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Abstract: Economic crises and instability during the COVID pandemic have led to a significant
additional workload and uncertainty for women. The COVID virus has spread extremely rapidly,
and mobility and migration are severely limited, at least in the short term. The virus has a significant
impact on the health of people from those considered to be migrants and refugees and their access
to the labor market. According to Eurostat, 1.4 million people who previously resided in an EU
Member State migrated to another Member State, and almost half of this population are women.
Migrating women are particularly exposed to a number of specific consequences of the pandemic.
Migrant women are disproportionately the first to be laid off and the last to be rehired. This is due to
gender discrimination and precarious working conditions, such as low wages, the greater burden
of care work, and alternative employment costs, especially given the gender wage gap and the
difficulty of accessing the formal economy. This study examines the challenges many migrant women
experienced in accessing the Eurozone labor market during the COVID pandemic. Based on this
primary objective, the theoretical perspective of this research relies on the segmented labor market
theory. Within the framework of documentary research, this work has chosen the path of descriptive
analysis to achieve the study’s objectives. The findings presented in an intersectional framework
suggest that the impact on migrant women workers during the COVID pandemic is exacerbated by a
segmented labor market rooted in a capitalist context and by gendered structures of racism in the
European labor market. In a capitalist context, migrant women would be over-represented in the
informal economy due to segmented labor market policies and the effects of gendered racism. As a
result, they would be at the forefront of redundancies during the pandemic because of their difficulty
accessing the European labor market.

Keywords: migrant women; Eurozone; access to the labor market; COVID; segmented labor market;
capitalism; gendered racism

1. Introduction

In 2020, the population of the Eurozone (about 28 countries) was almost 460 million, of
which 51% were women, with their share ranging from 49% to 53% in individual member
states. In the same year, third-country nationals accounted for 5% of the population (an
increase from 4% in 2016). In contrast to the total population, slightly more third-country
nationals were men (51%). Between 2016 and 2020, Euro-area countries will issue nearly
11.5 million initial applications to third-country migrants, with a peak of 2.9 million (25%)
in 2019. Paid employment (36%) accounts for the largest share of initial applications issued,
followed by family reasons (28%), other reasons (23%), and education reasons (13%). In all
countries, the number of initial applications decreased in 2020 compared to 2019, which
may be due in part to the COVID pandemic and resulting travel restrictions. The first
permits for paid work in Euro-area countries in 2016–2020 were issued mainly to male
migrants. In contrast, the share of female migrants was higher among the permits issued
for family reasons in Euro-area countries [1,2].
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Experience with the early signs of labor market development during the current
pandemic suggests that the COVID measures disproportionately affect immigrants. During
the crisis, new immigrants are hit particularly hard in terms of their opportunities in the
labor market. Adverse effects can be expected on their long-term employment prospects
and the overall integration process. This is particularly the case for those who have not yet
been able to gain a foothold in the labor market [3].

The consequences of the COVID crisis for immigrants must be considered from a
gender perspective because even before this crisis, the access rate of female immigrants
to the European labor market was below average (30% to almost 60%) compared to their
peers [4]. However, the challenges associated with the COVID Crisis require a greater focus
on immigrant women for several reasons. The influx of female immigrants has steadily
increased since 2007. For example, the number of initial applications by female immigrants
rose from 23,000 in 2008 to almost 140,000 in 2015, peaking at 250,000 in 2016. Thereafter,
immigration declined significantly. Between January 2015 and December 2019, more than
half a million women applied for asylum for the first time in countries such as Germany
and Sweden, with around 56 percent of them of working age [5,6].

Moreover, migrant women are a particularly vulnerable group of migrants because
they are where the specific challenges of migrants, refugees, and women converge. Indeed,
they are “triply disadvantaged.” As migrants (including economic migrants) are disadvan-
taged in the labor market due to language skills and lack of target group-specific human
capital, they face additional challenges within the migrant group due to forced migration.
These include health problems, lower prior attachment to the host country, and often a lack
of evidence of educational qualifications and work experience [7]. These challenges increas-
ingly apply to immigrant women, especially those with family responsibilities, significantly
reducing their chances of accessing the labor market. Immigrant women perform worse
compared to male immigrants and native-born women. The employment rate of the female
population from countries at war and in crisis in Europe was 17 percent on average in 2020.
It was 37 percentage points lower than the employment rate of the male population from
countries at war and in crisis and 34 and 55 percentage points lower than the employment
rates of the female foreign and European populations, respectively [8].

The permanent precariousness of migrant women in the Euro labor market does not
only mean a loss of resources but also has a decisive impact on their children’s successful
access to the labor market. According to empirical studies, migrant women’s access
to the labor market is crucial for their children’s educational success and future labor
market position—even more so than for native mothers and children [9]. In particular,
mothers’ employment seems to significantly impact their daughters’ employment and
income. Moreover, it encourages sons’ participation in housework and childcare, which
generally leads to more egalitarian gender attitudes and gender role behavior. Migration
research also reaches similar conclusions [10–12].

Against this background, this article focuses on migrant women in the Eurozone as a
group that seems particularly at risk of precarity and weak access to the labor market in
the current COVID crisis. It builds on a large body of research on the integration of recent
immigrants and complements it in two ways. First, it addresses the challenges posed by
published documents and reports. Second, it analyzes the current crisis-related challenges
in the labor market from an intersectional perspective.

2. Access to the Labor Market for Immigrant Women before the COVID Crisis

Despite the various challenges, a positive trend regarding migrants’ access to the
European labor market can be observed. About 35 percent of migrants who arrived between
2013 and 2018 were employed. The average stay in the sample at that time was about three
years. Five years after moving to Europe, 49 percent of migrants were employed [13].

