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The plight of migrants during COVID-19 and the
impact of circular migration in India: a systematic
review
Joshy Jesline 1, John Romate 1, Eslavath Rajkumar 1✉ &

Allen Joshua George 1

As per the reports of WHO, the COVID-19, first reported in December 2019, put the whole

world in an unprecedented crisis and lingering uncertainty with innumerable deaths, gen-

eralised economic depression, unemployment, quarantine, unavoidable lockdown, and travel-

ban that was imposed globally as a necessity to tackle the pandemic. Among the populace,

the migrants were found to be one of the most vulnerable groups in this lockdown, as their

very livelihood came to a complete standstill. This review-paper aims to investigate in detail

the multiple facets of adversities the migrants went through in India during the lockdown and

the socio-psychological impact of circular migration. Following the PRISMA (Preferred

Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses) guidelines, studies on migrant

workers during COVID-19 and on circular migration were searched. Database searches on

Scopus, PubMed, and PsychNet and manual searches on Google Scholar were carried out.

From the initially identified 15,697 articles, 15 articles that met the inclusion criteria were

chosen for review. The findings highlight the different plight of the migrants, who had the

pressing need to head back home to safety despite the acute financial crisis and the travel

problems. The poor quality of the relief camps with meagre rations and lack of facilities

especially put the women and children in distress and generated a lot of psychosocial issues.

The present study urges the mental health-care professionals to groom themselves for facing

the challenges of a surge in mental illnesses by taking necessary measures. It also empha-

sises the need to establish a strong ethical alliance between the local population, health

systems, local government mechanisms, and human rights associations in order to take a

relook at the national migration policies.

Introduction

The year 2019 brought with it a new pandemic, the COVID-19 that was first reported in the
month of December as per the reports from World Health Organisation, and put the
whole world in an unprecedented crisis, that has pushed it into a state of lingering

uncertainty (WHO, 2020). The coronavirus disease 2019, commonly known as the COVID-19
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pandemic, a corollary of severe acute respiratory syndrome
coronavirus-2 infection, has led to a global public health crisis,
innumerable deaths, generalised economic depression, redun-
dancy, and quarantines (Aragona et al., 2020). The virus brought
about a massive change to the existing systems and generated a
whirlpool of hurdles that the people had never faced before or
had no idea how to overcome. This eventually created over-
whelming fear and mounting anxiety among the people due to
the novelty of the crisis, the uncertainty it brought with it about
how and when the situation will get back to normal, as well as the
dread of an impending doom (Mishra and Sayeed, 2020). One of
the biggest challenges was the complete lack of an effective
treatment method or a preventive vaccine to overcome the virus
(Rolland, 2020). To make matters worse, the pandemic affected
people not only physically but also psychologically, economically,
socially, and politically. People belonging to various socio-
economic strata were affected adversely in this situation,
regardless of their social status, as everyone had fallen prey to this
crisis in one way or another. It is undeniably true that the life in
the pandemic era effected a far-reaching change in the way people
think, work and interact with one another around the world
(Aragona et al., 2020). What is more, it has also taught the world
the new normal ways of human relationships and social distan-
cing, which are sure to linger on for quite a while (Ram, 2020;
Rolland, 2020). It has also provided the world a lesson about the
worthlessness of the rat race and the fragility of human life. It is
certainly true that the pandemic has led the world to a paradigm
shift in the attitude and behaviour of people as never before.

The pandemic brought with it lockdowns and travel-bans that
were imposed by the governments all over the world as a
necessity to tackle the pandemic and to rein in its outspread.
However, the lockdown upset the daily routines of the people
especially the working class who were put in a major financial
predicament (Chander et al., 2020). A new normalcy of surviving
in a state of constant panic came into place, with the people being
asked to live in this uncertainty for a longer duration than what
was anticipated in the beginning of the pandemic. A batch of
novel practices came into existence as part of rigorous mitigation
efforts, such as, “social distancing, household quarantine, face-
masks, vigilant sanitisation and hand washing, and avoidance of
public gatherings, public transportation etc.” (Rolland, 2020). As
time passed and the situation became worse, the pandemic has
slowly unmasked its harsh reality and people have started
grasping this truth that the current state of the situation is going
to last longer than what was presumed of it in the beginning, and
this has affected them rather drastically. The transformational
process of adapting to this pandemic risk as a public or global
calamity, while dealing with the fear of contracting COVID-19,
and managing the disease, is highly exhausting and not doable by
all (Rolland, 2020).

The daily wagers were the worst sufferers of this lockdown.
With the enforcement of the lockdown, not only were they
without jobs but also were frustrated because of the cessation of
their daily income on which they survived (Ram, 2020). Their
very livelihood came to a complete standstill; as a result, they
could not meet theirs as well as their families’ daily needs
(Chakma, 2020). The migrants were found to be the most vul-
nerable among the working class to come under this economy
fallout (Nanda, 2020). The situation affected people belonging to
all classes; moreover, it has exposed in the bare open the blatant
disparities that exist in the socio-economic and health-care
facilities (Aragona et al., 2020). In addition, it has been found that
the perils of sickness and deaths vary colossally by “social loca-
tion, such as, race, social class, gender, age, ability, and geographic
location” (Rolland, 2020). There were many reported cases of
suicide and suicidal attempts especially by people from

economically lower classes, as they were not able to cope with the
problems stemming from the loss of job and income (Kumar and
Vashisht, 2009; Mukhra, 2020; Nelson, 2020).

