
Migration in Small States and Island 
Countries

Zoe Leiyu Xie
Senior Economist
South Asia Chief Economist Office, World Bank



• Small states and island countries
• “Small States”: population <1.5m
• UN-identified “Small Island Developing States”

• Key characteristics
• Small population size, limited geographic area, constrained 

economic base, distant from markets, weak connectivity, …

Migration as a response to economic vulnerabilities and constraints

Small States and Island Countries



Vulnerable to External Shocks
Such as commodity price and climate-related shocks

Damages and losses from natural disastersFood and fuel imports

Source: EM-DAT;  UN Comtrade; World Development Indicators; World Bank Global Economic Prospects January 2023.
Left Panel: Small state is defined as countries with less than 1.5 million people Bars show simple averages of 2019 data. Food imports sample includes 22 
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Vulnerable to Sectoral Shocks
Such as shocks that impact tourism like the COVID-19 pandemic

Tourist arrivals during global recessionsInbound tourism expenditure, 2019

Source: UN World Tourism; World Development Indicators; World Bank Global Economic Prospects January 2023; World Bank South Asia Development 
Update October 2024.
Left Panel: Bars show averages of indicated country groups. Whiskers show interquartile ranges within groups. Data for 2019. Sample includes 22 EMDE 

                         



Migration in Small States and Island Countries
About two-thirds of Small (Island) States are net out-migration states

Source: Global Bilateral Migration Matrix 2000–2020 (database); World Development Indicators. Small state is defined as countries with less than 1.5 
million people, supplemented with small island developing states (SDIS) defined by the UN. Migration stock is as of 2020.

Top net migrant hosts: 
Bahrain, Brunei, Maldives

Top net migrant 
senders: Dominica, 
Tonga, Jamaica
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