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PATTERNS AND DETERMINANTS OF FEMALE MIGRATION IN INDIA: 
 INSIGHTS FROM CENSUS 

 

Sandhya Rani Mahapatro* 

 

Abstract 
By treating females as associational migrants, migration research in India undermines the 
significance of various factors, specifically the economic ones, which determine migration 
behaviour. However, the process of globalisation has a strong impact on female mobility 
patterns and the major impetus for female migration has changed from social to economic 
reasons. Using Census data and applying OLS regression method, a district level analysis has 
been carried out to explore the determinants of female migration. The study finds that economic 
factors significantly  influence female migration. 

 

Introduction 

According to 2001 Census, of 309 million migrants based on place of last residence, female migrants 

constitute 218 million while it is 91 million for male. Thus migrants constitute around 30 percent of the 

total population; where as male and female migrants constitute 18 percent and 45 percent of their 

population respectively. Not only in terms of magnitude but also from the perspective of development , 

internal migration of females is an important factor influencing socio-economic development of the 

country as it has greater potential for reducing poverty, bringing about social change and also meeting 

the Millennium Development Goals. 

Despite its significance and growing proportion, the issue of female migration is not sufficiently 

explored in migration studies. The neglect of research on women’s migration is attributed to a number 

of factors including the emphasis placed on existing economic theories of migration where migration is 

seen as motivated by economic opportunities i.e. male migration for economic reasons and female 

migration for social and family-related reasons rather than economic considerations. Several researchers 

have concluded that migration of females is largely caused by marriage or as dependent s (Bose, 1973; 

Premi, 1979; Nangia et al, 1990; Rele, 1969). This kind of gender bias in the analysis of migration 

patterns is often explained in the context of India’s historical, institutional and socio-cultural norms that 

characterising women playing economic and social roles as secondary to those of men. Due to this 

male-centric preference, the dynamics underlying female migration remains unexplored. 

While viewing women migrants as dependents or associational migrants, we may often ignore 

their economic significance. However, female migration like that of males is largely determined by a 

number of socio-economic factors. Connell (1984) stated that female migration is primarily a response 

to real and perceived spatial inequalities in socio-economic opportunities that are themselves the result 

of uneven sectoral and regional development. The globalisation process in the Indian economy has 

brought about a shift in the pattern of migration of females. Women from all socio-economic 

backgrounds migrate, giving rise to varied trends and patterns which also continue to evolve and 
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change over time due to changing opportunities. It is evident from various case studies that women’s 

migration is now taking place increasingly for employment purposes (Singh, 1984; Sharma, 1986; 

Shanti, 1991; Sundari, 2004; Premi, 2001). Technological development s in agriculture have displaced 

many women from agricultural work. Economic hardships in the form of poverty and lack of 

employment opportunit ies force them to migrate for survival. Therefore, women may be compelled to 

migrate owing to their poor economic conditions (Araya, 2005). On the other hand, the emergence of 

gender segregated labour markets due to globalisation creates demand for females labourers in export 

processing zones, garment industries (informal labour market) which act as a pull factor for females to 

migrate (Shanti, 2006). Here it can be stated that women are no longer passive movers; rather they are 

influenced by various socio-economic factors in the context of development and reforms occurring in 

the country. Hence, there is a need for a comprehensive analysis of different dimensions of female 

migration and the factors responsible for this.  

The dynamics of women’s migration is explored in the present paper by addressing the 

following two objectives: first, understanding the trends and patterns of female migration in India and 

secondly, examining the determinants, more specifically, economic determinants of female migration. 

With this background in view, the paper is organised in the following manner: Section II of the 

study outlines data sources and the methodology used for analysing trends, patterns and determinants 

of female migration. Section III sheds light on trends and growth of female migration. Section IV deal 

with reasons for migration. In section V, some of the social and economic characteristics of female 

migration are discussed. Section VI examines the association between female migration rate and other 

socio-economic factors. Section VII, highlights the empirical findings of the study, followed by 

concluding remarks 

 

Data and Methodology 

 Data Source: For analysing the trends and patterns of female migration, Census of India is used and 

the period of the study spans 1971-2001. Although Census provides migration data based on place of 

birth since 1881, the place of last residence definition of census is considered in the present study, 

covering information since 1971. The advantage of place of last residence over place of birth is that it 

not only gives migration information related to the last move but also helps to capture return migration. 

However, place of last residence provides only on life time migrants and not on the recent migration 

trends. Hence, only the migrants with a duration 0-4 year, have been used in the analysis to understand 

the recent trends and patterns in migration. To study the determinants of female migration, along with 

Population Census (2001), other sources like Agricultural Census (2001) and the website: 

http//www.indiastat.com is used. 

