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Demographics and technology to 
shape the future of global remittances
The future of remittances—money sent by migrant workers to families and 
friends back home—stands to be impacted by major demographic trends and 
technological shifts over the next decade. Understanding demographic shifts 
is crucial for anticipating changes in remittance flows, as population trends 
influence the number of migrants and their ability to send money home.

First, population decline and aging are beginning to strain key economies’ labor 
markets. According to recently updated United Nations estimates, 
populations have peaked in 63 countries and areas around the world.1 
Collectively, these areas generate over one-third of total global economic 
output. Over the next decade, populations could peak in 28 more countries, 
assuming no migration. Collectively, these 91 countries and areas account for 
four-fifths of today’s global economy. They will either depend more on 
immigration or their economic growth will fall or stagnate with fewer workers. 
The U.K. is a case in point. Its population could shrink by 410k if cross-border 
migration ends or could grow by 3 million under a baseline scenario, as set out 
in the UN’s medium variant (Figure 1). 

Migration flows have also changed over the course of the past couple of 
decades, with a considerable shift in the origin regions of international 
migrants and the destination regions. This directly impacts remittance flows, 
as money movement often follows people movement. 

Lastly, the post-COVID leap in digitization, including in digital remittances, and 
better access to the internet and mobile connections around the world mean 
financial inclusion will continue to widen and more people will access these 
digital financial tools. The interplay between these three powerful forces will 
shape the future of the global remittance market. 

Fig. 1: Immigration is projected to play a key role in maintaining populations
Population change projections for select countries (2024-2034, percent)
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Immigration can fill gaps left by population aging
Demographers have long expected declining fertility rates would eventually lead to a peak in the world’s 
population. With a very high probability, the UN has now moved forward that date to 2084.2 More importantly for 
the economy and future of consumption, the date at which the working age population peaks globally (defined as 
those aged 25-64) is projected to be 2070, a full 14 years earlier. This earlier peak is due to lengthening lifespans 
offsetting the impact of declining fertility but contributing to population aging. Economic theory holds that 
shrinking working-age populations without productivity gains should lead directly to lower overall economic 
output and stagnant-to-falling economic growth. Moreover, as the number of workers relative to the rest of the 
population (either the retired or young) falls, this too will put pressure on the economy to supply the output 
needed to support current levels of demand. Either labor increases or consumption falls in such a scenario. 

To get a better sense of the importance that 
immigration could play for the global economy, 
consider again the 91 countries and areas where 
the population has peaked or will peak. Net 
immigration is projected to cushion the fall in 
labor forces in 44 of them. Countries on this list 
include Canada, Germany, Italy, Japan, Korea, 
Sweden, Thailand, the U.K, and the U.S., which 
together account for three quarters of the world’s 
total output, or GDP. Even under the baseline 
scenario, these countries will see their labor force 
shrink by 25 million over the next 10 years. Losing 
that many workers at today’s labor productivity 
rates means an economy the size of Spain could 
disappear by 2034. 

Under the no immigration scenario, the labor 
force shrinks by 52 million and the world loses an 
economy the size of Germany. The gap between 
the zero migration and baseline projections 
means that immigration leads to these 
economies having 26 million more workers in 
2034 than the natural rate of increase of their 
population can support—enough workers to 
power an economy the size of Italy’s.   

Fig. 2: Without immigration, labor force shrinks faster
Labour force in 44 countries under two scenarios (millions) 3
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Over the next decade to 2034, the number of working-age and non-working age migrants to these countries is 
projected to reach 31 million under the median variant. In the prior decade, 36 million migrants reached their shores 
and, given the resistance that level of migration caused, it remains to be seen whether societies and governments 
will retain the will to absorb another immigration wave of this size. 

Where these future migrants will come from is also in flux. Between 2010 and 2022—when the world’s population 
reached 8 billion—almost 620 million working-age people joined the labour market. Of those 620 million people, 43 
percent came from Asia Pacific, 32 percent from Africa, and 25 percent from other regions. By the time the global 
population hits 9 billion—a milestone expected to be reached by 2037—slightly over 600 million will become part of 
the working age population, with a staggering 57 percent of them coming from Africa, 17 percent from Asia Pacific 
and 26 percent from other regions. 4
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Origin and destination regions for international migrants 
have shifted over time
The dynamics of migrations and people movement 
have changed over the past three decades, driven by 
political and economic developments across 
different regions. In 1990, Europe, Asia Pacific and 
North America were the top destinations for 
international migrants, accounting for 32 percent, 
18.8 percent and 18 percent of total international 
migrants, respectively. Fast forward to 2020 and the 
picture looked slightly different; while Europe and 
North America remained quite popular with 
international migrants, MENA muscled in and 
displaced Asia Pacific among the top three 
destination regions.5 Strong economic growth, oil 
windfalls and substantial government spending and 
investment in infrastructure, notably in the economic 
powerhouses of the region, Saudi Arabia and the 
U.A.E., as well as the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) 
states in general, attracted an increasing share of 
global migrants looking for better economic 
opportunities. 