There is a significant gap in the employment of migrant men and women. While
25 percent of men were employed two years after moving, this was the case for only
5 percent of women [14]. After five years of residence, the labor force participation of
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female migrants rises to 29 percent and men to 57 percent. At 29 percentage points,
it is still significantly lower than the labor force participation of men with a migration
background. This difference is related, among other things, to the family constellation and
the care situation for (small) children: In particular, women with small children are rarely
employed [15,16].

Migrant women also have a slower transition rate into their first job than men [17,18].
When analyzing entry into their first employment role since immigration, ILO data show
that 24 months after entry, 22 percent of male migrants but only 6 percent of female
migrants have started their first job. This gap widens with the length of stay: Five years
after immigration, 76 percent of male migrants but only 31 percent of female migrants have
started their first job in Euro-Area [15,19]. In terms of employment aspirations, 63 percent
of female migrants who were not employed in 2018, and 86 percent of male migrants intend
to take up employment in the future. A further 26 percent of women and 11 percent of men
are likely to intend to do so. This makes it clear that the willingness to work is far above
the actual level of employment (Figure 1), and thus, the employment potential of migrant
women is far from exhausted [15,20,21].
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Figure 1. Distribution of migrant women workers in the Eurozone (percentage) [21].

As for the distribution by occupational group, there is an apparent concentration
among migrants. This is particularly true for women (Figure 2). Almost 60 percent
of women work in five occupational groups. Women work mainly in cleaning, food
preparation, education, social work, and remedial education; men, on the other hand, are
most likely to work in stock management, post and delivery, food preparation, catering,
and cleaning [15,21,22].
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Many migrants work in menial jobs, especially in the first years after their arrival [22].
This is also reflected in a comparative analysis of employment levels (see Figure 2); more
than two-fifths (44 percent) of male migrants worked as helpers in the second half of 2018,
half were skilled workers, and a further five percent were complex or highly complex
specialist and expert jobs. In contrast, the employment structure of female migrants is more
polarized. While 47 percent of migrant women worked as helpers in the second half of
2018, 14 percent held complex or highly complex specialist jobs [23].

Looking at the type of employment relationship in (Figure 3), it is clear that most
migrants—and thus also women—enter the Euro labor market through temporary work,
agency work, or without a formal employment contract [24]. In the second half of 2018,
women were more likely to be employed on fixed-term contracts, while migrant men were
3.5 times more likely to be employed in temporary or agency work. Moreover, women were
twice as likely to work part-time, so-called mini-jobs, at 21 percent compared to employed
men [19].
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3. Theoretical Perspective: Market Segmentation

Among recent labor market theories, insider-outsider theory, efficiency wage theory,
and statistical disturbance theory are particularly relevant to our topic. However, these
theories illuminate only one aspect of the problem of women’s work. There is no integrated
perspective to understanding the relationship between these sub-aspects. It is interesting to
note that essential elements of all three theories can be found in the industrial sociological
segmentation theory as early as 1970 [25]. The concept of “labor market segmentation”
goes back to some work by American industrial sociologists in the early 1970s; as Doeringer
and Piore [26] mentioned, the labor market is essentially divided into two markets, one
with lower wages, poor working conditions, poor career opportunities, etc., and another
with higher wages, good working conditions, high and formalized career opportunities,
and so on. The starting point was the observation that in large companies, part of the jobs
is tied to internal promotion and mobility chains by administratively determined rules [27].
According to these rules, however, vacancies are mainly filled by company employees
(internal labor market). Only at the lower end of the job hierarchy are so-called entry-level
positions accessible from the outside. The wage structure in the internal labor market is
determined by the characteristics of the jobs, their place in the hierarchy, and the seniority
rules [28].

In the Euro-area literature, the conceptual pair of internal and external labor markets
is often equated with the concepts of the core workforce (natives, not necessarily) and
peripheral workforce (migrants, most likely), focusing on the difference in employment
security. However, not all jobs where there is an economic interest in stable employment
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are necessarily associated with good promotion prospects and high wages. Conversely,
high professional qualifications do not automatically mean qualifications in the company.
This is particularly true in Europe, where a large proportion of vocational qualifications
are acquired in the school and dual training system before entering the labor market.
Career paths and mobility opportunities, and consequently the labor market, are more
occupation-based and less company-based in structure than in the US.

Piore [29] examines the economy’s evolution and the labor market segmentation. The
technological and institutional structure of the primary sector of the economy requires and
promotes employment structures in production and lower administrative departments,
which we have called the lower layer of the primary labor market. Above this builds a
pyramid top of predominantly administrative (upper) jobs in technical and administrative
services. The necessarily variable and low division of labor and unstable technological
and production structure in the secondary sector require and condition a predominantly
administrative and secondary job structure. Beyond this basic scheme, various other
classifications are possible. Often, “secondary workers” also find access to specific jobs in
the primary sector (e.g., packers and transportation workers), or workers from the lower
strata advance to secondary sector positions through further technical qualification and the
acquisition of “general traits” (Figure 4).

