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Abstract - India is characterized by internal migration: it moves labor out of low 

productivity regions and industries into high productivity urban and industrial 

complexes and it generates large flows of remittances that alters household welfare and 

demand in the regions. However, there is also circular and seasonal migration, a high 

degree of informality as well as unequal access to social protection that defines the 

migration system in India, which may decrease the net benefits of migrants and host 

economies. The evidence on the economic effects of migration patterns in India 

presented in this research paper is synthesized in terms of a mixed evidence approach: 

(i) national descriptive statistics and official estimates, (ii) secondary quantitative 

evidence through peer-reviewed research, and (iii) an analytical framework that 

associated the drivers of migration and effects at both origin and destination and macro 

levels. According to official evidence, inter-state labor mobility is significantly greater 

than the older Census-based annual flow estimates; rail-based estimates suggest that 

there are inter-state flows of almost 9 million annually in the early-to-mid 2010s and a 

greater number of inter-state labor migrants than simple Census flows. Descriptive 

findings also prove that internal movements are predominantly of short-distance/intra-

state type and that marriage and family-related factors predominate in total migration, 

with the migration due to work being of particular importance in the case of male 

migrants. The discussion incorporates micro evidence of the effects of migration in 

increasing earnings and decreasing the risk of poverty in terms of remittances and 

diversification, yet also how barriers (state borders, networks, costs of living in the city, 

lack of portability) may create the phenomenon of migration frictions and 

misallocation. A policy package is seen as the conclusive part of the paper where 

migration is viewed as a development strategy: portability of entitlements, urban 

inclusion, better labor market intermediation, and data systems that identify circularity. 

 

Keywords - internal migration, circular migration, remittances, labor markets, 

informality, structural transformation, India, urbanization. 
 

I.  Introduction 
 

Migration is a household policy, as well as a macro-allocation process in the Indian 

process of development. The relocation at the household level can often facilitate 

consumption between seasons, between income sources, establishes shock absorptions 

(as in the case of crop loss or lost employment) and can provide greater exposure to 

higher expected earnings than local labor markets can provide. Macro-level Migration 
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moves labor out of low productivity regions and sectors and into more productive 

places and activities, which facilitates the agglomeration economy, structural 

transformation, and the spread of skills and ideas across space. Mobility in a spatially 

unequal economy such as India, in which the wage rate, employment chances, quality 

of the public service and the exposure to climatic or economic shocks are sharply 

differentiated among districts and states, is a rational reaction to opportunity 

differentials and livelihood risks. There has been long-standing concentration in the 

development literature that migration decisions are based on perceived income gains 

less costs and unemployment risks; particular in environments where formal job 

matching is restricted and informality prolific (Harris and Todaro, 1970). Regional 

inequalities in non-farm job creation, uneven geography of industrial clusters, and the 

high rate of city growth that acts as an attraction to labor all enhance this traditional 

argument in the Indian context. 

 

However, migration in India is not a single phenomenon, but a collection of different 

patterns, which vary in the causes, time period, and economic implications. First, a 

significant portion of internal flows entails the short distance, intra-district, and intra-

state flows which are closely linked with marriage and family related transitions, 

especially in women. This kind of mobility is also capable of redefining the household 

structure and the local supply of labor but not mostly prompted by labor-market 

arbitrage. Second, India boasts a vast and usually underreported system of circular and 

seasonal labour migration, where labourers, usually of poorer rural areas, temporarily 

migrate to construction, brick kilns, textiles, hospitality, domestic work, and other 

informal work and then come back to their home villages periodically. Such mobility 

may be at the heart of rural livelihood portfolios: they enable households to carry them 

through lean agricultural periods, debt offloads as well as subsidizing consumption and 

small investments without permanently disconnecting them to land, community, and 

local risk sharing networks. Third, there exists more inter-state migration to large urban 

labour markets and industrial belts, which is long-term and is usually linked to long-

term employment opportunities, skill accumulation and longer-lasting remittance 

flows. These three patterns are not mutually exclusive nor do they necessarily occur at 

the same point in time within the house, nor are they necessarily the same person being 

a circle migrator one day and a longer duration migrator another as life-cycle constraints 

and opportunities vary. 

