidays and business trips or visiting friends. Migration is 
something more permanent. When collecting migration statistics, the definition of a migrant is often 
also based on the time spent abroad, which is at least one year. 

In 2020, more than 280 million people lived in a country other than their country of birth. (You can 
view the regularly updated data on the International Organization for Migration’s (IOM) migration sta-
tistics portal https://migrationdataportal.org.) About every 30th person in the world is an international 
migrant. If migrants were to make up a separate country, its population would only be surpassed 
by China (1.41 billion people), India (1.39 billion) and the USA (329 million). Whether such large-scale 
migration is unprecedented is discussed in Chapter 2, “The History of Migration”.

People travel for very different reasons. Based on these, we can divide migration into voluntary and 
forced migration. Voluntary migration means any migration that is related to people’s choices: for 
example, the desire to go abroad to earn money or seek a better life, to live with a family member 
living in another country, to go abroad to study an exciting profession or simply to discover the world. 
However, in some places, migration takes place due to the lack of other options. Examples of this 
are if a person is politically persecuted or has almost no chances of long-term survival in their home 
country. Back in 2015, forced migrants accounted for less than 10% of all migrants, but their share is 
growing rapidly. We talk more about the causes of migration in Chapter 3 “Why Do People Migrate?”, 
while forced migration is discussed in more detail in Chapter 7 “Refugees and Asylum” and Chapter 

12 “Climate Migration”. 

https://www.migrationdataportal.org/international-data?i=stock_abs_&t=2020
https://migrationdataportal.org
https://www.migrationdataportal.org/themes/forced-migration-or-displacement
https://www.migrationdataportal.org/themes/forced-migration-or-displacement
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Migration can occur over long distances or within regions. The vast majority (about 70%) migrate in 
their immediate region: Europeans in Europe, Africans in Africa, Asians in Asia. Most people migrate 
from lower-income countries to higher-income countries. Statistically, it is very rare for citizens of the 
world’s poorest countries to reach the richest countries, but moving to somewhat better-off coun-
tries is common. However, migration from one highly developed country to another is not uncom-
mon either. For many of us, citizens of highly developed countries, migration is a taken-for-granted 
possibility. For example, within the European Union, we are not required to present a passport at state 
borders. At the same time, the borders of many developing countries are more closed, and reaching 
another country is a real challenge. 

Of course, it is not always necessary to move abroad. People migrate from one part of the country 
to another, from rural areas to big cities, sometimes vice versa: this is called internal migration. The 
number of domestic migrants is several times higher than the number of international migrants. For 
example, in 2018, there were 763 million people in the world living outside of their place of birth. 

In addition to migrants, there are also  more short-term travellers, such as those who take short-term 
or seasonal jobs abroad or commute between countries for work or due to lifestyle. Thus, in addition 
to migration, there is more and more talk about mobility. Mobile people can include a student who 
spends a semester at a foreign university, as well as a Ukrainian who has been a seasonal farmworker 
in Estonia for many years, but whose home is still in Ukraine. A well-off pensioner can also be mobile, 
spending summers in a Nordic home, but flying to his/her second home on the Canary Islands when 
the weather turns cold and wet. This phenomenon is also known as sun migration or lifestyle migra-
tion. Its practitioners can, of course, be found in all age groups. But there are also many mobile pro-
fessionals whose work requires that they occasionally go abroad, to another organisation to exchange 
experiences or find new perspectives. 

Why is migration important?

Migration has a significant impact on modern societies as well as on the economy. International 
migrants amount to almost a tenth of the world’s total economic output, on average three times more 
per capita than locals. So international migration is an extremely influential process in the world today. 
For more information on the economic and social impact of migration, see Chapter 9, “The Economic 

Impact of Migration”, Chapter 10, “The Social Impact of Migration” and Chapter 11, “Integration”.

Migration in itself is never good or bad. Its effects always depend on the context. Migration also looks 
very different, depending on whether we look at it from the point of view of the country of emigration 
or the country of immigration, or consider the migrant’s perspective instead. For an individual, migra-
tion is usually a life-changing event, a sequence of experiences that affects his/her lifestyle, identity 
and relationships. 

From the point of view of the destination country, immigration is not the story of one person; it is often 
a much more anonymous process: it usually means population diversification as well as additional 
workers and consumers. And at the same time, there are often quite adverse opinions towards immi-
grants.
 
