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ABSTRACT 

The objective of this study is to investigate the economic and financial effects of COVID-19 epidemic 

on migrant labor force. Literature review is the research design of this study. It is possible to achieve 

economic growth in the short term with some productivity-enhancing measures. However, what matters 

is the long-term economic growth. This is because, as the source of long-term economic growth and 

technological innovations, skilled labor force is more concrete. Therefore, for long-term economic 

growth, supply of skilled workforce is an indispensable precondition. Results are analyzed by comparing 

different resources, evaluating the literature and taking advantage of International Labor Organization 

(ILO) and Organization for Economic Co-operating and Development (OECD) statistics. According to 

study results, COVID-19 poses an unprecedented negative impact on working conditions of migrant 

work force. Migrant workers are among the most vulnerable in the global labor force affected by the 

COVID-19 epidemic. But, COVID-19 lock downs will particularly have the highest negative impact on 

low paid and low skilled (unskilled) migrant work force. Unskilled migrant workers are often excluded 

from national COVID-19 policy responses in hosting countries, such as wage subsidies, unemployment 

benefits or social security and social protection measures. Also, access to COVID-19 testing or medical 

treatment might not be available to unskilled migrant workers. Concerning conclusion and 

recommendations, migrant workers, should be integrated into risk pooling mechanisms to guarantee 

social insurance and universality of coverage and solidarity in financing. Health care related benefits 

can also assist to protect both migrant workers and their host countries. 
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Introduction 

The COVID-19 crisis is having an unprecedented impact on global economies, businesses and labor 

force. COVID-19 poses an unprecedented negative impact on working conditions of unskilled migrant 

workers. COVID-19 will particularly have high negative impact on low paid and low skilled foreign 

workers, who are commonly employed largely without legal status in host countries.  Migrant workers 

are among the most vulnerable in the global labor force affected by the COVID-19 epidemic. COVID-

19 also hampered the flow of foreign labor force migration from least developed countries (LDCs) to 

more economically developed countries (MEDC) abroad.  Developed countries closed their borders and 

tightened security measures. This will have severe impact on economies currently facing labor 

shortages, particularly in sectors where migrants are heavily employed (Organization for Security and 

Co-operation in Europe - OSCE, 2020). 



IV. INTERNATIONAL KAORU ISHIKAWA CONGRESS 

ON BUSINESS ADMINISTRATION AND ECONOMY  
October 14, 2020 

 

Proceeding Book 71 www.kaoruishikawa.org 

 

Labor force who migrate abroad are divided as unskilled or skilled migrant workers, depending on their 

education level (Any, Antonina and Antoine, 2012).  The world economy has a dual structure at the top 

of the causes of labor migration. On one side of this dual structure, high-tech more economically 

developed countries (MEDC) exist. On the other side, there exist developing and least developed 

countries (LDCs), who suffer from capital deficiency and agricultural production (Babataş, 2007). As 

education is the most important determinant of long-term economic growth, skilled human resource 

migration is also of great importance for the economic growth of countries. 

Definition of Migrant Workers in the Global Labor Force 

According to ILO figures approximately 2.2 billion workers, representing 68 percent of the global labor 

force are living in countries with recommended or required workplace closures due to epidemic. Migrant 

workers represent approximately 4.7 percent of this global labor pool comprising of 164 million migrant 

workers. Approximately 50 percent of it consist of migrant women workers. In some countries, migrant 

workers constitute a big portion of the labor force making important contributions to societies and 

economies. Unfortunately, most migrant workers are temporary unskilled, informal or unprotected, 

characterized by low wages and lack of social protection. Mostly unskilled migrant labor force consists 

of women migrant workers (ILO Monitor, 2020). Remittances sent by foreign laborers to their relatives 

in developing countries where they left off for work exceed four times the sum of official development 

assistance received (International Organization for Migration - IOM, 2008).  In this context, the amount 

of official remittance transfers to countries of immigrant workers is clearly the most important economic 

contribution for the country of origin (Kaya, 2009). 

The definition of labor force migration abroad is where its owners live and earn their capital. It is parallel 

to the term "capital flow", which corresponds to financial capital not invested in places of origin. As a 

result of labor migration abroad, the inability of qualified workers to participate in economic activity in 

their country of origin increases. It is not possible to clearly differentiate official foreign exchange 

transfers as qualified or unqualified. Therefore, this "capital flow" should be evaluated as a whole. In 

the world, only the International Monetary Fund (IMF) keeps the money transfer records of the countries 

exporting labor force. However, the money sent through unofficial channels is not included. Source of 

labor migration abroad, decreasing birth rate in developed countries, increasing life expectancy, 

demographic trends and retirement at a young age are not in favor of sustainable economic growth. 

Thus, according to some resources, even qualified and unqualified labor force together to ensure 

sustainable economic growth in the information economy era are of great importance (Baltagi, Baskaya 

and Hulagu, 2012). 