This train of thought may be generalized as follows: On the part of the firm, there is a
systematic allocation of different labor crisis groups to labor market segments. Such selec-
tive recruitment is rational from the firm’s point of view because the skills and behaviors
required for the segments are particularly presupposed in the workers of specific popula-
tion groups. This is a self-fulfilling expectation because the required behaviors and skills
are at least partly generated or reinforced by the requirements of the job performed [30]. In
the context of neoclassical labor market theory, this pattern of reasoning can be found in
some models of statistical discrimination theory: the assumption is that employers cannot
directly observe the aptitude of individual applicants for a particular type of job in hiring
procedures. If they suspect this aptitude is lower in a particular population group than in
others, they will tend to screen out that group and deny it access to that sub-labor market.
As a result, people in that group also have no incentive to invest in their aptitude for those
jobs since such investments are not adequately rewarded in the labor market. However,
the very general terms ‘group’ and ‘aptitude’ suggest that these models are only concerned
with the formal structure of the argument [31].
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The segmentation literature proposes occupational typologies of varying scope, as
opposed to the simple labor market dualism many authors still assume. Ultimately, the goal
is always to move away from simple labor market dualism. In both internal and external
segments, jobs tend to resemble a continuum of skills and wage levels to be described [33].
A central aspect of the literature on segmentation theory concerns the labor market behavior
of migrant women as a marginalized group: from the point of view of companies, they
were only considered for the relatively undemanding and precarious jobs in the external
segment, as they were always assumed to be unreliable and to have a high turnover rate,
and they also had low professional qualifications. On the other hand, they became used
to these unstable working conditions, mainly because of the working conditions in the
external segment itself [34].

Many studies attempt to explain the specifics of women’s work within the general
framework of the segmentation theory described above [35–37]. However, they only use
the division between internal and external labor markets, between permanent and marginal
employees: women—together with other population groups such as young people or
migrant workers—are predestined for jobs in the external segment. They are suitable as
maneuvering masses for company employment policy because their alternative role as
housewives and mothers means less resistance is expected in the event of redundancies.
Conversely, it is not worthwhile for the company to invest in their qualifications because
their long-term professional commitment appears too uncertain. In the words of neoclassi-
cal labor market theory, women remain predominantly outsiders in the labor market due
to—from the company’s point of view—rational statistical discrimination in the selection
of applicants for insider positions [38].

The feminist theory emphasizes the role of social norms governing the division of labor
in the household as a source of segmentation. It is assumed that the traditional division
of labor in the household puts women at a double disadvantage. Within the household,
their work is unpaid and performed below market wages, while their participation in the
labor market tends to be limited to activities that do not consistently lead to subsistence
wages. Based on this double disadvantage, the different labor market experiences of male
and female workers systematically work to the advantage of the former; this is reflected
in occupational segregation and unequal access to training, job security, and employment-
related benefits [39,40].

4. Methodology

The primary research approach is based on the documentary method. The docu-
mentary research method is considered a complete method to reinforce other qualitative
methods in social science research. In this method, the researcher collects data about actors,
events, and social phenomena using sources and documents [41,42].

In this study, based on the textual material (docs and reports) and thematically or-
ganized, a formulating and reflective interpretation is provided for an overview and
comparison of selected passages (with emphasis on metaphors/ concepts). In formulating
the interpretation, the researcher stays at the level of immanent meaning, i.e., WHAT has
been said [41–44] is reformulated. This step serves to alienate the material and differentiate
the thematic content (into main and subthemes), exclude any contextual knowledge, and
include specifics of the studied in the reformulation (e.g., “immigrant women” or “access”
as an expression for the labor market). The subsequent reflective interpretation of the
material is the core of the documentary method. Here it is important to break away from
the WHAT level of the text and focus on and describe the HOW, i.e., How [42,44], for
example, is the “access of immigrant women to the European labor market” a concrete topic
or problem that is dealt with by a person or a group. Therefore, special attention is paid to
performance aspects, such as the arrangement of the actual documents and the concepts
extracted from the collected data or text types. In two steps, the material is first interpreted
sequentially (i.e., step by step) and then subjected to descriptive analysis (Figure 5).
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In the current study, the statistical research community incorporates various Literature
and all documents and statistical reports published on the websites of EUROSTAT, ILO,
OECD, UN, UNDP, and UN MIGRATION on labor market-related activities of migrants
in Europe (Figure 6). The study refers to the period of the last two decades (2000–2022),
during which the world has undergone significant changes both in the economic field and
in the area of immigration.
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The data analysis aims to connotatively describe the context of the labor market and
the obstacles faced by migrant women in the Eurozone amid the COVID pandemic in terms
of representative concepts. The keywords “migrant women,” “Europe,” “EU countries,”
“covid,” “labor market,” and “employment” were used to search for documents and reports
related to the objectives of the study. The result was 150 documents and reports, of which
30 documents and reports were selected as the most relevant. Analysis of the documents
and reports examined revealed two main general themes, one related to challenges in
the employment field and the other related to the significant decline in employment of
immigrant women (Table 1). The following is a discussion of these themes.

Table 1. Main themes and concepts as reviewing outputs (Source: Research output).

Themes Concepts

Employment Challenges

Lockdown mainly affects manual and non-manual
routine activities; the reduction of system-relevant

jobs; the closure of care and educational institutions,
which is a greater burden for migrant women.

Decline in Employment

Migrant women were particularly affected by the
loss of their jobs; Increased physical and

psychological work pressure in the health and care
sector for migrant women; women of immigrant
background are particularly likely to work in the
industries most affected by the pandemic; female

migrants from MENA origin are significantly more
affected by the crisis; migrant women are more

affected by containment measures than other groups;
gender-specific roles and division of labor among the
migrant community; gender segregation in favor of
men; experiencing a higher level of violence among
migrant women; financial dependency to intimate

partner; exacerbating intimate partner violence as an
output.
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5. Remarks on Current Outcomes
5.1. Employment Challenges

Across Europe, the economic stagnation caused by COVID is affecting different sectors
very differently. In addition to manufacturing, many service sectors are disproportionately
affected. Job losses primarily affect cleaning occupations, food and hospitality, and security
and trade occupations. Workers who can work from home are far less affected by job losses.
While demand increased in systemically important service occupations such as health care
or food sales, workers in smaller firms and temporary employment were more affected
by the containment measures [45]. The above-average employment of migrant women,
especially in the affected sectors, such as catering, as well as their higher concentration
in smaller firms and atypical employment, is, therefore, a possible explanation for the
above-average increase in unemployment as a result of the COVID crisis [46].

