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impacting India's economy. However, Indian migrants face challenges like legal barriers, cultural adaptation, and discrimination.
The Indian government has undertaken several policy measures, such as the e-Migrate system and Pravasi Bharatiya Divas, to
address migration challenges. This review discusses these issues comprehensively and provides policy recommendations to
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Abstract

Migration has been an integral part of India's demographic, economic, and social landscape. This
review examines various aspects of Indian migration, including internal and international migration
trends, economic contributions, challenges faced by migrants, and policy responses. Internal
migration, driven by employment, education, and social mobility, significantly contributes to
urbanization but also raises concerns regarding housing, healthcare, and employment rights.
International migration, especially to the Middle East, North America, and Europe, has been crucial
in remittance inflows, significantly impacting India's economy. However, Indian migrants face
challenges like legal barriers, cultural adaptation, and discrimination. The Indian government has
undertaken several policy measures, such as the e-Migrate system and Pravasi Bharatiya Divas, to
address migration challenges. This review discusses these issues comprehensively and provides
policy recommendations to improve migrant well-being.
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1. Introduction

Migration in India is a complex and multidimensional phenomenon influenced by economic,
social, political, and environmental factors. Historically, migration in India has been driven by
livelihood opportunities, education, marriage, and social mobility. However, in recent decades,
globalization and economic liberalization have significantly altered migration patterns (Skeldon,
2006).

Internal migration in India remains the dominant form of mobility, with millions moving from
rural areas to urban centers for employment and better living conditions. The Census of India
(2011) estimated that approximately 450 million people were classified as migrants, with a
significant portion engaged in seasonal and temporary labor migration (Srivastava & Sasikumar,
2020). Economic factors such as wage differentials, agricultural distress, and industrial growth
have played a major role in shaping these migration trends (Keshri & Bhagat, 2012).

At the same time, international migration from India has also witnessed an upward trend. The
Indian diaspora is one of the largest in the world, with over 18 million people living abroad
(United Nations, 2021). The Middle East, North America, and Europe remain the primary
destinations for Indian migrants, with remittances playing a vital role in India's economy. In 2022,
India received over $100 billion in remittances, making it the highest recipient of global
remittances (World Bank, 2022). Despite these economic benefits, Indian migrants face
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significant challenges, including legal restrictions, cultural adaptation, and discrimination in host
countries (Naujoks, 2013).

Furthermore, the COVID-19 pandemic brought migration-related issues to the forefront,
particularly for internal migrants. The lockdown imposed in 2020 resulted in a large-scale reverse
migration of informal workers, exposing the vulnerabilities and lack of social protection for
migrant laborers in India (Sahoo & Bhagat, 2021). This event highlighted the need for
comprehensive migration policies that ensure the welfare of migrants while maximizing the
economic benefits of migration.

This review examines the trends, challenges, and policy responses related to internal and
international migration in India. By analyzing the socioeconomic impact of migration and
evaluating existing policy frameworks, this study aims to contribute to the ongoing discourse on
migration governance and sustainable development.

2: Internal Migration in India

2.1 Trends in Internal Migration

Internal migration in India is primarily driven by economic opportunities, particularly from rural
to urban areas. According to the Census of India (2011), approximately 450 million people are
classified as migrants, with interstate migration accounting for 35% of this figure. Seasonal
migration, particularly among agricultural workers, is also a prominent feature.

2.2 Causes of Internal Migration:
1. Economic Factors

Migration in India is significantly influenced by economic opportunities, particularly in major
urban centers like Mumbai, Delhi, and Bengaluru. The demand for labor in construction,
manufacturing, and service industries drives large-scale rural-to-urban migration. The "push"
factor of rural unemployment and the "pull" factor of higher wages in urban areas play a crucial
role in migration patterns. ( Marchang, R. (2017).

