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Purpose  

This paper examines the consequence of Covid-19 for the migrants and the tourism industry 

following the emergence of the new business models and operational practices, in the following three 

areas; i) Covid-19 and post-Covid-19 labour shortages; ii) the development of migrant gig jobs, and; 

iii) future trends.    

Design/methodology/approach  

Covid-19 posed challenges for labour retention and has given rise to new outsourced and precarious 

forms of employment. The growth of various tourism-related apps and establishments, such as “ghost 

kitchens” or pop-up restaurants, has transformed the landscape of tourism work and opportunities. 

This short paper provides an overview of the labour consequences of Covid-19, focusing on migrant 

tourism workers. 

Findings  

Despite growing attention towards promoting sustainable, just and decent employment, global 

trends and changing industrial relations in the sector have led to heightened levels of precariousness 

and uncertainty in migrants’ work.  

Originality/value  

The paper contributes to the literature on tourism employment by examining the forms of new 

business models and operational practices that affect migrant labour.  
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Introduction  

Repeated business closures and subsequent reopenings of tourism establishments during the global 

pandemic resulted in job losses and a volatile labour market. As the tourism industry experienced a 

rapid recovery, the increased demands have compelled many workers to leave their jobs voluntarily 

(Kwok, 2022). Furthermore, technological advancements and innovation have transformed the 

landscape of tourism work, giving rise to new employment venues, such as "ghost kitchens" and other 
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precarious forms of employment. Doubtless work practices and worker experiences have set a 

different course since the events of the pandemic (Ladkin et al., 2023).  This paper focuses specifically 

on the consequences of Covid-19 for a significant portion of the workforce: migrants working in the 

global tourism industry, considering the emergence of new business models and operational 

practices in three key areas: i) Covid-19 and post-Covid-19 labour shortages, ii) the development of 

gig jobs for migrants, and iii) future trends. 

Covid-19 and post-Covid-19 labour shortages  

The global health crisis exposed the dark side of tourism employment, particularly regarding the lack 

of policies and risk management. In early 2020, European tourism workers rushed to return to their 

homes before border closures, highlighting inadequate leadership, management planning, and poor 

internal communication (Stergiou and Farnaki, 2021). Others, even further away from their 

countries, were trapped at sea, immobile, and unable to return home. Migrant workers faced 

precarious situations, with layoffs, visa overstays, reduced salaries, and exclusion from national 

pandemic responses, including those on legal contracts (Baum et al., 2022). Staff retention became a 

challenge as post-Covid recovery exceeded expectations, resulting in labour shortages in the tourism 

and hospitality industry (for example, in Germany; Sullivan, 2021, in the UK; Evans, 2021; in the USA; 

Chen and Chen 2021). Brexit compounded staffing issues in the UK (David, 2022). Reduced labour 

mobility intensified labour shortages as the recruitment of migrant workers for low-paying jobs 

declined (Kwok, 2022). 

Migrant Gig Workers 

The Covid-19 outbreak led to technological innovations and the rise of platform/gig jobs, particularly 

in the tourism and hospitality sectors. The contactless delivery process meant that businesses 

connecting restaurants and diners, such as Uber Eats, Deliveroo, Food Panda, Grab, Glovo or Bolt, 

were working during the pandemic, thus providing continuous employment opportunities (Li et al., 

2023). Migrant labour played a vital role in the platform business model's viability as the steady 

influx of investment capital (van Doorn and Vijay, 2021; Iazzolino and Varesio, 2023). As suggested 

by Baum and Giddy (2021), we are already witnessing the normalisation of gig and platform work in 

tourism.  

Specialised customer apps tailored for tourists provided opportunities for sector-specific jobs, 

including tour guides provided by platforms, such as Guru Walks or Free Walking Tours. Even "local" 

tours, such as the initially fee-free Free Walking Tours in Berlin, have relied on employing a foreign 

workforce: English-speaking mobile cosmopolitans who are guests in global cities; Berlin or 

Copenhagen (Nilsson and Zillinger, 2020). Additionally, the rise of food services via apps led to 

significant changes in food production, including the emergence of “ghost kitchens” (Ashton et al. 

