
  

 

COVID-19 Analytical Snapshot #49: Impacts on migrants in informal 
economies 

Understanding the migration & mobility implications of COVID-19 

Women are overrepresented in 
high-risk informal sectors. 42% of 

women workers are working in    
those sectors, as opposed              

to 32%  of men.  

These COVID-19 Analytical Snapshots are designed to capture the latest research, information and analysis in a  
fast-moving environment. Topics will be repeated from time to time as research and analysis develops.  

If you have an item to include, please email us at research@iom.int. 
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New research & analysis on 

migrants in informal econo-

mies & COVID  

COVID-19 and the world of work. 
Third edition  by the Internation-
al Labour Organization (ILO) 
 
Policy opportunities and chal-
lenges from the Covid‐19 pan-
demic for economies with large 
informal sectors by Rajneesh 
Narula 
 
Potential Responses to the 
COVID-19 Outbreak in Support of 
Migrant Workers by the World 
Bank Group 

As has been widely reported, COVID-19 impacts have sent shock-
waves across the economies of most, if not all, countries. The 
pandemic has heavily disrupted labour markets, pushed unem-
ployment to unprecedented levels in some countries and sharply 
driven down economic growth. But the economic fallout from the 
pandemic is especially devastating for those who work in the in-
formal sector. Lacking secure employment contracts and no 
workplace protection or representation, workers in the informal 
sector, where migrants are overrepresented, are some of the 
most affected by the pandemic.  

What does ‘informal economy’ mean? 

The International Labour Organization (ILO) defines the informal 
economy as “all economic activities by workers and economic 
units that are – in law or in practice – not covered or insuffi-
ciently covered by formal arrangements.” 

There are an estimated 2 billion workers globally who derive 
their livelihoods from the informal economy, representing 62% 
of all workers in the world. In low income countries, the infor-
mal economy accounts for 90 per cent of employment, while 
this figure stands at 67% in middle-income countries and 18% in 
high-income countries.   

Lack of protections 

Many informal workers, including migrants, are without access to health and employment benefits, which 
means that when they get sick, they do not always have guaranteed access to medical care. Moreover, 
many, including those in low-skilled employment areas such as construction, agriculture and domestic ser-
vices work in conditions that expose them to safety and health risks, such as those without access to wa-
ter and sanitation, raising their risk of contracting COVID-19. Irregular migrant workers in the informal 
economy are in even more precarious situations, as they are often not covered by any formal arrange-
ments to access recovery measures put in place by governments. 

https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/employment-promotion/informal-economy/publications/WCMS_743623/lang--en/index.htm
https://reliefweb.int/report/world/ilo-monitor-covid-19-and-world-work-third-edition-enarru
https://reliefweb.int/report/world/ilo-monitor-covid-19-and-world-work-third-edition-enarru
https://publications.iom.int/books/world-migration-report-2020-chapter-11
http://www.cnt-nar.be/DOSSIERS/Covid-19/ILO-2020-04-29-Covid-19-and-the-world-of-work-(03)-EN.pdf
http://www.cnt-nar.be/DOSSIERS/Covid-19/ILO-2020-04-29-Covid-19-and-the-world-of-work-(03)-EN.pdf
https://ideas.repec.org/p/unm/unumer/2020024.html
https://ideas.repec.org/p/unm/unumer/2020024.html
https://ideas.repec.org/p/unm/unumer/2020024.html
https://ideas.repec.org/p/unm/unumer/2020024.html
http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/428451587390154689/pdf/Potential-Responses-to-the-COVID-19-Outbreak-in-Support-of-Migrant-Workers-May-26-2020.pdf
http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/428451587390154689/pdf/Potential-Responses-to-the-COVID-19-Outbreak-in-Support-of-Migrant-Workers-May-26-2020.pdf
http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/428451587390154689/pdf/Potential-Responses-to-the-COVID-19-Outbreak-in-Support-of-Migrant-Workers-May-26-2020.pdf
https://www.brookings.edu/research/the-effects-of-covid-19-on-international-labor-markets-an-update/
https://news.un.org/en/story/2020/05/1064912
https://news.un.org/en/story/2020/05/1064912
https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/feature/2020/06/08/the-global-economic-outlook-during-the-covid-19-pandemic-a-changed-world
http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/428451587390154689/pdf/Potential-Responses-to-the-COVID-19-Outbreak-in-Support-of-Migrant-Workers-May-26-2020.pdf
http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/428451587390154689/pdf/Potential-Responses-to-the-COVID-19-Outbreak-in-Support-of-Migrant-Workers-May-26-2020.pdf
http://www.fao.org/3/ca8560en/CA8560EN.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/actrav/areas/WCMS_DOC_ATR_ARE_INF_EN/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/actrav/areas/WCMS_DOC_ATR_ARE_INF_EN/lang--en/index.htm
https://reliefweb.int/report/world/ilo-monitor-covid-19-and-world-work-third-edition-enarru
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/wcms_743146.pdf
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/wcms_743146.pdf
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/wcms_743146.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/employment-promotion/informal-economy/publications/WCMS_743623/lang--en/index.htm
https://oecd-development-matters.org/2020/04/17/why-protecting-informal-economy-workers-is-so-critical-in-time-of-covid-19/
http://www.fao.org/3/ca8560en/CA8560EN.pdf
http://www.fao.org/3/ca8560en/CA8560EN.pdf


  

 

This COVID-19 Analytical Snapshot has been produced by IOM Research (research@iom.int).  