In addition, the mental strain this pandemic imposed on the
common people was especially enormous. One such group that
was highly and adversely affected by this crisis situation was the
migrants, who had to move out to different parts of the country in
search of jobs to sustain their families (Singh,
2020a, 2020b, 2020c). There are about 100 million internal
migrant workers in India, and most of them are daily-wage
labourers who have travelled out from different states like Uttar
Pradesh, Bihar, Jharkhand, Odisha, West Bengal, etc. to other
states in search of unskilled or semi-skilled jobs (Hazarika, 2020).
Based on the data obtained from the National Sample Survey
(NSS) 2007–2008, out of the total workforce in India, about 28.3%
were migrants. According to 2011 census, about 37% of India’s
total population were found to be migrants (Singh, 2021). This
was a climb of 139 million migrants from what was reported in
2001 census (Census of India, 2011; Singh, 2020a, 2020b, 2020c).

These migrants too were trapped in the lockdown with no jobs
and no money, facing major economic setback, besides being
isolated from their families due to the sudden lockdown (Mishra
and Sayeed, 2020). While India’s population of 1.3 billion people
could not but come to terms with the changes of imposed social
distancing, millions of migrant workers in India had other
daunting tasks also to confront with (Londhe, 2020). The concept
of social distancing bears no meaning for the migrants because of
the persistence of even more pressing and nagging problems of
insecurity and hunger. Based on the data obtained from Census
2011, it was found that there was a rise in total number of
migrants by 30% from that of 2001, whose major destinations are
growth centres and states like Delhi, Maharashtra, Tamil Nadu,
Gujarat, Andhra Pradesh and Kerala (Census of India, 2011;
Dandekar and Ghai, 2020; Nanda, 2020). Even though, the
lockdown situation affected the community at large and people
were obliged to stay at home, the migrants could not even be in
the comfort of being locked in with their families; instead, they
were destined to be stuck in a migrant land with no means to
survive (Kumar et al., 2020). Therefore, this community had to
endure more appalling hardships than anyone else, not only
financially but also socially and mentally (Aragona et al., 2020;
Singh, 2020a, 2020b, 2020c).

In order to alleviate the suffering of migrants it is necessary to
investigate, understand, and analyse the hardships they have been
undergoing. In-depth explorations of the studies in the Indian
context dealing with circular migration and their psychological
impact are needed to foster greater awareness among the public
and to introduce new measures that can be adopted to safeguard
the rights of the migrants.

This review-paper aims to study in detail the multiple facets of
the predicaments the migrant workers were going through in the
Indian context during the pandemic and the lockdown. Its main
objective is to focus on the hardships that have led the migrants
to a circular migration or reverse migration and the adversities
that have been brought about by circular migration during the
pandemic upon the migrants. The study also aims to shed light on
the psychological toll inflicted by this pandemic on the migrants
and the resultant reverse migration. Furthermore, it focuses on
the means to address the issues concerning their mental health-
care, and makes recommendations on the measures to protect
their human rights and safeguard their lives and livelihood.

Methods
To the best of the authors’ knowledge, this is the first systematic
review that has specifically focused on the plight of the migrant
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workers during the pandemic and the issues revolving around
circular migration in the Indian context. The consequences of this
pandemic have put the world in a state of impending doom and
therefore, there is a compelling need to address the situation
especially of the migrants who are among the groups, which are
most affected by the adverse outcomes of COVID-19 and sub-
sequent restrictions on mobility. A systematic review helps to
synthesise the data related to this from all available sources and to
integrate them in order to efficiently reach and promote aware-
ness among health-care professionals, policy makers, adminis-
trative staff, future researchers, and the general public. The
findings of this study could therefore be used for formulating new
strategies for the betterment of migrant workers.

Types of studies included. Studies on migration and circular
migration of Indians during the COVID-19 crisis were considered
to be included in the current systematic review, regardless of the
type of study, research design, or the outcomes. However, studies
on emigrants, immigrants, and migrants in other countries were
excluded from the study.

Subjects of the study. The population for the study were
unskilled migrant workers in India, who were among the most
affected during the lockdown due to their low socio-economic
status, besides being increasingly prone to mental health issues.

Search strategy. The search string used in Scopus was: TITLE-
ABS-KEY (“circular migration”) OR TITLE-ABS-KEY (migra-
tion) OR TITLE-ABS-KEY (migrant) AND TITLE-ABS-KEY
(covid) OR TITLE-ABS-KEY (covid-19); in PsychNET (Abstract:
“circular migration” OR Abstract: “migration” OR Abstract:
“migrant” AND Abstract: “covid” OR Abstract: “covid-19” AND
Publication); and in PubMed (“circular migration” [Title/
Abstract] OR “migration” [Title/Abstract] OR “migrant”
[Title/Abstract]) AND “covid” [Title/Abstract]) OR “covid-19”
[Title/Abstract]).

Data management. All pinpointed references were imported to
Zotero, a bibliographic reference management tool, and all
duplicates were removed. The de-duplicated citations in Zotero
were imported to the data extraction form for coding.

Selection of studies. The first and third authors simultaneously
screened the articles for the titles and abstracts and did the initial
screening and data extraction independently. Articles that dealt
with the plight of migrant workers during COVID-19 pandemic
were included for the full text review. After the primary screening,
the selected articles were reviewed for full text reading to deter-
mine their eligibility. The articles were selected if they were falling
under the time-period of 2019–20 and discussed the plight of
migrants during the lockdown and also addressed their psycho-
logical issues during this crisis in the Indian context. Final deci-
sion on the eligibility and the reasons for exclusion of studies
were documented on the data extraction form.

Study characteristics. The final sample for the systematic review
included 15 studies, which were all published in the year 2020.
Most of the studies were descriptive and qualitative in nature
(n= 12) and discussed the plight of the migrants and the various
adversities encountered by them in India during the lockdown,
while the others (n= 3) were quantitative in nature that
addressed in-depth the psychological issues faced by the migrants.
All the articles were based on the Indian context, and most of the
articles were pan Indian in their approach, while some articles
(n= 4) focused on conditions of migrants in their respective

states or cities alone, specifically Chandigarh, Delhi, Bangalore
and Kolkata. The articles discussed the various economic, social
and psychological issues faced by the migrants. Some articles
(n= 8) also elaborated on the steps taken by the government and
made suggestions about policies that can be adopted to better the
lives of the migrants. Among this, some studies (n= 3) also
focused on making psychological interventions to help the
migrants (Chander et al., 2020; Singh, 2020a, 2020b, 2020c;
Kumar et al., 2020).