Fig. 3: Economic growth and prosperity lifted the 
number of migrants heading to MENA, notably the 
GCC
Distribution of international migrants by destination 
regions, percent of total number of migrants 
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As a result, the share of international migrants 
heading to MENA increased by 5 percentage points, 
rising from 13.5 percent in 1990 to 18.5 percent in 
2020, while the share heading to Europe and North 
America remained somewhat stable around 30 
percent and 20 percent, respectively. 

On the flip side, when examining international 
migrants by regional origin, the overall shares for 
North America, Asia Pacific and Sub-Saharan Africa 
remained relatively stable over the past three 
decades. Europe experienced the largest shift, with 
the share of migrants dropping from 31.2 percent in 
1990 to 22.5 percent in 2020, as economic prosperity 
and political stability settled in, with a few 
exceptions. Migrants from Latin America and MENA 
accounted for 15.3 percent and 12.7 percent of total 
international migration, respectively.6 

Fig. 4: Stability in Europe and conflicts in the 
Middle East shifted migration dynamics
Distribution of international migrants by origin region, 
percent of total number of migrants
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Money movement followed people movement
Concurrently, development in remittance flows 
followed changes in migration trends over the past two 
decades and the rise of several emerging markets as 
global economic centers. After all, remittance outflows 
from a certain country correlate to some extent, 
though not entirely, with the country’s global 
economic standing, labor market opportunities and its 
level of attractiveness for migrant workers.  

Looking back at the past couple of decades, the list of 
top countries sending remittances was dominated by 
developed Western economies, including the U.S., 
Switzerland, Germany, United Kingdom, France and 
Luxembourg. While many Western economies 
continued to play a vital role in the outward remittance 
market in the 2020s, several countries made notable 
strides in topping the global rank, including the U.A.E., 
China and Kuwait, reflecting growing economic clout, 
increasing labor market opportunities and openness to 
migrant workers.  

Fig. 5: New entrants emerged as top countries for 
sending remittances over the past decade
The top 10 sources of remittance outflows over the past 
couple of decades, ranking
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A number of these emerging economies are expected 
to retain their position as top sources of global 
remittances over the next decade, and the flow of 
migrants and skilled workers to these emerging 
markets is likely to continue as their economies 
continue to prosper and expand. Several reforms and 
easing of visa policies, such as the streamlined 
electronic visa in Saudi Arabia and the long-term 
Golden Visa in the U.A.E., are likely to attract even more 
skilled workers to the region, further consolidating 
these markets as key sources for global remittances.

In terms of changing inflows, a number of key 
economies on the top 10 list for receiving international 
remittances in the 2000s, including Poland and the 
U.K., had disappeared by 2020. Emerging markets in 
Asia have dominated the list in recent years. The trend 
of remittance inflows more or less reflects again the 
changes in people flows by country of origin and 
destination. 

Fig. 6: Remittance inflows were similarly impacted
The top ten countries receiving remittance inflows over 
the past couple of decades, ranking
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The rise of the ‘alternative dream’ and non-Western 
economic opportunities
In the early 1990s, the ‘American dream’ was quite alive 
and Western economic powerhouses were the most 
popular destinations for migrant workers. By the turn 
of the millennium, the rise of other emerging markets 
presented key alternative opportunities for expatriate 
workers. 

One country that captures this shift in people flows and 
migration over the past three decades is India— the top 
source market globally for migrants, with 18 million 
people living abroad in 2020. While GCC states have 
historically been popular destinations for Indian 
migrants looking for employment and better economic 
opportunities, in more recent years there has been a 
notable pick up in the influx of Indian migrants to these 
locations, outranking traditionally popular destinations 
such as the U.K., Canada and Australia. 

By 2020, the U.A.E. ranked as the top destination for 
Indian migrants at almost 3.5 million, followed by the 
U.S.A and K.S.A. Interestingly as well, Oman made 
significant gains, rising from the eighth top destination 
for Indian migrants in 1990 to the fifth in 2020. 

