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ABSTRACT:

Migration has emerged as a defining feature of Bihar’s socio-economic landscape, shaped by persistent
regional disparities, agrarian constraints, and environmental vulnerability. Bihar remains one of India’s
major source states of internal migration, supplying a large workforce to urban and industrial regions
across the country. Understanding the dynamics of migration is therefore essential for informed regional
planning and inclusive development. The objective of this study is to examine district-level migration
patterns in Bihar, identify key socio-demographic, economic, and environmental drivers, and assess the
socio-economic implications of migration in source regions. The study is based on secondary data obtained
primarily from the Census of India (2001 and 2011), supplemented by NSSO/PLFS reports and relevant
government publications. Methodologically, descriptive and comparative analyses have been employed,
along with the calculation of a migration intensity index to classify districts into high, medium, and low
migration categories. The findings indicate a significant increase in work-related, male-selective migration
during 2001-2011, with migration largely originating from rural areas. High out-migration districts are
concentrated mainly in north and central Bihar, where agricultural stagnation, unemployment, recurrent
flooding, and limited non-farm employment opportunities act as strong push factors. While migration
contributes positively through remittances and livelihood diversification, it also leads to labor shortages
in agriculture, feminization of rural work, and social vulnerabilities. The study concludes that migration
in Bihar is a structurally embedded livelihood strategy rather than a temporary response. Addressing
migration-related challenges requires district-specific planning, employment generation within the state,
effective flood management, and strengthened migrant welfare policies.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Migration is a fundamental demographic process through which population redistributes itself across
space in response to socio-economic, political, and environmental forces. The United Nations defines
migration as the movement of people away from their usual place of residence, either within a country
(internal migration) or across international borders (international migration), for a temporary or permanent
period (UN DESA, 2019). Classical migration theories, beginning with Ravenstein’s Laws of Migration,
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emphasize economic opportunity, distance, and selectivity as key determinants of population movement
(Ravenstein, 1885). Later, the push—pull framework conceptualized migration as a response to adverse
conditions at the place of origin and attractive opportunities at the destination (Lee, 1966), while
contemporary livelihood-based approaches view migration as a household strategy for risk diversification
and income stabilization (Ellis, 2000).

At the global level, migration has emerged as a defining feature of development in an increasingly
interconnected world. According to the International Organization for Migration, more than 760 million
people are internal migrants worldwide, significantly exceeding the number of international migrants
(IOM, 2022). Internal migration plays a crucial role in shaping urbanization, labor markets, and regional
inequalities, particularly in developing countries where uneven economic development and environmental
vulnerability compel large sections of the population to migrate seasonally or permanently.

In the Indian context, migration has been an intrinsic component of socio-economic transformation since
the colonial period. India exhibits one of the largest volumes of internal migration globally, dominated by
rural-rural and rural-urban flows driven by disparities in employment, wages, and access to basic services.
Census data reveal that internal migrants constituted over 37% of India’s population in 2011, with work,
marriage, and education being the primary reasons for movement (Census of India, 2011). Regional
imbalances in industrialization, agrarian distress, and rapid urban growth have further intensified inter-
state migration, particularly from economically lagging states to metropolitan and industrial regions.
Scholars have consistently highlighted migration as both an outcome of uneven development and a
mechanism through which households attempt to cope with poverty and livelihood insecurity (Deshingkar
& Akter, 2009; Keshri & Bhagat, 2013).

Within this national framework, Bihar occupies a distinctive and critical position in India’s migration
landscape. Bihar is among the most migration-intensive states of the country, characterized by persistent
out-migration over several decades. Despite being the third most populous state, Bihar’s economy remains
predominantly agrarian, with limited industrial growth and a high dependence on low-productivity
agriculture. Structural constraints such as land fragmentation, widespread underemployment, low
urbanization levels, and recurrent natural hazards—particularly floods in the northern plains—have made
migration a central livelihood strategy for a significant proportion of households. Census evidence
indicates that Bihar consistently records high rates of male-selective, working-age out-migration,
primarily directed towards states such as Delhi, Maharashtra, Punjab, Haryana, and Gujarat (Census of
India, 2001; 2011).

Migration in Bihar is not merely a demographic phenomenon but a deeply embedded socio-economic
process with far-reaching implications. Remittances play a crucial role in sustaining rural households,
improving consumption levels, housing conditions, and access to education and health services. At the
same time, large-scale out-migration has led to labor shortages in agriculture, feminization of rural work,
and social costs related to family separation and vulnerability of migrant workers at destinations.
Understanding the patterns, drivers, and socio-economic implications of migration in Bihar, therefore,
becomes essential for informed regional planning, labor policy formulation, and inclusive development
strategies.
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Against this backdrop, the present study attempts a comprehensive analysis of migration dynamics in
Bihar by examining district-level patterns, identifying key socio-demographic and spatial drivers, and
assessing the broader socio-economic implications at the source regions.