The characteristics and main findings of these studies are
summarised and presented in Table 1.

Results
Identification of the studies. In total, 15,697 studies were
detected through database searching; among which 15 studies met
the inclusion criteria and were further analysed for the present
review. (The PRISMA flow diagram is shown in Fig. 1). Out of the
15,697 studies, 450 were from PsychNet, 14,988 were from
PubMed, 229 from Scopus and 30 from Google Scholar. After the
initial screening (which included the removal of duplicates), 106
articles were selected and assessed for eligibility, from which
91 studies were excluded and the final 15 were selected.

Distribution of migrants. Based on the data obtained in the
Census 2011, it was found that the distribution of migrants to the
total population across cities were, Delhi 43.1%, Mumbai, 54.9%,
Kolkata 40.8%, Chennai 51.8%, Bangalore 52.3%, Hyderabad
64.3%, Ahmedabad 48.7% and Pune 64.8% (Census of India,
2011). As per the reports from a study, it was found that the
highest number of COVID-19 cases as of 13th April 2020 was
reported in Delhi with 898 cases followed by Mumbai with 880.
The share of COVID-19 cases from these metropolitan cities to
the total percent was 38% (Bhagat et al., 2020).

Plight of migrants. All the studies focused on the various pro-
blems that the crisis has brought for the migrants, including the
psychological and social issues. Out of the articles chosen for the
current systematic review, the findings from a study (Kumar
et al., 2020) on the psychological impact of the pandemic on the
migrants (n= 98), revealed that about 63.3% of participants
underwent loneliness and around 48% of them felt that there was
a decrease in their social connectedness. Also, they found that
roughly 50% experienced fear of death, around 58.2% individuals
experienced frustration and tension, about 51% felt irritable and
anxious, and three fourth of the participants were diagnosed with
depression.

Statistics obtained from studies also suggested that almost only
4% of the total population of the migrants received rations that
were allotted by the government, and 29% did not receive rations
despite having ration cards (Farooqui and Pandey, 2020). Almost
90% of the migrants either faced loss of pay or a reduction in their
salary (Shahare, 2020). International Labour Organization (ILO)
estimated a decline of 22.6% in the wages of migrant workers post
lockdown (Gothoskar, 2021). A survey conducted across 179
districts in India from May 30, 2020 to July 16, 2020 found that
around 35% of the migrants went without any meal the whole day
(Pandit, 2020).

The findings from some articles focused on circular migration
and its adverse consequences (n= 5), while a few other articles
reported the problems of discrimination faced by migrants
belonging to the disadvantaged communities (n= 2). Some
articles also emphasised the financial crisis created by this
pandemic (n= 4), which was particularly acute for the migrants.
All the studies shed light on the psychological issues faced by the
migrants and among this, a few studies (n= 3) also suggested
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interventions for the migrants (Chander et al., 2020; Singh,
2020a, 2020b, 2020c; Kumar et al., 2020). Many studies (n= 8)
also pointed out the urgent need for revising the existing
government-policies and taking new initiatives by the govern-
ment for the betterment of the migrant workers.

Among the 15 studies, one study (Chander et al., 2020) reported
visiting various spots across the city (n= 140), contacting around
5048 migrants and offering assistance to nearly 3944 migrants. In
another study under the District Mental Health Program,
Chandigarh, many migrants (n= 61) were attended to for
their mental health issues and taken care of (Singh,
2020a, 2020b, 2020c). In the same city, another study was carried
out among migrants (n= 98), which found that the majority of the
participants were facing one or the other mental health issues and
made interventions on a limited scale (Kumar et al., 2020).

Discussion
One of the key elements and an integral factor contributing to
development among the human civilisation is migration (Nanda,
2020). Migration happens at both individual and community
levels, and occurs due to multiple reasons such as the lookout for
better job opportunities, improved living conditions and for
enhanced productivity and thereby greater income (Raj, 1981;
Shahare, 2020). Migration takes place based on the various vital
resources that are available in the ecosystem (Ram, 2020). The
practice of migration has happened from time immemorial and
can be traced from the beginning of humanity, as it first existed in
the form of nomads who moved in groups from one place to
another in the lookout for better resources, and later on as
invasions by various rulers (Rolland, 2020).

Migration is regarded as a continuous process that is common
to all living beings (Virupaksha, 2014). There are two major
types of migration: one that takes place within a country across a
district or a state-border, which is known as internal or national
migration; and the other a migration that involves crossing
international borders, which is referred to as external or inter-
national migration (Bhagat, 2020a). Migrants associated with
these types of migration are called in-migrants and out-migrants
respectively (Sinha, 2005). Further, based on the place of origin
and destination, migration can be classified into four categories:
(i) rural–rural, (ii) rural–urban, (iii) urban–urban and (iv)
urban–rural (Amin, 2018; Kishore and Kiran, 2013). The types
of labour migration can be broadly classified as (i) Permanent,
(ii) Commuting, and (iii) Circular (Haas and Osland, 2014).
Permanent refers to the situation when the migrant does not
intend to return to their native lands. Commuting refers to the
regular movement between an individual’s home and work,
which is characterised by the separation between the workplace
and residence (Colla et al., 2017). Circular migration is a
situation where the migrants do not stay in the migrated
lands forever but instead go back to their native lands after some
time, and then might move again to a different place (Gomathi,
2014).

In general, the migrants go to their destinations to fulfil their
livelihood/career aspirations and/or to satisfy their basic
requirements, but they return to their places of origin after a
certain period to settle down, which is a “circular” process
(Ghosh, 1985). “Hence circular migration is viewed as a cyclic
journey of the migrants, which encompasses with their living
pattern in two worlds i.e., urban insecure employment and stable
homeland” (Nanda, 2020).