 

Measurement is very critical when studying the economic impact of these patterns. 

According to official data, the work-related inter-state mobility can be underestimated 

when the only data are used that are based on older impressions of the Census annual 

flows. In the Economic Survey (201617) of the Government of India, new evidence on 

the subject was presented following two complementary strategies: a cohort approach 

(tracing the same-age groups of changes between Censuses) and a mobility proxy based 

on railway passengers. Through the cohort method, the Economic Survey projected the 

inter-state labor migration of between 5 and 6.5 million yearly in the period between 

2001 and 2011, whereas the rail-based method had projected a figure of about 9 million 

intra-state migration between 2011 and 2013. Such estimates suggest that with 

increased pace of growth and urban employment creation, India was increasingly 

turning into more of a churning economy, where workers are circulating all the more, 

across and between states, based on the demand demand cycles and the employment 
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opportunities. Notably, another relevant issue in the Survey is the so-called paradox of 

India possessing significant mobility without necessarily registering low convergence 

rates of incomes and health regionalities in the country, which implies that mobility is 

not necessarily the equalization of developmental processes and that obstacles and 

frictions are still significant.  

 

Meanwhile, the expenses and limitations encountered by migrants influence the extent 

to which the possible benefit of relocating is achieved. Economic benefits cannot be 

automatic since the results are determined by the institutions of labor market, the 

availability of low-cost urban housing, access to basic services (water, sanitation, health 

care), and, most importantly, the de-localized portability of social protection. Migration 

to labor markets in the destination countries is usually concentrated in informal systems 

of employment which offer low job security, low bargaining power and face the risk of 

wage theft or low quality work conditions. These facts imply that it is not only the 

difference in nominal wages that is the migration premium, but rather net returns 

calculated by adjusting for job-search costs, the cost of living, risk of income loss, and 

the risk of being locked out of welfare programs. A literature on the mobility constraints 

in India indicates that internal borders may act as economic frictions: the state borders, 

documentation regime, language and policy differences, and uneven access to services 

may decrease mobility compared to the extent that one would expect based on the 

distance and wage differences alone and may lead to the labor misallocation and may 

contribute to persistent inequality in the region (Kone et al., 2018). Moreover, even 

though social networks have the ability to discover migration because they decrease 

information and settlement expenses, they entrench households to home communities 

by offering informal insurance and support, which can diminish incentives to move 

permanently when the risk-sharing of home becomes ritually weakened (Munshi and 

Rosenzweig, 2016). 

 

The COVID-19 lockdown was a stress test of the Indian migration system, making 

apparent the points of vulnerability that remain unnoticed during the non-pandemic 

period. At the start of the nationwide lockdown in late March 2020, a large number of 

migrants in urban areas and industrialized regions lost their jobs and faced risks of 

eviction and lack of food, and the transport shutdown restricted mobility options. 

Writings in the Indian Journal of Labour Economics explain that the lockdown 

triggered a massive migrant crisis and flight to their villages, and that circular and 

precarious migrants were hit disproportionately and that policy responses initially 

underestimated the scale and urgency of need (Srivastava, 2020). Associated literature 

defines the moment as a crisis of mobility, pointing to the ways in which the effort of 

migrants to go home was an economic deprivation and a lack of support systems in 

destinations, and these findings have wider implications on gendered vulnerabilities 

and mental health (Rajan et al., 2020). Summaries facing the policy also mention that 

the economic shock of the lockdown disproportionately impacted migrants because of 

the sudden stop of work and travel and the absence of immediate and transportable 

destination-side protective measures (PRS Legislative Research, 2020).  

 

The insights discussed in this paper will be used to examine the economic effects of the 

migration patterns in India through the prism of policy-relevant understanding. 

Particularly, it will (a) elucidate migration patterns and measurement (the distinction 
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between short-distance family migration and circular labor mobility, as well as longer-

term inter-state migration); (b) map the causal mechanisms by which migration is either 

beneficial or detrimental to welfare and growth in the countries of origin and 

destinations, such as wages, remittances, labour distribution, urban productivity, and 

vulnerability (c) and synthesize empirical evidence to determine where the gains 

become greatest, where the frictions diminish the returns, and what institutional reform 

is required to transform mobility in to The paper incorporates both official estimates of 

mobility intensity and evidence of migrant precarity and the vulnerabilities that have 

been revealed during COVID-19 to construct migration as an economic system where 

the gains made are determined by rights and infrastructure, as well as the portability of 

opportunity. 