 

Tools and Methods: To study the trends and patterns of female migration, indicators like percentage 

of migrants, their sex-ratio, rural-urban distribution and various socio-economic characteristics like 

educational status, work participation rate are used here. Rate, ratio and percentage etc are used to 

analyse the trends and patterns of female migration. 
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To examine the association between female migration rate and explanatory variables, various socio, 

economic, cultural and demographic factors are analysed in this study. The dependent variable in the 

model is the female in-migration rate between two districts (Intra/ Inter district/ from districts of other 

states) i.e., the gross migration inflow (total in migration to a district) to a district divided by its 

population. The explanatory variables used here are divided in to three groups based on the push-pull 

model variable. All the variables in each group represent relative attractiveness of different places. 

Female migration is a function of such a set of variables expressed as: 

Mf= f (Ei, Si, Di, Ai) 

Ordinary Least Square method is used to quantify the relationship between females and various 

explanatory variables with regard to migration rate. To examine the significance of economic variable, 

0-4 year duration of residence is taken here. 

The model used for the study specified as: 

Y= a+ß1 La + ß2 Irra + ß3 WPF + ß4 UF + ß5 MM + ß6 Lit F + ß7 SCF + ß8 STF + ß9 CW + 

ß10 DW + ß11 Ele + ß12 EDUi+ ß 13HF + ß14 TC + µ 

Description of Variables  

Y = Female in migration rate 

La  = Average size of land holding 

Irra  = Percentage of net Irrigated area under cultivation 

WPF  = Female unemployment rate 

UF  = Female work participation rate 

MM = Male in migration rate 

Lit F  = Female literacy rate 

SCF  = Proportion of scheduled caste population to total female population 

STF  = Proportion of scheduled tribe population to total female population 

CW =  Child-Women ratio 

DW  =  Safe drinking water in the villages of a district 

Ele  =  Availability of Electricity in the villages of a district 

EDUi  =  Higher educational institutions (secondary+ higher secondary+ college) in the 

villages of a district 

HF  =  Availability of Health care facilities in the villages of a district 

TC  =  Availability of Transport and Communication facilities in the villages of a district 

 

Trends and Patterns of Female Migration in India 

It may be pointed out that migration in the Indian sub-continent has been historically low. But the rapid 

transformation of the Indian economy, improvement s in the levels of education and that of transport 

and communication facilities, shifting of workforce from agriculture to industry and tertiary activities etc. 

have influenced mobility pattern of Indian people in recent times (Bhagat, 2009). 
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This section provides information on the magnitude of migration and its variation over the 

period and also helps us to understand the reasons for its variation. Tables 1 & 2 contain the 

distribution of life time and below 5 year duration migrants by sex for the period 1971-2001.  

 

Table 1: Internal Migrants by Sex, India 1971-2001 

Year Lifetime Migrants (in Million) F-M ratio of 
migrants 

Percentage of migrants to total 
population 

 Persons Male Female F/M Persons Male Female 

1971 159.6 49.6 110 2.22 30.6 19 43.1 

1981 201.6 59.2 142.4 2.41 30.3 17.6 43.9 

1991 225.9 61.1 164.8 2.71 27.4 14.6 41.2 

2001 309.4 90.7 218.7 2.41 30.6 17.5 44.6 

 Source: Census of India, 1971-2001 

 

As per 2001 census data there are 309.4 million migrants of which 218.7 million are females 

and 90.7 million are males. This is nearly twice the number of migrants (both male and females) 

recorded in 1971. The migration trend shows a decline in 1991 for both the sexes. It is accepted that 

the process of globalization and economic liberalization reduced the spatial mobility during this period 

(Kundu, 2002). 

Table-1 clearly shows that the magnitude of female migration increases over a period of time. 

The high share of female migrants to total female population is termed as ‘feminization’ of migration 

(Oishi, 2002). The female-male ratio as revealed from the table implies that the growth rate of female 

migration is higher than that of male migration. A variety of factors such as globalization, emergence of 

gender specific labour market, extreme poverty, mechanization of agriculture, environmental 

degradation etc. are responsible for increasing the growth of females migration (Sundari, 2004; Arya et 

al, 2005).  

Table-2 presents the percentage distribution of migrants by sex and below 5 year duration of 

residence. 

