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A region of historically well-established trade and 
migratory routes linking Sub-Saharan Africa and 
North Africa dating back centuries, West Africa 
experiences high levels of regional migration, notably 
intraregional, facilitated by the free movement area 
of the Economic Community of West African States 
(ECOWAS)1. Migration is fueled by a range of factors 
including urbanization, burgeoning youth population, 
high levels of unemployment, environmental and food 
crisis, political instability, cross-border communities, 
terrorism, the search for better life opportunities. The 
migration routes in the region are relatively dynamic, 
with people making journeys for a wide variety of 
reasons, including search for work, opportunities and 
livelihoods; fleeing conflict, persecution, generalized 
violence and human rights violations; escaping 
environmental degradation and/or food and water 
insecurity; and joining family members. Regardless 
of their destinations or reasons for leaving, migrants 
often share the same means and modes of travel, the 
same routes, and often travel in the same cohorts 
at these stages of the journey. Certain individual 

and journey-related risk factors can make migrants 
more likely to experience challenges and increase 
their needs for assistance during their journeys. 
Especially when leaving the free movement area of 
ECOWAS, migrants might start irregular movements 
relying on services provided by smugglers, who in 
some cases might turn into traffickers, which can 
increase migrants’ vulnerability to risks such as abuse, 
exploitation and trafficking. But even intra-regional 
movements can have a dramatic impact on the level of 
each migrant’s vulnerability. In fact, varying conditions 
during the migration process can rapidly undermine 
a migrant’s capacity to cope with threats posed by 
fleeing due to conflict or natural disaster, being far 
from home or facing different challenges such as 
lack of information or lack of shelter and nutrition 
throughout the journey.

Introduction

Purpose of this report

This report explores the profile of migrants travelling 
on migration routes in West and Central Arica, covering 
mainly migration flows within and from Guinea, Niger, 
Nigeria, Mali, Burkina Faso, Chad, Senegal, Côte 
d’Ivoire, and The Gambia. Furthermore, this report 
analyses determinants of vulnerability, trying to identify 
the most vulnerable populations and the risks that they 
are exposed to along their journeys. It compares the 
experiences of different vulnerable groups such as 
children, women, and forcibly displaced persons. 

While the data on challenges reported by migrants 
has strong limitations (see limitations section) as it was 
answered only by a part of the sample, it is one of the 
scarce sources of data on challenging experiences that 
migrants face on migration routes in West and Central 
Africa and thus, contributes to a rather unexplored 
area of analysis. 

The report is structured as follows. It first describes 
the (1) socio-economic profile of the migrants 
interviewed on different migration routes within West 
and Central Africa. It explores the (2) organization of 
their journeys and describes their (3) journey features. 
Section 4 sheds light on the profile of migrants who 
reported challenges and describes the different types 
of challenges that have been reported. The last section 
presents a conclusion and elements for further 
research.  

1 The 15 members of ECOWAS are Benin, Burkina Faso, Cabo Verde, Côte d'Ivoire, The Gambia, Ghana, Guinea, Guinea-Bissau, Liberia, Mali, Niger, 
Nigeria, Senegal, Sierra Leone, and Togo.
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Flow Monitoring Surveys (FMS) are individual surveys conducted at Flow Monitoring Points (FMPs). 
They capture migration trends as well as demographic and socioeconomic profiles of migrants transiting 

through each FMP.

Flow Monitoring Points (FMPs) are locations known to have important migrant flows and where FMS 
data are collected. They are set-up at entry, transit or exit points such as border posts, bus stations or 

sites, or transit centres. 

The  data used in this analysis stem from Flow 
Monitoring  Surveys (FMS)2. The surveys are 
close-ended interviews, conducted with individual 
respondents at Flow Monitoring Points (FMPs), which 
are set up in places of entry, transit or exit in each 
survey country3. 

The surveys are designed to capture migration 
trends at each FMP as well as the demographic and 
socioeconomic profiles of respondents, information 
on migration journeys, challenges and respondents’ 
needs.