Fig. 1 The PRISMA flow diagram. Stages involved in finalizing the articles for analysis after obtaining the data.
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According to the National Sample Survey (NSS) and the India
Human Development Survey (IHDS), the migrant labourers are
mainly from rural areas and come from very poor backgrounds
and belong to the lower social classes like the Scheduled Castes
(SC), Scheduled Tribes (ST) and Other Backward Classes (OBC)
(Shahare, 2020). According to the Organisation for Economic Co-
operation and Development (OECD), the inter-state migration in
pursuit of an occupation every year around the world was esti-
mated to be around 9 million, and this is acknowledged as
“temporary, contingent and non-standard” in nature with mini-
mal access to societal perks and labour privileges (Chander et al.,
2020, p.1). The administrative and socio-cultural barriers and the
language differences in addition to geographical variance further
hinder the process of migration (Aragona et al., 2020). The
migrant workers are inclined to falling prey to adverse mental
health impacts of various traumas created through interfaces of
multiple factors such as, “abject poverty, malnutrition, cultural
bereavement, loss of religious practices and social protection
systems, malalignment with a new culture, coping with language
difficulties, changes in identity, substance abuse, poor access to
health-care, in addition to the poor living conditions and financial
constraints”, as a result of migrating to a new state (Choudhari,
2020, p. 5).

A large majority of the migrants are daily wagers who have
low-income and poor living conditions that are dilapidated,
unhygienic and scarce of basic amenities like clean water supply,
and electricity (Kusuma et al., 2014). Most of the migrants are
slum-dwellers with inadequate sanitation facilities and are forced
to go for open defecation because of the lack of lavatories. As the
migrants are not used to the food of the lands of their migration,
many of them turn towards fast food centres, which deprives
them of nutritious and healthy diets (Babu et al., 2017). The
above-mentioned factors have made them susceptible to multiple
physical and mental health problems (Chander et al., 2020).
There are no government machinery, department, board or other
direct administering body to address the grievances of these
migrant workers; neither do they have any rights or privileges in
the regions in which they work or in the villages to which they
belong (Nirmala, 2020).

Upon the rise of the pandemic, the migrants were among the
groups of victims who were acutely affected by the lockdown
(Choudhari, 2020). These daily wagers are said to be the weakest
and socially neglected community that forms the classic nobodies
among Indian citizens (Shahare, 2020).

The migrants were trapped in their migrated lands, far away
from their families and loved ones with minimal health-care
facilities, poor living conditions, besides being devoid of a job and
having no money or means to survive (Ram, 2020). The migrants
are more likely to fall prey to various traumas emanating from all
three domains- social, psychological, and emotional, which stem
from the dread of being discriminated and ignored by the local
community around them and the grave concerns that arise about
the safety and comfort of their families in their native places
(Kumar et al., 2020).

Circular migration, as a result of the pandemic, generated
severe stress, tension, despair, addiction to substance use, and
self-harm behaviour among the migrants. In addition, they had
greater concerns that deeply affected them, such as, “uncer-
tainty about the duration of the lockdown; desperate longing to
travel and meet their families; fear of being abandoned/deserted
by their employers; insecurity about job and income; acute
distress that arose from their inability to look after the health
issues of children and pregnant women” (Chander et al.,
2020, p. 2)

Desire to return to their homeland. Once the lockdown was
implemented, the primary concern for most of the migrants was
to return safely to their families. Being isolated from the families
created more stress and tension among them and caused a lot of
growing anxiety about the travel possibilities.

On 19th March 2020, the Indian Railways announced the
sudden suspension of passenger trains and, as a consequence,
there was a mass exodus of utterly terrified migrant workers.
Thousands of migrant workers across Delhi and the National
Capital Region (NCR) were seen carrying heavy baggage and
wailing children walking on national highways, boarding tractors,
and shoving each other around for seats in buses to leave for their
homes. The government, upon understanding the problems of
jobless migrants to access food and shelter, tried to reassure them
by announcing an assistance by an extended scheme under the
Prime Minister’s Garib Kalyan Yojana (PMGKY). This offered
relief packages to the migrants and daily wagers with the aim of
blocking any disruptions to their employment besides supporting
small establishments. However, this initiative was not satisfactory,
because despite these efforts of the government, a huge number of
migrants spent restless nights without food, asylum and/or travel
facilities (Nanda, 2020). Failure in the implementation of the
government’s assurance to provide basic necessities such as food
and water forced thousands of migrant labourers to flock to the
city’s bus terminals (Singh, 2020a, 2020b, 2020c). However, not
everyone could get on a bus and leave for their homelands (Ram,
2020).

Since most of the public transport was suspended as part of
COVID-19 safety precautions, the migrants were stuck at their
place of work and felt completely miserable (Chander et al.,
2020). Even though they were aware of the risks involved in
travelling back to their hometowns, both for them and their
families, most of them desperately longed to get back home. They
believed that it would be comforting to be with their loved ones
during this time of uncertainty of impending death and was
increasingly impatient to travel back home. They yearned to go
back, so much so that they were even willing to put up with the
discomforts of the travel quarantine norms imposed by the
government (Chander et al., 2020).

From surveys conducted by NGOs like Stranded Workers
Action Network (SWAN), it was found that due to scarcity of
money and food, many of the migrants had very little to eat and
some were even on the brink of starvation (Staff, 2020; Shahare,
2020). Most of these migrants suffered hunger pangs and police
brutality and hundreds of people died tragically enroute to their
homelands during the pandemic (Santoshini, 2020).

