
The impacts of COVID-19 
pandemic on migrant 
women in Germany

Susanne Willers and Karolina Barglowski
University of Dortmund, Germany

GEN-MIGRA:  
Gender, mobilities and migration during and post  
COVID-19 pandemic - vulnerability, resilience and renewal

Germany: Policy Briefing 1
May 2023



2

Migration to Germany

Germany is a country of immigration. In 2019, 
21.2 million people in Germany said they had 
a migration background1, half of which were 
women (Destatis, 2021). This represents 26% of 
Germany’s population, with the main countries of 
origin given as Turkey (13%), Poland (11%), Russia 
(7%), Kazakhstan and Romania. Two thirds of 
migrants living in Germany are immigrants from 
another European country or their descendants. 
This equates to 13.8 million people, of whom 
7.5 million have roots in other European Union 
member states. Asian migrants make up 22% (4.6 
million) of the total, most of whom (3.2 million) 
have some connection to the Middle East. Finally, 
a smaller percentage immigrated from African 
countries (5%) or from the Americas and Australia 
(3%) (Destatis, 2021).

The main reasons for immigration in given by 
migrants were family reasons (38%), employment 
(24%), education (24%) and humanitarian reasons 
(10%). Of those who came for professional 
and family reasons, 85% came from European 
countries, mainly Poland, Romania and Italy. The 
main countries of origin for people arriving for 
humanitarian reasons were Syria, Iraq, Turkey, 
and Afghanistan (BMFSJ, 2020). During the 
pandemic, the number of asylum applications 
fell, given mobility was restricted due to border 
closures, and in 2020, there were 26% less 
asylum applications compared to 2019 (BAMF, 
2020). 

Germany’s economy depends on immigration, 
above all on workers from other European 
member states, and increasingly also on refugees. 
For example, Eastern Europeans make up 65% 
of all seasonal workers in agriculture, forestry, 
and fisheries. Other important employment 
sectors that rely on migrants are manufacturing, 

health and social care, wholesaling and retailing 
of vehicles, warehousing and transport, but also 
construction and hotels and restaurants (Rude, 
2021). 

Polish and Romanian workers have the highest 
proportion of all EU mobile workers in Germany, 
at 19.7% and 17.6%, respectively (BAMF, 2019). 
The distribution of migrants within the German 
national territory is also very diverse. Most urban 
centres are migration hubs, such as Bremen 
(35.1%), Hamburg (33.3%), Berlin (31.6%) 
and the Ruhr area (30.4%) (BBMFI, 2019). In 
Eastern Germany (except Berlin), only about 8% 
of the population has a migration background, 
compared to an average of 25% in Western 
Germany (BBMFI, 2019).

The German immigration system

Over decades, migration and integration 
policies in Germany have perpetuated structural 
inequalities, including the segregation of the 
labour market and the concentration of migrants 
in low-wage and precarious sectors of economy. 
According to data from the German Federal 
Statistics Office, in 2019, 55% of workers in 
cleaning occupations, 38% in warehousing 
and food production, 30% of those working in 
the care sector and 28% in food sales had a 
migration background. At the same time, migrants 
were under-represented in medical health 
professions (21%), teaching roles (11%) and 
court and correctional services (7%) (Destatis, 
2021).  On average, migrant families have a lower 
median income and twice as high a risk of family 
poverty than workers who do not have a migrant 
background (BMFSFJ, 2013; 2020). 

In addition to the concentration of migrants 
in low-paying sectors and precarious working 
conditions, they also face major barriers to 
accessing formal social protection in Germany. 
The German social protection system is twofold, 
consisting of: 1) a contributory social protection 
system based on formal labour, subject to social 
security contributions and earnings, and 2) a 
tax-financed residence-based basic welfare 
system. However, access is non-transferable, 
and newcomers are mostly excluded from access 
(Schnabel, 2020). Refugees and asylum seekers 

This briefing outlines the German migration 
context and provides an overview of the 
vulnerabilities and heightened inequalities 
experienced by women engaged in 
international mobilities in Germany during the 
COVID-19 pandemic.
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are entitled to receive social welfare payments 
for subsistence and housing according to the 
Asylum Seekers’ Benefits Act, and may only work 
three months after arriving in Germany (BMAS, 
2020). Language and integration courses are 
also mandatory for many migrants to obtain a 
residence permit and social security benefits. 
While EU citizens have a general right to work 
and move throughout Europe, their access to 
social benefits in Germany is still contested. EU 
citizens can only receive basic social security 
after five years of residence in Germany 
(Diakonie, 2022). Furthermore there are barriers 
to access social rights and services due to 
institutional discrimination (Ratzmann, 2022).