2022). Often staffed by migrant workers, these underused real estate venues exclusively prepare 

food for delivery platforms, for example, in Green Gurus in Berlin–Kreuzberg (Altenried, 2021) or 

Karma Kitchen in London (Bradshaw, 2019). The working conditions in the ghost kitchens within 

western countries bear a resemblance to those found in sweatshops in developing nations 

(Giousmpasoglou et al., 2023).  
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From a migrant's perspective, gig jobs are attractive due to their immediate accessibility. Migrants 

can quickly sign up and start earning in a new city without social or material capital. For instance, 

Glovo in Poland offers food couriers daily wages, with their first earnings within 24 hours of 

registration (Glovo, 2023). Van Doorn and Vijay (2021) point out that in any other type of informal 

employment, migrants would not be able start making money in that way. However, in their study of 

the food delivery platform Relay in New York City, are the foreign-born “disposable objects”, with 

low pay and little protection. Compared to native workers, migrants employed in gig jobs typically 

experience lower job quality and satisfaction, often driven to these positions due to a lack of 

alternative employment options (Kowalik, et al., 2022). 

Slogans like "Be your own boss in any city of the world" (GuruWalk) or "be an independent 

professional" (Glovo Poland) attract workers, who are branded as "peers" and offered flexible jobs 

that align with their personal lifestyles (Minoia and Jokela, 2022). Despite this kind of branding, these 

gig workers are subjected to constant monitoring through gamification, turning their labour into a 

game-like series of tasks with scores, extra points, and customer feedback (Lata et al., 2022), This 

intensifies labour processes and contributes to exploitative practices. The gig economy raises 

concerns about labour protection, as platform workers are classified as independent contractors, 

lacking the rights of recognised employees. Workers themselves feel unfairly treated, leading to 

protests and lawsuits primarily focused on pay grievances (Bessa et al., 2022). This can be 

particularly problematic in new immigration destinations: insufficient infrastructure drive migrants 

towards gig economy jobs with no contracts and long hours (Kowalik et al., 2022). 

 Looking into the future  

Automation in the tourism industry is likely to further impact on tourism employment by reducing 

the number of vacancies. Various food delivery companies have already implemented robots and 

their customers have a choice of how they want their food to be delivered (McFarland, 2022).  Pizza 

vending machines, such as those used by Flaven Five or Pizza Automat 24/7 Frische Pizzen in remote 

Alpine areas of Switzerland or Germany, pose a threat to employment in rural areas (Ganter, 2023). 

The full impact of artificial intelligence and robots on tourism and hospitality employment remains 

to be seen. While some traditional hospitality establishments are in decline, new innovative products, 

such as pop-up restaurants (opened for one night or a few weeks), which offer short-term jobs 

requiring specific skills, have been introduced. Self-employment is also becoming popular among 

migrant workers, but limited mobility and discrimination are seen as problematic outcomes of this 

trend (Oskam et al., 2022). 

Conclusions  

The Covid-19 pandemic was initially seen as an opportunity to reshape tourism towards inclusivity, 

sustainability, and resilience: to “pause and reorientate” (Rastegar et al., 2021) and “build back better” 

(Dempster and Zimmer, 2020). However, an examination of post-pandemic trends in tourism 

employment reveals the persistent precariousness that amplifies historical practices (Baum et al., 

2022).  Evidence shows that migrant workers have long faced exploitation, poor working conditions, 

and human rights violations. The pandemic's impact on tourism, coupled with the challenges of the 
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gig economy, advertised as flexible and empowering, has further exacerbated the precariousness 

experienced by migrant workers. 