Fear of losing job. As much intense was the desire of the
migrants to go back to their families, so were their worries about
losing their jobs. Millions of migrant labourers employed across
various sectors like construction, agriculture, manufacturing,
transport and other services were stuck in their migrant locations
during the lockdown. Even those migrant labourers who did not
lose their jobs, as they were employed in essential services, had to
suffer from wage-cuts imposed by their employers. They were
therefore worried over how they would meet their regular
expenses like those on food, clothing, medicines and accom-
modation. For those who were away from their worksite for
several days together, there was absolutely no job security, and
this led to a mounting panic in them. On the other hand, those
who lost their jobs had the additional worries about whether and
how they could return to their hometowns. Owing to the pre-
vailing travel restrictions and the non-availability of transport
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facilities, there was no certainty about whether and when they
would be able to travel back. The dread of being forsaken by their
employers and the creeping fear of being abandoned with no job,
wages or place to stay was indeed a traumatic experience for them
(Chander et al., 2020).

Financial distress. As per the certified employment valuation,
Indian industries have millions of internal migrant staff who
make significant contributions to the economy of India.
(Deshingkar and Akter, 2009; Choudhari, 2020). Although India’s
economic growth is dependent to a great extent on the cheap
labour of such migrants who work for even less than the mini-
mum wages, they remained unrewarded and obscure in Delhi and
the National Capital Region (NCR), and were excluded from
relief funds during the COVID-19 crisis (Shahare, 2020).

The International Labour Organization (2020) has observed
that migrant labourers are the worst-hit by the current economic
crisis. The costs of basic hygienic products necessary for
individual security during the pandemic (such as detergents,
soaps, sanitisers) have become prohibitively expensive and
unaffordable for the migrants, because they were thrown out of
their jobs and had no other sources of income (Srivastava, 2020).
Many employers have either fired the migrant workers without
any prior notice or have stopped paying them salaries. The
financial crisis caused by the COVID-19 pandemic has inflicted
severe difficulties for the lower income families in meeting the
costs of food, clothing and medicines (Mishra and Sayeed, 2020).
Adding to the financial woes of the migrants, the NITI Aayog (a
public policy think-tank of the Government of India) reduced
food subsidies from 75 to 60% in rural areas and from 50 to 40%
in urban areas (Gothoskar, 2021). Studies done on earlier
recessions (Kumar et al., 2020) have pointed out that the work-
loss during an economic crisis often leads to “longstanding
unemployment and wage impediments, deteriorating or worsen-
ing the health of unemployed workers and thereby increasing
poverty” (Khanna, 2020, p. 3–4).

Quality of the relief camps. Not all migrants could travel back to
their homelands before the lockdown. All those who were left
behind were allotted food and accommodation by the govern-
ment (Singh et al., 2020). Numerous labourers had to remain in
extremely tiny and congested rooms with nearly nothing to live
on. Seven to eight individuals were confined in a tiny room with
practically no ventilation, and no appropriate space to cook food
(Shahare, 2020).

In majority of the relief camps there were no essential facilities
such as power, light, fan, latrines and water, and most of them
were absolutely packed, and the old occupants were not
permitting new ones to come in. Consequently, there were a lot
of fights, maltreatments and bullying among the migrant groups
(Shahare, 2020).

The anxiety of catching the disease, as described in the words
of a Dalit migrant as a personal experience account was such,
“that we were scared that we might get infected with the virus
because there was a COVID-19 positive patient in my
neighbouring street … we did not want to stay anymore in
Mumbai because we were anxious of getting the infection through
using the public toilet or sharing food because we lived in a slum
and we don’t have separate toilet and housing; thus we decided
that now we shall return to our village” (Pankaj, 2020, p. 5).
Although the government had allotted food and shelter for the
migrants, it was found that in most of the shelter homes and relief
camps people did not receive sufficient quantity and quality food
on time. They had to wait for three to four hours in long queues
since morning for their meals. Thousands of calls related to

scarcity of food were made to the police from these camps on a
daily basis (Shahare, 2020).

Shortages in the allotted rations. The report by SWAN that was
released on 15th April 2020, stated that, “only 51%, of who were
surveyed, had rations left for less than one day” (Farooqui and
Pandey, 2020). It further observed that, “two weeks into the
lockdown, only 1% of the stranded workers had received rations
from the government, and three weeks into the lockdown, 96% of
the migrants had not received rations from the government at all,
70% had not received any cooked food, 78% had less than Rs.300
left with them and 89% had not been paid by their employers at
all during the lockdown” (Shahare, 2020, p. 6). The distribution of
rations was on the basis of the person possessing a ration card,
but most of the migrants did not have a permanent residence or
necessary legal documents, and therefore were unable to get a
ration card.

This distribution system became faulty due to the lack of an
inter-state portable ration cards acceptable in all states. The
impact of this problem has got aggravated, as a large section of
the migrants neither have a valid ID proof nor have been
registered under any special schemes set up for them. Although
the government has enacted the Inter-State Migrant Workmen
Act, 1979 to facilitate the lives and work of migrant labourers, it
has remained ineffective due to poor implementation, as per the
reports of the Standing Committee on Labour (PRS India, 2020).

An article in The New Indian Express, published on 29 March
2020, reported that about 200 migrant workers belonging to the
Soliga tribe were stranded at coffee estates in a village of Kodagu
(formerly known as Coorg) district in the Indian state of
Karnataka and were running out of food and were living in awful
conditions (Chakma, 2020). On the publication of this article, the
government of Karnataka reached out to them and distributed
rations of rice and pluses and other necessary food products like
eggs, ghee and edible oil to the tribal families (Chakma, 2020).

The Delhi Government has developed shelter homes, quar-
antine homes and relief camps for the migrants and are taking
care of about 600,000 individuals, besides providing food to more
than 2.2 million migrants under their Free Ration Scheme,
facilitated by the One Nation One Ration Card Scheme of the
Government of India. Despite this, millions of migrants are still
excluded from these schemes and have not received any help
from the Government (Mukhra, 2020).