Migration to Germany has been marked by 
the divided history and policies adopted on 
immigration. Due to the political division of 
Germany after 1945, the migration context 
in East and West German has continued to 
be quite distinct. In the 1960s and 1970s, 
immigration to West Germany was limited to 
those immigrants who came under bilateral 
guest worker agreements with Turkey, Greece, 
and Italy. East Germany received guest workers 
mainly from socialist and allied countries, such as 
Vietnam, Cuba, Algeria, Angola, and Mozambique 
in the 1980s, although these were lower 
numbers overall than in West Germany (Hoesch, 
2018). After the ending of the Guest Worker 
agreements in 1973, West Germany migration 
policy restricted rights to immigration only for 
family reunification reasons and ethnic German 
resettlers. After the German reunification, there 
was a period of increasing xenophobia and racism 
towards migrants and refugees. During the 
Yugoslav Wars (1990-2001) and a subsequent 
rise in asylum claims, the general right to asylum 
in Germany was restricted in 1993. The so-
called “summer of immigration” of 2015 with the 
arrival of 476,649 refugees marked a new high 
of refugee arrivals in Germany since the 1990s. 
However, after closing the main migration routes 
through Eastern Europe, the number of refugee 
arrivals has been continuously decreasing in 
recent years and has only increased slightly in 
2022 (BBMFI, 2019; BAMF, 2020; 2022). 

Since 1998, the restrictive German immigration 
law has been gradually liberalised, mainly 

due to the forecasts of demographic changes 
with an increase in ageing population and the 
shortage of highly qualified specialists in the 
IT industry. More recent changes are related 
to the context of harmonisation of the EU 
legislation. However, visa approvals were tied to 
an employment contract. It was only in 2020 that 
the government introduced a new Skilled Worker 
Immigration Act (Fachkräfteeinwanderungsgesetz), 
which includes vocational training and has lifted 
restrictions on certain sectors, to attract highly 
skilled workers. Nevertheless, immigration and 
related legislation remain a highly politicised 
topic. The plans of the current Social Democratic 
government to reform the naturalisation law to 
ensure better access to citizenship and family 
reunification have eluded a public debate.

COVID-19 and rising inequalities in 
Germany

In Germany, migrants and refugees have been 
more affected than other groups in society by 
the negative consequences of the pandemic 
(Rude, 2021). Travel restrictions and border 
closures in the first month of the pandemic 
hindered international migration. This also 
affected resettlement programs for refugees, 
family reunification and subsidiary protection 
was temporarily stopped. Asylum applications 
inside the EU, Norway and Switzerland 
dropped by around 33 % (European Union 
Agency for Asylum, 2020). For undocumented 
and homeless people, the living situation 
was particularly severe, as they were unable 
to claim welfare benefits, self-isolate during 
lockdown and were most significantly impacted 
by the closure of social services provided by 
NGOs (Bendel et al., 2021). As a response 
to the COVID-19 pandemic, federal states in 
Germany implemented regulations on social 
distancing, closure of public services and 
facilities, mandatory testing, and vaccination. 
These regulations have affected different migrant 
groups to varying degrees and in different 
ways. These vulnerabilities are stratified and 
shaped by intersectional factors, depending on 
individuals’ sector of employment, legal status, 
time of residency and entitlement to social rights, 
level of education, gender and age. Therefore, 
it is necessary to look at the intersections of 
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these variables to understand the impact of the 
pandemic on individuals and groups.

Even before the COVID-19 pandemic, the 
poverty risk of people from a migrant background 
was twice as high (at 27%) than that of non-
migrants (11%) (BBMFI, 2022). Migrants and 
refugees faced disproportionate job losses, 
isolation due to mobility restrictions, and 
were most severely impacted by the effects of 
contracting economies (Bendel et al., 2021). As 
migrants were mostly employed in precarious 
jobs or without regular employment contracts, 
they also suffered from limited access to social 
protection systems. In addition, they were at 
higher risk of being exposed to the virus in 
sectors considered essential, such health, care, 
food production and distribution. Women, 
migrants and young people were affected 
disproportionally by the pandemic as they were 
employed in sectors hit the hardest, such as 
manufacturing, hotels and restaurants and the 
food industry (Rude, 2021). In the health and 
social sector, 73% of all employees are women, 
many of them from a migrant background. 
Unemployment also rose considerably. For 
example in Munich, unemployment in the service 
industry among migrants increased by around 
48% in 2021, among young people by 64% and 
among long-term unemployed by 61%, compared 
to 2019 data (Caritas, 2021). 