 

Table 2: Internal Migrants by sex, India, 1971-2001, (Duration of residence <5yr) 

Year Migrants (in million) F-M ratio of 
migrants 

Percentage of migrants to total 
population 

 Person Male Females F/M Person Male Females 

1971 43.93 18.74 25.19 1.34 27.52 7.19 22.89 

1981 50.08 20.58 29.51 1.43 24.84 34.74 20.73 

1991 46.22 16.92 29.30 1.73 20.46 27.68 17.78 

2001 55.76 20.53 35.23 1.72 18.02 22.65 16.11 

Source: Census of India, 1971-2001 

 

While for life time migrants,  the percentage of female migrants to total population shows an 

increasing trend, for below 5 year duration it shows a declining trend from 22.89 percent in 1971 to 
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16.11 percent in 2001. But the increasing F-M ratio shows that the dominance of females is high across 

all censuses. 

 

Table 3: Growth of Migrants (in percentage) by Sex, India 1971-2001 

Year Life time Migrants Migrants (<5yr) 

 Total Male Female Total Male Female 

1971-81 26.30 19.43 29.40 14.02 9.79 17.16 

1981-91 12.04 3.21 15.72 -7.71 -17.75 -0.70 

1991- 01 36.96 48.33 32.75 20.63 21.34 20.22 

Source: Census of India, 1971-2001 
 

Table-3 shows the decadal growth rate of migrants both for males and females since 1971. In 

the case of life time migrants, there is a deceleration in the growth rate during the decade 1981-91. In 

case of migrants having less than 5 years of migration duration, it shows a negative growth rate 

indicating a sharp reduction during the decade. It  might be that the process of globalisation has a 

greater impact on the mobility pattern, there by reducing the spatial mobility of people and increasing 

the capital mobility, but  the post economic reform period shows a spurt in the growth of migration both 

for males and females. 

 

Spatial Pattern of Migration 

Analysis of the spatial pattern of migration helps us to assess the role of various social and economic 

factors influencing migration. The spatial characteristics of migration can be studied in two ways: One 

by the distance covered in the migration and the other by the streams of migration. On the basis of the 

administrative boundaries crossed and not crossed, internal migration is classified as intra-district, inter-

district and inter-state. This is roughly indicative of the distance of migration. On the basis of rural and 

urban nature of place of last residence of migrants, four migration streams are identified: rural to rural, 

rural to urban, urban to rural and urban to urban.  

 

Spatial Distribution of Migrants by Distance: Earlier studies on migration show that female 

migration entails a short move and that  for the purpose of marriage. However, some studies show  that , 

the pattern of female migration points to economic reasons. According to Lingam (1998), while much of 

the migration pattern may be attributed to patrilocal marriage practices and village exogamy, there has 

been a steady documentation of female migration between rural areas for securing work. This suggests 

the growing importance of female migration for economic reasons.  

 

Table  4: Sex-ratio of migrants by migration Type (males per 1000 females), 1971-2001, Duration <5yr 

Migration Type 1971 1981 1991 2001 

Intra-district 596 571 460 427 

Inter-district 898 815 675 663 

Inter-state 1,283 938 975 1,102 
Source: Census of India, 1971-2001 
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Increased mobility of females during the last three decades indicates greater movement over 

geographical distances for jobs and also the possibility of more long distance marriages due to 

increased contacts and improvement s in transport and communication facilities (Skeldon, 1986; Jones 

2008). A careful analysis of female migration by distance will give a clear picture of the females’ position 

across various distance categories. 

Table-4 shows the sex-ratio of migrants across various distance categories. It is evident from 

the table that there has been predominance of females in all distance categories except in the case of 

interstate migration. In the below-5 year duration of residence, male dominance was higher in 1971 and 

2001. While the growth rate of female migrants is higher during 1991-2001 decade as compared to 

earlier decades.  

 

Table  5: Growth Rates of Migrants by Spatial Characteristics over 1971-2001 

Migration Type 1971-81 1981-91 1991-01 

 M F M F M F 

Intra-district 6.13 10.84 19.10 31.20 -61.61 -47.49 

Inter-district -21.01 -1.91 -16.42 1.05 145.27 135.90 

Inter-state 8.86 17.31 14.12 16.04 64.64 45.72 

Source: Census of India, 1971-2001 
 

Table-5 shows the growth rate of migrants over 3 decades in different spatial category. It is 

well found that the growth rate of female migrants is higher in inter- district and inter-state category 

during the decade 1991-01 as compared to earlier decades. And in the case of intra-district migration it 

shows negative growth rate. It appears that the structural transformation taking place in terms of 

opening up of gender segregated labour market, urbanisation, higher education, changing agricultural 

practices, environmental degradation etc. are the major factors contributing to a changing pattern of 

female migration. (Shukla et al, 1992; Jayaweera, 1994; Gracia, 2000; Sundari, 2004). Hence, there is a 

need for looking in to the various determinants of female migration in recent years. 