Methodology and Sample

Data collection

The sample used in this analysis consists of 65,486 
interviews  conducted within West and Central 
Africa4  between January and December 20195. 
In 2019, there were 35 Flow Monitoring points in 
West and Central Africa6, with three enumerators 
operating at each FMP. Prior to conducting the 
surveys, enumerators received a two-day training on 
the questionnaire and interview protocol to ensure 
compliance with the do no harm and IOM’s data 
protection principles. 

One third of interviews was conducted in Niger 
(31%) and around one fourth in Mali (21%) and 
Guinea (19%), respectively. Furthermore, interviews 
were held in Nigeria (10%), Burkina Faso (9%), Chad 
(5%) and Senegal (4%)7 (Figure 1).  

2 For more information please see https://dtm.iom.int/about
3 The surveys did not collect personally identifying information.
4 Within the region, most migrants departed from the following countries: Guinea, Niger, Nigeria, Mali, Burkina Faso, Chad, Senegal, Côte 
d’Ivoire, and The Gambia. The analysis refers mainly to these countries when talking about the region West and Central Africa. Interviews 
were conducted in Burkina Faso (Faramana, Kantchari, Ouagadougou, Seytenga, Yendere), in Guinea (Boundoufourdou, Kouremale, Nafadji), in 
Mali (Bamako, Benana, Gogui, Heremakono, Menaka, Gao - Place Kidal, Sevare, Timbuktu, Gao - Wabaria), in Niger (Arlit, Dan Barto, Dan Issa, 
Madama, Magaria, Matameye, Seguedine, Tahoua), in Nigeria (Kano, Sokoto), in Senegal (Kedougou, Kidira, Tambacounda), and in Chad (Faya, 
Kalait, Rig-Rig, Sarh, Zouarke). 
5 Forty-nine questionnaires have been excluded after a quality check because they did not meet the eligibility criteria.
6 For more detailed information please see info graphic online: https://migration.iom.int/sites/all/themes/fmp/pages/data-story/index.html

7 Percentages throughout the analysis are rounded and do not always add up to 100 per cent.

31%

21%

19%

10%

9%

5%

4%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40%

Niger

Mali

Guinea

Nigeria

Burkina Faso

Chad

Senegal

31%

21%

19%

10%

9%

5%

4%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40%

Niger

Mali

Guinea

Nigeria

Burkina Faso

Chad

Senegal

Figure 1: Percentage of interviews by survey countries.

4



Migration on Routes within and from West and Central Africa

SEPTEMBER 2020

Participation in the interviews was voluntary and 
respondents were approached in an ad hoc manner, 
creating possible selection bias. Population data are 
unavailable to determine the extent of this bias. This 
means that the probability of any unit being selected 
for the interview is not known. In addition, data were 
collected in a dynamic and challenging environment, 
so it was not possible to obtain a probabilistic sample. 
This means that findings from the sample cannot be 
generalized to the overall population of migrants 
travelling on these migration routes.

The data collection was conducted according 
to IOM’s data protection principles. Interviews 
were only conducted if interviewees participated 
voluntarily. The confidentiality of the data was 
respected at all stages of the data collection and was 
kept secure, both technically and organizationally. 
Do no harm and other ethical principles of data 
collection were upheld at all time during the 
interviews. Children are particularly vulnerable and 
require special considerations and conditions for 
the participation in a survey; therefore, children 
were only interviewed if they were 14 years old or 

older and if the conditions at the FMPs allowed such 
data collection. Also, if children travel with adults, 
IOM data collectors tend to interview the adult 
accompanying the child8. Due to those reasons, the 
number of interviewed children is very low in the 
sample. Questions on challenges were only asked 
if adequate referral mechanisms were in place. This 
means that sensitive questions that might cause the 
respondent to relive a trauma were only asked if 
immediate assistance could be provided.  As referral 
mechanisms have not been in place at numerous 
FMPs, the sub-sample that has been used to analyze 
migrants’ challenging experiences is much smaller 
compared to the overall sample. 

However, FMS data collected in West and Central 
Africa is a unique data source in its ability to shine a 
light on the issues explored in this report. The large 
sample size allows to derive a comprehensive picture 
of migrants’ profiles and on challenges they might 
face during their journeys while identifying important 
elements worth for further exploration and research. 

Limitations

Map 1: Flow Monitoring Points in the survey countries and common migration routes (based on FMS data).