For the country of origin, migration can mean a loss of one of their own and there is also talk of brain 
drain. In almost a quarter of the world’s countries, the population is shrinking as a result of migration. 

https://www.iom.int/sites/g/files/tmzbdl486/files/country/docs/china/r5_world_migration_report_2018_en.pdf
https://www.mckinsey.com/~/media/mckinsey/industries/public%20and%20social%20sector/our%20insights/global%20migrations%20impact%20and%20opportunity/mgi-people-on-the-move-in-brief-december-2016.pdf
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Estonia also uses the metaphor of the demographic WC: when a part  of the population leaves, the 
motivation of others to stay also decreases because the market dries up. And population repro-
duction is stifled because it is often people at the age of starting a family who migrate. Fortunately, 
compared to many other Central and Eastern European countries, Estonia has done quite well, but 
more on that later. 

Of course, some countries breathe a sigh of relief when some citizens leave: this gives the still grow-
ing domestic population more opportunities in the labour market and reduces the country’s social 
burden. Moreover, today we manage to keep in touch with our overseas communities even over 
long distances, and emigrants often make a significant contribution to both their home society and 
its economy. Whereas until a few decades ago migration often meant a one-way movement, today 
most migrants are multinational: they may create a new life in the destination country and remain 
there permanently, but they also maintain relations and ties in the country of origin. The perspective 
of countries of origin is also discussed in more detail in Chapter 8, “Emigration and Transnational 

Communities”.

Therefore, migration is something that involves different interests. Migration is very important from 
an economic point of view because people who migrate are a migrating workforce and consumers. 
Migration is also very important from a social and cultural point of view, as it means being exposed 
to something different, which can have both enriching and conflictual effects. However, in some 
places, migration can also serve foreign policy, helping promote transnational relations, or instead 
be a means of establishing a position of power. Many highly developed countries use visa policy as a 
carrot or stick to motivate authoritarian regimes to cooperate: respect human rights, or otherwise the 
elite’s right to travel to the destination country will be lost. However, some countries have used their 
strategic position as a transit country for illegal migration to impose their terms on others: carry out 
this arms deal with us, or else the refugee ships will sail from ourports again. So, it is no wonder that 
countries have a growing desire to somehow regulate migration and also integration. You can get a 
better idea of how countries regulate migration in Chapter 4 “Migration Policy”, Chapter 5 “How does 

Estonia regulate migration?” and Chapter 6 “Illegal Migration”.

Of course, migration is an issue that triggers tensions. This is not something that most people would 
think about every day, but migration is an easily politicised issue. And when things start to heat up, 
there is also a danger of polarisation, where people are divided into two camps: some think that 
migration is something great, and at least as many regard it as an existential threat. I would compare 
migration to a glass that is partially filled with water. It is only natural that some people think that 
the glass is half full and others think that it’s half empty. And there are societies where the glass is 
indeed more full or quite empty. But one should certainly not believe those who talk about that glass 
of water as a great flood, nor those who claim that there is no glass. You can find out more about the 
public debate on migration in Chapter 13, “Migration and Public Opinion”.

This series aims to not necessarily change anyone’s beliefs about migration but to provide a col-
lection of arguments on which to justify one’s views. Hopefully, the picture will become both more 
complex and also clearer. 
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Discussion points

• Before delving into the following chapters, write down what changes you think migration will 
bring. How does this affect the life of the migrant? The destination country? The country of origin? 
Please review and complement these answers again after finishing the following chapters. 

• What is the difference between migration and mobility? Give examples of a migrant and a mobile 
person. 

Further reading

UN International Organization for Migration website. Here you will find information on the latest 
migration statistics, reports on international migration trends as well as immigration and emigration 
profiles of different countries. www.iom.int, see also migrationdataportal.org and https://worldmigra-
tionreport.iom.int/ 

UNDESA website. The UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs monitors migration and pub-
lishes periodic reports. See e.g., https://www.un.org/en/desa/international-migration-2020-high-
lights

Statistics Estonia website. Among many other topics, Statistics Estonia also monitors Estonia’s 
internal and external migration. Under the section on population, you will find information on both the 
demographics of the Estonian population and the migration balance. See e.g., Migration | Statistics 
Estonia

Texts on migration have been developed as part of the project “Shared Journeys” that is co-funded by the EU, 
Estonian Ministry of Culture, National Foundation of Civil Society and Estonian Ministry of Foreign Affairs from the funds of 

development cooperation and humanitarian aid.

http://www.iom.int
http://migrationdataportal.org
https://worldmigrationreport.iom.int/
https://worldmigrationreport.iom.int/
https://www.un.org/en/desa/international-migration-2020-highlights
https://www.un.org/en/desa/international-migration-2020-highlights
https://www.stat.ee/et/avasta-statistikat/valdkonnad/rahvastik/ranne
https://www.stat.ee/et/avasta-statistikat/valdkonnad/rahvastik/ranne