 

Rural-Urban Distribution of Female Migration: It is evident from earlier literature on internal 

migration that  there preponderance of females in the rural-rural stream across all distance categories. 

This is mostly explained in terms of marriage based migration. However, various micro level studies 

(Bardhan, 1977; Teerink, 1995) bring out the importance of factors like changing agricultural practices, 

land and labour utilisation patterns, in motivating migration of women within rural area. The percentage 

distribution of migrants by sex and type of migration stream are presented in Table-5 for the period 

from 1971 to 2001. 

 

 

 

 

 



7 
 

Table  6: Percentage distribution of migrants of each sex by migration streams, 1971-2001 (Duration 
of residence < 5 year) 

All migration 
stream 

Male Female 

1971 1981 1991 2001 1971 1981 1991 2001 

Rural to Rural 27.36 44.97 42.26 40.12 36.30 62.92 63.36 63.78 

Rural to Urban 28.91 25.80 28.82 30.73 21.42 15.65 16.65 16.72 

Urban to Rural 12.25 10.1328 9.72 8.81 10.82 7.8265 7.39 6.39 

Urban to Urban 31.48 19.09 19.20 20.34 31.46 13.59 12.60 13.11 

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 

Source: Census of India, 1971-2001 
 

The above table shows that there is predominance of females in the rural-rural stream 

followed by the rural to urban, urban-urban and urban-rural streams respectively. Alt hough the rural-

rural stream constitutes the dominant category, the emerging migration pattern indicates that rural to 

urban and urban to urban migration is becoming more pronounced. Many studies point out that the 

gender-specific demand for labour, particularly in export industries, has resulted in the out migration of 

females (Roberts, 1997; Pandey, 1998). Regional disparities of development along with socio-economic 

transformations have brought about a shift in the distribution of rural-urban migration. 

 

Reasons for Migration 

The reasons for migration generally, are traced to various socio, economic, cultural and environmental 

determinants. An analysis of such factors is necessary as it helps us to interpret out migration of 

women. The most distinguishing feature of female migration which makes it different from male 

migration is marriage. Although marriage continues to be the predominant reason for the overwhelming 

presence of women amongst the migrants, the increase is also due to economic factors. Various micro 

level studies (Saseen-koob 1984; Shanti, 1991; Ghosh, 2002; Sundari and Rukmani, 1998; Sardamoni, 

1995) highlight that females also migrate individually for economic reasons.  

It should be noted at the outset that, although in reality a number of factors determine the 

movement of females from one place to another, such multiple reasons for migration would be too 

complex to be incorporated in to national level census. However, Indian Census started collecting 

information on reasons for migration since 1981 based on place of last residence. The 1981 Census 

provided data on main reasons for migration in terms of five broad categories, namely, employment, 

education, family moved, marriage and other reasons. In 1991 Census, business and natural calamities 

were cited as reasons for migration. Census 2001 provides 7 reasons for migration. Moved at birth has 

been included in 2001 census as a reason for migration and natural calamities as a reason excluded 

from it.  
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Table 7: Percentage distribution of migration by reasons for migration 1991-2001(Duration of 
residence <5year) 

Reasons for migration 
Male Female 

1991 2001 1991 2001 

Employment 30.00 36.78 3.67 4.19 

Business 6.33 2.55 0.98 0.33 

Education 11.31 8.49 2.54 2.16 

Marriage 2.20 1.66 59.76 58.80 

Moved after Birth n.a. 9.00 n.a. 4.80 

Natural calamities 0.80 n.a. 0.33 n.a. 

Moved with household 29.98 24.54 21.64 21.50 

Others 19.38 16.97 11.08 8.22 

Source: Census of India, 1991-2001 

Note: n.a. stands for not available  
 

Table-7 shows that employment among males and marriage among females are the main 

reason for migration. However, marriage shows a declining trend and an increasing trend is observed in 

employment in 2001 as compared to 1991, though the variation is not strongly significant. According to 

1991 census, 60 percent of females migrated due to marriage and the same declined by 1 percent in 

2001 census. Like wise employment as a reason which constitutes 3.67 percent in 1991 increased to 

4.19 percent in 2001. Associational reasons- movement on account of accompanying parents or any 

other member of the family were cited as second most important reason among both male and female 

migrants.  

Table-8 depicts intercensal growth rate of migrants for various reasons. 