Moreover, lockdown mainly affects manual and non-manual routine jobs and in-
teractive non-routine jobs, i.e., jobs that can be done less efficiently in the home office.
Immigrants are increasingly being hired for these jobs. If we take the skill level as a basis,
the crisis substantially impacts helper jobs. People with immigrant backgrounds are more
likely to work in system-relevant jobs. Still, surprisingly, these positions seem to be affected
by job losses to a similar extent as non-system-relevant jobs. Ultimately, migrants are
disproportionately affected by economic crises due to their below-average tenure and often
unstable working conditions [47].

Unemployment rates (Figure 7) suggest that female third-country nationals still face
many obstacles that may impede their overall integration. While unemployment rates for
the overall population declined from an average of 9% in 2016 to nearly 7% in 2020 [6],
third-country nationals as a whole lagged significantly, with average unemployment rates
for female migrants remaining consistently higher than those for male migrants, and both
experiencing more significant increases (+2%) between 2019 and 2020 than the overall
population (less than 1%) [1,48].
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Several documents show that women are significantly more affected than men by the
economic downturn resulting from the COVID crisis [49,50] (see Figure 8). In the spring of
2020, childcare facilities and schools were closed for several months, intensifying house-
work and childrearing, especially for women. This could likely have costly consequences,
especially for women entering the labor market [51].
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Moreover, migrant women are generally expected to be more vulnerable to job losses,
as they are mainly employed in helper, manual, and interactive non-routine jobs [24]. At
the same time, they are more likely to work in atypical or precarious employment, for
example, on a mini-job basis, and bear a more significant burden in terms of housework and
childcare [4]. Exclusively marginal employment also automatically leads to the exclusion
of the legal entitlement to a short-time allowance.

5.2. The Decline in the Employment and Multi-Facet Effects

The COVID crisis has made it clear that women perform exceptionally well: they
make up the majority of workers in retail, nursing, and health professions. As such,
they are the system maintainers in these difficult times, keeping society going. For the
integration processes—in times of crisis, but also beyond—migrant women play a central
role because they are considered essential multipliers and have a remarkable influence
on the integration processes of their children. The promotion of women with a history
of migration, therefore, not only serves to protect and empower women but is also an
investment in the next generation. The European Union has repeatedly emphasized that
the labor market integration of migrant women strengthens their individual capacities
for self-preservation and those of their families. It also creates opportunities for cultural
integration and boosts their self-confidence. Some recent studies presented above show
that migrant women were particularly affected by the loss of their jobs due to the pandemic,
mainly due to their above-average employment in specific sectors and activities [52,53].

During the COVID pandemic, this also contributed to the fact that they were subject to
selective pressures. On the one hand, they often lost their jobs due to the collapse in demand
in tourism, the hospitality industry, and, to some extent, commerce and body-related
services; on the other hand, they were exposed to increased physical and psychological
work pressure in the health and care sector and certain areas of commerce and the cleaning
industry due to the unique demands of the pandemic. The switch to homeschooling
also brought new challenges to the teaching profession, which employs an above-average
number of women [8,46,49,54].

A high proportion of women engage in so-called system-maintaining activities, in-
cluding many migrant women. As Statistics ILO’s COVID prevalence survey (2021) shows,
68% of employed women in the November 2020 survey could not work from home but
had to go to their workplace. The state offered emergency care for the families particularly
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affected; there was also financial cushioning of the costs for families (e.g., a hardship fund
for workers who lost their jobs or had to apply for short-term work due to the COVID
crisis or a crisis fund for families who had already received unemployment benefits or
emergency unemployment assistance before the crisis) as well as additional childcare days
in case of illness (Figure 9).

World 2022, 3, FOR PEER REVIEW 10 
 

5.2. The Decline in the Employment and Multi-Facet Effects 
The COVID crisis has made it clear that women perform exceptionally well: they 

make up the majority of workers in retail, nursing, and health professions. As such, they 
are the system maintainers in these difficult times, keeping society going. For the integra-
tion processes—in times of crisis, but also beyond—migrant women play a central role 
because they are considered essential multipliers and have a remarkable influence on the 
integration processes of their children. The promotion of women with a history of migra-
tion, therefore, not only serves to protect and empower women but is also an investment 
in the next generation. The European Union has repeatedly emphasized that the labor 
market integration of migrant women strengthens their individual capacities for self-
preservation and those of their families. It also creates opportunities for cultural integra-
tion and boosts their self-confidence. Some recent studies presented above show that mi-
grant women were particularly affected by the loss of their jobs due to the pandemic, 
mainly due to their above-average employment in specific sectors and activities [52,53]. 

During the COVID pandemic, this also contributed to the fact that they were subject 
to selective pressures. On the one hand, they often lost their jobs due to the collapse in 
demand in tourism, the hospitality industry, and, to some extent, commerce and body-
related services; on the other hand, they were exposed to increased physical and psycho-
logical work pressure in the health and care sector and certain areas of commerce and the 
cleaning industry due to the unique demands of the pandemic. The switch to homeschool-
ing also brought new challenges to the teaching profession, which employs an above-av-
erage number of women [8,46,49,54]. 

A high proportion of women engage in so-called system-maintaining activities, in-
cluding many migrant women. As Statistics ILO’s COVID prevalence survey (2021) 
shows, 68% of employed women in the November 2020 survey could not work from home 
but had to go to their workplace. The state offered emergency care for the families partic-
ularly affected; there was also financial cushioning of the costs for families (e.g., a hard-
ship fund for workers who lost their jobs or had to apply for short-term work due to the 
COVID crisis or a crisis fund for families who had already received unemployment bene-
fits or emergency unemployment assistance before the crisis) as well as additional child-
care days in case of illness (Figure 9). 