 

II. Literature Review 

 
Conceptual foundations: why migration matters economically 

The classical justifications of migration are expressed Net costs and risks Expected 

differences in income (Harris and Todaro, 1970). According to recent data, networks, 

insurance, and institutions also precondition the transformation of the gap between 

wages into mobility. Caste and community-based rural insurance networks can promote 

the migration incentive redistribution in India because migration destroys access to 

domestic risk sharing, which is a cause of enduring ruralurban wage differentials and 

misallocation (Munshi and Rosenzweig, 2016). 

 

Evidence on barriers and “internal borders” 

The fact that borders between states are themselves frictional is one India-specific 

lesson; despite the fact that distance and economic mass are factored in, less cross-

border flows exist as compared to in-state flows (Kone et al., 2018). This is crucial 

because it reduces labor reallocation, perpetuates wage differentials, and reduces 

aggregate productivity. 

 

Migration, earnings, and the “cost of moving” 

Even though migrants may benefit of increased urban wage rates, the effective price of 

migration may be high because of poor living standards, insecurity and risk of income 

in destination labor markets. Imbert and Papp (2020) use rural India original data to 

demonstrate that seasonal migrants can choose to take up local public-works earnings 

that are lower than the migration costs, thus they can assume the costs and risk of 

migration as non-wages are enormous. 

 

Remittances, household welfare, and origin-area development 

Internal migrants can help to increase consumption, risk-coping, and investment in 

education or assets via remittances. India-specific estimates are not consistent across 

both data and region but the existing literature in development more generally indicates 

remittance will help alleviate poverty and facilitate consumption (Adams and Page, 

2005), and the studies on India, in particular, highlight that circular migration can be 

used to sustain rural livelihoods (Coffey et al., 2015). 

 

 

Policy and shocks: employment guarantees and COVID-19 
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The rural employment guarantee (MGNREGA/NREGS) in India will intervene with 

the migration in terms of wages and reduction of risks and locally available jobs. It is 

indicated that the program is capable of influencing rural labor markets and, in certain 

situations, mitigating short-term migration due to an increased number of opportunities 

and bargaining power locally (Imbert and Papp, 2015; Das, 2015). There are also 

aggregate impacts that have broader economic impacts, where proxies such as night-

time lights are used (Zimmermann, 2022). 

 

The migrant crisis during COVID-19 revealed a poor portability and urban form of 

exclusion, and this phenomenon provoked a severe scholarly discussion on the issue of 

vulnerability, access to welfare, and labor regulation (Rajan et al., 2020; Srivastava, 

2020). 

 

III. Methodology 
 

Research design 

The methodology adopted in this paper is secondary-data, mixed-evidence, the 

synthesis of descriptive statistics and structured literature. 

 

Descriptive component: 

 The cohort measure of Economic Survey and the rail based measure. 

 Patterns of national migration Composition patterns summarized by PRS based on 

Census 2011 migration table. 

 

The evidence synthesis aspect: 

The empirical studies are peer-reviewed and are coded according to: dataset, 

identification strategy, type of migration (seasonal/inter-state/urban), and the main 

outcomes (wages, employment, poverty, welfare). 

 

Conceptual framework and hypotheses 

 

 
Figure 1. Conceptual Framework (Drivers → Migration Pattern → Economic 

Outcomes) 

 

Drivers: Border policy, distance, networks, shock, wage gaps, network, 

distance/borders, shocks, policy, and wage gaps, distance/borders, policy, networks, 

wage gaps, shocks, networks, policy, distance/borders, and border policy, 

distance/borders, policy, networks, wage gaps, shocks, networks, policy, 

distance/borders, wage gaps, shocks, networks, policy, distance/borders, wage gaps, 
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shocks, networks, policy, distance/borders, wage gaps, shocks, networks, policy, 

distance/b 

Patterns: Intra-state short-distance; circular/seasonal; inter-state long-distance 

 and, of course, the reverse. 