 

Table 8: Intercensal growth of migrants by reasons (Duration of residence <5year), 1991-01 

Reasons Total Male Females 

Employment 46.75 48.76 37.26 

Business -52.82 -51.14 -59.10 

Education -5.85 -8.94 2.09 

Marriage 17.74 -8.33 18.29 

Family moved 10.50 -0.68 19.44 

Others -2.25 6.29 -10.87 

Source: Census of India, 1991-2001 
 

It is observed from the table that the growth rate of employment is highest across all reasons. 

Family moved constitutes the second reason followed by marriage. Among all the reasons employment 

constitutes the highest growth rate that is 37.26 percent  in the case of females which is more than 

twice than the growth rate of marriage that  is 18.29 percent. 
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It is noticed from the above analysis that the spatial pattern of female migration becomes 

changed. Females also migrate for reasons other than marriage. Such a changing pattern of female 

migration is influenced by a variety of factors. In rural areas factors like agricultural transformation, 

changing land use pattern, limited development in non farm sector, environmental degradation, rural 

urban gap in basic amenities etc raises the incidence of poverty and unemployment for females. On the 

other hand, in urban areas the emergence of gender segregated labour market, particularly after 

economic reforms, provides employment opportunities to women in the informal sector. Besides, high 

infrastructural development and social networking that is, presence of friends and relatives facilitate 

females migration. 

 

Educational status of Female migrants  

It has been pointed out by many studies that a majority of female migrants are from poorer sections of 

the society (Hugo, 1993; shanti, 1991; Araya et al, 2005). It is generally known that people having low 

level of education are from poorer sections. For them mobility is not a choice but a compulsion. Table-9 

gives the distribution of migrants by educational level1.  

 

Table 9: Educational status of migrants by sex, & R-U status, 2001 (Duration of residence <5yr) 

Status 
Total Rural Urban 

M F M F M F 

Illiterate 34.95 46.15 37.56 49.92 28.16 30.05 

Below Matriculation 33.54 31.93 36.20 32.85 27.12 28.45 

Below Graduate 18.37 14.59 16.91 12.54 22.20 23.25 

Others 13.14 7.34 9.34 4.69 22.53 18.25 

Source: Census of India, 2001 
 

From the table it can be observed that about  50 percent female migrants are illiterate and their 

share declines with the increase in educational level. At the same time, as compared to males their 

share is low across all educational categories indicating a gender differential in educational level of 

migrants. Due to various kinds of structural changes like mechanization, deforestation, privatization of 

common property resources and various developmental programmes taking place in the rural areas, 

women lose their wage employment. They prefer to move out rather than stay back in villages and face 

starvation. Moreover, these women who are illiterate and unskilled are prepared to do any kind of job 

unlike women with limited or high education. At the same time creation of gender segregated labour 

market provides employment opportunities to females. So, here one may say that as survival seems to 

be the motivating factor, more female migration from such category takes place. 

 

Economic Participation Rate of Female Migrants 

Although female migration for economic reasons seems to be limited, the transformation of labour force 

structure, particularly with opening up of gender segregated labour market, a significant proportion of 

female migrants engage themselves in various economic activities. 
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Table-10 shows the work participation rate of migrants and non-migrants. It is found that the 

migrants are more economically active than non migrants and the difference is much higher in the case 

of females as compared to males. The work participation rate of female migrant workers is more than 

two times higher than non migrants. While in the case of female non migrants, the work participation 

rate is 15 percent; in the case of migrant females it is 37 percent. The same pattern is observed in the 

case of males also.  

 

Table 10: Work participation rate of migrants and non-migrants (15-59 age group) 

Work status 
Total Male Females 

Migrant Non-migrant Migrant Non-migrant Migrant Non-migrant 

Total worker 43.35 34.85 59.75 47.54 36.47 14.80 

Main worker 30.57 28.52 54.47 41.02 20.54 8.76 

Marginal worker 12.78 6.33 5.28 6.52 15.93 6.04 

Not working 52.22 61.03 36.16 48.66 58.97 80.60 

Unemployed 4.42 4.11 4.09 3.80 4.56 4.60 

Source: Census of India, 2001.  
 

The work participation rates of migrants are higher than that of non migrants because most 

migrants leave their native place in search of jobs (Kamble, 1983). The higher work participation rate of 

migrants as compared to non-migrants indicates the increasing influence of economic motivation.  

Hence, it may be said that economic factors significantly influence female migration. However, it does 

not mean that other sociological factors are neglected, as migration of females is subject to a number of 

factors.  

 

Determinants of Female Migration 

To examine the determinants of female migration, the theoretical approach for the study is drawn from 

the push-pull approach framework. This approach is mainly situation oriented, in the sense that it 

attempts to study the conditions at home which compel persons to move out of their place of origin on 

the one hand, and the conditions and situations outside that attract persons on the other. In this 

framework, migration of females is considered to be the outcome of interplay of steer forces and of 

attractive forces. For the purpose of the study all the variables considered here, are divided in to four 

groups of indicators namely economic, socio-cultural, and demographic and amenity indicators which 

determine female migration.  