Economic opportunities in urban areas continue to be a major driver of internal migration in India.
A study on migration in Kashmir Valley highlights the role of urban employment prospects,
improved wages, and industrial expansion in attracting migrants from rural areas. The lack of
sustainable livelihoods in rural regions further intensifies the push toward cities like Mumbai,
Delhi, and Bengaluru (Rather, J. A., Hajam, L. A., & Hajam, F. A. (2024)

2. Social, Factors, (Marriage&FamilyRelocation)
Marriage is a dominant factor influencing migration, particularly for women. In India, societal
norms and cultural practices often dictate that women move to their husband’s place of residence
after marriage. Additionally, family relocation due to employment transfers or improved living

conditions contributes to migration trends. (Rajan, S. I. (2021).

Marriage-driven migration remains one of the leading causes of movement, particularly for
women in India. Social and cultural norms dictate that women relocate to their husband’s place of
residence post-marriage. This study explores how patriarchal structures and family expectations
shape migration trends, especially in northern India (Bhagat, R. B. (2024).

3. Educational Migration.

The movement of students from rural and semi-urban areas to metropolitan cities for higher
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education has increased significantly in recent decades. Cities such as Delhi, Bengaluru, and Pune
have emerged as major educational hubs, attracting students seeking quality education and better
career prospects. (Palavajjhala, R. (2019)

Educational migration has been increasing, especially among youth seeking higher education and
better career opportunities in urban centers. A study on internal migration in India discusses how
urban universities and technical institutions in cities like Delhi, Bengaluru, and Pune attract
students from smaller towns and rural areas. This migration is often influenced by the availability
of specialized courses, better infrastructure, and career prospects post-education. (Rajan, S. I.
(2024)

4. Environmental Factors (Climate Change & Displacement).

Environmental factors such as floods, droughts, and rising sea levels have contributed to
migration, particularly in coastal regions and agrarian communities. Climate change-induced
displacement is becoming a pressing issue, affecting populations in states like Bihar, Odisha, and
West Bengal. (Bhagat, R. B. (2021).

Climate-induced migration is becoming an increasing concern in India. A study on the impacts of
environmental change on migration highlights how rural populations from states like Bihar,
Odisha, and West Bengal are being displaced due to rising sea levels, floods, and prolonged
droughts. The study further discusses how these climate migrants often move to urban centers in
search of alternative livelihoods, further straining urban resources (Piguet, E., & Laczko, F.
(2024)

3. International Migration from India
3.1 Migration Trends

India is one of the largest sources of international migrants. The Indian diaspora, estimated at 18
million by the UN (2021), is spread across regions including the Middle East, North America, and
Europe. Kerala, Punjab, and Gujarat have traditionally been major states contributing to
international migration.

1. Indian Migration to the Middle East (GCC Countries)

The Middle East, particularly the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) countries (Saudi Arabia, UAE,
Qatar, Kuwait, Oman, and Bahrain), remains a primary destination for Indian migrants. Indian
migrants are predominantly low-skilled or semi-skilled laborers, especially in construction,
domestic work, and service sectors. However, high-skilled professionals in finance, healthcare,
and IT sectors are also increasing in number.( Mencutek, Z. S., & Gurses, U. (2024).

Indian labor migration to the Gulf began in the 1970s oil boom and has since grown significantly.
The majority of Indian migrants in the UAE, Saudi Arabia, and Qatar work in construction,
domestic work, and low-wage services. Many migrants face exploitative working conditions,
including low wages, poor living conditions, and restrictions under the Kafala system. High-
skilled professionals, such as engineers, doctors, nurses and financial experts, are also migrating
to Gulf nations for better job prospects(Furukawa, Y. (2024).

2. Indian Skilled Migration to North America & Europe.

The United States, Canada, and European nations are the main destinations for skilled Indian
migrants. Indian IT professionals, engineers, healthcare workers, and academics dominate the
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skilled migration landscape. Indian international students in North America contribute to brain
drain, but also participate in brain circulation, where they return to India or work in multinational
corporations with Indian ties. Stringent visa policies (such as the H-1B visa in the US) and post-
study work opportunities significantly impact migration trends. (Jacobs, E. M. (2024)

The United States and Canada remain the top destinations for highly skilled Indian professionals,
particularly in STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering, Mathematics) fields. The United
Kingdom and Germany are increasingly attracting Indian IT professionals, researchers, and
healthcare workers. Migration is influenced by visa policies, with programs like the H-1B visa
(US), Express Entry (Canada), and the EU Blue Card (Europe) shaping mobility trends. The study
highlights how post-study work opportunities encourage Indian students to transition into long-
term employment in host countries(King, R., & Sondhi, G. (2018).