Results (Origin): remittances, investment, labor scarce/wages change = 

Outcomes (Destination): the supply of labor, the informal, the productivity, the wages, 

the demand of urban services to the demand of services in the cities to the demand of  

Macro- performances: allocative efficiency, regional convergence/divergence, 

resilience. 

Hypotheses to be tested at work (as to be interpreted): 

H1: There is positive relationship between inter-state labor migration and growth and 

urban opportunity but this is limited by internal borders and risk. 

H2: Net household welfare benefits are earned with the diversification of income and 

remittances, but they are negated due to informality and non wage migration costs. 

H3: Policies that increase rural fallback options (e.g. NREGS) lessen distress migration 

and may increase wages in the rural territories, whose long-term mobility effects are 

unclear. 

H4: The condition of lockdown (COVID shocks) does change voluntary mobility into 

distress movement in the absence of safety nets that are portable. 

 

Measurement notes and limitations 

Migration measurement varies in terms of place of birth and last residence, duration 

migration, and cause. Most official counts have marriage migration, which is prevalent 

in total moves, but is not labor-driven mobility. Rail-based estimates are best 

understood as the intensity of work-related mobility, even though they do not project 

very well on to permanent migration. 

 

Result 

National pattern: composition of internal migration 

According to the evidence summarized by Census 2011 (through PRS): 

The overwhelming percentage of internal migration is intra-state: approximately 88 

percent of internal migrants were intra- state. 

 

Reasons of migration are dominated by marriage and family, particularly of women; a 

much lower number are taken as work-related, although work is much more significant 

to men migrants. 

 

Table 1. Migration patterns and expected economic channels 

Migration 

pattern 
Typical drivers 

Primary 

economic 

channel 

Likely 

winners 
Key risks 

Intra-district / 

intra-state (short 

distance) 

marriage, family 

ties, local jobs 

household 

reallocation, 

households

, local 

markets 

limited 

earnings 

gain 



 

 

International Journal for Research Trends in Social Science & Humanities 

Volume 4, Issue 1 

Jan-Feb 2026, PP 1-14 

 

7 

 

Migration 

pattern 
Typical drivers 

Primary 

economic 

channel 

Likely 

winners 
Key risks 

local labor 

matching 

Circular/season

al labor 

migration 

rural 

underemploymen

t, wage gaps, 

shocks 

income 

diversificatio

n, 

remittances, 

risk coping 

origin 

households 

urban 

informality, 

health/safet

y risks 

Inter-state 

longer-term 

migration 

structural 

transformation, 

urban jobs 

productivity 

gains, 

agglomeratio

n, wage 

growth 

destination

s + 

migrants 

exclusion 

from 

services, 

portability 

gaps 

 

Inter-state labor mobility is larger than older “flow” impressions 

According to the Economic Survey (201617), there are two important estimates: 

Cohort-based approach (20012011): Inter-state labor mobility of around 5 to 6.5 million 

a year, which suggests an inter-state labour migrant population of approximately 60 

million (and high inter-district mobility). 

 

Rail-based (20112016): inter-state flows are approximately 9 million each year. 

 

 
Figure 2 (Data Graph). Estimated annual inter-state migration flows (alternative 

methods). 
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(Shown above in-chat; values summarize official and reported ranges.) 

 

Origin–destination structure (net flows) 

The net-flow picture of the rail indicates that there is a great net-migration into large 

economic centres (particularly in the Delhi region) and a net-migration out of the poorer 

and surplus labour states. 

 

 
Figure 3 (Data Graph). Approximate net inter-state migration by selected states (rail-

based). 

 

(Shown above in-chat; approximated visually from the Economic Survey’s Figure 6.) 

 

Evidence table: what empirical studies find about economic impacts 

 

Table 2. Selected peer-reviewed evidence on economic impacts of migration and 

related policies (India-focused) 

Study Data/context Method Main economic finding 

Kone et al. 