8 Interviews with children from 14 to 17 years of age were conducted after obtaining permission from either the parents or the legal guardians 
or the manager of the reception facility whenever possible. 5

https://publications.iom.int/books/iom-data-protection-manual
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This section describes the socio-demographic profile 
of the respondents. 

Sex

The sample is mainly composed of male 
migrants. It can be speculated that women are more 
reticent to participate in the survey or that women 
who are travelling in a group are more likely to let 
male members of the group speak to strangers and 
answer the questions of the survey.

The figure on the right shows the percentages of 
male and female respondents, together with the male 
to female ratio, namely the number of men for each 
woman accounted in the sample. It also shows the 
number of interviewed girls and boys9.

Among respondents from Chad (18%), Côte d’Ivoire 
(21%), Guinea (21%), Nigeria (22%), Senegal (20%) 
and Sierra Leone (31%), the share of women was 
higher compared to the sample average (Table 1 in 
Annex).  

SAMPLE DESCRIPTION: 

RESPONDENTS’ SOCIO DEMOGRAPHIC PROFILE

1.

Ratio male/female: 5:1 
(for every 5 men, 1 woman)

# of boys: 538

# of girls: 138

9 Please note that percentages in this report are rounded and do not always add up to 100. This applies throughout the report. 

84% 16%84% 16%

Figure 2: Share of male and female respondents in the 
sample. 

Age

The average age of respondents was 30 years. One 
per cent of the respondents were children. One in 
two children were 17 years old, which reflects the 
survey design where only children between the age of 
14 and 17 have been interviewed. 

Figure 3 shows the distribution of respondents by sex 
and age. Among both groups, most interviewees were 
aged between 25 and 30 years. 

Figure 3: Age range of respondents by sex.
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10 Nationality was self-declared by the respondents.
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Table 1 below shows the different age groups among 
the top five national groups. The highest share of 
children (14-17 years) and young people (18-24 years) 
could be observed among nationals from Guinea. 

Among respondents from Burkina Faso, the share of 
older respondents (41+ years) was higher compared 
to the other national groups.

10 Nationality was self-declared by the respondents.

Table 1: Age range of respondents by nationality (top 5 national groups).

Nationality

The most common nationalities among the 
respondents in the sample were Guinea, Niger, 
Nigeria and Mali10.

For around one in ten respondents, the nationality 
was unknown. The high number of migrants form 
these nationalities might reflect the countries’ political 
and economic situations which are characterized by 
economic inequality, high poverty rates and conflict 
and insecurity. 

The high numbers of migrants who did not want 
to disclose their nationality should be further 
investigated on a local level as the unwillingness to 
self- identify as a certain national group could be 
dependent on various factors such as political tension, 
irregular movement or the perception of authorities 
that cannot be generalized on a regional level. 

Figure 4: Nationalities of respondents
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Interviewed children between 14 – 17 years

Among interviewed children (676), half of the 
respondents (49%) said that they were from Guinea 
and around one in five respondents (17%) were from 
Chad. Most of them were interviewed in Guinea 
(47%), Mali (17%) and Chad (17%). 

Children are particularly vulnerable and require 
special considerations and conditions within 
the context of data collection. Enumerators 
strictly abide to the do no harm and other 
ethical principles of data collection and only 
interview children if they are 14 years or older 
and if conditions of the interview location allow 
to uphold these principles. Due to the dynamic 
and challenging environment in some of the 
FMPs, the number of interviewed children is 
very low compared to the overall size of the 
sample. Also, if children travel with adults, IOM 
data collectors tend to interview the adult 
accompanying the child.  

Figure 5: Nationality among interviewed children (n=676).
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Marital status

More than half of the interviewed migrants were 
single. 

Women were more often married than men, with 
one in two travelling in a group. This is slightly higher 
compared to the overall sample.  

When looking at the top five national groups, it can 
be observed that among nationals from Guinea (67%), 
Nigeria (63%) and Mali (58%), more than half of 
respondents reported to be single. In contrast, among 
respondents from Niger and Burkina Faso, it was 
more common to be married than to be single.

