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ABSTRACT 

Migrant workers are returning to cities even after facing stigma and discrimination during 

their reverse migration after the pandemic lockdown last year.  Our study aims to understand 

the ‘reversal of reverse migration’ and attempts to understand their willingness to return to 

the cities and explore the differences in their way of life in their native villages, and place of 

migration. Ten participants were selected who matched on a sociodemographic profile. 

Analysis of the data identified three broad themes: Opportunities and Security, Life as 

Migrant and Survival on Migration. These themes answered the central research question of 

this study and demonstrated that lack of income generating opportunities has been the motive 

behind the participants’ willingness to return to cities. 
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ttarakhand has shown a pattern of migration of thousands of people to the cities in 

the plains for many decades (Mamgain & Reddy, 2017) The reasons for this include 

lack of employment opportunities, and the inaccessibility of other amenities that are 

available in these cities. 

 

The announcement of a nationwide lockdown in India in March 2020 in response to the 

CoVID-19 pandemic led to an exodus of migrant workers back to their homes. These 

reverse migrants began returning to their homes and villages from June 2020 onwards, as the 

lockdown travel restrictions eased. 

 

Our previous study describes the mental health of reverse migrants in Kumaon region in this 

period, i.e., when they had returned to their villages of origin and had re-entered life within 

their own communities. This study was conducted between August and December 2020 on 

thirty reverse migrants amongst a rural community in the interior regions of Almora, a 
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district in the hill state of Uttarakhand (Verma et. al., 2020). The present study attempts to 

describe the subsequent trajectory of these reverse migrant participants. 

 

Having come back, staying on in their native villages had its own consequences for these 

reverse migrants. Their savings depleted rapidly, and they were not able to find employment 

in their Kumaon region. Awasthi & Mehta (2020) found in their telephonic survey on 323 

migrant workers from Kumaon and Garhwal region of Uttarakhand that 68% of migrants 

wanted to go back to the cities, while 32% of migrant workers wished to stay back and 

engage in agriculture or be self-employed. Similarly, another study on "How is the 

hinterland unlocking" found that 45% of the migrants surveyed expressed the need to return 

to the city in the absence of skilled employment in the village. 

 

According to an all-India report on Migrant workers by ISSRF, 60% of migrant workers 

have returned to their destination of work while one third remained at their hometowns in 6 

states viz. Bihar, Chhattisgarh, Jharkhand, Odisha, Uttar Pradesh, and West Bengal (Singh 

et. al., 2020). The report explored the push and pull factor for the return and the willingness 

to go back to the city and found that employment opportunities seems to have been the first 

priority as there is lack of income generating opportunities in their native place.  

 

Consistent with these findings from other parts of the country, most of the reverse migrants 

of the Kumaon region too began returning to the cities. From December 2020 onwards, 26 

of our 30 participants left their families and villages and returned to the city. This present 

study attempts to gain insights into this ‘reversal of reverse migration’. It also explores the 

differences in the lives of the participants in their cities of migration, and in their native 

village. 

 

MATERIALS & METHOD 

Approach  
This current study aims to bridge the gap by identifying the theme among participant’s 

understanding of their willingness to return to the cities and understanding the reverse 

migration pattern. This study will provide an understanding for future investigation and 

research. This research uses thematic analyses to investigate the factors behind the 

willingness to return to the city of migration among migrant workers of Kumaon, 

Uttarakhand. Purposive sampling method was employed to select the participants for the 

study. A series of phases has been outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006) for the data to go 

through to produce an appropriate thematic analysis. 

 

 
 

Participants 

10 participants were selected from amongst the 26 participants of the earlier study, who had 

returned to Delhi in December 2020. They were telephonically interviewed between January 

and February, 2021. 
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Ethical Protocol 

All the participants in the study were provided with a consent form and they were free to 

withdraw from the research at any point of time. Participants consented to the recording of 

the interviews. These interviews were later anonymized and transcribed. The data was kept 

in a password protected computer. 

 

Procedure 

The interview occurred on a telephonic call on a mutually agreed date and time. A semi 

structured questionnaire was used. The central theme of the questionnaire was understanding 

the factors associated with willingness to return to the city, and their understanding of the 

differences in their lives in the city, and in their village.  

  

Interview Questionnaire 

1. Why did you migrate earlier to the city?  

2. Why did you migrate to the city again (after December 2020) after returning to your 

village (during the 2020 lockdown)?  

