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The migration pattern in India indicates that the percentage of migrants to total 
enumerated population is consistently declining among both the male and the 
female population. Employment among males and marriage among females were 
found to be the most dominant factors behind their movement, irrespective of the 
type of movement or distance of movement. This paper discusses the emerging 
migration pattern in India using place of birth and place of last residence concept 
data. Census data from 1961 to 1991 are used to examine the migration level, 
reasons for migration by type of migration streams, work force participation rate 
education level of migrants. 
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Introduction 

Migration, one of the three basic components of population growth of any 
area, plays an important role in improving the economic and social 
conditions of people. The Indian Constitution provides its people the basic 
freedom to move to any part of the country, and the right to reside and 
earn a livelihood of their choice. A number of economic, social, cultural, 
political factors influence the decision to move. The effect of these factors 
varies over time and place. An analysis of the migration pattern helps 
understand the changes taking place in people's movements within the 
country and is the most volatile component of population growth. 

Migration Studies in India 

The focus of most of the studies on migration in India was the level 
and pattern of migration(Davis, 1951; Kadi and Sivamurty, 1988; 
Malhotra, 1974; Narayan, 1993; Premi, 1984; Skeldon, 1986; Singh, 
1990, 1998; Srivastava, 1979). Very few studies have focused on 
women's migration (Gulati, 1983; Jetley, 1987;Lingam, 1995; Premi, 
1980; Singh, 1978). 
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The Census of India has been the main source of information on 
migration. Until 1951, the census data on migration had limited scope, 
since it was based on place of birth and place of enumeration. From 
1961, the scope of inquiry was expanded to include data on duration 
of residence and the place of birth—rural or urban. From 1971, an 
additional question on place of last residence was introduced in addi
tion to place of birth data. These two concepts provide information on 
migration level and emerging pattern of migration in India. The 
deficiencies in the concepts are discussed in detail by a number of 
authors (See Davis, 1951; Malhotra 1974; Narain, 1987; Roy, 1991; 
Singh, 1990; Zachariah, 1977). Data from the 1991 census are used in 
the present analysis. 

Volume of Migration 

According to the 1991 census, out of atotalpopulationof838.6million 
(excluding the state of Jammu and Kashmir), 230 million persons were 
enumerated at a place different from the place of birth and thus termed, 
migrants. This constitutes about 27.4 per cent of the total population 
of the country. In terms of total volume of migration, it has increased 
from 144.8 million in 1961 to 166.8 million in 1971 and to 203.5 
million in 1981. It may however be noted that the percentage contri
bution of migrants to total population has constantly declined from 33 
per cent in 1961 to 30.4 per cent in 1971, 30.6 per cent in 1981 and 
27.4 per cent in 1991. 

Place of birth data provide lifetime volume of migration. The time 
criterion is not taken into consideration in the place of birth data. 
Therefore, a person whose place of birth is different from the place of 
enumeration at any point of time is considered as a lifetime migrant, 
which may be a week, months or years. As a result, sex-wise differ
ences are more prominent in the Indian migration data. In 1991, about 
14.6 per cent male and 41.2 per cent female population were enumer
ated at a place other than their place of birth. Most married women are 
enumerated as migrants due to the prevailing marriage custom of 
patrilocality in India. The contribution of male migrants declined from 
20.8 per cent in 1961 to 14.6 per cent in 1991. In the case of female 
migrants, it declined from 46 per cent in 1961 to 41.2 per cent in 1991. 

Distance of Migration 

Census data do not provide the distance moved in exact terms, but 
roughly indicate in terms of short, medium and long distance migrants. 
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The migration data are classified into four different types of migration 
with the help of administrative boundaries of a district and state: 

1. Intradistrict Migrants: Those persons who are enumerated at a 
place different but born within the district. 

2. Interdistrict Migrants: Those persons who are enumerated in a 
district but born in another district of the same state. 