Figure 6: Marital status of respondents.
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Table 2: Marital status of respondents (top 5 national groups)

Educational Level
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Table 2: Marital status of respondents (top 5 national groups)

Educational Level

Most respondents (57%) had completed either 
primary or secondary education. One in five 
respondents said that they did not obtain any level 
of education. As education can be interpreted 
as an indicator for socioeconomic status, this 
finding suggests that respondents from a lower 
socioeconomic status in this sample might have 
increased needs for support and protection along 
their journeys. 

It should be noted that the share of educational 
attainment among respondents in the sample also 
reflects who is likely to participate in the interview 
and whether they had the ability to communicate in 
the survey language, other than their local language.

Among both men and women, more than half of 
respondents had finished primary or secondary 
education. Over one in five did not complete any 
level of education, respectively. 

Among children, two in five reported that they had 
not completed any form of education. 23% of 
children completed primary and 30% completed 
secondary education. 

Figure 7: Completed level of education of respondents
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Table 3 below displays the level of completed 
education by nationality among the top five national 
groups. Among respondents from Burkina Faso and 
Niger, the share of migrants without any completed 
level of education is higher compared to the sample 
average (35% versus 23%, respectively). 

The share of migrants with a secondary degree or 
higher is particularly high among respondents from 
Nigeria (77%), while the share of migrants with 
primary education is considerably lower compared to 
the overall sample (6% versus 24%). 

Table 3: Completed level of education by nationality (top 5 national groups).
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Employment Status

The share of employment and unemployment prior 
to migrants’ journeys is almost the same among 
interviewed migrants. Half of the respondents (52%) 
were employed before they started to migrate and 44 
per cent were unemployed. 

Among children, 260 respondents were 
unemployed and looking for a job. 233 were self-
employed* and 89 were students. 

It is worth noting that among employed 
respondents, almost 90% were self-employed* 
(see text box). Self-employment differs from regular 
employment and is often a form of employment that 
does not generate enough income to secure people’s 
livelihood. Especially among employed women, 
self-employment was the most common form of 
employment.

Table 4: Employment status prior to departure. Figure 8: Type of unemployment and employment status 
among respondents prior to departure.
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When looking at the top five national groups, the 
share of respondents who were unemployed and 
looking for a job prior to embarking on their journey 
is particularly high among nationals from Nigeria 
(64%) and Niger (50%) (Table 5). 

Self-employment was most reported by nationals 
from Burkina Faso (63%), Mali (54%) and Guinea 
(53%).

Among employed women (5,668), nine in ten 
women were self-employed.

Table 5: Employment status among respondents prior to departure, by nationality (top 5 national groups)

*Self-employment is used in this context to describe work without a regular employer, 
a very common form of employment in West and Central Africa. It can describe different 
income generating activities such as working in street markets, selling food, selling hand-
crafted goods, doing agricultural work as well as working in a household enterprise. 
Workers are often self-employed because they have no other choice, due to the lack of 
wage employment in their countries (Fields 2019). Despite being employed, self-employed 
persons often live in poverty due to low earnings and difficult working conditions (ILOSTAT 
2019).
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ORGANIZATION OF THE JOURNEY 2.

This section describes why migrants embarked on 
their journeys and how they organized them.

Main reason for migration

For most respondents, the main reason for their 
journeys were economic reasons. Migrants also often 
travelled to re-join their families or to attend a family 
event. Figure 9 shows the main reasons for migration. 

Figure 9: Main reasons for migration (single answer)
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Migration is a complex phenomenon

Migration is a complex phenomenon with factors at a macro, meso and micro level acting together 
to inform a person’s decision to migrate. The decision can be shaped by the socio-economic, 
political and environmental situations in a person’s country as well as by how the community 
surrounding an individual perceives migration and whether there are strong links to community 
members living in other countries. Furthermore, factors such as educational level, marital status, 
ethnicity and personal attitude towards migration play a key role in the decision-making process 
(Castelli 2018).

Due to the complexity of migration, the question for the main reason for migration in the 
questionnaire is very limited in scope and cannot adequately depict the interplay of factors leading 
to the decision to leave a home country, especially since interviewed migrants could only choose 
one answer to respond to the question. 

War/conflict/violence 

Among them, eight per cent were women and one 
per cent were children. The share of children among 
migrants who reported war, conflict or violence as 
their main reason for migration is the same compared 
to the overall sample. 