The COVID-19 pandemic and related measures 
also posed new challenges for migrant integration 
and the education of migrant children, because 
of unequal access to IT and the conditions for 
homeschooling. The pandemic has posed many 
difficulties to the so-called “integration challenge” 
set by the German state. Migrants had to drop 
out of language classes and integration courses 
because of school closures and limitations in 
access to online learning. At the same time, their 
work and residency permits are conditioned 
on attendance of those courses. This delayed 
migrants’ “integration achievements” required by 
state authorities. Additionally, living in crowded 
spaces, with less possibilities to work from 
home and missing access to healthcare had 
additional negative effects. Many women were 
faced with increased childcare responsibilities 
due to the closure of childcare settings (Bendel 

et al., 2021). In addition, xenophobia and racism 
were exacerbated, with a significant increase in 
reported cases (Mediendienst Integration, 2022). 
Furthermore, with lockdowns in place, women’s 
risk of experiencing gender-based violence and 
abuse from intimate partners or family members 
increased (Steinert and Ebert, 2020). 

In summary, for many migrant groups in society, 
the COVID-19 related restrictions have increased 
the uncertainties surrounding their work and 
living conditions and have endangered their 
livelihoods and safety. These new risks have 
compounded the negative long-term impacts on 
migrants’ socioeconomic conditions, leaving many 
as disadvantaged and vulnerable.

COVID-19 and migrant women in Germany

Just over 10 million women living in Germany are 
from a migrant background (BBMFI, 2022). As 
a statistical category, “women with a migration 
background” includes diverse groups of women. 
Yet, women in this category show lower rates of 
employment (54%) compared to unemployment 
rates of non-migrant women, at 76% (BBMFI, 
2019). This is only in part a question of 
qualifications. Although the educational levels 
of women with a migration background vary 
widely (Farrokhzad, 2017), even those highly 
qualified have lower rates of employment, at 
65%, compared to 90% of highly skilled women 
without a migration background (BBMFI, 2022). 
They also have the lowest income and the 
highest rates of precarious jobs (BMFSFJ, 2020). 
Barriers to employment range from legal work 
restrictions in the case of asylum seekers or 
restrictions on residence status due to them 
coming through family reunification routes, to 
structural and political restrictions, such as the 
lack of recognition of credentials and labour 
market discrimination or difficulties to access 
early childcare education and care commitments 
(Hillmann and Toral Koca, 2021; BMFSFJ, 2013). 
Children from migrant families have lower rates 
of participation in early childhood education 
(ECEC) due to regional shortage of childcare, lack 
of information on access, language barriers and 
discrimination, which affects migrant women’s 
employment rates (BMFSFJ, 2020; BMFSFJ, 
2013). 
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In Germany, many migrant women are working 
in precarious jobs in the health and social care, 
manufacturing, hotels and restaurants, which 
have all suffered the negative impacts of the 
COVID-19 pandemic. For low-wage earners 
affected by lockdowns, furlough payments 
did hardly cover their expenses. At the same 
time, similar to other countries, health and 
social services have become “COVID-19 
epicenters”, because of the difficult working 
conditions exacerbating the rapid spread of 
the virus among workers and service users 
(Foley and Piper, 2020). As data of a German 
study showed, people employed in the care 
and health sectors fell sick five time more often 
than other groups during the pandemic (Lewicki, 
2020). In addition to the risk of contagion, many 
migrant women, particularly refugees, suffered 
from limited access to formal social security, 
limited community ties, and family relationships, 
affecting their socioeconomic position and 
well-being. Nevertheless, there are important 
differences within the group of migrant women 
as their capacities to confront these negative 
impacts varies based on their length of residency, 
education and income, language skills, place of 
living (urban or rural) and their access to support 
structures, among other aspects.

A group significantly impacted during COVID-19 
were seasonal workers mainly from Eastern 
Europe, as their work was crucial for the 
food industry and agriculture (Leiblfinger et 
al., 2021). The German government tried to 
facilitate the mobility of seasonal workers 
through the extension of work permits, 
international recruitment and rapid recognition 
of qualifications (BMEL, 2020). However, the 
precarious living conditions for seasonal workers 
in overcrowded housing facilities and their 
difficult working conditions, for example in the 
meat industry, contributed to the spread of 
the virus and put workers’ lives at risk. Migrant 
women in these jobs were thus affected to a 
greater extent, as they were subject to mobility 
restrictions if they became ill, the separation 
of their families, and the challenges arising 
from a lack of social security coordination, as 
well as differences in entitlements to labour 
protection and enforcement of rights. This was 
also exacerbated by the existing stratification of 

EU citizens according to country of origin, length 
of residence and access to social rights (Szelewa 
and Polakowski, 2022). 