While most studies have focused on male workers, there is a gap in understanding the experiences 

of migrant women in gig jobs. Adopting an intersectional approach that considers the interplay of 

age, gender, and other demographic factors could provide valuable insights into employment quality 

for individuals and worker groups. Additionally, there is a lack of empirical research on the emerging 

phenomenon of ghost kitchens. While some European companies, such as Deliveroo and Uber have 

taken steps to improve working conditions, no such improvements are occurring in other regions, 

such as Thailand (Leenoi, 2023). Policymakers worldwide face the urgent task of regulating platform 

work. On the other hand, signs of labour activism have been reported (Iazzolino and Varesio, 2023); 

food delivery workers in Italy employ tactics to bypass platform rules, showcasing their agency, 

entrepreneurship, and labour activism. Whether this is an isolated case or an emerging trend of 

activism among exploited workers with a power to influence policymaking remains to be seen.  

References  

Ashton, M., Tuomi, A. and Backman, P. (2022). Ghost production: applying the servuction model to 

establish a typology and propose a research agenda for on-demand restaurant food delivery, Journal 

of Hospitality and Tourism Insights. ahead-of-print. 

Baum, T., and Giddy, J. K. (2021). The gig economy and employment in tourism in Southern Africa: A 
global finger in the informal sector pie? Tourism, change and the global south (pp. 222–236). 
Abingdon, Routledge. 

Baum, T., Mooney, S. K., Robinson, R. N., and Solnet, D. (2020). COVID-19’s impact on the hospitality 

workforce–new crisis or amplification of the norm? International Journal of Contemporary Hospitality 

Management, 32(9), 2813-2829. 

Bessa, I., Joyce, S., Neumann, D., Stuart, M., Trappmann, V. and Umney, C. (2022). A global analysis of 

worker protest in digital labour platforms, ILO Working Paper 70 (Geneva, ILO).  

Bradshaw, T. (2019). “The start-ups building ‘dark kitchens’ for Uber Eats and Deliveroo”, available 

at: https://www.ft.com/content/a66619b0-77e4-11e9-be7d-6d846537acab (accessed 

04.04.2023).  

Chen, C.C. and Chen, M.H. (2021). Well-being and career change intention: COVID-19’s impact on 

unemployed and furloughed hospitality workers, International Journal of Contemporary Hospitality 

Management, 33 (8), 2500-2520. 

David, D. (2022). Ryanair's Michael O'Leary wants 'practical' immigration approach. BBC News, 

22.07.2022. Available at: https://www.bbc.com/news/business-62221544 (accessed 21.06.2022). 

Dempster, H. and Zimmer, C. (2020). Migrant Workers in the Tourism Industry: How has COVID-19 

Affected Them, and What Does the Future Hold?. CGD Policy Paper 173. Washington, DC: Center for 

https://www.ft.com/content/a66619b0-77e4-11e9-be7d-6d846537acab
https://www.bbc.com/news/business-62221544


5 
 

Global Development. Available at: https://www.cgdev. org/publication/migrant-workers-tourism-

industry-how-has-Covid-19-affected-them-andwhat-does-future (accessed 21.06.2022). 

Evans, C. (2021). Covid and jobs: Why are hospitality workers leaving the industry? BBC News, 30 

May, Available at: https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-wales-57241370 (accessed 21.06.2022). 

Ganter, K. (2023). Pizza-Automaten sollen von Baselland aus die Schweiz erobern, February 27. 

https://www.badische-zeitung.de/pizza-automaten-sollen-von-baselland-aus-die-schweiz-

erobern--245246819.html (accessed 05.04.2023). 

Giousmpasoglou, C., Ladkin, A., and Marinakou, E. (2023). Worker exploitation in the gig economy: 

the case of dark kitchens. Journal of Hospitality and Tourism Insights, (ahead-of-print). 