This suggests that particularly children in this sample 
often experienced situations of violence that led to 
the decision to migrate. It is important to note that 
the interviews were only conducted in locations that 
could be accessed by enumerators and allowed data 
collection under safe conditions. This might cause an 
underrepresentation of migrants travelling due to war 
or conflict using migration routes that could not be 
accessed by IOM enumerators. 

Around one per cent of the 
respondents reported that 
they left their country due to 
war, conflict or violence. 

Among respondents who left their country 
due to war, conflict or violence, 8% were 
women.

Among respondents who left their 
country due to war, conflict or 
violence, 1% were children.
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One in two respondents who reported war, 
conflict or violence as their main reason for migration 
were nationals from Chad and/or embarked on 
their journey from Chad. War, conflict and violence 
as the main reason for migration was also often 
reported by nationals from Nigeria and Niger and 
respondents interviewed in Niger who did not tell 
their nationality. This might indicate that nationals and 
people who migrate from these countries but also 
migrants who prefer not to disclose their nationality 
might be in particular need for support and assistance. 

Furthermore, war, conflict and violence were 
often reported by nationals from West and 
Central Africa who had lived in North Africa 
and embarked on their journeys from Algeria or 
Libya. This finding suggests that migrants from West 
and Central Africa who departed from North Africa 
might have experienced situations of conflict and 
targeted violence in their host countries leading to 
the decision to re-migrate. 

The figure below shows the distribution of 
nationalities and departure countries of respondents 
who migrated due to war, conflict or violence. 
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Figure 10: Nationalities and departure countries of migrants who left due to war/conflict/violence

Forcible Displacement

Almost one in ten respondents said that 
they had been forcibly displaced and were in 
a condition of displacement at the time of 
departure. It should be noted that a high number of 
respondents did not know or did not want to answer 
whether they had been forcibly displaced. The figure 
below shows the share of respondents reporting on 
forcible displacement. 

Among forcibly displaced respondents, more than half 
of respondents were nationals from Guinea and one 
in two respondents embarked on their journey from 
there. Around one in ten respondents were nationals 
from Mali or Chad. One in five forcibly displaced 
respondents embarked on their journey from those 
two countries. 

It should be noted that there are discrepancies in 
the nationalities among respondents who left due 
to war, conflict or violence and respondents who 
defined themselves as forcibly displaced. Among 
respondents who reported war, conflict or violence, 
Chadians were the most common nationality while 
among respondents who defined themselves as 
forcibly displaced, respondents from Guinea formed 
the biggest nationality. The descriptive analysis of 
these two groups should be interpreted carefully 
as people who left due to war, conflict or violence 
can also be classified as forcibly displaced. However, 
the discrepancies between the profile of these two 
groups and the high number of respondents who did 
not know whether they had been forcibly displaced 
indicates that the question on forcible displacement 
might be not have been clear to some of the 
respondents.   
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Figure 11: Percentage of respondent by forced displacement status.
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Figure 12: Percentage of respondents by nationalities and departure countries among forcibly displaced respondents 
(Top 5 each).

War, conflict or violence and forcible displacement 

According to the IOM glossary (2020), forced displacement happens particularly “… 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”. 

Based on this definition it was expected that among forcibly displaced persons, war, conflict or violence 
were the most frequently reported journey reasons. However, this hypothesis has not been supported by 
the data. Only 8 per cent among forcibly displaced persons indicated war, conflict or violence as their main 
journey reason. Based on these findings it can be hypothesized that the number of migrants leaving due to 
war, conflict or violence is higher than reported by the respondents.  It should also be noted that the share 
of respondents who did not know whether they had been forcibly displaced is quite high. This might show 
that the meaning of the question was not clear to some of the respondents and that the share of people 
reporting forcibly displacement are underrepresented in the sample. 
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Payment

Savings were the most common means for migrants 
to finance their journeys. 

More than half of respondents used their savings to 
pay for their journeys. Around one third financed 
their journey through savings and through financial 
support provided by their family and friends. 