3. What is the difference in your life at your village home and in the city of migration? 

4. What is the difference between cost of living at home and the city of migration? 

5. What kind of opportunities would have kept you in your village? 

6. How satisfied are you with your life in the city of migration?  

7. How satisfying is your life at home? 

8. Do you plan to come back home? When and why? If not, what do you plan to do in 

the future? 

9. How do you feel about being a migrant?  

 

Data Analysis 

The study uses Braun & Clarke (2006) method of thematic analysis. The first step required 

the transcription of interview recording followed by initial coding. The transcription was 
read and re-read multiple times for generating initial codes. The codes which resembled the 

same content were categorised keeping the diversity of the initial codes intact. The 

categories were later used to conceptualise the themes that are relevant to the research 

question. These themes were refined and analysed. At the final stage the report production 

was started which used transcripts from the data to reflect the overarching themes of the 

research question.  

 

RESULTS 

Demographics of the Sample 

All the participants in the study were male belonging to the 19-26 years of age range. Place 

of migration before reverse migration and after reverse migration i.e. Delhi is common 

among the participants. Out of 10 participants only 2 people are currently employed and the 

rest of them are looking for a job at the place of migration. They all were salaried workers 

employed at a minimum wage range of 2000-13000 a month.  

 

Identified theme  

Braun and Clarke (2006) thematic analysis was used to identify key themes which were 

relevant to the data and research question. The selected themes, Opportunities and Security, 

Life as Migrant and Survival on Migration are essential in determining the understanding of 

the participants.  
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Theme 1: Opportunities & Security: This theme answers the central question of this 

research that sought to understand the reason behind the willingness to migrate again to the 

cities after reverse migration. While analysing the data, it was found that various factors are 

overlapping that acts as a push and pull element for the participants. 

 

Sub theme 1: It was observed that the major purpose of migration among the participants 

was unavailability of jobs at their residential place. Most participants stated the same during 

their interview when asked why they migrate during the first time and again after returning 

home.  

“Pareshani thi to kaam ke lie gaye the”   

“Job ke liye” 

“Kaam ke liye” 

Sub theme 2: Another factor that was found during the interview was landholding in the 

region which acts as a push factor for migration. Landholding can serve as a source of 

income though farming and ultimately stopping them from migrating. For example, when 

asked what would have stopped them from migrating, participants said: 

“apni zameen hoti to ruk jate” 

“Na naukri hai na zamen achi hai wahan, hoti to ruk jate” 

 

Theme 2: Life as Migrant: This theme focuses on the other half of the research question 

and gives us insight into the lives of the participants and the differences between their life at 

home and place of migration. Living a life as a migrant has its own challenges and these 

challenges have been discussed during the interview with the participants. 

 

Sub Theme 1: Most participants talked about the expensive lifestyle at the palace of 

migration, it is important to note the willingness to return despite having such a lifestyle.  

“Delhi me kharcha jyada hai, jyada vaise rent ka hai baki ghar ke saman ka ho jata hai” 

“Delhi me sab rent ka hai free nhi hai, ghar par sahi hai” 
Sub Theme 2: Another category noted under this theme was financial security. For most 

households in India, saving their income is a means to financially securing themselves. The 

same was shared by the participants during the interview when asked about the differences 

in their life at home and place of migration, they shared that they are able to save at their 

residential place but not at the place of migration. 

“Ghar me bach jata hai par Delhi me sab kuch kharch ho jata hai” 

“Ghar me bachat ho jati hai Delhi me kharcha jyada hota hai wahan bahut mehngai hai” 

 

Theme 3: Survival on Migration: Migration has been a part of the life of people living in 

the mountainous region of Uttarakhand. This present theme gives us an understanding of 

participants' choice of migrating to cities. 

 

Sub Theme 1: Satisfaction- Every individual wants a certain sense of satisfaction with their 

work and lifestyle but for migrant workers satisfaction is not an option. They work menial 

jobs with minimum wages which is hardly satisfying for them. The same was observed with 

the participants. Some confusion was noted regarding their satisfaction at the place of 

migration.  

“Santusht mane ya majburi kaam to karna hai 

“Santush bhi hai or nhi bhi, kyunki yhan sab suvidhayein Uttarakhand me nahi hai aur yhan 

kharcha jyada hai” 

“Bilkul nhi acha lgta yhan rhna bs kaam ke lie ana padta hai” 
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Participants explicitly stated that they are more satisfied at home despite this they move to 

the cities.  

