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 This study focuses on internal migration within India and explores how it 
affects the families that stay behind in the rural areas. By drawing on 
secondary data sources such as the Census of India, 2011, rounds from the 
National Sample Survey Organisation (NSS/NSSO), the India Human 
Development Survey (IHDS), and a range of peer‑reviewed empirical studies, 
the paper synthesizes evidence about the various economic, educational, 
health, gender, and psychosocial outcomes experienced by left‑behind 
household members. The findings suggest that remittances usually enhance 
household income and asset ownership, but migration is also likely to 
increase the caregiving burden of women, generate mixed effects for 
children's schooling and learning, and may even deteriorate mental and 
physical health outcomes of those left behind. Concluding, the paper offers 
policy recommendations aimed at supporting left‑behind families through 
targeted social protection, improved access to services, and stronger 
governance of labor and migration.  
Keywords: Internal migration, left-behind families, rural India, remittances, 
social impact, education, health, gender. 

 

1. Introduction 

Internal migration lies at the heart of India's demographic and economic dynamics. Hundreds of 

millions of internal migrants were enumerated in the 2011 Census, reflecting deep-seated structural 

changes in livelihoods, patterns of urbanization, and labor demand across the country (Census of India, 

2011). The majority of these migrants migrate from rural areas in search of employment in urban 

centers or across state borders, a phenomenon with important consequences for the households and 

communities they are leaving behind. This paper examines the social impacts of migration on left-

behind family members in rural India-children, spouses, and the elderly-by synthesizing secondary 

quantitative data and qualitative insights to discern emergent patterns and discuss policy-relevant 

implications. 

2. Objectives 

We intend to review existing data sources and empirical studies pertaining to internal migration and 

left-behind families in rural India. Specifically, we seek to synthesize what the evidence says about 
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the economic, educational, health, gendered, and psychosocial effects on those left behind. Finally, we 

offer some policy recommendations and provide a realistic research timetable for future primary or 

mixed-methods studies. 

3. Literature Review 

3.1 Scale and patterns of internal migration 

Migration in India is internal and complex. Census data indicates significant rural to rural, rural to 

urban and interstate flows. Marriage-related mobility dominates the female flows while labour-related 

flows are concentrated among males of working age (Census of India, 2011). Many studies underline 

the predominance of circular and temporary migration among the rural poor, who move seasonally or 

episodically in search of work (Deshingkar & Grimm, 2005; Deshingkar, 2009). 

3.2 Economic impacts: Remittances and livelihoods 

A frequent claim is that the receipt of remittances from migrants increases household incomes and can 

be invested in housing, health, and education, and serves as a mechanism for poverty reduction (World 

Bank, 2009; Deshingkar, 2010). The distribution and utilization of remittances, however, remain 

uneven: different households use them either for productive investment or consumption smoothing. 

The net impact on poverty is context-dependent and mediated through local labour markets and social 

structures. 

3.3 Education and children left behind 

Empirical studies yield conflicting findings in regard to the educational outcomes of children. Some 

evidence suggests that parental migration-especially of mothers-can have adverse effects on school 

attendance and learning because of disrupted care, while other studies have found remittance income 

keeps children in school (Lu, 2014; studies synthesised from IHDS data). The effect often depends on 

who migrates, the duration of absence, and the care arrangements for children. 

3.4 Health outcomes and psychosocial impacts 

Migration affects left-behind family members' health and well-being through several channels. A 

number of studies find that left-behind spouses report poorer self-rated health and more frequent 

incidence of mental health issues, such as Lei et al. (2021). For the elderly, the absence of an adult 

child can reduce access to caregiving, although remittances at times pay for healthcare costs. 

3.5 Gender and care burdens 
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Women often bear heavier household and farming responsibilities when male family members migrate. 

This process of the ‘feminisation of responsibilities’ impacts women's time use, labour market 

participation, autonomy, and vulnerability to economic shocks. The gender division of labour often 

becomes more pronounced, while access to formal support networks may be limited for women. 

4. Data Sources and Methods (Secondary Data) 

This paper brings together and expands upon findings drawn from a range of important secondary 

sources. Specifically, it relies upon:The Census of India (2011), which includes the migration tables 

with birthplace and last place of residence, as well as the different streams of migration that have been 

identified through the same census. 

Rounds of the NSS on Employment-Unemployment and migration tables provide periodic, household-

based estimates of the level of migration and various labor indicators. 

- The India Human Development Survey (IHDS) provides panel data with measurements of the same 

households over time, including education and migration-related outcomes.An extensive range of 

peer‑reviewed literature and working papers exists, prominent among these are contributions by 

Deshingkar, Srivastava, Lu, Lei, along with outputs from the World Bank and other scholars. 

Approach: The approach used is a narrative synthesis. This process is described as identifying thematic 

results from both quantitative surveys and qualitative studies, and then triangulating the findings to 

find patterns consistently seen between different data sources. Where possible, the paper documents 

specific statistical results such as rates and correlations, and it also emphasizes how these results vary 

across different regions and between population groups. 