Intended final destination

Travel destinations within West and Central Africa 
were the most common intended destinations (40%) 
among respondents. Two in five respondents said that 
their final intended destination was a country within 
West and Central Africa. One in four respondents 
did not answer the question on their intended final 
destination. Around one in ten respondents were 
planning to migrate to North Africa or to Europe, 
respectively.  

no unknown yes
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JOURNEY 3.

This section describes the features of the 
respondents’ journeys.

Length of journey at the time of the 
interview

At the time of the interview, most interviewed 
migrants (82%) had left their countries of departure 
less than 2 weeks before.  

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

unknown

<2_weeks

2_weeks-3_months

>3-6_months

>6_months

Figure 13: Time of departure at the time of the interview

                       Transportation 

Bus and/or private vehicles rather than trucks, 
motorcycle or travelling by foot were the most 
common forms of transportation from the last place 
of transit.

Travel mode

An equal number of migrants travelled alone (41%) 
or in a group (40%). For the remaining 20% of 
respondents, the travel mode is not known. Among 
women, it was more common to travel in a 
group compared to men. It should be noted that 
among children, more than half of respondents 
(356) travelled alone. Particularly in the case of 
children, who as vulnerable people are more exposed 
to mistreatment, discrimination and exploitation 
travelling alone might increase their vulnerability to 
risks such as abuse and trafficking. This emphasizes 
the importance of assistance and adequate referral 
mechanisms focused at the needs of children on the 
move. 

54% of women travelled in a group.

Among children, 58% respondents 
travelled alone.
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CHALLENGES THROUGHOUT THE MIGRATION JOURNEY4.

This section explores different groups of migrants 
that reported challenges throughout their journeys. 
If referral mechanisms were in place, migrants were 
asked whether they had been facing any specific 
difficulties during the journey. The broad nature of 
this question allows for migrants to report whether 
their journey had been difficult or challenging 
without limiting their experience to a certain type 
of challenge. In a follow-up question, migrants could 
specify the types of challenge experienced. 

Around 6 per cent answered positively to the 
question on challenges. As mentioned above, 
according to the do no harm principle, the question 
was only asked at location where referral mechanisms 
have been in place. In numerous locations, migrants 
have not been asked about challenges as the provision 
of such assistance has not been possible.  This led to 
a high number of no-responses among the sample 
(Figure 14).

It is important to highlight that the 
questions on challenges were only asked if 
referral mechanisms were in place which 
led to a high number of missing answers to 
this question (60% of missing answers). 

The high number of missing answers does not 
imply that respondents who were not asked 
this question or who did not respond to the 
question did not experience challenging events 
throughout their journeys. On the contrary, it 
can be assumed that these groups experience 
challenges as well. The fact that at numerous 
flow monitoring points it was not possible to 
have referral mechanisms in place to address 
migrants’ needs emphasizes the importance of 
providing more support for migrants, covering 
more migration routes.

Referral mechanism

IOM defines a referral “as a process of 
cooperation between multiple stakeholders to 
provide protection and assistance services to 
vulnerable migrants (IOM 2019, p.7)”. 

In the context of this report, the term referral 
mechanism describes a system of assistance for 
migrants who reported challenges and needs.  
According to the do no harm principle, IOM 
staff cannot ask sensitive questions, causing the 
respondent to potentially relive a trauma, unless 
assistance can be provided.

Figure 14: Respondents reporting that they experienced challenges throughout their journeys. Please 
note that this question was only asked if referral mechanisms were in place which led to a high 
number of missing answers.
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Sex and Age

Fifteen per cent of respondents who 
experienced challenges were women. One per 
cent of the respondents were children. The share 
of children among respondents who reported on 
challenges (n=22,435) and among respondents 
who had a challenging experience (n=3,735) is the 
same. However, the share of women is slightly 
higher among migrants who experienced challenges 
compared to the subsample of migrant who reported 

on challenges (15% versus 11%), suggesting that 
women faced a higher risk of experiencing a challenge 
during their journey (Figure 15,16).

The figures below show the share of male and female 
respondents among migrants who reported on 
challenges (n=22,435) and migrants who said that 
they experienced challenges (n=3,735).

Figure 15: Sex of respondents who reported on 
challenges (n= 22,435)

Figure 16: Sex of respondents who said that they 
experienced challenges on their journeys (n= 3,735)

One per cent of respondents who said that they experienced challenges during 
their journeys, were children. 

