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There’s not usually just one reason why people leave their homes. Learning some of the reasons people are 
forced to move helps us to understand and advocate with them. Together, we can work to make migration 
a choice, not a last resort. This guide gives some examples of the reasons people leave their homes. They 
are sorted into categories, though many overlap or influence each other.

79.5 million people 
are displaced in our world 
today.1 That’s the highest 
that number has ever been!

Why do people leave home?
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Understanding the root causes of displacement and migration

Every 2 seconds 
someone is displaced 
from their home.1

Definitions of people on the move

A refugee is someone who flees their country because of persecution, war or violence.2

An internally displaced person is someone who flees their home but never crosses an international border. 2

An asylum seeker is someone who flees their country and applies for asylum in another country—the right to be 
recognized as a refugee and receive legal protection and material assistance.2

There are also many people on the move that don’t fit into these tidy definitions. They might leave their homes 
in search of better working or living conditions or flee due to disasters or other situations that make their homes 
uninhabitable. It’s important to consider all different kinds of people who are on the move in our world today.

https://www.unhcr.org/figures-at-a-glance.html
https://www.unrefugees.org/refugee-facts/what-is-a-refugee/


Environmental factors

Anna Mwalta used to live in a rural area in Kenya but the effects 
of climate change made it difficult to survive off the land. 

“It rarely rains there,” she says. “Right now you get food only 
once a year. And, it’s not even a lot of food.” 

She moved to Mathare, an informal settlement near Nairobi. 
Life is very different there. Instead of farming on family land, she 
now has to pay rent and buy food for her family. [Watch video]

Dry land caused her to leave.

Disasters
Disasters like floods, earthquakes, droughts 
and typhoons have devastating impacts. 
People must quickly evacuate to a safer area. 
Disasters can also damage necessary housing 
and infrastructure. People might not be able to 
return for a long time, or possibly at all.

Changing climates
Climate changes in a region affect people’s 
livelihoods. Water can become scarce and 
agriculture can become difficult, making it 
challenging for people to support their family. 
Increases in extreme weather can also affect 
people’s safety.

Anna Mwalta
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16.1 million people became internally 
displaced by weather related causes in 2018.2

16.1 m
 internally 

displaced by 
weather-related 

causes

9.3 m

5.4 m

drought

wildfire

other

764,000

424,000

189,000

storm

flood

That’s 2 billion people!

rely on subsistence 
farming in rural areas of 
the developing world.1

2/3 people 

Our impact: Canada is among the top 10 countries in the world that emit the most carbon dioxide and 
third highest in emissions per capita, contributing significantly to our world’s changing climate.3

https://mcccanada.ca/stories/climate-change-migration-video
http://www.fao.org/3/a-i5251e.pdf
https://www.internal-displacement.org/sites/default/files/publications/documents/2019-IDMC-GRID.pdf


Safety factors

Five years ago, Papayon Adji was in the middle of prayers at 
his mosque in Central African Republic when he heard shouting 
and gunshots from outside. He and others hid in fear. 

Armed rebels were hunting for people of Chadian descent, like 
Adji, who the rebels considered foreigners. Adji fled with his 
family, eventually landing in a refugee camp in southern Chad. 
[Read more]

Targeted violence put him in danger.

Vulnerable groups
Certain groups of people such as women 
or Indigenous peoples, often have an 
increased disadvantage when it comes to 
displacement. Due to racism and other biases, 
people in positions of power may view these 
communities as people without rights. It can 
be difficult for under-resourced and under-
educated people to advocate for their rights. 

Violence
People may be persecuted due to their race, 
religion, nationality, social group or political 
opinion. Many must flee to find safety from 
conflict. Conflicts are also lasting longer and 
more directly impacting civilians than in the 
past.

Papayon Adji
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More than half of 
refugees are children.

Our impact: Canada spends more on military interventions than support for humanitarian or development 
needs. Of this amount, little is designated toward peacebuilding.

It’s estimated that 1 in 5 
displaced women have

 experienced sexual violence.

It’s estimated that 1 in 5 displaced women 
 have experienced sexual violence.2

2 out of 5 refugees are children.1

https://mcccanada.ca/stories/world-move-how-you-can-help-today
https://www.unhcr.org/figures-at-a-glance.html


Economic factors

Chun Sokun* couldn’t find enough work in rural Cambodia. His 
two adult children had already left to find jobs elsewhere. He 
was faced with the same dilemma—to stay or to go.

But then, Chun received support to build a fishpond. That 
source of income allows him to stay in his community instead of 
migrating. [Read more]  (*In Cambodia, family names come before given names.)

A livelihood with dignity helped him stay.

Mega-development projects
Massive-scale projects like mining, oil 
extraction or logging require land with natural 
resources. People living on desirable land 
may be displaced by the project. Increased 
competition over resources can also lead to 
violence. While projects like this may create 
jobs, they can also contribute to conflict and 
damage the environment.