5. Findings — Synthesis of Evidence 

5.1 Demographic and migration patterns 

The Census of 2011 indicated extensive internal migration, as substantial sections of the population in 

both rural and urban areas are considered migrants either by birthplace or last place of residence. 

People migrate for various reasons, such as marriage, job opportunities, and educational purposes. 

Specifically, labor-related migration usually involves working-age men from poorer rural districts, 

while marriage-related movements make up the majority of female migration. 

5.2 Economic impacts for left-behind households 

Remittances tend to result in increased household spending and, often, more household assets, and this 

can dampen financial shocks. Research demonstrates that remittances may finance construction in 
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housing and improvements in children’s schooling. However, income is not always converted into 

livelihood improvements in all household members. Selection effects, or which households can send 

migrants, and the volatility of migration earnings, make the overall impact complex to capture 

(Deshingkar, 2009; World Bank, 2009). 

5.3 Education outcomes 

The evidence is mixed. Using data from the IHDS and other surveys, scholars report both positive and 

negative impacts of migration on children's schooling and learning outcomes. Often, positive effects 

arise when remittances support the costs of schooling. Negative effects can arise from caregiver 

absence and disruptions within the household due to migration. Short-term, circular migration is 

especially shown to contribute to irregular school attendance among younger children in particular (Lu 

2014). 

5.4 Health and psychosocial outcomes  

Many studies have found that left-behind spouses and elderly relatives report poorer self-rated health 

and higher levels of anxiety or depression. Absent adult children can reduce immediate caregiving 

support, though remittance income may help offset some healthcare costs (Lei et al., 2021). 5.5 

Gendered impacts and social mobility Women who stay behind take on more tasks both in farming 

and domestic work. There is evidence of heightened decision-making authority and bargaining power 

for women when their husbands migrate, although this is not always the case. In many cases, increased 

work burdens and entrenched social norms may cancel out any potential benefits at all (Srivastava, 

2018). 5.6 Heterogeneity by region, caste and poverty The impacts are not homogenous; they vary by 

state, caste group, and levels of poverty. Poor or geographically remote areas offer the least 

opportunities for households to convert remittances into sustainable benefits, since local markets are 

weak and access to services is limited. 

6. Discussion 

Research identifies numerous ways that a family will benefit or be disadvantaged by the effects of 

migration. Types of mechanisms identified are Financial (remittances), Human Capital (disruption of 

Educational), Social (care and gender role responsibilities), and Institutional (access to employment 

and service agencies). To maximize benefits while minimizing costs, it is essential to consider how 

these various types of mechanisms interact and influence the overall welfare of the families left behind 

by migrants. It will not be sufficient just to recognize individual benefits or costs associated with 
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migrant's families. Programs will need to be developed and or modified to ensure all families can 

participate and receive the maximum benefits while minimizing potential losses. 

7. Policy Recommendations 

1. Rate of outward migration (e.g., providing cash transfers, allowing access to health insurance and 

pension systems for those individuals left behind, especially the elderly). 

2. Improved access to local services (e.g., flexible school schedules and community-based childcare 

for families experiencing high levels of parental migration). 

3. Supporting male and female caregivers by providing job training and access to affordable credit and 

labour-saving technologies to help reduce caregiver burden while also increasing economic 

opportunities. 

4. Improving the governance of labour migration (e.g., providing more information to both migrants 

and their families regarding wage standards, work contracts, etc. and establishing secure and regular 

methods for sending remittances back home). 

5. Providing mental health support and counselling services at the community level for spouses and 

children left behind by their migrant family members. 

6. Collecting, monitoring and analysing data on migrants and their families by incorporating migration 

modules into household surveys and administrative data collected by local governments on an ongoing 

and consistent basis. 

8. Limitations 

As this article relies on secondary data sources, it suffers significant limitations around making causal 

inferences due to the observational nature of most of the datasets used in this study; moreover, it has 

the possibility of selection bias since both the immigrant population and the household members were 

not selected randomly. In addition, there are regional differences in migration trends, as well as 

changes in migration patterns that have occurred since the last national dataset (i.e. following the 2011 

census), so that what has been presented in this paper may differ somewhat from what will be found 

following the most current research using contemporary longitudinal data sources. 

9. Conclusion 

The out-migration of people from rural to urban areas in India is not just a simple issue; there are many 

factors involved. For example, when a person leaves their home to look for a better job, that person's 
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remittances (the money they send back) help create new jobs and increase the economic opportunity 

for those that remain in the rural area. However, as families continue to leave for urban centres, there 

are many social costs placed on the families of the migrants. Many families face an increased burden 

with regards to caring for children and older parents, more difficult transportation to obtain schooling 

for their children, fewer opportunities for children to receive a good education, and impacts on the 

health and mental well-being of the family members, especially the spouse and older relatives. In 

conclusion, for policymakers to effectively set up a policy that will create maximum benefits for rural 

families and minimize negative implications on the families of migrants, it will be necessary to provide 

social protection, improve the quality of educational, health, and other local services to caregivers. 
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