Fig. 7: Increasingly, more Indian migrants are 
heading to Gulf Cooperation Council countries
Number of Indian migrants by destination country, 
millions
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Indian migrants increasingly head to GCC countries for a variety of economic, social and cultural reasons. 
Economic opportunities, especially in sectors like construction, healthcare, and IT, are the primary drivers, with 
most positions in these countries offering higher salaries compared to similar roles in India. The geographical 
proximity of GCC countries to India and the historical presence of large Indian expatriate communities provide 
social and cultural comfort as well. Additionally, the immigration process for expatriate workers to GCC 
countries is typically more open compared to other advanced economies. These key factors collectively 
reinforce the rising migration trend from India to GCC countries.
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Digitization facilitates money movement and widens 
access and financial inclusion

The other critical factor reshaping the international 
remittance market and will play a key role in its 
future is the rise of digital remittances, or funds that 
are sent and received online through web, mobile, 
digital apps, etc. Digital remittances rose from 25.5 
percent of total remittances in Q2-2016 to 56.7 percent 
in Q3-2022. This was facilitated by the surge in 
smartphone adoption and app-based digital payments, 
which are often easier to use and have very low barriers 
for usage. 

The rise of internet adoption and mobile subscriptions 
around the world laid the foundation for the boom in 
digital remittances. By 2022, 66 percent of the global 
population had access to broadband internet and 68 
percent to smartphones. And, just as the pandemic 
caused a leap in e-commerce and compressed years’ 
worth of digital transformation, remittances witnessed 
a similar profound shift, with more and more money 
sent now through digital channels. This trend will 
likely accelerate further over the coming decade, as 
internet and mobile penetrations rise further and 
financial inclusion widens, fueling growth in money 
movement and remittances. 

Fig. 8: Digital remittances now make up more 
than half of the global remittance market
Distribution of global remittances by transfer type, 
percent of total
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A recent study by Visa found 53 percent of consumers 
are turning to digital apps to send and receive funds 
around the world.8 Digital options for sending and 
receiving money are often more convenient for 
consumers, offering a wide variety of advantages, 
including speed, easy tracking, and a higher level of 
security. They are also often cheaper than sending 
remittances the traditional way. The World Bank’s 
latest remittance report, which tracks the cost of 
sending US$200 across all geographic locations, shows 
that sending a typical US$200 remittance in cash cost 
on average 6.8 percent in Q1-2024. By comparison, it 
cost 5.4 percent for mobile money and 5.1 percent for 
debit or credit card. 9 

Fig. 9: Digital remittances often cost less
The average cost of a US$200 remittance by funding 
type, percent cost
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Accessibility notes
Fig. 1: A bar chart that shows population change projections for select countries under two different scenarios, 
baseline and zero immigration. Under baseline scenario Canada's population would grow by 7%, U.K. by 4%, U.S. 
by 4%, France by 1%, while Thailand's population would contract by -1%, Spain by -1%, S. Korea by -2%, Germany by 
-3%, Italy by -4%, and Japan by -5%. Under the zero immigration scenario, Canada's population would contract by 
-0.1%, U.K. by  -0.6%, France by -0.2%, Thailand by -1.9%, Spain by -3.1%, S. Korea by -3.2%, Germany by -4.3%, Italy 
by -5.1%, Japan by -6.8%, while the U.S. population would grow by 1%.

Fig. 2: A line chart that shows the total labor force projection in 44 countries under two scenarios. Under the 
baseline scenario the total labor force would drop from 788 million in 2004 to 779 million in 2034, meanwhile 
under the zero-immigration scenario it would drop from 788 million in 2004 to 753 million in 2034.

Fig. 3: A stacked bar chart that shows the distribution of international migrants by destination regions between 
1990 and 2020. The distribution in 1990 was 32% heading to Europe, 19% to Asia Pacific, 18% to North America, 13% 
to MENA, 9% to Sub-Saharan Africa 5% to Latin America. In 2005 it was 33% to Europe, 24% to North America, 15% 
to Asia Pacific, 13% to MENA, 7% to Sub-Saharan Africa, 4% to Latin America. By 2020, it was 31% to Europe, 21% to 
North America, 13% to Asia Pacific, 19% to MENA, 8% to Sub-Saharan Africa, and 5% to Latin America.