“Khushi to wahan hai kyoki hometown hai aur suddh hawa hai aur sab kuch pure hai 

“Wahan jyada khushi rhti hai sab ke sath rhte hai to” 

“Ghar me hi khushi milti hai, sab pariwar ke sath hai to acha hi lgega” 

Sub Theme 2: Forced migration was another sub theme identified in this study. There was 

evidence that most participants see migration as means to an end. It is interesting to note that 

even having such a negative outlook towards migration, participants migrated back to the 

cities. 

“Kisi ko pasand nahi gaon chod kar jana” 

“Majburi hai ki ghar se jana pade varna hume to bilkul pasand nhi” 

“Kisko acha lgta hai apna ghar chodna to ye bhi kaise hi acha lgega” 

 

DISCUSSION 

Various studies have been conducted to understand the push and pull factor behind the 

influx of migration in the country. Unemployment, poor agricultural growth, health and 

education opportunities and natural calamities are some of the factors associated with 

migration in Kumaon hills (Chandra et.al., 2018). People in the mountains depend on 

farming, livestock and daily wage activities but the lack of sustenance forces a great number 

of male members to migrate to the cities. The participants in this study returned to the cities 

even after facing such a traumatic experience when they were stuck in these same cities, and 

desperate to get home, during the lockdown. Their willingness to return to the cities only 

derives from the unemployment in their villages, which makes them accept menial jobs in 

the cities such as dry cleaners, hotel staff or pantry boys. This clearly shows the need for 

better employment opportunities in the state as well as supportive infrastructure to 

disincentivize the people from migrating.  

 

Another factor for the return could be rural-urban wage gap due to the differences between 
cost of living. Migrants in the cities get paid more as compared to rural areas for the same 

jobs but this gap is often consumed by their lifestyle in the cities leaving them with little to 

save and spend on other amenities. The research presented here highlights the fact that 

places of migration have employment and better wages, but it also comes with an expensive 

lifestyle.  

 

Cities have various facilities such as employment, health, education, entertainment etc. 

which can also be another attractive factor for migrant workers to return. Better livelihoods 

are perpetuating the flow of migration. This leads us to a bigger question: can jobs be 

created in these regions so as to stop them from migrating? The government has been 

implementing policies after lockdown to generate jobs in the area but there has been gaps in 

delivering and executing these policies.  

 

Moreover, migrants face discrimination and ill treatment in the labour market, which makes 

them feel vulnerable and unprotected. It is interesting to note that the participants in the 

study understand this component and they have returned to the cities despite knowing the 

consequences. Most people are suffering and facing a financial crisis in their native village, 

and being unable to generate income in their native place could also be another reason for 

these participants to return to cities. 
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The participants in the study showed strong emotional association with their native place 

and a dissatisfaction with their lives in place of migration but some wished to return only in 

case of employment or income opportunities in the native place. This indicates that 

employment is the only driving force for the migrant workers to return to the cities. Their 

return is unavoidable even if they feel less satisfied, spend more and save less in the palace 

of migration. It was evident that working in the cities is the only way of survival and 

livelihood for these participants. Strong association with home, aspiration of better life and 

support from family can be their protective factors against the hardships they face during 

their return and while working in the cities.  

 

Limitation & Future research 

The present paper tries to understand the return of migrant workers to the cities in 2021, 

after their reverse migration back to their villages in 2020. The findings of the paper are 

based on a semi structured interview which does not focus on all aspects of this behaviour. 

Further studies can focus on other aspects of the migration patterns. In addition, another 

limitation is the generalisability of the findings. Conclusions are drawn from the small-scale 

qualitative data which cannot be applied on a larger population. Noting the limitations of the 

study, larger samples can be used to understand this behaviour in detail.  

 

CONCLUSION 

Migration has become a common phenomenon in hilly regions of India and the numbers are 

rising each year. Unemployment has been one of the major causes behind this behaviour, 

forcing the rural population to move to the cities in search of infrastructural resources and 

livelihood. No landholding and lack of other sustenance activities push these people further 

into these patterns. 

 

This paper showed similar findings. The reverse migrant participants' willingness to return 

to the cities is influenced by better employment in the cities, undeterred by the minimum 
wages, costly way of life and living far away from home. 

 

Migration behaviour will continue to be a part of these regions if measures are not taken 

towards the development and employment generation in these areas. Overall, there is a need 

to improve the quality of life of people living in these regions by encouraging sustenance in 

both agricultural and non-agricultural sectors. 
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