Glovo (2023). https://couriers.glovoapp.com/pl/ (accessed 05.04.2023) 

GuruWalk (2023). https://www.guruwalk.com/work-free-tour-guide? (accessed 05.04.2023) 

Iazzolino, G., and Varesio, A. (2023). Gaming the System: Tactical Workarounds and the Production 

of Antagonistic Subjectivities among Migrant Platform Workers in Italy. Antipode, 55(3), 877-896.  

Kowalik, Z., Lewandowski, P., and Kaczmarczyk, P. (2022). Job quality gaps between migrant and 

native gig workers: evidence from Poland (No. 09/2022). Instytut Badan Strukturalnych. 

Kwok, L. (2022). Labor shortage: a critical reflection and a call for industry-academia 

collaboration. International Journal of Contemporary Hospitality Management, 34(11), 3929-3943.  

Ladkin, A., Mooney, S., Solnet, D., Baum, T., Robinson, R., and Yan, H. (2023). A review of research into 

tourism work and employment: Launching the Annals of Tourism Research curated collection on 

tourism work and employment. Annals of Tourism Research 100. 

DOI.org/10.1016/j.annals.2023.103554 

Lata, L. N., Burdon, J., and Reddel, T. (2023). New tech, old exploitation: Gig economy, algorithmic 

control and migrant labour. Sociology Compass, 17(1), e13028. 

Leenoi, P. (2023). How to improve working conditions for gig workers in Thailand? ILO, Available at: 

202110115_wcms_819507.pdf (mol.go.th) (accessed 04.04.2023).  

Nilsson, J. H., and Zillinger, M. (2020). Free guided tours: Storytelling as a means of glocalizing urban 

places. Scandinavian Journal of Hospitality and Tourism, 20(3), 286-301. 

McFarland, M. (2022). Uber to test delivering food with robots, CNN Business, May 13, 2022. 

Available at: https://edition.cnn.com/2022/05/13/cars/uber-robot-delivery-la/index.html 

(accessed 21.06.2022). 

Oskam, J., Ladkin, A., and Turnšek, M. (2022). The bolthole of self-employment: Migrant workers 

avoiding prejudice and discrimination. In Prejudice and Discrimination in Hotels, Restaurants and 

Bars (pp. 148-161). New York, Routledge. 

https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-wales-57241370
https://www.badische-zeitung.de/pizza-automaten-sollen-von-baselland-aus-die-schweiz-erobern--245246819.html
https://www.badische-zeitung.de/pizza-automaten-sollen-von-baselland-aus-die-schweiz-erobern--245246819.html
https://couriers.glovoapp.com/pl/
https://www.guruwalk.com/work-free-tour-guide
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.annals.2023.103554
http://nlrc.mol.go.th/research/voDOuMB/202110115_wcms_819507.pdf
https://edition.cnn.com/2022/05/13/cars/uber-robot-delivery-la/index.html


6 
 

Stergiou, D. P., and Farmaki, A. (2021). Ability and willingness to work during COVID-19 pandemic: 

Perspectives of front-line hotel employees. International Journal of Hospitality Management, 93, 

102770. 

Sullivan, A. (2021). Pandemic culls hospitality staff. Deutsche Welle. October 5, 2021. Available at: 

https://www.dw.com/en/staff-wanted-as-pandemic-forces-hospitality-workers-to-rethink/a-

59118045 accessed 21.08.2022). 

Rastegar, R., Higgins-Desbiolles, F., and Ruhanen, L. (2021). COVID-19 and a justice framework to 

guide tourism recovery. Annals of Tourism Research, 91, 103161. 

Van Doorn, N., and Vijay, D. (2021). Gig work as migrant work: The platformization of migration 

infrastructure. Environment and Planning A: Economy and Space, 0308518X211065049. 

 

 

 

https://www.dw.com/en/staff-wanted-as-pandemic-forces-hospitality-workers-to-rethink/a-59118045
https://www.dw.com/en/staff-wanted-as-pandemic-forces-hospitality-workers-to-rethink/a-59118045