Fig. 4: A stacked bar chart that shows the distribution of international migrants by origin regions between 1990 and 
2020. The distribution in 1990 was 31% from Europe, 30% from Asia Pacific, 2% from North America, 9% from 
MENA, 10% from Sub-Saharan Africa, 10% from Latin America. In 2005 it was 27% from Europe, 2% from North 
America, 30% from Asia Pacific, 10% from MENA, 9% from Sub-Saharan Africa, 15% from Latin America. By 2020, it 
was 23% from Europe, 2% from North America, 31% from Asia Pacific, 13% from MENA, 10% from Sub-Saharan 
Africa, and 15% to Latin America.

Fig. 5: A chart that ranks the top ten source markets for remittances. Between 2000-2009, the top ten were U.S., 
U.A.E., K.S.A., Germany, Switzerland, Russia, France, U.K., Luxembourg, and S. Korea. Between 2010-2019 the top 
ten were U.S., U.A.E., K.S.A., Switzerland, Russia, Germany, Kuwait, France and Luxembourg. Between 2020-
2023, the top ten were U.S., U.A.E., K.S.A., Switzerland, Germany, China, Kuwait, Luxembourg, France, and 
Netherlands.

Fig. 6: A chart that ranks the top ten destination markets for remittances. Between 2000-2009, the top ten were 
India, China, Mexico, France, Philippines, Nigeria, Germany, Poland, Belgium and U.K.. Between 2010-2019 the top 
ten were India, China, Philippines, Mexico, France, Nigeria, Egypt, Pakistan, Germany and Bangladesh. Between 
2020-2023, the top ten were India, Mexico, China, Philippines, France, Pakistan, Egypt, Bangladesh, Germany and 
Nigeria.

Fig. 7: A line chart that shows the number of Indian migrants by destination country between 1990 and 2020. The 
number of Indian migrants to the UAE increased from 458 thousand to 3.4 million from 1990 to 2020. In Saudi 
Arabia, the number rose from 906 thousand to 2.5 million. The USA saw an increase from 450 thousand to 2.7 
million. In the UK, the population grew from 400 thousand to 835 thousand. Canada experienced growth from 167 
thousand to 720 thousand. In Oman, the number rose from 153 thousand to 1.4 million. Kuwait's figures increased 
from 375 thousand to 1.2 million. Lastly, Australia's Indian migrant population grew from 70 thousand to 579 
thousand.

Fig. 8: An area chart that shows the distribution of global remittances by transfer type between 2016 and 2022.  In 
2016, the distribution of global remittances by transfer type was 74.5% traditionally initiated, 11.8% digitally 
initiated, and 13.7% digital end-to-end. By 2022, the distribution had shifted to 42% traditionally initiated, 27.5% 
digitally initiated, and 30.4% digital end-to-end.

Fig. 9: Four bar charts that show the average cost of a US$200 remittance by funding type as a percent cost 
between 2019 and 2024. As of 2024, a bank account transfer costs 7.9% of total remittance amount, a cash 
transfer costs 6.8%, a mobile money costs 5.4% and debit or credit card costs 5.1%.
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Forward Looking Statements
This report may contain forward-looking statements within the meaning of the U.S. Private Securities Litigation Reform Act of 1995. 
These statements are generally identified by words such as “outlook”, “forecast”, “projected”, “could”, “expects”, “will” and other similar 
expressions. Examples of such forward-looking statements include, but are not limited to, statements we make about Visa’s business, 
economic outlooks, population expansion and analyses. All statements other than statements of historical fact could be forward-
looking statements, which speak only as of the date they are made, are not guarantees of future performance and are subject to certain 
risks, uncertainties and other factors, many of which are beyond our control and are difficult to predict. We describe risks and 
uncertainties that could cause actual results to differ materially from those expressed in, or implied by, any of these forward-looking 
statements in our filings with the SEC. Except as required by law, we do not intend to update or revise any forward-looking statements 
as a result of new information, future events or otherwise.

Disclaimer
The views, opinions, and/or estimates, as the case may be (“views”), expressed herein are those of the Visa Business and Economic 
Insights team and do not necessarily reflect those of Visa executive management or other Visa employees and affiliates. This 
presentation and content, including estimated economic forecasts, statistics, and indexes are intended for informational purposes only 
and should not be relied upon for operational, marketing, legal, technical, tax, financial or other advice and do not in any way reflect 
actual or forecasted Visa operational or financial performance. Visa neither makes any warranty or representation as to the 
completeness or accuracy of the views contained herein, nor assumes any liability or responsibility that may result from reliance on 
such views. These views are often based on current market conditions and are subject to change without notice. 
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