3. Indian Migration to Southeast Asia & Australia

Singapore and Malaysia are major destinations for Indian professionals, particularly in IT,
finance, and healthcare. Australia has witnessed a rise in Indian students and skilled workers,
largely through permanent residency programs. Indian migration to Australia is highly educated,
with a focus on STEM fields and business professionals. Despite opportunities, discrimination,
visa restrictions, and integration challenges persist for Indian migrants.( Hugo, G. (2015)

3.2 Economic Impact of International Migration
1. Remittances from Indian Migrants.

India received over $129.1 billion in remittances in 2024, the highest in the world. Remittances
significantly contribute to household income, poverty reduction, and foreign exchange reserves.
The Gulf countries, the US, and the UK are the top sources of remittances. Remittance
inflows help in rural development, supporting sectors like housing, education, and healthcare.
(Singhal, N., & Kumar, N. (2025)

India consistently ranks as the top recipient of global remittances, which contribute significantly
to foreign exchange reserves and poverty alleviation. Remittances enhance rural development by
funding education, healthcare, and infrastructure projects in migrant-sending regions. The
economic impact of remittances extends beyond direct household income, influencing regional
and national economic stability.( Chauhdry, K. T. (2024)

2. Brain Drain vs. Brain Gain: India's Skilled Migration Trends.

Brain Drain: The outflow of highly skilled professionals (engineers, IT professionals, doctors,)
to the US, Canada, the UK, and Australia is a long-standing concern. Brain Gain: The Startup
India initiative and return migration programs aim to attract skilled professionals back to India.
Foreign-educated returnees play a key role in entrepreneurship, research, and technology
development. Policy challenges include visa restrictions in destination countries and the need
for better incentives for returnees(Dygas, R. (2024)

India continues to lose a significant portion of its highly skilled workforce to the US, Canada, and
Europe due to better opportunities, research funding, and salaries. Despite the outflow, programs
such as "Start-up India" and return migration policies aim to convert brain drain into brain gain by
attracting skilled professionals back. Studies show that returning migrants contribute to India's
innovation, entrepreneurship, and economic growth by bringing back global knowledge and
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networks.( Cecilia, C. S. N., & Mohana, P. (2024)
3.3 Challenges Faced by Indian Migrants Abroad
1. Legal and Visa Issues Faced by Indian Migrants in the Gulf.

Indian migrants in Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) countries face legal difficulties due to
the Kafala sponsorship system, which ties workers to their employers and restricts job mobility.
Many workers report contract violations, withheld wages, and exploitative working conditions.
The lack of strong bilateral agreements between India and Gulf nations makes grievance redressal
difficult. Many migrants enter on tourist visas and overstay, leading to undocumented status and
legal issues.( Naresh, S. (2015).

2. Cultural and Social Adaptation Challenges Faced by Indian Migrants

Indian migrant workers in GCC countries face legal restrictions due to the Kafala system, which
ties them to employers and limits job mobility. Many face contract substitution, where promised
wages and working conditions differ from actual contracts upon arrival. Labor rights
violations are common, with issues such as withheld wages, lack of legal protection, and visa
fraud. The lack of effective diplomatic agreements between India and Gulf nations worsens
migrant grievances(Gaur, S. (2019).

3. Exploitation and Labor Rights Issues.

Indian migrants, especially low-skilled workers in the Gulf, Europe, and North America,
face wage theft, poor working conditions, and lack of legal protection. Many workers
experience contract substitution, where promised wages and job roles differ upon arrival. Female
domestic workers in Gulf countries are particularly vulnerable to abuse, forced labor, and physical
exploitation. Lack of labor rights awareness and limited government intervention make it difficult
for migrants to seek justice.( Naujoks, D. (2009).