Marital Status

Among respondents who answered positively to the 
question on challenges, the majority was single 
(Figure 18). 

Around one third was married. This suggest that 
respondents who were single were more likely to 
experience a challenge than migrants who were 
married. 

Figure 17: Marital status among respondents who 
reported on challenges (n=22,435)

Figure 18: Marital status among respondents who said 
that they experienced challenges on their journeys (n= 
3,735)
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Nationality

The most common national groups among 
respondents who answered the questions on 
whether or not they experienced challenges were 
migrants from Niger (30%) and Guinea (17%) (Figure 
19). Challenges were most frequently reported by 
nationals from Guinea (40%) and Mali (8%) (Figure 
20). 

Eighteen per cent of the respondents who reported 
that they experienced challenges did not disclose 
their nationality. However, this is similar to the overall 
sub-sample in which 16 per cent did not report their 
nationality (Figure 19). 

Figure 19: Nationalities of respondents who reported on challenges (n=22,435)

Figure 20: Nationalities of respondents who said that they experienced challenges on their journeys (n= 3,735)

Educational Level

The share of migrants who did not complete any 
level of education is lower among migrants who 
experienced challenges than among the sub-sample 
of migrants who reported on challenges (32% 
versus 22%). Interestingly, the number of migrants 
who completed secondary or tertiary education is 

higher among migrants who experienced a challenge 
throughout their journey (33% versus 25% and 
7% versus 3%, respectively). This might show that 
a higher level of education, an indicator of higher 
socioeconomic status of the respondents did not 
prevent migrants from experiencing challenges during 
their journeys. 
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Figure 21: Educational level of respondents who reported on challenges (n=22,435)

Figure 22: Educational level of respondents who said that they experienced challenges on their journeys (n= 3,735)
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Employment Status

Almost half of the respondents who reported 
challenges were self-employed. The high level of 
self-employment among respondents who reported 
challenges might be indicative of the fact 

that this form of employment does not generate 
enough means to protect migrants from challenging 
experiences throughout their journeys.

Figure 23: Employment status of respondents who reported on challenges (n=22,435)

Figure 24: Employment status of respondents who said that they experienced challenges on their journeys (n= 3,735)
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Main reason for migration

Most migrants who reported challenges throughout 
their journey said that they left their countries due 
to economic reasons or to re-join their families. The 
share of migrants travelling to re-join their families 
was higher among migrants who reported challenges 
than among the overall sub-sample of migrant who 
reported on challenges (22% versus 9%). 

The share of respondents who migrated due to 
war, conflict or violence was higher among migrants 
who experienced challenges during their journey 
compared to the overall sub-sample (3% versus 
1%). This suggests that in situations of generalized 
violence, with little or no time to prepare the 
journey, migrants might be more vulnerable to 
challenging situations.  

Figure 25: Main reason for migration among respondents who reported on challenges (n=22,435)

Figure 26: Main reason for migration among respondents who said that they experienced challenges on their journeys 
(n= 3,735)
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Forcible Displacement

Among respondents who reported challenges, one in 
third said that they had been forcibly displaced. The 
share of displaced persons in this sample is four 
times higher than in the sub-sample of migrants 
who reported on challenges (30% vs. 7%). This 
indicates that people who leave their home countries 
due to armed conflict, situations of generalized 
violence, or natural or human-made disasters can be 
expected to have fewer means to protect themselves 
against challenges and might have particular needs for 
assistance and protection. 

Figure 27: Travel mode among respondents who reported on challenges (n=22,435)

30% of respondents who reported challenges had 
been forcibly displaced

15% did not know or did not want to answer 
whether they had been forcibly displaced

Travel mode

Over two thirds of respondents who reported that 
they experienced a challenging situation travelled in a 
group (Figure 28). This is slightly higher compared to 
the sub-sample of migrants reporting on challenges 
(Figure 27) (6 percentage points). 

One possible explanation for this high number of 
migrants travelling in a group and reporting that 
they experienced challenges could be that migrants 
who experienced a challenge during their journeys 
joined groups to protect themselves against further 
challenges, counting on each other’s support to make 
the journey.

