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Due to vast gaps in global tracking, data from 2024
on child refugees and asylum-seekers who are on
their own were limited to 86 of 181 countries where
UNHCR reports statistics,2 capturing just a portion
of the total population of unaccompanied and
separated children. Regional data coverage is 
highly uneven, with Europe, Africa and North 
America contributing the majority of reported 
figures (see fact 2). Asia and Latin America – 
regions with significant populations of children on 
the move – are concerningly underrepresented in 
official statistics.

The number of unaccompanied and separated children on the 
move around the globe is unknown.

Only 48% of countries 
where UNHCR reports 
statistics have data on 
refugee and asylum-seeking 
children travelling alone

facts

UNACCOMPANIED AND 
SEPARATED CHILDREN:  

1.

5 

There is no comprehensive global figure for unaccompanied and separated children 
who migrate internationally, are displaced or seek international protection. Though 
efforts have been made to predict and estimate family separation over the last 
decades to meet the urgent needs of this child population,1 current national and global 
estimates likely fall far short of capturing the true scale of children’s movement. 

Call for data
Accurate and standardized data on unaccompanied and separated children and family 
reunification is needed in every national statistical system.

Addressing these data deficiencies is critical to 
fortifying the protective environment for these 
highly vulnerable children and to guiding an effective 
response that supports and empowers them.

48%
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As route-specific data show, children travelling without a 
parent or caregiver make up a concerning proportion of all 
children on the move. Children travelling unaccompanied or 
becoming separated during the journey are also regularly 
documented among migrant and displaced populations.

2.

Data from key mixed movement flows indicate that a troubling number of children are 
on the move without a parent or caregiver, in some cases representing a significant 
share of migrant and displaced children. Regional data and statistics on displaced 
populations – such as asylum applicants – also consistently indicate the presence of 
unaccompanied and separated children. 

Call for data
Harmonized data collection and standardized methodologies and indicators across 
countries and along mixed movement routes is critical for tracking children's 
movements and protection needs across borders.

Note: This map is not meant to be representative of the global situation of unaccompanied and separated children, but rather serves to illustrate what the available data 
indicate about their proportion among populations on the move. The percentages are based on a wide range of denominators and are therefore not directly comparable.
Source: United States CBP, 2025; Mexico Secretariat of the Interior, 2025; Jensen et al., 2018; UNICEF Panama, 2018; UNICEF Brasil and the Inter-Agency Coordination 
Platform for Refugees and Migrants from Venezuela, 2023; Eurostat, 2025; United Kingdom Home Office, 2025; UNHCR, UNICEF and IOM, 2025; UNHCR, 2025; UNICEF, 2024; 
IOM Regional Office for the East and Horn of Africa, 2021; IOM, 2025; De Matteis et al., 2025; UNHCR, 2023.

Available data, however, likely represent only a small part of the global population 
of unaccompanied and separated children. For instance, route-based analysis is 
unavailable for many of the world's busiest corridors, such as movements from 
Venezuela or Syria. It is likely that many children are making these journeys alone and 
are missing from the current evidence base.
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➊ Irregular migrant 
encounters at the US border 
with Mexico (2019–2024)3 
660,000 encounters with 
unaccompanied children, 
representing 6% of all 
encounters

➋ Irregular migrant 
encounters at Mexico's 
southern border (2019–2024)4

125,000 cases of 
unaccompanied children, 
representing 20% of all 
encounters involving children 
and 3% of total border 
encounters

❸ Displacement in Haiti
following Hurricane Matthew
(2016)5

A study found that 3% of
children in surveyed households
were unaccompanied or
separated

❹ Irregular crossings through 
the Darién (Jan.–Sept. 2024)6

4,476 children traversed the 
dangerous jungle region 
between Colombia and Panama, 
representing 7% of identified 
children making the crossing – a 
35% increase from 2023

❺ Irregular crossings at 
the Venezuela-Brazil border 
(2021)7

Unaccompanied children 
made up 7% of all crossings 
of Venezuelan children in the 
Brazilian state of Roraima from 
2023 

In the Americas:
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❻ Asylum applicants 
(2014–2024)8, 9 

In the EU: 379,000 asylum 
applicants considered to be 
unaccompanied children, 
representing 15% of the 
2.6 million child asylum 
applicants and 4% of the 
region’s total asylum applicants
 
In the UK: 38,000 
unaccompanied children 
among asylum applicants, 
representing 29% of all 
applicants under the age of 
18 and 6% of all applicants 

❼ Land and sea arrivals in 
Europe (2024)10 
21,323 unaccompanied 
and separated children 
arrived in Europe via key 
mixed movement routes, 
representing 51% of those 
below age 18 and 10% of all 
arrivals

In Europe:

❽ Asylum-seeking and 
refugee children, Tunisia 
(2025)11 
Of 1,890 displaced children 
registered with UNHCR, 37% 
were travelling without a 
parent or caregiver

❾ Children on their own, 
Gaza Strip (2024)12

At least 17,000 unaccompanied 
or separated children are 
present in Gaza, representing 
approximately 1% of the total 
population 

❿ Migration route crossing 
Djibouti, Somalia and Yemen 
to the Gulf States (2020)13

IOM tracked migration 
flows and found that 71% of 
children on this route were 
unaccompanied 

In North Africa and the 
Middle East:

⓫ People receiving IOM 
food assistance along the 
Western African Atlantic 
Route (2024)14 
Of more than 10,000 
recipients, 7% were 
unaccompanied and 
separated children

⓬ UNHCR registration 
data from the Democratic 
Republic of the Congo, 
South Sudan and Somalia 
(2010–2018)15

Proportion of unaccompanied 
children among refugee 
populations ranged widely 
from 0.3%  to 5% 

In sub-Saharan Africa:

⓭ Asylum-seeking and 
refugee children, Indonesia 
(2023)16

Nearly 10% of the more than 
3,000 children registered 
with UNHCR in Indonesia 
were unaccompanied or had 
become separated from their 
families

In Asia:
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In countries and regions where data are available, adolescents represent the largest 
proportion by age of the unaccompanied and separated child population. But emerging 
evidence points to a recent increase in the share of younger children travelling 
unaccompanied.17

Existing data indicate that adolescents consistently make up 
the majority of children on the move alone. Quality data on key 
dimensions like age and sex, however, remain sparse.