Insufficient health-care facilities. The migrant population
including mothers, children, and pregnant women, were deeply
apprehensive about their well-being, and had serious concerns
about their health inside the shelter homes. This group at large
was already predisposed to communicable diseases due to their
malnutrition, socio-economic status, occupational hazards, and
the poor living conditions (Choudhari, 2020). The deplorable
conditions in the relief camps prevented them from following any
basic safety precautions like practising social distancing, regular
washing of hands, use of sanitiser and masks, that each individual
was required to do as part of the standard procedure for fighting
COVID-19. Unfortunately, practising these measures was extre-
mely difficult or impossible in their crowded and ill-equipped
camp-accommodations, and this has put the group at great risk of
contracting the disease (Andrade, 2020; Chander et al., 2020).
Even the symptoms of common cold, such as “fever, cough and
throat pain” among the people were feared as Covid-infections,
which threw everyone into a panic and caused a lot of bitter
resentment amongst those living in the community (Chander
et al., 2020).
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Hardships of women in the camps. Female migrant workers
confronted daunting challenges while living along with unknown
men in these shelter homes. One major problem was in using the
common toilets with them, which was highly unhygienic and
likely to cause infections under the prevailing pandemic condi-
tions. There was no privacy or protection available for the women
during day or night. The plight of pregnant women was parti-
cularly miserable as they were greatly inconvenienced in these
camps and shelter-homes. There were no facilities for regular
medical check-up by doctors or for taking scans or conducting
the necessary tests.

It was found in one of the surveys that nearly 42% of the
pregnant migrant women did not receive any medical check-ups
during the lockdown (Pandit, 2020). All these were highly
disconcerting for the women who were forced to live in these
camps (Shahare, 2020).

Withdrawal symptoms. Majority of the migrants use one or the
other type of substances such as tobacco or alcohol. Therefore,
the non-availability of these products during the lockdown has
led to severe withdrawal symptoms in many of them. In a study
conducted in Bangalore (Chander et al., 2020) a few migrants
spoke out that they all have become “sober” due to non-
availability of alcohol and other substances. Some of them even
spoke about their withdrawal issues, which caused a lot of frus-
tration in them and resulted in relationship problems, domestic
violence, and psychiatric illnesses. Heavier alcohol usage and
criminal sexual behaviour have been reported in communities of
predominantly single men compared to those living with their
families.

Psychological issues. The poor living conditions of the migrants
the shortages for the basic necessities have caused severe mental
stress to many of them, which got manifested in their lives in the
form of relationship problems, substance abuse, alcoholism,
sexual exploitation, domestic violence, and psychiatric illnesses
(NACP III, 2007; Kumar et al., 2020). Adding further to the
burden of the awful shock wave of physical distress caused by the
pandemic, there was a gigantic wave of psychological issues
among migrant labourers, with deaths due to suicides as its lead
sign (Singh, 2020a, 2020b, 2020c). Suicidal tendencies were pro-
voked among the migrants, as they lived constantly under severe
financial worries, loneliness, anxiety, fear, and feelings of hope-
lessness and isolation (Choudhari, 2020). The constant fear of an
impending doom of a completely dark future has further inten-
sified their psychological distress and discomfort.

With the imposition of the lockdown, not all were able to go
back to their homelands. Instead, they were stranded in the
migrant lands with no income but only uncertainty about
travelling back home, which made them mentally disturbed and
agitated (Singh, 2020a, 2020b, 2020c). As all the workplaces were
shut down, there was an increasing panic about whether and
when they would be reopened. Even if the workplaces are
reopened, there was no guarantee that all the former employees
would be hired back. There was a lingering fear in the minds of
these displaced workers that the recession in the aftermath of the
pandemic would result in large scale firing of employees. This fear
and distress accompanied the migrants who travelled to their
native lands and at the same time restrained some of them from
going back to their native lands (Nanda, 2020).

The living conditions of the migrants also induced distress and
concern as they were heavily crammed up and unhygienic, which
was the complete opposite of an ideal place to be in during the
pandemic. The fear and agony of living in such harsh conditions
and the lingering uncertainty about the future gave rise to many

psychiatric issues among them, such as anxiety disorders and
substance abuse. In a study on migrants, it was found that there is
increased risk for the manifestation of schizophrenia and related
non affective psychosis among first- and second-generation
migrants (Henssler et al., 2019). As most of the migrants
belonged to the socio-economically backward classes, they are
subjected to much inequity and prejudice from the people in the
migrant lands, and were never able to fit in with the new
surroundings. Studies from the clinical psychology perspective
have found that experiencing discrimination and social exclusion
has led to increased rates of psychotic experiences among
migrants (Mishra and Sayeed, 2020).

In most of the cases of the migrants, the absence of a caretaker
or a family member with them has caused an unceasing feeling of
loneliness and frustration (Zhou et al., 2020). There was also a
continuous feeling of helplessness caused by their inability to
meet the livelihood and health requirements of their families,
living away in their homelands. This has greatly deepened their
agony of being stuck far away from home (Choudhari, 2020).

Apart from causing harmful effects on the body, the virus has
the ability to inflict longstanding psychological disorders such as
“depression, anxiety, panic disorder, and psychosomatic mani-
festations” (Qiu et al., 2020, p. 2). There were several reported
attempts of self-harm and suicides by the migrants (Singh,
2020a, 2020b, 2020c). The pathetic situation they are in and the
ambiguity about the extent of the crisis created a panic response
among the migrants and made them act out frantically. The
nagging anxiety levels that were mounting among the masses day
by day led them to set out on their travel on foot for several
hundred miles in order to reach their destinations, their
homelands, with no facility of food or shelter during the journey
(Choudhari, 2020).

Although the mental-distress cases were escalating, it was
noticed that there was a drastic decline in the number of patients
(both new and follow up cases) visiting the psychiatric outpatient
services after the lockdown. Apparently, the reluctance to visit the
clinics was out of the fear of contracting the virus. However, the
danger of ignoring any psychological treatment at a time when
they are estimated to be rising holds the possibilities of adverse
effects on the efficacy of treatment. In addition, the considerable
decline in follow-up visits also paves way to the threat of relapse
(Aragona et al., 2020).