4. Social Discrimination and Marginalization.

Indian migrants in Western countries face social marginalization, xenophobia, and workplace
discrimination. In North America and Europe, skilled migrants often
experience underemployment and career stagnation due to credential recognition barriers. Cultural
and religious discrimination is prevalent, particularly for South Asian Muslims in post-9/11
Western societies. Indian professionals in the Middle East face ethnic hierarchies, where Western
expatriates receive higher wages and better benefits than Indian workers in similar roles(Wright,
A. (2021).

4. Psychological and Social Well-being

Indian migrants often experience mental health issues such as depression, anxiety, and
homesickness, especially in Gulf countries where laborers live in isolated labor camps. The lack
of family support systems, long working hours, and workplace harassment contribute to emotional
distress. Indian women migrants working as domestic helpers often report mental and emotional
abuse, with limited access to support networks. Government support programs for migrant well-
being remain inadequate, with few psychological counseling or social reintegration
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programs available upon return.(Gardner, A. M. (2010).
4. Migration Policies and Government Initiatives.

The Indian government has developed a range of policies and programs to manage emigration,
protect migrant workers, and engage with the Indian diaspora. These policies are shaped by the
dual objectives of safeguarding migrants' rights and leveraging the diaspora for national
development.

1.Emigration Policies.

The Emigration Act of 1983 is the cornerstone of India's emigration policy, regulating the
recruitment and deployment of Indian workers abroad. It mandates the registration of recruitment
agents and requires emigrants to obtain an Emigration Clearance Required (ECR) status for
certain countries.

The e-Migrate system, launched in 2015, digitized the emigration process, enhancing
transparency and reducing exploitation of migrant workers. It integrates recruitment agents,
employers, and government agencies into a single platform.

2.Diaspora Engagement Programs.

The Pravasi Bharatiya Divas (PBD), held annually, serves as a platform to connect with the Indian
diaspora, recognize their contributions, and address their concerns. The Ministry of External
Affairs (MEA) oversees initiatives like the Overseas Citizenship of India (OCI) scheme, which
grants lifelong visa-free travel and work rights to people of Indian origin. (Kapur, D. (2010).

3.Bilateral Agreements.

India has signed bilateral labor agreements with key destination countries, such as the UAE, Saudi
Arabia, and Qatar, to protect the rights of Indian workers. These agreements often include
provisions for fair wages, decent working conditions, and access to grievance redressal
mechanisms.( Rajan, S. I., & Narayana, D. (2012)

4. Role of the International Organization for Migration (IOM).

The IOM works closely with India to strengthen migration management systems, promote safe
migration, and combat human trafficking. It supports capacity-building initiatives for government
agencies and civil society organizations.( IOM. (2020).

5.United Nations (UN) Frameworks.

The Global Compact for Safe, Orderly, and Regular Migration (GCM), adopted in 2018, provides
a comprehensive framework for international cooperation on migration. India has endorsed the
GCM, committing to uphold the rights of migrants and enhance migration governance.
The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), particularly Goal 10.7, emphasize the need for
orderly, safe, and responsible migration.( UN General Assembly. (2018).

6. Regional Cooperation

India collaborates with regional bodies like the Colombo Process and the Abu Dhabi Dialogueto
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address labor migration issues in South Asia and the Gulf region. These platforms facilitate
dialogue between origin and destination countries, promoting best practices in migration
management(Wickramasekara, P. (2015).

5. Future of Migration in India

With technological advancements and economic shifts, migration patterns are expected to evolve.
The rise of remote work and digital opportunities may reduce the need for physical migration,
while climate change is likely to increase forced displacement. Policy interventions will be crucial
in ensuring that migration contributes positively to India's development.

1. Impact of Technology on Migration Patterns.

Remote work and digital transformation may reduce the need for physical migration, allowing
workers to remain in smaller towns while working for global companies. The rise of Al and
automation could lead to job displacement in low-skilled sectors, increasing migration for high-
tech opportunities. Gig economy platforms (e.g., Uber, Upwork, Fiverr) are enabling global labor
mobility without physical relocation. E-learning and digital upskilling may help workers migrate
to higher-paying jobs without leaving their home regions. (Fagbemi, S. (2024).