 

Economic Factors 

The economic variables like work participation rate, unemployment, average size of land 

holding and irrigation are reviewed for the purpose of the study. 
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Poverty, unemployment and work participation: The destruction of traditional occupation 

structure s and the reduced survival opportunities in the area of origin lead to female migration (Sasson, 

1982). Kottegoda (2006) states that in Sri Lanka, poverty and lack of employment opportunities have 

become the fundamental push factors for female migration. Village studies conducted by Adhikari, 

1996; Seddon et al, 2001 reveal that poor women migrate to other villages and near by towns and cities 

where deve lopment work is being carried out. Economic hardships in the form of poverty and lack of 

employment opportunit ies force them to migrate to other places for survival. Therefore, women may be 

compelled to migrate owing to their economic condition (Araya, 2005). On the other hand, the creation 

of a gender segregated labour market through the process of globalisation creates a demand for female 

labourers in the informal labour market (for example, export processing zones, garment industries) 

which act s as a pull factor for female migration (Shanti, 2006). 

 

Irrigation & Female Migration: The provision of irrigation facilities is the most significant factor in 

the creation of employment opportunities for they induce changes in the system, pattern and intensity 

of cropping. Females work participation rate is highest in irrigated areas as compared to non-irrigated 

areas (Sahu, 1986). A village study by Epstein, et al (1998) in the southern states of India shows that 

expansion of irrigation facilities creates more employment opportunities for landless labourers and also 

attract migrant labourers. A study carried out  by Jan Be rman (1985) in district of Surat in South Gujarat 

finds that certain structural developments like canal irrigation, electrification programme and capital 

accumulation have led to diversification of rural activities, which in turn have induced leading to in-

migration of skilled or caste-specific groups and out -migration of local labour and poor tribal. In his 

study 58 percent of all migrant labour is women. In his view their migratory behaviour is highly rational 

since the risks to be faced in the event of moving out  are less than those of starvation back in the 

village. 

 

Land holding and Female Migration: Land is considered as one of the major economic assets of a 

household as it provides economic security to people, apart from being a permanent source of income. 

Landless and land-poor households typically rely on the sale of their labour for farm and non-farm 

activities. Control over cultivable land is critical to livelihood security and thus provides a choice whether 

or not to migrate (Rafique, 2003). The evidence to date suggests that those with limited access to land 

and other assets are more likely to migrate (Desihnger, 2004).  

 

Socio-Cultural and Demographic factors 

Apart from economic factors, non-economic factors also influence female migration. Economic factors 

provide only the necessary condition of migration; the sufficient conditions are the other socio-cultural 

factors which motivate them to move (Rao,1984).Several complex factors account for greater female 

migration besides the usual factors of pull and push, poverty being important among these; new factors 

such as newly developing markets for women’s work, improving levels of education and skill 

development, a great desire for improving one’s own and one’s children’s lot, and the loosening of 

parental and societal control over women are becoming equally important. Social capital, in the form of 
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community and family networks, however, remains important for facilitating such movement  (Kaur, 

2006).  

 

Social-Network: The role of personal and social networks appears to be the key to facilitating female 

to migrate for work. Social networks are the key in providing access to opportunities for migration and 

employment; of course migration creates new networks (Hann, 2006). Through network effect, women 

are more likely to access to information and support exchanged between family members. The chain 

migration that develops among the relatives and friends of migrant workers reflects the function of 

networks (Gurrero et al, 2001). Kaustri (1990) study of female Tamil migrants engaged in domestic 

service in Delhi reveals the importance of socio cultural factors in influencing migration. The study 

shows that many of them are from low caste groups. Social barriers force them to migrate to other 

places for work as domestic servants. Another study by Neetha (2004), which corroborates the above 

findings, shows that a majority of domestic workers from Tamilnadu belong to Schedule Caste. In her 

study 80.7 percent of live-out workers belong to the scheduled castes and 14.4 percent to the other 

backward class. Besides, NSS data on domestic service employment category in India shows an 

increasing feminisation with an increase from 1.2 million females domestic workers in 1983 to 2 million 

in 1999; during the same period, the number of males working as domestic helps stayed stagnant at 

0.3 million (Kaur, 2006). It implies that majority of females join as domestic workers through social 

networking effect and is expected that  females particularly, from lower caste join such kind of 

occupations.  