Racial discrimination of the North Eastern migrants. It was
reported by the Rights and Risks Analysis Group (RRAG) on 26
March 2020, that, during the time-period from 7th February 2020
to 25th March 2020, there were twenty-two incidents (in different
parts of the country) of racial discrimination and assaults against
individuals from the North East (Chakma, 2020). They were
called names such as “Corona”, “Chinese”, and “Chinki”, and
were glared at, along with shouting of expletives. India’s mon-
goloid looking citizens were subjected to insults while they were
strolling on the roads, doing their shopping or travelling in trains
and buses. They were called “Covid”, and coercively isolated, even
though they had negative COVID-19 certificates. They were
denied entry into public places, and were driven out of eateries
and shared transports.

Psychosocial issues. The high levels of anxiety and stress induced
among the general public by the lockdown during this pandemic
was felt more intensely among the migrants, leading to many
more psychosocial issues among them. The stress generated in the
migrants made them behave in socially unacceptable ways and
caused panic attacks on them. Consequently, they started fleeing
hastily from the migrant lands. In order to go back to their home
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states at the earliest, they started crowding at the local bus stands
and railway stations in desperation, ignoring all lockdown rules.
This reckless behaviour of violating the norms of preventive
measures resulted in the perpetual vicious cycle of being exposed
to infection, quarantine, distress and hostilities (Choudhari,
2020). Although the most pressing need for all migrants at that
time was the immediate return to their homelands from the
migrant lands, the reverse migration came with a lot of appalling
hardships and several other related problems (Tandon, 2020;
Wong et al., 2019; Chakma, 2020).

Issues of reverse migration. Owing to circular migration or
reverse migration, there was an acute shortage of workers in the
urban areas from where the migrant workers had left for their
homelands (Srivastava, 2020). This shortage, combined with the
new relaxed laws in both occupational and industrial health,
compelled the available local workers to work for longer dura-
tions than what was actually expected of them, which was in fact
against the Factories Act of 1948 (Rivera et al., 2020; Wong et al.,
2019). As a result, there was a drastic decline in the resting hours
of the workers, which in turn led to the rise in stress and burnout
among them and made them more prone to mental health issues
(Choudhari, 2020).

The phenomenon of reverse migration has a bigger effect on
the indigenous communities in the migrant lands as well. Reverse
migration can mop out endangered indigenous Indian commu-
nities’ inhabitants and eternally ruin the subsistence of several
such communities. As there were millions of people belonging to
outside communities, such as those from the North East, have
migrated to the urban cities in search of work in unorganised
sectors, the lockdown induced re-migration would adversely
affect the urban economies for want of labourers, as well as lead
to the destruction of the economy of the migrants’ homelands
because of the loss of jobs and income for those families and the
resultant food and hunger crisis (Chakma, 2020).

The problems of the migrants did not cease to exist even after
their reverse migration to their homelands. On reaching back to
their homelands, their problems were mainly about staying in
quarantine and the difficulties associated with it (Mishra and
Sayeed, 2020).

Issues with quarantine after reverse migration. As part of the
travel protocol prescribed for the pandemic-times, all migrants
going back to their homelands were expected to be tested for
COVID-19 and were expected to stay in self-isolation or quar-
antine at their homeland-residences for a minimum of fourteen
days. Most of the migrants come from poor backgrounds with
only a single room in their houses. Under this situation, they had
to spend their quarantine period outside their houses. It was
reported that in the Purulia district of West Bengal, some
migrants spent their quarantine period outside the village limits
by sleeping under trees, inside trucks or buses, or in make-shift
shelters (Chakma, 2020). Similarly, in the Siwan area of Bihar, the
labourers who managed to arrive at their hometowns were placed
in extremely small spaces behind an iron gate in an infectious
condition. To their good fortune, they were rescued from there on
the following day and were transported in trucks to the isolation
centres of their respective panchayats (Mishra and Sayeed, 2020).

Since the panchayat-shelters were also makeshift arrangements,
there were very few protective measures provided to the residents.
As the migrants were crowded in these shelters in high
concentration, there was a significant risk of infection. In most
places, the migrant labourers were stuck in these makeshift camps
for many days, with poor infrastructure and inadequate food
supply (Mishra and Sayeed, 2020).

Since the imposition of the lockdown, the media has featured
several stories of the pathetic situation of the migrant labourers in
various parts of the country. In the Bareli district of Uttar
Pradesh, many migrants including women and children were
forcefully pushed to clean themselves up in chemical baths as a
sanitisation measure (Sammadar, 2020).

In general, the overall condition of the migrants was
inexpressibly pathetic. Their worries and adversities did not
come to an end. From being stuck in the lockdown in migrant
lands to going through the difficulties of reverse migration and
the struggles of survival, battling through quarantine and
financial crisis during the pandemic-time was a fierce combat
they had to wage while trying to stay alive and safe from the risk
of starvation and infection.

Conclusion
This paper is an attempt to assess (based on published research
papers) the plight of the migrants during the Covid crisis, in
terms of their economic, social and health conditions. It brought
into limelight the adversities, vulnerabilities, as well as the phy-
sical and psychological distresses and discriminations faced by the
migrants under the onslaught of this pandemic in the Indian
context, along with the problems of the resultant circular
migration. From the survey of the 15 selected studies, it was clear
that most of the problems faced by the migrants were due to them
having been stranded in the migrated lands due to the lockdown.
They were stuck in relief camps that had poor living conditions,
with no job or income and, therefore, no means to travel back to
their homelands. They became vulnerable to many physical and
psychological illnesses, and received hardly any medical care from
the government. In addition to suffering from the lack of basic
physical facilities and the scarcity in the allocated resources, they
also faced social issues such as discrimination and attacks from
the local people.