 
Figure 9. The share of migrant women in different sectors in 2020 [55]. 
Figure 9. The share of migrant women in different sectors in 2020 [55].

Those women who have been able to use the home office have benefited from the
experience in the long run, as more and more companies have realized that a culture of
presence is not per se a prerequisite for successful work. However, there is a need to ensure
that external, affordable, and high-quality childcare and school support for children is
typical. To support workers in short-term crises, a statutory entitlement to particular care
time has been introduced, allowing them to take up to 4 weeks of leave to care for children
up to the age of 14, people with disabilities, or dependents in need of care [53].

Women of immigrant backgrounds are particularly likely to work in the industries
most affected by the pandemic. In other economic services alone, which include cleaning
services and temporary employment, 45% of employed women were foreigners in 2020;
in accommodation and food services, the share of foreign women was equally high. In
agriculture, almost half of female employees are also foreigners. But in so-called system-
maintaining activities, such as teaching and education, the share of foreign women was
also above average at 20%, compared to 18.7% of total female employment in 2020 (Table 2).

The impact of the COVID crisis on women’s access to the labor market, especially
migrant women, makes it clear that women will only have more stable employment oppor-
tunities if they broaden their professional orientation. However, the COVID crisis has also
shown that the professions that are often carried out by women (health/nursing/education),
although systemically relevant, will only continue to be attractive in the future if work-
ing conditions are suitably attractive. This could additionally support the realization
of equality.

Based on Eurostat, the COVID effect for 2021, i.e., the difference in the change in the
number of unemployed between the years 2008 and 2021, shows a significant decrease in
unemployment in all working age categories, taking into account all persons potentially
available to the Euro-area labor market (Figure 10).
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Table 2. Employed immigrant women in different sectors (Eurozone) [2].

Sector Percent of Participation
Total 18.7
Manufacture of goods 20
Accommodation and catering 45
Trade: maintenance and repair of motor vehicles 18
Provision of other economic services 45
building 12
Transportation and storage 20
Health and social services 16
Provision of freelance, academic, and tech. services 16
Public administration, defense, social insurance 6
Education and instruction 21
Agriculture and forestry; fishing 45
Others 16

According to ILO data, the COVID effect in 2020 increased by 1.4 percentage points
for all groups of people and by about 7 percentage points for people from countries at war
and in crisis. Gender analysis also shows that foreigners, particularly female migrants or
citizens from the eight main countries of origin of migrants (MENA), are significantly more
affected by the crisis in terms of access to the labor market. Thus, the unemployment rate
of female migrants in relation to their employment increased by a factor of 2 compared to
male nationals from migrants’ countries of origin and by a factor of 14 compared to women
with European nationality (Figure 11).

World 2022, 3, FOR PEER REVIEW 12 
 

 
Figure 10. Unemployment rates, EU and EA (2008–2021) [6]. 

According to ILO data, the COVID effect in 2020 increased by 1.4 percentage points 
for all groups of people and by about 7 percentage points for people from countries at war 
and in crisis. Gender analysis also shows that foreigners, particularly female migrants or 
citizens from the eight main countries of origin of migrants (MENA), are significantly 
more affected by the crisis in terms of access to the labor market. Thus, the unemployment 
rate of female migrants in relation to their employment increased by a factor of 2 com-
pared to male nationals from migrants’ countries of origin and by a factor of 14 compared 
to women with European nationality (Figure 11). 

 
Figure 11. Unemployment for several working-age groups Based on Gender and Nationality in 
Euro-area [52]. 

It should be noted, however, that the above-average increase in this indicator for peo-
ple from migrants’ countries of origin is due not only to job losses but also to the phasing 

0

5

10

15

Total Europian foreigners immigrants from
war Zones

Total Men Women

Figure 10. Unemployment rates, EU and EA (2008–2021) [6].



World 2022, 3 968

World 2022, 3, FOR PEER REVIEW 12 
 

 
Figure 10. Unemployment rates, EU and EA (2008–2021) [6]. 

According to ILO data, the COVID effect in 2020 increased by 1.4 percentage points 
for all groups of people and by about 7 percentage points for people from countries at war 
and in crisis. Gender analysis also shows that foreigners, particularly female migrants or 
citizens from the eight main countries of origin of migrants (MENA), are significantly 
more affected by the crisis in terms of access to the labor market. Thus, the unemployment 
rate of female migrants in relation to their employment increased by a factor of 2 com-
pared to male nationals from migrants’ countries of origin and by a factor of 14 compared 
to women with European nationality (Figure 11). 

 
Figure 11. Unemployment for several working-age groups Based on Gender and Nationality in 
Euro-area [52]. 

It should be noted, however, that the above-average increase in this indicator for peo-
ple from migrants’ countries of origin is due not only to job losses but also to the phasing 

0

5

10

15

Total Europian foreigners immigrants from
war Zones

Total Men Women

Figure 11. Unemployment for several working-age groups Based on Gender and Nationality in
Euro-area [52].

It should be noted, however, that the above-average increase in this indicator for
people from migrants’ countries of origin is due not only to job losses but also to the
phasing out or termination of policies. Although this observation provides a much more
conservative estimate, especially for people from migrant countries, it is also clear here
that people from migrant countries are disproportionately affected by the COVID crisis
(Figure 6). While the stronger negative effect found above is no longer observed for migrant
women, compared to migrant men, they are still more affected by the containment measures
than other foreign women and native European women [23].