2. Climate Change and Forced Migration.

Climate change is expected to increase displacement, especially in coastal and drought-prone
regions such as West Bengal, Odisha, and Bihar. Rural-to-urban migration will intensify
as agriculture-dependent populations lose livelihoods due to rising temperatures and water
scarcity. India needs stronger adaptation policies, such as climate-resilient urban
planning and migration-friendly social policies. International climate refugees could increase due
to regional climate stress, pushing cross-border migration trends. (Reddy, K. S. N. et al. (2025)

6. Review Method

A comprehensive literature review was conducted by analyzing academic papers, government
reports, and international migration studies. The sources include:

» Peer-reviewed journal articles from databases such as Google Scholar, JSTOR, and Scopus

e Reports from institutions like the World Bank, United Nations, International Organization for
Migration (IOM), and the Indian Ministry of External Affairs

e Census data and labor migration reports from Government of India sources (Census 2011,
National Sample Survey, and Economic Surveys)

7. Key Findings:

Aspect Key Findings

* Driven by employment, marriage, education, and
climate factors.

¢ Rural-to-urban migration is significant, but informal
workers lack social security.

Internal Migration
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® Seasonal and temporary laborers face vulnerabilities.

e India has one of the largest diasporas, with 18+
million people abroad.

¢ The Middle East, North America, and Europe are key
destinations.

e Skilled migration to the West contributes to brain
drain but also leads to economic gains.

e India received $129.1 billion in remittances in 2024,
the highest globally.

¢ Remittances contribute to poverty reduction and
economic stability.

e Return migration fosters entrepreneurship and
innovation.

e Legal barriers, cultural adaptation, discrimination,
and labor exploitation.

Challenges Faced by e The Kafala system in GCC countries restricts job

Migrants mobility.

¢ Indian migrants in Western nations face credential
recognition barriers.

¢ Emigration Act (1983) regulates migration processes.

* The e-Migrate system ensures transparency in labor
recruitment.

e Diaspora engagement programs like PBD and OCI
strengthen ties with NRIs.

¢ Digital transformation may reduce physical migration
needs.

¢ Climate change will increase displacement, especially
in coastal and agrarian areas.

¢ Policy reforms are needed to address emerging
migration challenges.

International Migration

Economic Impact

Government Policies &
Interventions

Future Migration Trends

8. Conclusion:

Migration has been a fundamental aspect of India's demographic and economic structure,
contributing significantly to both urbanization and international economic engagement. This
review highlights the dual nature of migration in India—internal migration, which primarily
involves labor mobility within the country, and international migration, which has led to a
significant Indian diaspora worldwide.

Internal migration is largely driven by economic opportunities, social factors like marriage,
education, and environmental displacement. While migration to urban centers has boosted labor
markets and economic growth, it has also created challenges related to housing, employment
rights, and access to social services. Seasonal migrants, in particular, face vulnerabilities due to a
lack of social security and labor protections.

Internationally, Indian migration has had a profound economic impact through remittances, which

contribute significantly to household incomes and national foreign exchange reserves. However,
Indian migrants also face legal, cultural, and labor rights challenges, particularly in Gulf
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Cooperation Council (GCC) countries and Western nations. The issue of "brain drain" versus
"brain gain" remains a key concern, as India's skilled workforce continues to migrate in search of
better opportunities, though return migration programs are attempting to harness this talent for
national development.

The Indian government has implemented various initiatives, such as the e-Migrate system, Pravasi
Bharatiya Divas (PBD), and bilateral agreements, to safeguard migrant rights and strengthen
migration governance.

Looking ahead, technological advancements, digital work opportunities, and climate change will
shape migration patterns. While remote work may reduce physical migration, climate-induced
displacement is expected to increase. Effective policy interventions will be crucial to ensure that
migration continues to support India's economic development while minimizing its associated
challenges.
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