3. Interstate Migrants: Those persons who are enumerated in a 
state but born in another state. 

4. International Migrants: Those persons who are enumerated in 
India but born in another country. 

Based on these four migration streams, the data for 1991, presented 
in Table 1, shows that about 16.2 per cent of population were intradis
trict, 7.1 per cent as interdistrict migrants, 3.3 per cent as interstate 
migrants and 0.8 per cent as international migrants. In comparison to 
previous census, all four migration streams indicate a decline in 
migrants' percentage share to total population, with a few exceptions. 
For administrative purposes, during the period 1961 to 1991, several 
new districts were created which might explain some of the increase 
in the intradistrict and interdistrict migrants percentage. The number 
of districts has increased from 336 in 1961 to 360 in 1971 to 412 in 
1981 and 466 in 1991 (excluding 14 districts in Jammu and Kashmir). 
The most noticeable decline is among international migrants which 
constituted 2.1 per cent in 1961; 1.7 per cent in 1971; 1.2 per cent in 
1981 and 0.8 per cent in 1991. The number of persons born outside the 
country has declined from 9 million to 6.9 million during the last four 
censuses 1961-91. 

An examination of the sex differences in different streams, indicates 
preponderance of women in short distance movement. In 1991, among 
intradistrict migrants, 3,643 females were found per 1,000 males. In 
case of interdistrict, interstate and international migration, the sex ratio 
was 2,194, 1,245 and 939, respectively. Over the decades, the sex ratio 
shows an increase in female's medium and long distance migration as 
well. Therefore, it is neccessary to examine from state-wise data 
whether males are becoming less mobile. The percentage distribution 
shows a consistent decline in all the three internal male migration 
streams. 

According to the 1991 census information, short distance migration 
(intradistrict) accounts for about 59 per cent, medium distance or 
interdistrict migration 25.7 per cent, long distance or interstate migra
tion 11.9 percent and about 3 per cent international migration. Women 



TABLE 1 
Population of India based on Place of Birth Data: 1961-1991 (figure in '000) 

Source: Migration Tables Dl of 1961, 1971, 1981 and 1991 Censuses (India, 1966; 1979; 1988 and 1997). The figure for the 1981 Census 
excludes population of Assam, while the 1991 census excludes population of Jammu and Kashmir where census could not be con
ducted. 
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dominate short distance migration. About 64 per cent of total female 
migrants moved within the district as compared to 46 per cent of total 
male migrants. 

According to the place of last residence information, 232 million 
persons (27.7 per cent of total population) were enumerated at a place 
different from the place of last residence. Out of the total migrants 
based on place of last residence concept, about 60.5 per cent were 
intradistrict, 25.4 per cent interdistrict, 11.5 per cent interstate and 2.6 
per cent international migrants. In terms of volume and percentage, 
both the concepts show similar level. 

Duration of Residence and Migration Stream 

The duration of residence at the place of enumeration information 
provides the data on timing of movement. Table 2 presents the four 
types of migration streams, namely — rural-rural, rural-urban, ur
ban-rural and urban-urban with duration of residence of migrants 
based on place of last residence criterion in 1981 and 1991 census. The 
duration data are published as duration of less than one year, 1-4 years, 
5-9 years, 10-19 years and 20 years and above. The persons who were 
not able to provide duration of residence information, are grouped 
under 'duration unknown'. 

Among the four migration streams, the rural-rural migration stream 
emerges as the predominant stream. Out of the total migrants in 1991, 
the rural-rural migration stream accounts for about 64.5 per cent of 
total migrants, where 43.5 per cent are male and 72.2 per cent are 
female migrants. A similar pattern was observed in 1981 census. The 
dominance of female migrants is clearly seen in the rural-rural migra
tion stream, as for every thousand male migrants there are 4,483 female 
migrants. Moreover, the sex ratio was in favour of females, in within 
the state migrant figures, compared to interstate migrant figures. 

According to the 1991 census about 5 per cent males and 2.3 per 
cent females moved within a year; 21.8 per cent male and 15.4 per cent 
females in 1-4 years; 15.5 per cent males and 15 per cent females in 
5-9 years. Out of total migrants in 1991, about 42 per cent male and 
32 per cent female moved during the intercensal period 1981-91. 
Compared to the previous intercensal period 1971-81, the percentage 
of migrants has declined. However, it may be noted that in the 1991 
census, a high percentage of migrants did not report their duration of 
residence at the place of enumeration. Therefore the decline in per
centage of intercensal migrants may not be completely attributed to 
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decline in recent movement of migrants. About 20 per cent of males 
and 24.7 per cent of females reported to have moved between 10 to 20 
years on the basis of place of last residence. A more or less similar 
percentage of males and females reported a duration of 10-19 and 20 
and above years in the 1981 and 1991 census. The data according to 
type of migration streams in the 1981 and the 199,1 census are pre
sented in Table 2. 