It should be analyzed whether the pandemic led to a retraditionalization of gender-
specific roles and division of labor in Europe. In the absence of valid data, it cannot be stated
whether the gender differences in housework and family work have increased. However,
related European surveys indicate that the differences in housework and family work
among families with children under 16 years of age became smaller in the 2020 pandemic.
According to these figures, 65 % of men did more family work during the lockdown than
before the COVID crisis [56].

Generally, a gender-equitable distribution of tasks in the close social sphere works
better, especially in partnerships with an egalitarian conception of family and relationship.
For them, the patriarchal gender order plays a lesser role. Socio-cultural milieus and
cultural ideals about gender roles influence women’s choice of occupation, biography, and
career, as well as their fundamental decision to seek part-time or full-time employment
and to combine this with family responsibilities. Personal attitudes and norms are more
important than educational attainment or financial factors. High part-time rates among
employed migrant women and low wages also lead to various forms of dependence on
spouses and other family members. Hence, a self-determined lifestyle is often not or hardly
possible [10].

Traditional gender roles prepare the ground for unequal power imbalances in relation-
ships and family structures and lead to economic dependencies. However, some studies on
the lived experience of migrant women show that freedom, opportunities for development,
and an egalitarian attitude towards partnerships in mainstream society open up a new
perspective for many, which has a positive impact on their self-image [52,57]. While these
opportunities are overwhelmingly liberating for women, they can be intimidating for male
members of a culturally patriarchal milieu. Gender segregation is one of the “orientation
values” that privilege and prefer men from patriarchal milieus as long as they submit to the
collectivist dictates of communities and prove their loyalty. These different perceptions of
gender roles and freedoms in mainstream society represent a neuralgic point in developing
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the potential for violence, as breakouts from traditional gender roles are sanctioned by the
family and/or the community.

According to recent estimates from WHO, approximately 22% of women in the Euro-
pean Region who have ever been in a relationship have experienced sexual and/or physical
violence at the hands of a partner, and approximately 5% of women over the age of 15 have
experienced sexual violence at the hands of another partner [58]. A survey of experts from
various aid and counseling institutions in direct contact with migrant women affected by
violence in the course of their work, such as representatives of women’s shelters, violence
protection centers, associations, and women’s and migrants’ counseling centers, revealed
that domestic violence has also increased in families with a migration background due to
isolation and distance regulations or has been exacerbated by cramped living conditions
and social isolation. According to the study’s authors, the pandemic makes it more difficult
to break out of violent relationships [59].

Dismissal and loss of job due to poor access to the labor market and financial depen-
dence on the partner are some of the main reasons why migrant women do not report
violence and remain in violent relationships. Fear, lack of self-confidence, and traditional
role models prevent migrant women from achieving freedom and leading self-determined
life. General insecurity and the economic crisis resulting from the COVID pandemic exac-
erbate this problem. In addition, for many victims of violence, the shame and fear of not
conforming to the traditional role model of women and the possibility of continuing to be
persecuted and punished if they leave the community play a crucial role. These specific
challenges make it even more difficult for affected migrant women to turn to women’s
counseling centers and seek an exit from violent relationships [60]. As there is generally less
insight into people’s family situations due to the pandemic, it is to be feared that migrant
women from traditionally shaped milieus will be more controlled by their male family
members and restricted in their freedom of movement. Those affected are hesitant to turn
to counsel centers out of fear and insecurity. The United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA)
predicts that the COVID pandemic will increase violence against women, child marriage,
and genital mutilation worldwide by 2030 [61]. In addition to the rise in violence against
women, it has also been observed since the beginning of the pandemic that young people,
in particular, both with and without an immigrant background, repeatedly choose violence
as an outlet in the European and international context [62].

6. Conclusions
An Intersectional Overview

Migrant women face additional barriers to accessing the labor market after arriving in
one of the European host countries compared to migrant men and boys, as they often face
structural barriers related to being both a migrant and a woman, including gender-specific
barriers in their communities or host society [63,64]. Migrant women appear as family
members rather than workers. In this case, they may be counted out from labor market
policies upon arrival or afterward. As a result, they are excluded from the labor market or
have limited access to it and promising opportunities. Such a condition, combined with
family responsibilities, childcare, lack of professional networks, and inadequate knowledge
of the language [65] and context of the host country, means that many migrant women
are often employed in low-skilled jobs, which are usually positions that are culturally
devalued [19,66].

According to the OECD, 26 percent of migrant women in Eurozone countries are
employed in low-skilled positions, and Euro industries are more likely to hire migrant
women in medium- and low-skilled positions. The gender gap in unemployment rates is
exceptionally high among female migrants in Eurozone countries, at 63%, compared with
83.9% for their male counterparts. Many of these inequalities and discriminations have been
exacerbated by the COVID pandemic. For example, in many European countries, migrant
women and migrant workers, in general, have been excluded from government support
measures related to the cow pandemic. In addition, many barriers remain arising from
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immigration and labor laws that result in the exclusion of many migrant workers, particu-
larly women migrants, from programs that facilitate access to the labor market [3,63,67,68].
Many migrant women have part-time jobs in the host country or work in the service sector,
such as in restaurants, hospitals, and nursing homes. During the COVID pandemic, many
of these women were on the front lines of layoffs in the early stages of the pandemic,
forcing them to stay at home to care for children and run the household without financial
resources. For example, ethnic minority migrant women are more at risk in the United
Kingdom than native-born women during the COVID pandemic (14% vs. 12%) [69]. In
general, migrant women live in a precarious situation in the labor market, exacerbated by
the COVID pandemic [59,70,71].