 

Education: Education can also affect women’s migration pattern, as it does with men. It has been 

widely observed that propensity to migrate increases with education (Connell, et al 1976). Increased 

education seems to encourage more migration of women (UNESCAP, 2003a), and in turn foster greater 

education of females. The role of education in shaping female migration patterns needs to be 

investigated further, especially in the light of increasing educational attainment s of women throughout 

the developing world (Hugo 1993). 

 

Child-Women Ratio: Married women and women with larger numbers of children have higher out 

migration rates. If one compares the marital status of migrants with non-migrants in urban areas, the 

share of being married is higher among migrants compared to non-migrants (Mitra et al, 2008). A  study 

carried out by Oberai and Singh (1983) in Ludhiana district of Punjab, addressing the effect of rural-to-

urban migration on fertility finds generally higher fertility among migrants than non-migrants. There are 

economic factors relating higher fertility to higher rates of migration.  

 

Amenities 

The migration of people living in villages is also influenced by social factors such as lack of educational 

opportunities, poor health care infrastructure, lack of career opportunities etc. These factors are 

especially important for young people and very often play a key role in pushing them out of rural areas.  
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Absence of schools, health services and modern housing facilities motivate rural women with children to 

move to larger cities where such facilities are found (Adepoju, 1998).  

As institutions of higher learning, particularly professional and technical institutions, are not 

available in each district, an urge for higher education motivates urban dwellers as well as some of the 

rural folk (both male and females) to migrate (Premi,1990). 

Taking into account the importance of various socio-economic factors influencing female 

migration an attempt is made in this paper to examine the significance of economic factors as predictors 

of female migration. Alt hough micro level studies are available on the economic causes of female 

migration, there are few studies at  the district level. On the other hand, district is also an important unit 

for capturing migration flows as defined in census data on migration. Therefore, in this paper a district 

level analysis is made by taking in to account all the streams of migration to examine the impact of 

various socio-economic factors on female migration. 

Here, we try to examine the associations between female migration rate and other variables at 

the place of destination. Although the literature has assigned a great deal of importance to the factors 

at the place of origin, we find it difficult to include them while dealing with the secondary data on 

migration. This is because it provides information on in migration rather than out migration. Hence, we 

have tried to assess only the influence of factors at the place of destination.  

 

Hypothesis 

Considering the importance of various factors, it can be hypothesized that economic factors play a 

significant role in female migration. 

 

Empirical findings 

Assuming the above stated relationship between different variables and female migration, here we 

regress female in-migration rate on the economic, socio-demographic and amenities level variables. The 

migration function estimated on the basis of aggregated data here may not  give expected results 

because females migrating from different socio-economic backgrounds may respond differently to the 

socio-economic variables.  

The OLS results presented here are the robust results corrected for the problem of 

hetroscedasticity. The mean of variance inflation factor given in the table indicates very low 

multicollinearity which does not affe ct the estimated coefficients. The R2 (the measure of goodness of 

fit) for both the equations is quite reasonable along with high significance levels of F-statistics. The 

coefficients of ß and t -values, along with their significance levels are presented in the following table.  
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Table  11: Influence of factors at the place of destination on female  migration rate (0-4 yr duration) 

Variables ß Values t Values 

La 0.069 1.3 

Irra 0.050 (3.13)*** 

WPF 0.013 (3.23)*** 

UF -0.095 (-2.87)*** 

MM 0.783 (20.14)*** 

LitF 0.029 (3.63)*** 

SCF 0.030 (2.78)*** 

STF -0.031 (-6.07)*** 

CW 0.061 (7.24)*** 

DW 0.043 (4.66)*** 

Ele -0.007 -1.21 

EDUi 0.015 (3.66)*** 

HF -0.006 -1.49 

TC -0.012 (-2.27)*** 

Constant -3.875 (-3.32)*** 

R2 0.820  

F-statistics (91.03)***  

Root MSE 1.21  

Mean VIF 2.46  

N 481  

*** .001 level of significance 
 

All the economic indicators taken in the study, have significant impact on female migration 

except land holding. The estimated results suggest that female work participation is highly significant. 

Higher work participation rate suggests higher levels of employment opportunities at the place of 

destination, and thus its positive effect on migration is understandable. The rapid expansion of gender 

segregated labour market in India could be responsible for the same, as it provides more employment 

opportunities for females. Like wise, irrigated area under cultivation has a significant positive impact on 

female migration suggesting that cultivable land acts as a major pulling factor for female migration and 

that a majority of females migrate during the peak seasons in search of employment. Unemployment in 

the destination has a negative coefficient and implies that it reduces inflow of female migration rate. 