Lack of employment
When people are unable to support themselves 
or their families, their only option may be 
migrating to find work. This migration can be 
short term or seasonal while others may never 
return to their community. Called migrant 
workers, these people often send money home. 
Migrants also make enormous contributions to 
their new countries.

Chun Sokun
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Our impact: Canada is home to more than half of the world’s largest mining companies,3 many of which 
operate around the world without adequate human rights regulations.

In 2018, migrant workers sent three 
times more money back home than 
official development assistance and 
foreign direct investment combined. 

An estimated 164 million 
people are migrant workers.

= 1 million people

An estimated 164 million people 
are migrant workers.1

In 2018, migrant workers sent three times more 
money back home than official assistance and 

foreign direct investment combined.2

https://mcccanada.ca/stories/farmers-helping-farmers


Political factors

Agnès Ntumba remembers the day political violence terrorized 
her family in the Democratic Republic of the Congo. 

“I saw people being killed. They were coming to kill us, and we 
had to escape,” she said. 

They hid in the bush and walked two days to reach safety at 
another family’s home. Now 20 people live together, making 
finding enough food for everyone a challenge. [Read more]

Violent attackers chased her away.

Political instability
When governments fail their people, fighting 
and civil unrest can spring up due to a lack of 
access to services and rights. Other groups 
may try to overthrow the current leader. If the 
government is weak, it can’t properly stop the 
violence and may even actively perpetuate it. 
This violence and turmoil can cause people to 
flee to save their lives.

Poor governance
Some governments don’t properly represent 
their people. Their policies can contribute to 
the reasons people migrate. Non-democratic 
government systems can be difficult to 
challenge. Corrupt officials, lack of services 
and slow justice systems can all intensify 
existing issues. A history of colonization, 
military intervention and unfair trade deals 
between countries can worsen the situation.

Agnès Ntumba
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Our impact: Some of Canada’s trade agreements with other countries do not provide adequate human 
rights protections or mechanisms to monitor their impact on human rights.

90%

About 5 million people fled from Venezuela 
 after significant political instability.  

That’s 15% of the country’s population.1

90% of people who were internally 
displaced at the end of 2019 were 

displaced due to conflict and violence.2

https://mcccanada.ca/stories/supplying-food-people-displaced-violence-kasai
https://www.unhcr.org/figures-at-a-glance.html
https://www.internal-displacement.org/sites/default/files/publications/documents/2019-IDMC-GRID.pdf


In the Bible, the people of God were called to remember their story of migration. That remembering led 
to a call to safeguard the well-being of foreigners among them (Leviticus 19:33-34). Although people may 
be forced to move by a complex interaction of different reasons, we’re linked to their journeys by our 
shared humanity and desire for home. 

Now that you know more about why people are forced to move, here are some practical next steps:

Next steps

Remember
Many of us have migration stories from our 
own life or family history, whether it is recent 
or generations ago. Take time to acknowledge 
that story and the ways it has shaped you, 
your family and the choices you’ve made about 
where you live.

Reflect
Have you met other people on the move in 
your journey? What about those opening their 
homes and offering hospitality to refugees and 
migrants? What are the ways we are connected 
to each other?

Share
Spread positive messages about people on the 
move and migration through social media and 
with your family and friends. You may want to 
share your own stories or amplify the stories of 
others.

Expand
Can you think of other reasons besides the 
examples given in this guide why people might 
move? Seek out other resources that provide 
more information about this topic. 

Consider
How can we as Christians respond to the call 
to safeguard the well-being of people on the 
move: before they leave home; during their 
journeys; and once they arrive? Gather with 
your small group, Sunday school class or group 
of friends to discuss further.

Pray
Pray for those who are on the move, for good 
opportunities, for safety, for healing from any 
trauma they’ve encountered in their journey, 
while remembering the connections we share.

Give 
Donate your time or money to organizations 
who work to make sure migration is a choice, 
not a last resort like Mennonite Central 
Committee (MCC). 

Advocate
Use your voice to call for a just and peaceful 
world from our government leaders. With 
resources from MCC’s advocacy offices, you 
can send an email directly to your member 
of Parliament about Canada’s role in the root 
causes of displacement and migration.

MCC Canada
134 Plaza Drive 
Winnipeg, MB R3T 5K9 

MCC Atlantic Canada
P.O. Box 292 
Moncton, NB E1C 8K9

MCC Alberta
210-2946 32nd Street NE 
Calgary, AB T1Y 6J7

MCC British Columbia
201-33933 Gladys Avenue 
Abbotsford, BC V2S 2E8

MCC Manitoba
134 Plaza Drive 
Winnipeg, MB R3T 5K9

MCC Ontario
203-50 Kent Avenue 
Kitchener, ON N2G 3R1

MCC Québec 
200-4824 Chemin de la 
Côte-des-Neiges  
Montréal, QC H3V 1G4

MCC Saskatchewan
600 45th Street West 
Saskatoon, SK S7L 5W9

1-888-622-6337
www.mcccanada.ca
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