According to segmentation theory, migrant women can be considered as a marginal
population of a larger periphery that includes different types of native women and men,
as well as migrants in Euro countries. With regard to migrant women’s access to the
labor market, the COVID pandemic policy must consider two systems of privilege and
discrimination within the segmented market paradigm: gendered racism and capitalism.
These two systems influence the labor market paradigm in terms of economic context
and gender. Capitalism, especially late capitalism, also discriminates by scapegoating
migrants when it comes to access to the labor market. It creates inequality and economic
hardship. One of the apparent characteristics of capitalism is that there has never been a
homogeneous working class.

On the contrary, workers have always had different cultural and social backgrounds,
ambitions, and life strategies. In the workplace, employers have treated people as bearers
of labor power but, at the same time, have divided the workforce by gender, race, ethnicity,
age, origin, and legal status. In different eras, terms such as unfree labor, sexism, racism,
discrimination, precarity, and denial of human and workers’ rights have been used by critics
to characterize these processes. Nevertheless, at the core of the capitalist paradigm are the
mechanisms of differentiation that lead to inequality and divisions among working people.
Moreover, these mechanisms have been crucial at every stage of capitalist development,
including the most recent, the neoliberal global labor market [72,73]. In this sense, labor
has value only if it can be valued with money. The monetization of labor leads to domestic
work being placed in the class of non-monetized labor and thus not included in the family’s
economy. In such a neoliberal global market, the OECD has found that migrant women
generally have less favorable labor market outcomes, both in absolute terms and compared
to children of natives of the same gender [3,54].

In feminist literature, two main points of view on the reality of capitalism are held.
First, capitalism functions through the transformation of wage labor into value and profit;
in parallel with capitalism, patriarchy functions through the appropriation of women’s
unpaid labor and energy to generate male power [74]. Both cases concern men’s control and
the accumulation of women’s creativity, labor, and energy. Two causes of discrimination
against women are their position in capitalist production (site of class domination) and
their position in the family (site of gender domination). Historically, patriarchal social
structures preceded the capitalist economic system and, at the same time, created the basis
for its development outside the world of work (capitalism grew on patriarchy). Some
authors describe the relationship to each other as quite conflictual because the logic of
capital is gender-blind. Women are worse off primarily because capitalism is embedded in
patriarchal social structures [75]. As a result, migrant women face higher levels of insecurity
and have less access to the labor market. In addition, gender stereotypes exacerbate the
status quo: 52% of men aged 16 to 19 and 54% of men aged 20 to 34 agree with the statement
that “women should work less and spend more time taking care of their families,” according
to recent findings from the UN Women [76].

Such a broad view of migrant women’s labor market access in a segmented market of
a European country in the wake of the COVID pandemic portrays them as externalizers
(low-skilled workers, e.g., in cleaning, restaurants, or other service sectors). Let’s make
a comparison here so that internalizers (workers with high skills, e.g., in administration
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and emerging professions) see themselves as in control of the situation and believe that
their efforts will lead to the desired results. It predicts that internalizers are more motivated
than externalizers. Internalizers are significantly more engaged in their work, feel less
alienated, and are more satisfied with their jobs. They are less likely to quit their jobs,
presumably because they feel more engaged and motivated in their work environment. In
fact, highly engaged individuals have significantly lower absenteeism and turnover rates,
characteristics that are likely to be associated with highly motivated employees [34,77,78].
The fact that migrant women are such an externalizer in the segmented labor market of Euro
countries leads migrant women to become almost disillusioned. On the other hand, migrant
women take on the burden of housework and thus withdraw from their career advancement
opportunities, making the dualism of disillusionment and housework a recurring dilemma
in the lives of migrant women. This dilemma would be exacerbated in the wake of the covid
pandemic, as these women must always fear the risk of infecting family members. Moreover,
in some cases, patriarchal backgrounds strongly impact migrant women’s access to the
labor market (mainly Muslim migrant women from the MENA region). Regression results
from the most recent study in Europe show that employment of immigrants from Muslim
countries varies more with the characteristics studied (incredibly individual religiosity)
(R2 = 0.16) than the employment of immigrants from Christian countries (R2 = 0.06) [79].

According to Sengenberger and Wilkinson [80], segmented labour markets are based
on power relations; on the other hand, gender researchers have long pointed out that gender
racism is intertwined with other power relations-as in our discussion with capitalism and
segmented labour markets [81]. Race and gender do not add up but intertwine, resulting in
specific multiple discrimination [82]. Other scholars also point to the link between race and
gender as an independent form of discrimination [83–85]. Racism is to be understood as a
social relationship and not as individual misbehavior of individuals [86]. There are different
types of racism, which can be distinguished according to the conditions under which they
arose and according to their form and function, e.g., anti-Muslim racism and anti-Black
racism [87,88]. According to Hall [89], racism contains three basic concepts: first, it does not
refer to pre-existing objects but constructs them. The concept of the Other is represented as
a homogeneous group along with biologizing and/or culturalizing pejorative attributions.
Second, the construction legitimizes exclusionary practices toward these groups that keep
racialized people out of economic, political, social, and cultural resources. Third, a majority
society identity is enabled by the apparent differences between the majority society and the
Other. Regarding gendered racism, Hall’s understanding of racism can also be partially
applied to power relations in the context of gender, which relegate subjects to a socially
inferior place through naturalizing assignments along seemingly visible characteristics [90].
Women are ascribed natural characteristics qua gender to devalue them and barely le-
gitimize their social disadvantage. In this way, the internal differences are lost sight of
the complex relationships, modes of existence, and experiences that are empirically the
norm [91].

