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Tackling the health challenges of international migrant 
workers

In 2017, the number of international migrants 
was estimated to be 258 million.1 According to 
the International Labour Organization about 63% 
(164 million) of international migrants are migrant 
workers, of whom 58·4% are men.1 61% of all 
international migrant workers reside in North America 
(23%), northern, southern, and western Europe (24%), 
and the Arab States (14%).1

Migrant workers are employed across a variety 
occupations from au pairs in European countries 
to construction workers in the Arabian Gulf. These 
workers contribute to growth and development in 
both the destination countries and their countries of 
origin. In 2015, worldwide remittances sent back to 
origin countries amounted to more than 60 billion 
US dollars, of which low-and middle-come countries 
were estimated to receive about 73% and high-income 
countries were the main source.2 Furthermore, many 
migrant workers do jobs that residents of host countries 
are unwilling to take on, thereby filling an important gap 
in the labour markets in several countries worldwide.

Despite the beneficial effects of international labour 
migration, migrant workers face many challenges 
including modern slavery, discrimination, contract 
violations, abuse and exploitation, and unsafe working 
conditions, which are often dirty, demeaning, and 
dangerous. The challenges that millions of migrant 
workers face, especially those in low-skilled jobs, could 
severely affect their physical and mental health.3,4 
Furthermore, migrant workers might not have access 
to health care—eg, not all migrants are provided health 
insurance coverage by their employers.5 Undocumented 
migrant workers often have informal work arrangements 
and are therefore not covered by any health or social 
insurance because this depends on legal status. 
Additionally, migrant workers might be unaware of laws 
and their rights regarding health care, which might lead to 
poor access to health care.6

Despite the many health challenges that migrant 
workers face, data on their health status and needs 
are limited and fragmented. This paucity of data 
hinders national and international policy responses 
to the health needs of migrant workers. In The Lancet 

Global Health, Sally Hargreaves and colleagues4 have 
reported the results of their timely systematic review 
and meta-analysis to highlight the global prevalence 
of occupational health outcomes including injuries, 
mortality, and physical or psychiatric morbidity among 
international labour migrants. The authors identified 
36 studies, of which 18 were included in a meta-
analysis based on 7260 international migrant workers. 
The authors found that migrants experience a range of 
physical and psychiatric comorbidities, and workplace 
injuries and accidents were relatively common. In the 
meta-analysis, 47% (95% CI 29–64) of international 
migrant workers were estimated to have experienced 
at least one occupational morbidity, and among 
3890 migrant workers, 22% (7–37) had experienced a 
workplace injury or accident.

Although this systematic review and meta-analysis 
has provided important information about the 
occupational health outcomes among migrant workers, 
it has also highlighted the scarcity of data on this group 
of migrants. 17 of 36 studies were done in the USA, 
and only three studies were done in Europe despite 
the large number of migrant workers that reside in 
the region. Due to the unequal distribution of studies 
across the world, the findings and extrapolations of the 
study findings should be interpreted with caution due 
to differences in policies and circumstances in which 
migrant workers live in different regions of the world.

However, the findings of this study emphasize the 
need for researchers and policy makers to pay more 
attention to the health needs of migrant workers and 
their access to health care. Many key issues still need 
to be addressed. First, more knowledge is needed 
on physical and mental health outcomes of migrant 
workers, which will require more investment in the 
collection of valid health data among migrant workers 
especially in the world regions with a high proportion 
of migrant workers such as northern, southern, and 
western Europe. Implementation of standardised 
approaches will be needed to measure and report 
occupational health outcomes among migrant workers 
to facilitate comparability across the world. Second, 
more research is needed on access to health care for 
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different groups of migrant workers, their knowledge 
about their rights to care, and other potential factors 
limiting migrant workers health care access. This 
research should also include analyses of health care 
policy within and across countries and regions. Third, 
the health impact of labour migration on the family 
and relations of migrants in the country of origin and 
the health of host country populations also requires 
investigation.7 Fourth, researchers need to explore the 
extent to which general migrant policies consider the 
health of migrant workers.

Addressing the health needs of migrant workers is 
timely and will contribute towards the achievement of 
the UN’s Sustainable Development Goal 8 to “Protect 
labour rights and promote safe and secure working 
environments for all workers, including migrant 
workers, in particular women migrants, and those in 
precarious employment.”8
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