Almost 500,000 migrant women, mostly from 
Poland, Romania, Bulgaria, and the Ukraine, work 
in private households as caregivers, many of 
them without an official work contract (Safuta 
and Noack, 2020). For these live-in care workers, 
the pandemic has generated additional physical 
and emotional burdens, financial precarity and 
increased dependence on their employers, as 
they are allowed to work under the EU Directive 
or self-employed. They are affected by the lack of 
access to health care services or social protection 
and limited labour rights (Nowicka et al., 2021). 
As many of them do not have a German contract, 
the prerequisite for eligibility to social security 
services, they were not entitled to access 
support through the German relief programmes 
(Leiblfinger et al., 2021; Leiblfinger et al., 2020). 
Those live-in care workers who were unregistered 
and worked in the informal economy experienced 
additional exclusion from bonus payments, relief 
funds and travel facilitations. They were also 
more vulnerable to exploitation and abuse from 
their employers, given their confinement to their 
employers’ homes during lockdowns. In summary, 
existing risks were thus intensified while new 
risks emerged for those employed in live-in care 
(Nowicka et al., 2021).

Undocumented migrant women were also 
particularly affected by the COVID-19 pandemic 
and related government measures, as they are 
generally excluded from access to the health 
system and formal social assistance programs. 
Their reliance on informal income opportunities 
during the pandemic posed additional hardships 
due to loss of job opportunities and the health 
risks posed by the virus, while they could not 
access social relief programs (Volknant, 2020). 
Refugees under subsidiary protection faced 
with a suspension of family reunification by law 
since 2016 (Asylpaket II) experienced further 
delays and the uncertainty of family reunification, 
as the program was temporarily suspended. 
These families were thus faced with the 
unpredictability and uncertainty of their future 
together (Flüchtlingsrat Niedersachsen, 2020). At 
the same time, their integration into the labour 
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market was jeopardised, as the majority were 
mostly employed in temporary contracts and the 
low-wage sectors (Caritas, 2021).

Migrant children were also significantly impacted 
during the pandemic, as social services, schools 
and early years setting were closed. Lockdowns 
increased women’s and children’s risk to suffer 
domestic violence and abuse (Steinert and 
Ebert, 2020). Local aid organisations found 
themselves at the limit of their capacity in 
the face of increasing demands from migrant 
workers who were faced with the multiple 
crises of unemployment, poverty, and health 
hazards (Caritas, 2021). At the same time, the 
indispensable work of migrant organisations and 
NGOs which support diverse groups of migrants 
was challenged by the restrictions imposed to 
contain the virus. Most NGOs registered an 
increased need for supporting migrant service 
users in all these aspects: access to labour, 
violence prevention, access to social security, 
schooling, legal problems regarding immigration 
status or refugee proceedings (Caritas, 2021). 

Conclusion

As in other countries around the world, the 
COVID-19 pandemic has had a disproportionate 
negative impact on disadvantaged groups 
in Germany, especially migrants and other 
minoritised groups. Migrant women’s vulnerability 
increased due to job losses, financial difficulties 
and poverty, the risks of violence, psychological 
stress, and the environment of insecurity (UNDP, 
2020; Bendel et al., 2021). Therefore, the 
pandemic has become not just as a health crisis, 
but a “crisis of inequality” (Gottardo and Cyment, 
2020, p. 1). Although migrant women in Germany 
have been significantly affected by the negative 
effects of the COVID-19 pandemic, their 
situation has not received the attention needed 
to tackle these inequities. 

This country briefing has summarised some of 
the main impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on 
migrant women and their families in Germany, 
with a focus on those most vulnerable, such 
as refugees and women in precarious work. 
Although the pandemic has disproportionately 
affected the most vulnerable groups, those 

groups have not been targeted by the German 
government’s COVID-19 relief policies. This 
has deepened the negative impact on the 
socio-economic conditions for groups already 
significantly disadvantaged in the German society 
(Rude, 2021). The long-term consequences of 
the COVID-19 pandemic and the anti-pandemic 
measures on migrant women and their families 
require thus further research.

The GEN-MIGRA Project is jointly 
funded under the Trans-Atlantic 
Platform for Social Sciences and 
Humanities (T-AP). Bringing together 
researchers and practitioners from 
four countries- Brazil, Germany, 
Poland and United Kingdom– it 
researches the impact of the 
pandemic on migrant women and 
their families. Find out more at: 
www.genmigra.org

https://www.transatlanticplatform.com/
https://www.transatlanticplatform.com/
https://www.transatlanticplatform.com/
http://www.genmigra.org
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Footnotes
1German population statistics define people with a migration background as “all those who immigrated to the Federal 
Republic of Germany after 1949, as well as all foreigners born in Germany and all those born as Germans in Germany with 
at least one parent who immigrated to Germany or was born as a foreigner in Germany” (Federal Statistical Office 2012b). 
Migrants are all people who “were not born in Germany, but abroad”. They can be German citizens or foreign nationals. 
(Federal Statistical Office, 2012).
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