Gendered racism became evident against the backdrop of current social policies in
Eurozone countries. For people in migration contexts, political regulations of migration,
access to the labor market, and gender are particularly relevant [92]. Migration realities
are socially produced not only through ethnicized or racialized but also through gendered
processes. Racism produces itself in relation to present social conditions. This makes it
necessary to speak of racism in the plural and to assume that it changes historically [93].
The results of the study show that migrant women are pushed either into the private
sector or into precarious employment amid the COVID pandemic devalued by women.
Applying labor market policies to migrant contexts promotes the importance of gendered
racism and the associated mechanisms of inclusion and exclusion in the labor market [94].
Spatial segregation [95] in the context of the labor market did not merely serve to protect
immigrant women from racism, as inevitably became the practice in the COVID Pandemic
period. Although spatial segregation was necessary in part because of hostility, racism is
not named but negated.
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On the one hand, racism remains linked to other members of the majority society;
on the other hand, the continuation of such a separation/divergence (cf. COVID Lock-
down) [96] declares the everyday experiences of racism by migrant women to be untrue
and makes them invisible. Ultimately, gendered racism remains an uncomfortable feeling
because it is difficult (not only) for women to account for the racism they have experienced
in the context of migration. Moreover, racism is clearly gendered: feelings are associated
with femininity and often have negative connotations. Actions or reactions based on feel-
ings are often perceived as illegitimate. (Female) feelings are constructed as the opposite
of (male) reason. Feelings are not subject to any structure or system; they do not seem to
relate to social conditions [97,98].

Against this backdrop, theorizing the intersection of multiple dimensions of inequality
among migrant women in Europe, focusing on labor market access amid the covid pan-
demic, seems to pass through a multidimensional analysis framework. However, such a
framework is achieved through an intersectional analysis that does not look at a single fea-
ture of human life but rather points to intersecting and interacting systems and structures of
a society that shape a phenomenon. Intersectional approaches to migrant women’s access
to the European labor market in the midst of the covid pandemic address the intertwining
of covid (with a focus on migrant women) with other current power structures [99] as we
have paid for a segmented labor market, capitalism, and gendered racism (Figure 12). The
points resulting from this overlap may refer to any factor at the same time.

The labor market segmentation can be used to explain why companies make it difficult
for migrant women to access the upper part of the internal/external labor market segment.
This is where their commonality with other so-called “problem groups” of the labor market
is exhausted [100]. It is evident that the labor market segmentation by gender is in contra-
diction with different segmentation patterns and therefore requires additional explanations.
However, in the segmentation paradigm, most jobs are tailored to male or female workers,
i.e., they are specified by the job content and other explicit and implicit contractual elements
in such a way that only applicants of one sex are eligible. This is true even when there
are no legal requirements (e.g., health and safety laws) prohibiting the hiring of women
and when there are no formal qualifications required that are only offered by men or only
offered by women [101]. This is the honest answer to why many migrant women in Europe,
such as Filipino or Arab women, work in the cleaning or care sector. Many of these women
were laid off after COVID or, in some cases, were under high pressure to perform [102].
Such a situation is consistent with more pronounced segmentation in Eurozone countries
with high youth unemployment and the capitalist market structure that divides jobs by
gender, race, origin, age, etc., as a strategy of a neoliberal global market [103].
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In a capitalist/segmented market economy, businesses and private employers assume
that women are worth less than men as workers [81]. Mothers are supposed to spend time
caring for young children. Therefore, they are considered less reliable workers and are
paid less. Women’s domestic work has no value in the formal economy [104]. In such a
context, the market can increase its profits because women give birth to and raise the next
generation of workers and taxpayers for free. This is especially true for the immigrant
community and for immigrant women (Especially from the MENA region) [105], who
grow up in a profoundly patriarchal culture that assumes it is a woman’s job to bear and
raise a child. So, it is a vicious cycle because it perpetuates the assumption that women
are less reliable workers. For most immigrant women with a high birth rate in European
countries, the role of the family is heavier than that of the labor market, so many workers
shape their attitudes towards immigrant women in such a way that in times of crisis, such
as the COVID, these women are the ones who give the order to be fired, simultaneously,
such a prism, could make access to the labor market more difficult for migrant women
(highly skilled or not) [6,54].

However, the labor market participation of men and women in the EU also differs
outside the migration context. In addition to a labor market that is strongly gendered both
vertically and horizontally and the care work still performed much more frequently by
women, the regulation of women’s and mothers’ employment is contradictory [45,106].

On the one hand, women and mothers are to be activated for the labor market in
the sense of an adult worker model; on the other hand, the conditions under which they
must do so remain largely undisputed. While mothers are addressed as economic subjects,
fathers are hardly mentioned as providers. At the same time, the family breadwinner model
remains flanked in Eurozone countries, increasingly generating intersectional inequalities
within gender groups and inevitably having gendered consequences for migrants [107].
Such a condition tends to worsen when it coincides with the covid pandemic, as it reinforces
gendered racism in an intersection with the power relations of capitalism and the segmented
labor market.

In such a context, migrant women are juxtaposed as “other” and native women as
“normal.” At the very least, the notion of the broader labor market in Europe of migrant
women (e.g., Filipino or Arab women) [102] follows such a stereotype of the “other” versus
the “normal,” and labor market policies also follow this as a rule of thumb. Moreover,
some empirical studies emphasize that gendered racism extends even into the second
generation [83]. Indeed, gendered racism in the labor market is related to the human
capital of immigrant women. It does not matter to migrant women whether they are low,
medium, or highly skilled, but the social situation does. In addition, gender-based racism
would affect the economic outcome of migrant women in Europe. These women “feel
it” [97] and voluntarily settle for lower earnings and a lower position compared to their
host country’s native counterparts. We can call this point “gender racism against oneself”,
because migrant women reflect the effects of such discrimination on themselves on their
requirements in the labor market and reduce them under the influence of this feedback.
This is why migrant women are discriminated against or pressured to lose their jobs in
situations like the COVID pandemic, regardless of their skill level.
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