
COVID-19 Analytical Snapshot #66: International Remittances UPDATE 

Understanding the migration & mobility implications of COVID-19  

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 analysis develops.  

If you have an item to include, please email us at research@iom.int. 
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A more gradual decline in international remittances  

During the first few months of the COVID-19 pandemic, the World Bank projected that global interna-

tional remittances would suffer a severe decline, falling by 20 per cent in 2020. This would be driven by 

migrants’ employment and wage losses, as destination countries’ economies were battered by the pan-

demic. However, as weeks and months passed, it became clear that remittances to some countries had 

increased, rather than decreased. Earlier estimates were subsequently revised, with remittances now 

predicted to drop by 14 per cent. But while this decline is not as dramatic as earlier forecast, it is ex-

pected to be longer and last through 2021.  

 

Understanding the impact on remittances 

Several key factors help explain why the decline in re-
mittances is not as acute as earlier predicted:  

 The increase in the use of digital transfers, such as 
mobile money, and the shift from informal to for-
mal channels, as travel and movement restrictions 
as well as business closures made it harder for peo-
ple to access physical remittance service providers.  

 Remittances tend to be “countercyclical” during 
times of crises; when migrants are able to, they 
send larger amounts of money to their countries of 
origin in difficult times.  

 Migrants comprise large shares of essential work-
ers in many countries, and because key sectors 
continued to operate despite the pandemic, job 
losses for some migrants were not as widespread 
as initially predicted 

 Unlike migrants who were new arrivals and those 
in precarious working conditions, more established 
diaspora in key migration corridors were better 
prepared and able to continue to send money 
home to family in their countries of origin.  

 
 

New research and analysis on re-
mittances & COVID 

Towards low-cost digital remittances: 
supporting migrants during COVID-19 
pandemic and beyond by Michał M. Po-
dolsk   

Remittances and COVID-19: A tale of 
two countries by Federico S. Mandelman 
& Diego Vilan   

Moving minds and money: The political 
economy of migrant transfers by Marti-
na Metzger and Jennifer Pédussel Wu    

 
 
Even as remittances at the global level 
undergo historic declines, they will con-
tinue to surpass Foreign Direct Invest-
ment (FDI) and Official Development As-
sistance (ODA).  

https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/bitstream/handle/10986/33634/COVID-19-Crisis-Through-a-Migration-Lens.pdf?sequence=5
https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/press-release/2020/10/29/covid-19-remittance-flows-to-shrink-14-by-2021
https://www.knomad.org/publication/migration-and-development-brief-33
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/bitstream/handle/10986/33634/COVID-19-Crisis-Through-a-Migration-Lens.pdf?sequence=5
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/bitstream/handle/10986/33634/COVID-19-Crisis-Through-a-Migration-Lens.pdf?sequence=5
https://www.latinamerica.undp.org/content/rblac/en/home/presscenter/director-s-graph-for-thought/stand-by-me--covid-19-and-the-resilience-of-remittance-flows-to-.html
https://www.latinamerica.undp.org/content/rblac/en/home/presscenter/director-s-graph-for-thought/stand-by-me--covid-19-and-the-resilience-of-remittance-flows-to-.html
https://www.latinamerica.undp.org/content/rblac/en/home/presscenter/director-s-graph-for-thought/stand-by-me--covid-19-and-the-resilience-of-remittance-flows-to-.html
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/new-atlanticist/remittances-show-promise-in-the-face-of-the-ongoing-global-covid-19-pandemic/
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/new-atlanticist/remittances-show-promise-in-the-face-of-the-ongoing-global-covid-19-pandemic/
https://www.unescap.org/kp/2020/towards-low-cost-digital-remittances-supporting-migrants-during-covid-19-pandemic-and
https://www.unescap.org/kp/2020/towards-low-cost-digital-remittances-supporting-migrants-during-covid-19-pandemic-and
https://www.unescap.org/kp/2020/towards-low-cost-digital-remittances-supporting-migrants-during-covid-19-pandemic-and
https://ideas.repec.org/p/fip/fedgfn/2020-12-30.html
https://ideas.repec.org/p/fip/fedgfn/2020-12-30.html
https://kobra.uni-kassel.de/handle/123456789/12370
https://kobra.uni-kassel.de/handle/123456789/12370
https://www.knomad.org/sites/default/files/2020-10/Migration%20%26%20Development%20Brief%2033.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 necessarily 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.  

Impact on the top 10 recipient countries 

Recent data on remittances to the top 10 recipient countries indicate that the effect of the pandemic 
on inflows is neither uniform nor as dire as earlier projected. While some of these countries have ex-
perienced remittance inflow declines (as shown in the table below, which compares similar periods in 
2019 and 2020) several others such as Mexico, Egypt, Pakistan and Bangladesh saw their remittance 
inflows increase. For the world’s largest remittance recipient, India, it’s inflows only declined slightly 
overall (period January to end September 2020).   

Top 10 International Remittance Recipient Countries, 2019 and 2020 (in USD billions) 

*Annualized estimate based on World Bank data (Oct 2020) 

All global regions suffer declines  

All regions will experience a drop in remittances in 2020 and 2021, 
with Europe and Central Asia seeing the steepest declines. Low and 
middle-income countries, whose remittances grew to a record USD 
548 in 2019, will see their inflows drop by 7.2 per cent in 2020 (USD 
508 billion) and 7.5 per cent in 2021 (USD 470 billion).  

Recipient Country 2019 2020 Per cent change 

India (Jan-Sept) 57.9 57.4 -0.9 
China* 68.4 59.5 -13.0 
Mexico (Jan-Nov) 33.3 36.9 10.9 
Philippines (Jan-Oct) 24.9 24.6 -0.9 
France* 26.8 25.3 -5.7 
Egypt (Jan-Sept) 19.8 22.1 11.6 
Pakistan (Jan-Dec) 22.1 26.0 17.4 
Nigeria* 23.8 21.7 -11.9 
Bangladesh (Jan-Dec) 18.4 21.7 18.6 
Viet Nam* 17.0 15.7 -7.7 

According to the IMF, multi-
ple key factors are tied to the 
weak economic prospects for 
post-COVID recovery at the 
national level, including:  

 the continuing spread of 
the pandemic and over-
whelmed national health 
care systems; 

 the greater importance 
of severely affected sec-
tors, such as tourism and 
travel; and  

 the greater dependence 
on external finance, in-
cluding remittances. 

https://www.iom.int/migration-research
https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/migrationremittancesdiasporaissues/brief/migration-remittances-data
https://www.knomad.org/publication/migration-and-development-brief-33
https://www.knomad.org/publication/migration-and-development-brief-33
https://www.knomad.org/publication/migration-and-development-brief-33
https://www.rbi.org.in/scripts/SDDS_ViewDetails.aspx?SDDSID=254&ID=5
https://www.banxico.org.mx/SieInternet/consultarDirectorioInternetAction.do?sector=1&accion=consultarCuadroAnalitico&idCuadro=CA11&locale=es#contenidoPrincipal
https://www.bsp.gov.ph/SitePages/Statistics/External.aspx?TabId=8
http://english.ahram.org.eg/NewsContent/3/12/396363/Business/Economy/Egyptian-expat-remittances-jumped-to--bln-in-Q-of-.aspx
https://www.sbp.org.pk/ecodata/index2.asp
https://www.bb.org.bd/econdata/wageremitance.php
https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/WEO/Issues/2020/09/30/world-economic-outlook-october-2020
https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/WEO/Issues/2020/09/30/world-economic-outlook-october-2020