3.

of the 380,000 asylum 
applicants in the EU classified as 
unaccompanied children from 
2014 to mid-2025 were between 
the ages of 14 and 1718

of children on the move alone 
along Mexico's southern border 
in 2024 were between 12 and 17 
years old20

of unaccompanied and separated 
children captured in 2024 arrivals data 
from five southern European countries 
were aged 15–17 years19

90%

81%

88%

of unaccompanied and separated 
children supported by UNICEF 
in humanitarian settings in 2024 
were aged 10–14 and 15–17 years, 
respectively21 

Call for data
Strategic investment in disaggregated data is critical for understanding the varied 
experiences of children on the move and developing evidence-based responses. 
This includes analysing how different drivers of movement influence population 
demographics and contribute to family separation.

aged 
14–17

aged 
12–17

aged 
15–17

33%
aged 15–17

35%
aged 10–14
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Between 2014 and 2024, a significant majority of 
unaccompanied child asylum applicants were male, 
accounting for 90 per cent in the EU,23 92 per cent 
in the United Kingdom24 and 72 per cent of those 
encountered at Mexico’s southern border.25

Similarly, most unaccompanied children arriving in 
the United States of America were male.26

Gendered differences in the numbers, experiences, motivations 
and vulnerabilities of children travelling alone are evident 
throughout the migration process.

4.
These dynamics may, however, vary by context. In 
the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) 
region, high demand for domestic workers and 
limited economic opportunities at home drive many 
women and girls to seek employment abroad.27 

In 2019, for instance, females accounted for 70 per 
cent of Indonesia’s temporary labour migration.28 
While age-disaggregated data are limited, many 
of these migrant domestic workers are likely to be 
girls.29 

A child’s gender significantly shapes mobility trends, patterns and outcomes. Available 
evidence suggests that boys are more likely to be on the move alone than girls, travel 
farther from home and cross international borders, while girls who travel alone often 
move within their own country or region.22 

Call for data
Gender-responsive approaches must be integrated across the entire data ecosystem – 
from collection and analysis through to outputs and policy recommendations –
supported by comprehensive training for all data stakeholders.

working in less visible sectors 
such as domestic work 

arriving within groups and 
appearing to be part of a family

being coerced or instructed by 
traffickers or smugglers to claim 
that they are over 18 years old 

Unaccompanied and separated girls are likely to 
be missing from the data for a number of reasons, 
which include:30, 31, 32

90%
92%

72%

European Union
Asylum applications

62%
21%

7%

5% 2%
2%

Mexico’s southern border
Encounters in an irregular situation

MALE FEMALE

Ages

14–15 0–13

65%7%
6%

22%

16–17

Ages

0–1112–17

Age and sex distribution of asylum applicants in the EU considered to be unaccompanied (n=32,230) and events of unaccompanied children found in 
irregular situation in Mexico (n=6,203) in 2024

Percentage of  male unaccompanied child asylum applicants

male
male

male
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A 2021 qualitative study in the Horn 
of Africa found that three of four 
children and young people migrate 
for a mix of reasons: some primarily 
for economic opportunities, others 
out of concern for their safety 
and security, and many due to a 
combination of factors.40 

Since the outbreak of the war in 
Sudan in 2023 and up to early 2025, 
more than 4,300 Sudanese children 
on the move without a parent or 
caregiver have been registered with 
UNHCR.33  

Crises can significantly and rapidly increase the number of 
unaccompanied and separated children. 5.

Crises – including armed conflict, economic instability, disasters and political repression 
– often lead to a sharp rise in the number of migrant and displaced children on their 
own. These emergencies force a large number of children to flee alone, either after 
losing family members, being separated during displacement or being sent away by 
parents seeking to protect them from forced recruitment, persecution or violence. 

Call for data
Data collection must keep pace with rapidly evolving situations through real-time 
monitoring and early warning systems that anticipate displacement flows and 
secondary movements. Timely, progressive data collection – complemented by big 
data analytics – enables organizations to move from reactive responses to proactive 
protection of the most vulnerable children.

The conflict in Yemen has 
had devastating impacts on 
children’s lives, with at least 1,200 
unaccompanied children living in 
displacement in 2018.34  

In the Gaza Strip, UNICEF 
estimated in 2024 that at least 
17,000 children – or 1 per cent 
of Gaza’s total population – were 
displaced and unaccompanied or 
separated from their families.35  

Climate change is also emerging as 
a factor that exacerbates the drivers 
of migration in emergency settings,36  
although the full extent of this 
relationship for children on the move 
alone has yet to be documented.37

Crisis typically interacts with 
other drivers of movement. The 
interplay of violence, food insecurity 
and deterioration of infrastructure 
and public services has been 
tied to patterns of migration and 
displacement among Venezuelan 
children.38

A 2016 study in Central America’s 
Northern Triangle found that one 
in three interviewed unaccompanied 
children cited more than one 
reason for migrating, such as 
better economic or educational 
opportunities, family reunification 
and escaping violence.39  

1,200+

4,300+

17,000+
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