A higher percentage of migrants of rural-to-rural and urban-to- rural 
reported less than one year and 1-4 years duration of residence 
compared to rural-urban and urban-urban migrants. Perhaps the move
ment of children, seasonal migrant workers and return migration of the 
aged or unsuccessful migrants might account for the higher percentage 
in these two streams. The data on the reason for migration with 
duration of residence may throw some light on this. 

Reasons for Migration 

Information on reason for migration were not collected in the India 
census till 1971. From 1981, the census started collecting informa
tion on reasons for migration, from the persons who reported a 
different place of last residence other than the place of enumeration. 
In 1981, the reasons for migration were classified into five broad 
groups — employment, education, family movement, marriage and 
others. The scope of data was further increased in the 1991 census, 
as additional categories of business and natural calamities such as 
flood, drought, and so on were made. Movement due to displace
ment and retirement, which was not covered by employment, busi
ness, education, family movement, marriage, natural calamities was 
included in the others' category. The data on reason for migration 
are useful to understand the motivational factors behind the move
ment of persons. The data are based on the place of last residence 
concept, and are, for all migrants, irrespective of duration of resi
dence at place of enumeration. The data on reasons for migration 
and type of migration are presented in Tables 3(a) and 3(b) in the 
1981 and the 1991 census, respectively. 

Employment among males and marriage among females were found 
as the main reasons for migration. Associational reasons — movement 
on account of accompanying parents or any member of family — was 
the second most important reason among both male and female migrants. 
As seen from the data in Tables 3(a) and 3(b), 'other' reasons of migration 
accounted for about one-third of male intradistrict migrants. More than 



Note : The total includes unclassifiable place of last residence as rural or urban. 
Source : Migration Table D2 of 1981 and 1991 Census (India, 1988; 1997). 

TABLE 2 
Percentage Distribution of Duration of Residence of Migrants by Type of Migration in 1981 and 1991 



TABLE 3(a) 
Percentage Distribution of All India Migrants by type of Migration Stream and Reasons for Migration, 1981 

Source: Migration Table D3 of 1981 census (India, 1988). 

TABLE 3(b) 
Percentage Distribution of All India Migrants by type of Migration Stream and Reasons for Migration, 1991 

Source: Migration Table D3 of 1991 census (India,1997). 
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half the international migrants are likely to be children and migrants 
of partition of India. Examining the type of migration data, the impor
tance of the employment factor among males is clearly seen. Com
pared to intradistrict and interdistrict type of migrants, about 50 per 
cent male interstate migrants elicited employment related reasons in 
1981, which came down to about 43 per cent in 1991. It may be pointed 
out that the decline in the percentage of male migrants in 1991 for 
employment related reasons may be due to the creation of the business 
category as a separate category in 1991. According to the 1981 census, 
the instructions to enumerators suggest that the business related rea
sons were supposed to be grouped into the 'other' category in 1981. 
However, an examining the 1991 census data and employment cate
gory versus the 'other' category it seems business related reason's 
might have been included in employment category in 1981. This 
explanation is based on the trend in employment and other related 
reasons of migration. Further examination of data at the state level may 
clarify this discrepancy. 

Rural-urban migration data indicates that about 42 per cent of the 
males and about 4 per cent of the females in 1991 moved due to 
employment related reasons compared to 48 per cent male and 4 per 
cent female in 1981. Business related reasons were reported by 10 per 
cent rural-urban and 9 per cent urban-urban male migrants in 1991. 
About 1 per cent of the female migrants reported to move for business 
related reasons. Movement for education purposes has remained more 
or less at the same level in 1981 and 1991, both for male and female 
migrants. 