(2018) 

District-to-

district 

migration 

Gravity with border 

effects 

State borders significantly 

reduce flows; lower mobility 

implies misallocation 

Munshi & 

Rosenzweig 

(2016) 

Rural 

insurance 

networks 

Theory + evidence Risk-sharing networks can 

deter migration; helps 

explain wage gaps 



 

 

International Journal for Research Trends in Social Science & Humanities 

Volume 4, Issue 1 

Jan-Feb 2026, PP 1-14 

 

9 

 

Study Data/context Method Main economic finding 

Imbert & Papp 

(2020) 

Seasonal 

migration (rural 

India) 

Structural/behavioral 

evidence 

Migration costs and risks are 

large; migrants may prefer 

lower local earnings 

Coffey et al. 

(2015) 

Short-term 

rural migration 

Survey evidence Short-term migration is 

central to rural livelihoods; 

measurement must capture 

seasonality 

Imbert & Papp 

(2015) 

Employment 

guarantee 

rollout 

Quasi-experimental NREGS affects wages and 

private labor markets; alters 

migration incentives 

Das (2015) West Bengal 

NREGS 

Empirical analysis NREGS can influence rural 

out-migration dynamics 

Zimmermann 

(2022) 

NREGS and 

macro proxies 

Staggered rollout + 

lights 

Public works can increase 

aggregate output proxies (1–

2% per capita in some 

estimates) 

Srivastava 

(2020); Rajan et 

al. (2020) 

COVID 

lockdown & 

migrants 

Policy analysis Lockdown shock magnified 

vulnerability; 

portability/inclusion central 
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IV. Discussion & Conclusion 

 
Economic gains: productivity, wages, and risk diversification 

The evidence produced allows to draw a middle ground conclusion: migration is a 

profitable economic activity, but the magnitude of net gains will be determined by 

friction. 

 

Migrants increase the supply of labor to construction, manufacturing, services and 

informal urban activities at destinations- sustaining agglomeration economies and 

urban production. The economic centers receive net inflows that are in line with their 

efficiency and employment level. 

 

Originally, consumption can be stabilized through remittances and diversified sources 

of income, which can make people less susceptible to rainfall and agricultural shocks. 

The migrant income can be used to finance education, debt repayment and small 

investment and transform local labor markets by reducing labor supply and increasing 

bargaining power in the peak seasons. 

 

Why India’s wage gaps can coexist with mobility (“migration frictions”) 

Although the degree of wage differentials is large, migration is restricted by: 

Internal borders: state borders decrease movement further than is predicted by distance. 

 

Migration can diminish access to rural risk-sharing: networks and insurance Trade-offs 

between higher earnings and insurance. 

 

Non-wage costs: the poor living conditions, lack of security in the work and the income 

risk increase effective migration costs. 

 

These limits have the potential to create misallocation workers are placed in low-

productivity environments, and high-productivity centers have to depend on precarious 

and circular flows. 

 

Policy interaction: rural work guarantees and the migration decision 

Distress migration can be minimized through public works and safety nets in the rural 

areas to enhance local fallback. Indian employment guarantee evidence indicates that 

there are important labor market implications, such as wage effect, and more general 

output proxies, indicating that, in fact, stay options can be development promoting and 

not anti-migration. The trick is design: programs are not to stop distress migration and 

allow opportunity migration. 

 

COVID-19 as a stress test 

The COVID-19 showed the price of the treatment of migrants as non-permanent 

residents. Disruptions of lockdown made labor mobility a humanitarian and 

macroeconomic shock- examples of the fact that urban economies have become reliant 

on migrant labor, and migrants did not have access to stable housing, healthcare, and 

portable entitlement (Srivastava, 2020; Rajan et al., 2020). 

 

V. Conclusion 
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Migration in India should be perceived as a central economic system but not a marginal 

social phenomenon. Combined results of official statistics and peer-reviewed evidence 

point out that inter-state labor mobility in India is high and increasing with 

development, whereas short-haul and circular migration comprise most of the overall 

movement. The economic implication is much good in terms of earnings, risk 

dispersion and reallocation of labor but it is deteriorated by geographical boundaries, 

informality and non-portability of policies. 

 

Priority of the policy (high-impact package): 

 Social protection (food, health, pensions, benefits) can be transferred between 

states and cities. 

 City housing (rental, housing, workers hostels, childcare). 

 Intermediation of labour market (safe hiring, reimbursement of grievances, wage 

disclosure). 

 Circularity recognized data systems (improved measurement than permanent 

residence). 

 Crisis response to migrants. 
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