Important disclaimer: The opinions expressed in this document are those of the authors and do not neces-
sarily reflect the views of IOM.  The inclusion or presentation of material does not imply the expression of 
any opinion whatsoever on the part of IOM, or of any of its members or partners.  

Double burden 

Informal workers have bit hit by twin shocks- 
a reduction in both supply and demand as 
governments have imposed various measures 
to contain the spread of COVID-19.  
 
The closure of borders and movement re-
strictions in subregions such as East Africa 
have constrained supply chains, while reduced 
spending from people, largely driven by the 
pandemic, has resulted in unemployment and 
loss of income for many in the informal sector, 
many of whom are migrants from countries 
within the subregion. 

Impact on internal remittances 

Urban informal workers are responsible a large share of domestic remittances. As the informal sector in 
cities undergoes heavy disruption due to the pandemic, it is expected there will be a reduction in income 
generated from remittances in rural areas. Domestic remittances are often a lifeline for recipients, espe-
cially those in rural areas and are a key source if non-labour income for these households. These effects 
will especially be felt by countries such as India, which have large numbers of internal seasonal and non-
seasonal migrants. Nearly 90% of India’s 500 million workers belong to the informal economy, while this 
figure is over 85% in Bangladesh. The earnings of informal workers globally is projected in to fall by 60% 
in the first month of the crisis and on continents such as Africa and Latin America, this figure could be as 
high as 81%.  

Supporting informal sector workers 

Several governments have taken steps to support 
informal sector workers who often are not benefi-
ciaries of social or employment benefits. Some, 
such as Vietnam, have expanded existing social 
assistance programs to include more people, in-
cluding informal sector workers. The Philippines, 
on the other hand, has established emergency 
employment measures for informal sector work-
ers. In India, the government has prepared an ac-
tion plan to reskill migrant and informal sector 
workers without jobs.   

The International Growth Centre recently 

hosted a webinar on the impact of COVID-19 

on informal and migrant workers in India. 

Watch it here. 

This recent statement by IOM on COVID-19 and 

Mobility highlights the challenges faced by mi-

grant workers, including that they are 

 “...likely to be employed in daily-wage, 

short-term, or precarious work in the in-

formal economy often with limited provi-

sion for, or fear of seeking access to, social 

protection, adequate food, housing, 

health and social services.”  

https://www.iom.int/migration-research
https://www.fes.de/referat-afrika/neugikeiten-referat-afrika/how-the-pandemic-is-affecting-the-informal-sector-in-kenya
https://www.fes.de/referat-afrika/neugikeiten-referat-afrika/how-the-pandemic-is-affecting-the-informal-sector-in-kenya
http://pubdocs.worldbank.org/en/980491587133615932/Poverty-and-distributional-impacts-of-COVID-19-and-policy-options.pdf
https://blogs.worldbank.org/africacan/covid-19-reducing-domestic-remittances-africa-what-does-it-mean-poor-households
https://www.theigc.org/blog/responding-to-the-impacts-of-covid-19-on-informal-workers-in-south-asia/
http://m.theindependentbd.com/post/243332
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/@dgreports/@dcomm/documents/briefingnote/wcms_743146.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/@dgreports/@dcomm/documents/briefingnote/wcms_743146.pdf
https://blogs.imf.org/2020/04/30/a-new-deal-for-informal-workers-in-asia/
https://blogs.imf.org/2020/04/30/a-new-deal-for-informal-workers-in-asia/
https://blogs.imf.org/2020/04/30/a-new-deal-for-informal-workers-in-asia/
https://blogs.imf.org/2020/04/30/a-new-deal-for-informal-workers-in-asia/
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/economy/policy/govt-prepares-an-action-plan-to-reskill-unemployed-migrant-and-informal-sector-workers-post-lockdown/articleshow/75433631.cms?from=mdr
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/economy/policy/govt-prepares-an-action-plan-to-reskill-unemployed-migrant-and-informal-sector-workers-post-lockdown/articleshow/75433631.cms?from=mdr
https://www.theigc.org/multimedia/event-the-impact-of-covid-19-on-informal-and-migrant-workers-in-india/
https://www.theigc.org/multimedia/event-the-impact-of-covid-19-on-informal-and-migrant-workers-in-india/
https://www.iom.int/sites/default/files/institutional_statement_covid19_28052020.pdf
https://www.iom.int/sites/default/files/institutional_statement_covid19_28052020.pdf