Education Level 

According to the Indian Census, a person who can read and write, 
with understanding, any Indian language is defined as literate. In 
1991, 52.7 per cent of males and 32.2 per cent of females of the total 
population were enumerated as literate compared to 46.9 per cent 
among males and 24.8 per cent among females in 1981. The literacy 
rate among migrants in 1991 was 39.8 per cent (66.7 per cent for 
males and 29.5 per cent for females) which was about 3 per cent 
lower than the total population. In 1981, data relating to the number 
of literates among the migrant population were not published, 
therefore it is not possible to measure changes in the literacy rate 
of migrants versus total population. 
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Work Participation 

The work participation rate (WPR) (percentage worker to total popu
lation) is presented below for total population and migrants. The 
worker data for migrants Were not tabulated in 1981, therefore com
parisons are made between the 1971 and 1991 data. The WPRs among 
migrants was found about 3 per cent higher than total population in 
1991 while it was about 2 per cent lower in 1971. Keeping in mind, 
the differences in age-sex structure of migrant and non-migrant popu
lations, caution needs to be exercised in drawing conclusions about 
work participation rates them. 

Figure 1 shows the age and sex distribution of work participation 
rate of migrants by migration streams in 1991. The work participation 
rate in the age group 15-49 was at the highest level. The work 
participation rate among females was found to be much lower. The 
participation rate of rural-rural and urban-rural female migrants is 
nearly twice as high as that of their rural-urban and urban-urban 
counterparts. A higher percentage of the male migrants at older ages 
(60 years and above) were found working when compared to females 
migrants. 

From the 1981 census, a number of tables were generated based on 
persons reporting employment as the reason for migration. About 27.0 
per cent male and 1.8 per cent female of total migrants reported 
employment as the reason for migration in 1991 compared to 32.1 per 
cent male and 1.9 per cent female in 1981. Table 4 presents the 
education levels of migrants (sex-wise) who moved within the state 
and interstate. Data are presented separately for rural-urban and 
urban-urban migration streams which mentioned employment as the 
most dominant reason for migration among both males and females. 
It is surprising to note that the literacy level among intrastate migrants 
was found higher than the interstate migrants in both rural-urban and 
urban-urban migration streams. The educational distribution of mi
grants by sex and migration stream reporting employment show little 
improvement, that is, 5 per cent increase between 1981 and 1991. The 
lower level of literacy among migrants needs to be examined with 
state-level data. However, as employment opportunities in many states 
are declining or becoming more competitive, the lower educated 
labour migrants move across the states. 
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FIGURE 1 
Work Participation Rate of Migrants by Sex and 

Migration Streams - 1991 Census 
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TABLE 4 
Education Level of Internal Migrants Reporting Employment as reason for 

Migration by Sex and Migration Stream: 1981 and 1991 

Source : Migration Table D5, D6, D7 and D8 (India, 1988; 1997). 
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The work participation rate among male migrants working as main 
workers reporting employment as reason for migration was found to 
be very high (91 per cent) compared to female (44 per cent) in 1991. 
In the marginal category of workers, females show higher percentage 
compared to males migrants (Table 5). The stream-wise differences 
were observed more among females moved to urban destinations 
(rural-urban and urban-urban) compared to males migrants. The level 
of work participation has not changed much between 1981 and 1991. 
A little higher percentage of non-working women migrants reported 
seeking/available for work compared to male migrants. However, the 
percentage of these job seekers remain at around one per cent. 

TABLE 5 
Work Participation Rate among Migrants Reporting Employment as Reason 

for Migration By Sex and Migration Streams 

Note : Figures in parentheses are the percentage of marginal workers to total mi
grant population. 

Conclusion 

About 30 per cent of the Indian population are migrants based on place 
of birth and place of last residence concepts adopted in Indian census. 
The differences in the level of migrants are very little. The level of 
migration over the period 1961-1991 shows a decline by about 5 per 
cent. The stream wise migration data indicate a decline in percentage 
of migrants between 1981 and 1991. The movement in 1991 had 
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reduced compared to 1981. Macro-level data continue to indicate 
Economic factors among males and associational and marriage fact as 
among females as to main factor behind their movement. About 1 per 
cent of males and less than 0.5 per cent of females moved due to natural 
calamities such as floods, droughts and so on. The education level of 
within-the-state migrants was higher than that of interstate migrants. 
The work participation rate among male migrants was about 90 per 
cent compared to female migrants (44 per cent). This indicates that 
more than half the females who had cited employment as the reason 
for migration, were either unable to get employment or had opted to 
be out of work. 
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