The coefficient of land, which is positive, does not significantly act  as a significant pulling factor for 

female migration. The possibility is that land, clubbed with irrigation, accounts for a greater extent in 

migration of females.  

The work participation rate, irrigation and unemployment suggest that females also migrate for 

employment purpose rather than only for marriage. 
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Among other socio-cultural and demographic factors, literacy, schedule caste status, and child-

women ratio show a positive impact as expected, while being from a scheduled tribe reduces the 

migration inflow of females.  

The positive impact of literacy on female migration suggests the expansion of more skilled 

occupations in terms of better quality work force. Hence, it may induce more educated females to 

migrate so as to engage themselves in such occupations. The negative influence of scheduled tribe on 

women’s migration status may be that a large number of tribal women are concentrated in hilly areas of 

the country and engaged in traditional activities like forestry, collection of firewood etc. which may 

reduce inflow of female migration. The positive association between child women ratio and female 

migration is indicative of the fact that women with a large number of children are more likely to migrate 

in search of jobs so as to provide basic needs for their children.  

Male migration at the place of destination has a significant and positive (0.783) impact on 

female migration rate. This finding corroborates the evidence in the literature that females are tied 

movers in the migration process accompanying their spouses. Though females migrate as part of a 

household strategy, the economic significance of females has increased over time with changing socio-

economic conditions. With an increase in the employment opportunities for females, many families 

migrate. This prompts one to think about the changing gender role in the household and the role of 

females in the household decision to migrate.  

Among the amenity related factors, safe drinking water and the availability of educational 

institutions have a positive and significant impact on female migration. The positive impact of 

educational institutions indicates that the level of social development of the district has the power to 

attract potential migrants. Positive impact of safe drinking water indicates sanitation facilities at the 

place of dest ination induce migration or water scarcity in the village may force females to migrate to 

other places. Transport and communication at the place of destination though significant, reduce the 

inflow rate. The possibility is that , though with government interventions infrastructure development 

occurs, the major problem relating to use  of surplus manpower and creation of employment 

opportunities get largely neglected. In other words, infrastructural development per se does not imply 

economic development of that area. Hence, Joshi (1997) states that underdevelopment and extreme 

poverty of the area can’t be ascribed to inaccessibility or lack of infrastructure. If this were the case, 

then, without improving the resource base of the area and the people, mere creation of infrastructure 

facilities will have little effect on development. 

 

Conclusion 

The major objective of the paper is to examine the importance of economic factors on female migration. 

The empirical findings of the study show that economic factors are significant predictors, explaining 

female migration after controlling for various non-economic factors. 

The estimated results of the multivariate analysis using the OLS method suggest a relationship 

between all economic variables (female work participation rate, unemployment, irrigation) and female 

migration rate in the expected direction. It indicates female migration, like in the case of male is also 

influenced by economic factors. This contradicts earlier views on female migration which suggested that 
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female migration is not economic oriented. The macro level changes occurring in society has a 

significant impact on the female migration rate. On one hand, with mechanization and 

commercialisation of agriculture , females lose their employment , on the other, the opening up of export 

processing zones and gender segregated labour markets provides employment opportunities for 

females. Various studies suggest  that with an increase in gender specific labour demand, a large 

number of young females migrate on their own in pursuit of employment  opportunities. Thus, prospects 

of employment opportunities or lack thereof, become a major determinant of female migration. 

The effect of other factors like literacy and minority group status on female migration is 

interesting. Higher female literacy and development of more educational institutions indicate scope for 

better job opportunities which tend to induce female migration. Caste and minority group membership 

tends to increase migration through the network effect. From various case studies it is evident that a 

significant number of females are employed in domestic work after migration and that they are largely 

from the scheduled caste category. NSS data also supports the findings of the study that a significant 

proportion of females join as domestic workers after migration as compared to other occupations. 

The findings of the study also suggest  that female migration rates are closely inter-connected 

with male migration rates indicating that females accompany males as associational migrants. However, 

the significance of economic factors, as evident from the study, indicates that there is also an economic 

motivation behind migration. Hence, it can be stated that even though females accompany their 

spouses, their economic role is not undermined. The work participation rate of female migrants as 

compared to female non-migrants increases in rural- urban migration over a period of time as is evident 

from the data, and suggests that females migrate for employment purposes as well as family ones. 

In a nutshell, the significance of economic factors in determining female migration should be 

given greater importance in migration studies. 

    

Notes 
1 Other category includes ( Technical diploma or certificate not equal to degree, Graduate and above other than 

degree and technical diploma or certificate equal to degree or PG and who are literates but not attending formal 
educational institutions) . 
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