Owing to the unpredictable nature of the pandemic and the
uncertain turns it was taking with the passage of time, there was
no end in sight for the crisis, and so the migrants couldn’t expect
any relief from this tragic situation they were locked down in. The
government launched several initiatives for the welfare of the
migrants. One of them is the “The Aatma Nirbhar Bharat
Abhiyaan”, through which they distributed free food grains for
migrant workers without ration cards for a period of 2 months.
Another government program was the “Affordable Rental
Housing Complexes for Migrant Workers and Urban Poor”,
which provided affordable rental housing units under the Prad-
han Mantri Awas Yojana (PRSIndia, 2020). Although there were
many such initiatives by the government, most of them were
poorly implemented, and therefore, they became non-functional
and failed to reach the entire migrant population.

Through the present study, the authors conclude that, based on
the evaluation of the factors affecting the migrants, it is necessary
to adopt immediate interventions for the welfare of the migrants.

Recommendations. One of the most pressing needs of the
migrants is to have access to health services, which are equitable,
non-discriminatory, and appropriate according to age and gen-
der. In order to ensure maximum effectiveness, these measures
must be people-centred and migrant sensitive, so as to deliver
services that are culturally and linguistically appropriate because
migrants are different from the people in the migrated lands, as
they are subjected to different kinds of distress and exploitation.

Additionally, addressing and improving the mental health of
the migrants are extremely necessary. Providing regular facilities
such as in-person counselling, tele-counselling, therapies and
psychosocial services is a necessity. In addition to this, systematic
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assessments must be conducted for early detection of and early
interventions for any mental disorders among the migrants.
Forming a strong ethical alliance between the local population,
health systems, local government, and human rights associations
to ensure the welfare of these migrants is also necessary.
Furthermore, it is vitally important to prevent the spread of
any fake news about the virus and to convey evidence-based
accurate information to the public.

A major issue that calls for special attention is the well-being of
women and children among the migrants. Women should be
provided adequate services for maintaining reproductive health,
maternal health, postnatal care, paediatric care and preventive/
remedial measures for dealing with domestic or sexual abuse.
These services must be focused on risk assessment and treatment
for improving their health conditions and must not be used to
screen out their health issues; nor should they be used as a tool for
discrimination or for enforcing any restrictions. The migrant
community must also be given priority for vaccination by the
local administrations because of their particular vulnerability to
the virus-infection. Furthermore, since the major cause for their
health issues is the deplorable living conditions of the relief
camps, the respective state governments should take the necessary
steps to improve the living conditions in all relief camps.

It is essential to monitor health-care practices of the migrants
and generate a repository of relevant health-care information
during the pandemic period, which can be used to support future
studies on the health issues of migrants during any Covid-like
pandemics. Moreover, this will also facilitate sharing of health-
related information between states, so as to facilitate the
implementation of effective treatment strategies for migrants
from various places.

A major social issue among the migrants is their fear of losing
their jobs, income and housing. On these matters also it is the
governments that can help, as they can take unbiased actions in
case of any exploitation or labour complaints regarding their right
to stay and work. It will also be of help if assistance is provided to
the migrants to form associations and cooperative societies to
support the livelihood of those who have returned to their
native lands.

In view of the need to effectively manage the health issues of
the migrants, it is necessary to give special attention to the
migrants’ housing facilities, as their present unhygienic living
conditions are a breeding ground for innumerable diseases.
Government initiatives like The Aatma Nirbhar Bharat Abhiyaan,
must be properly implemented. Similarly, NGOs and aid agencies
should be persuaded to raise funds to construct affordable
housing units, which should be made available to migrants for
minimal rents (PRSIndia, 2020). For migrants who are not able to
afford even these minimum-rental houses, the relief camps must
be kept open with better facilities for a longer period.

Another social issue as explained in the SWAN report is the
irregular and uneven distribution of basic necessities among the
migrants (Shahare, 2020). Hence, there is a need for a universal
and uniform mechanism for the distribution of both financial aid
and essential items such as grains, medicines, and water to the
migrant families. In order to ensure efficient distribution of
financial aid and basic necessities among the migrants, it will be a
good idea to entrust this work to the respective “panchayats” (the
Indian local administrative councils operating at the village, block
and district levels) to register and enrol these migrants and
distribute these resources to them as per their eligibilities. Since
they are already facing severe financial difficulties, subsidies must
be increased as opposed to initiatives like NITI Aayog
(Gothoskar, 2021).

A major political issue faced by the migrants is the absence of a
body or agency to represent them in the respective state

governments of the migrated lands. Since the migrants are only
entitled to vote in their home constituency, and not in their
migrated states, their political clout is limited and therefore their
voices are rarely heard (Deshingkar and Akter, 2009). In
order to present their demands and concerns to the governmental
agencies, they have to be a part of a legitimate political
system, which is authorised to represent them in these
migrated lands.

There is an immediate need to push for a pro-migrant attitude
in the general society, a better acknowledgement of the
contribution of the migrants to the society, and the adoption of
a proactive role in educating them and safeguarding their labour
rights. This study further emphasises the urgent need to revise the
national migration policies, which should help assist and protect
the migrants and the returnee migrants who are either travelling
from or to the areas affected by the pandemic.

Limitations. One of the main limitations of the reviewed studies
was the inability to make any alterations with the brief interactive
interventions with the migrants as their distress levels were much
higher. These studies were restricted due to being retrospective
single-centre studies and so generalising these findings across all
services are difficult.

This review limited its focus to migrant workers alone and
passed over the similar issues faced by the emigrants who have
returned to the country post lockdown and also on the
immigrants who were stuck in the country due to the lockdown
rules and regulations. These two groups also have undergone
trauma along the same lines as the migrant workers group and,
therefore, future studies focusing on these are highly relevant and
in need.

Data availability
The data that support the findings of this study were derived from
the databases (PubMed, Scopus, PsychNet, and Google Scholar)
available in the public domain.
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