Literature on Skilled and Unskilled Migrant Workers 

Recent studies in the literature emphasized on the economic damage suffered by developing countries 

from skilled labor migration to abroad (Gökbayrak, 2008).  However, as a result of migration of labor 

force abroad, skilled migrant workers increased remittances in foreign exchange transfers due to the 

excess earnings (Faini, 2006). This relieves the foreign exchange shortage of the emigrant country's 

economy. That is assumed to aid economic growth. But, uncertainty and the debate over its economic 

effects on emigration countries (source countries) continues (Faini, 2006; Alper, 2005). In general, 

skilled migrants are mostly from middle- and upper-income families with good family status. Also, they 

usually do not need to send money to their families (Gökbayrak, 2008). Instead of sending money, they 

prefer bringing close relatives with them to the host country. In short, contrary to popular belief, brain 

drain leads to remittances. It can have the opposite effect. Today, the increase in demand from MEDC’s 
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to skilled workforce continues and consequently, the share of skilled migrant workers in the foreign 

migration pie is growing (Beine, Docquier and Rapoport, 2006). 

A significant amount of literature on the topic confirms that, exclusion of migrant workers is more costly 

than inclusion. Developed OECD economies in the coming years relied on the supply of skilled labor 

that is hampered by the COVID-19 epidemic. Voluntary immigrants constitute the majority of the 

workforce migration abroad. Homo economicus is about acting rationally in the economic decision-

making process (Özalp, 2011). Education and skills like other types of capital, play a key role in income 

distribution. Also, the place of birth and education have a central role in the collection of data on the 

migration of qualified workers abroad. But in general, countries of origin do not regularly keep the 

numbers and qualifications of immigrant workers.  

In the literature, studies on the impact of labor migration on countries of origin are generally theoretical 

and transnational by comparison (Acosta, Fajnzylber and Humberto; 2007; Avato, 2008; Sanderson, 

2009). In the literature, the amount of remittances is very high in emigration and receiving countries. 

This is influenced by numerous macro and micro economic factors. Also, labor migration causes 

fluctuations with its economic performances (Erdem and Sayan, 2007). It is known that, foreign 

remittances cause fund transfers from MEDC’s to least developed countries (LDCs). Direct foreign 

investments of this foreign currency source for least developed countries (LDCs) can be stated as the 

second important source of finance. In addition, these fund transfers are emphasized to have a more 

stable structure than private sector capital flows (Erdem and Sayan, 2007; Faini, 2006). Human capital 

elements in the economic growth process, education and its result as the skilled labor migration are 

important factors in a country's income distribution.  

Economic Impact of COVID-19 on Migrant Labor Force 

COVID-19 economic impacts on migrant workers and government responses are dynamic and differ 

depending on country and region. As economic opportunities decrease, overall labor demand for migrant 

workers is contracting in some sectors while expanding in others such as health care and seasonal 

agriculture. Many of the jobs available to unskilled migrant workers are in temporary, informal or 

unprotected workplaces. COVID-19 epidemics economically impacts women migrant workers whom 

appear to be unskilled and over-represented in the informal economies. They are among undocumented 

workers in many countries. Unskilled women migrant workers are in a particularly high-risk group for 

COVID-19 epidemic (ILO Monitor, 2020). 

Unskilled migrant workers experienced significant income losses during the pandemic, in line with 

national workers. Most COVID-19 infected countries such as Brazil, Chile and Portugal established 

support programmers for the unemployed due to lock downs where migrant workers and informal 

workers, can also benefit. Most countries affected by the epidemic such as New Zealand and Tunisia 

made wage subsidy schemes available to migrant workers. Some countries also started treating migrant 

workers as permanent residents during the pandemic to ensure their access to the public and national 

health services. Among others, countries like Qatar, Saudi Arabia and Malaysia provided free screening 

and testing for migrant workers to lessen the economic impact of COVID-19 (ILO Mointor, 2020). 

Conclusion and Recommendations 

As a result of the economic crisis caused by the global COVID-19 epidemic, the livelihoods of 

approximately 1.6 billion informal workers (most vulnerable segmentwith majority unskilled migrant 

workers) were negatively affected. This is because of the general closure measures and/or the fact that 

these people are already working in sectors that have been hithardest by the crisis. In the first month of 

the crisis, the income of informal workers worldwide is estimated to be 60 percent lower. This decrease 
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is 80 percent regionally in Africa and the Americas, 21.6 percent in Asia-Pacific and 70 percent in 

Europe and Central Asia. 

The dilemma over health versus the economy also has a work force migration dimension. In order to 

control the economic impact of COVID-19 on migrant workers, they should be integrated into risk 

pooling mechanisms, in line with nationals, to ensure social insurance and universality of coverage and 

solidarity in financing.  

Health care related benefits can also help to protect both migrant workers and their host countries. A 

number of countries have taken measures to ensure that migrant workers can also benefit from the 

national social protection schemes and have free access to COVID-19 testing as well as screening 

irrespective of their status. These were all strategically very correct moves. 
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