Figure 28: Travel mode among respondents who said that they experienced challenges on their journeys (n= 3,735)
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Transportation

Among migrants who reported that they experienced 
a challenging situation, bus and/or private vehicle 
rather than trucks, motorcycle or travelling by foot 

were the most common forms of transportation 
from the last place of transit.

Intended final destination

Almost half of the migrants (41%) who experienced 
challenges throughout their journey, were intending 
to travel to a destination within West and Central 
Africa. 

Almost one in five respondents (18%) who 
experienced a challenge did not report their final 
intended destination. 

Figure 29: Intended final destination among respondents who reported on challenges (n=22,435)

Figure 30: Intended final destination among respondents who said that they experienced challenges on their 
journeys (n= 3,735)
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Some of the respondent who reported on challenges 
also indicated the type of challenges (n=1,920) they 
experienced during their journeys. 

The most common types of challenges listed were 
issues with identity documents (46%), no shelter 
(41%), hunger or thirst (32%) and financial issues 
(29%). 

TYPES OF CHALLENGES5.

Figure 31: Types of challenges reported (n=1,920)
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This descriptive analysis provided insights on the 
socio-economic profiles of migrants travelling on 
mixed migration routes within West and Central 
Africa. Furthermore, it described different features 
of migrants’ journeys, the main reason for migration 
and their intended travel destinations. The data has 
shown that most migration movements on these 
routes were intraregional with migrants intending 
to travel for economic opportunities including 
seasonal work, to re-join their families or attend a 
family event. This reflects the region’s long history 
of intraregional migration flows and suggests that 
such movements are facilitated on migration routes 
covered by the free movement protocol of the 
Economic Community of West African States 
(ECOWAS). However, the analysis also showed that 
while a free movement area facilitates intraregional 
migration through providing formal migratory 
channels, migrants travelling in West and Central 
Africa are not shielded against experiencing different 
challenges throughout their journeys. In fact, most 
migrants who reported that they had experienced 
challenging situations during their journeys were 
planning to travel to a destination within the region. 
This highlights the importance of providing legal and 
safe migration pathways alongside adequate capacity 
to provide support services for vulnerable migrants 
and those with assistance needs.

The flow monitoring survey data and its large 
sample size are a unique data source to shed light on 
migrants’ profiles and their journeys’ features in West 
and Central Africa. However, the data collection 
takes place in a dynamic and challenging environment 
which makes the data collection on migrants’ needs 
and challenging experiences during their journeys 
very difficult. Surveys can only take place in locations 
that can be accessed by IOM enumerators, leaving 
other migration routes which might bear certain 
risks that can increase migrants’ needs for assistance 
and protection uncovered. Abiding to the do no 
harm principle, questions on protection-related 
issues are only asked if assistance and support can 
be provided. As shown in the analysis, in numerous 
survey locations there was a lack of such referral 
mechanisms which decreased the data on challenges 
and migrants’ needs for assistance and protection, 
covering only some of the migration routes leaving 
other routes completely unexplored. 

An increased provision of support services along 
survey locations on different migration routes would 
be a crucial way to tackle both the assistance and 
the information gap. First, increasing the availability 
of referral mechanisms would allow to collect more 
data on protection-related issues covering more 
migration routes in the region, feeding into evidence-
based programming and policy responses. Second, it 
would allow to provide more assistance to migrants 
early on in their journeys, helping to prevent that risk 
factors accumulate making migrants more vulnerable 
to human rights violations such as abuse, exploitation 
and trafficking further downstream on their journeys. 

The analysis has shown that a high number of 
migrants did not want to disclose their nationality, 
intended final destination or did not know or did 
not want to disclose whether they had been forcibly 
displaced. These are interesting elements for further 
investigation in future research, especially on a local 
level to ensure that support services for the most 
vulnerable such as forcibly displaced people and those 
with protection needs can be adequately provided. 
Due to the no harm principle and the design of the 
flow monitoring surveys, experiences of children 
travelling on these mixed migrations routes are 
underrepresented in this analysis. Future research 
should be designed to shed light on this rather 
unexplored population and investigate particular 
assistance and protection needs children might have. 

CONCLUSION6.
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