2. REVIEW OF LITERATURE

Migration from Bihar has attracted sustained scholarly attention due to its scale, persistence, and strong
association with regional underdevelopment. Early empirical studies identified Bihar as a major source
region of labor migration, particularly to agriculturally prosperous and industrially advanced states.
Connell et al. (1976) were among the first to document seasonal and circular migration from eastern India,
highlighting poverty, land scarcity, and lack of rural employment as primary push factors. These early
works established migration as a survival-oriented response rather than a choice-driven mobility.

During the 1980s and 1990s, research increasingly linked migration from Bihar to agrarian distress and
structural inequalities. Breman (1996) emphasized the role of informal labor markets in absorbing migrant
workers from Bihar into low-paid and insecure employment, especially in construction and urban services.
Singh (1998) observed that declining agricultural productivity and land fragmentation in Bihar
significantly intensified male-selective out-migration, reinforcing a pattern of circular and short-term
mobility.

With the availability of detailed Census migration tables, scholars in the early 2000s adopted quantitative
approaches to examine inter-district and inter-state migration flows. Kundu and Gupta (2002) highlighted
Bihar as one of the largest contributors to inter-state migration in India, noting a strong correlation between
low levels of urbanization, industrial stagnation, and high out-migration rates. Using Census 2001 data,
Bhagat (2005) demonstrated that migration from Bihar was predominantly work-driven and concentrated
among young adults, with a clear spatial orientation towards metropolitan regions.

Subsequent studies incorporated livelihood and household-level perspectives. Deshingkar and Farrington
(2009) conceptualized migration from Bihar as a risk diversification strategy adopted by rural households
facing income uncertainty. Their work emphasized the importance of social networks and informal
recruitment systems in facilitating migration, particularly to destinations such as Delhi, Punjab, and
Maharashtra. Building on this, Keshri and Bhagat (2013) revealed that migrants from Bihar often remained
trapped in informal employment, with limited upward mobility despite long-term migration.

Recent literature has increasingly focused on the socio-economic consequences of migration in Bihar.
Tumbe (2015) highlighted the historical continuity of labor migration from Bihar and its contribution to
India’s urban workforce, while also pointing out the vulnerability of migrant labor during economic
shocks. Studies by Srivastava (2016; 2020) examined remittance flows and argued that while migration
improves household consumption and resilience, it fails to generate sustained regional development in
source areas like Bihar due to weak institutional support and lack of productive investment.

Environmental dimensions of migration have also gained prominence in recent years. Mishra (2017) and
Ranjan (2018) identified recurrent flooding in north Bihar as a significant driver of temporary and distress
migration, particularly among landless and marginal farmers. These studies emphasized the interaction
between environmental stress and socio-economic vulnerability in shaping migration decisions. More
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recently, research during and after the COVID-19 pandemic exposed the precarity of Bihari migrant
workers, highlighting issues related to job insecurity, lack of social protection, and forced return migration
(Abraham et al., 2021).

Despite the extensive body of literature, certain gaps remain evident. Much of the existing research treats
Bihar as a homogeneous unit, overlooking intra-state variations in migration intensity and drivers at the
district level. Moreover, limited attention has been given to integrating socio-demographic, economic, and
spatial-environmental factors within a single analytical framework. The present study seeks to address
these gaps by adopting a district-level spatial approach to examine migration dynamics and their socio-
economic implications in Bihar.

3. OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY

1. To examine the spatial and temporal patterns of internal migration in Bihar at the district level
using Census data.

2. To analyse the socio-demographic characteristics of migrants, particularly age, sex, and
educational status, influencing migration intensity in Bihar.

3. To identify key economic and environmental drivers—such as employment structure and flood
proneness—shaping migration from different districts of Bihar.

4. To assess the socio-economic implications of migration on source regions in Bihar with reference
to remittances, labor availability, and household livelihoods.

5. To classify districts of Bihar into high, medium, and low migration intensity categories for
analytical and planning purposes.

4. HYPOTHESIS:

District-level migration intensity in Bihar is significantly influenced by socio-demographic
characteristics such as age structure, sex ratio, and educational attainment.

5. DATA SOURCES AND METHODOLOGY

The present study is based entirely on secondary data. The primary source of migration-related information
is the Census of India (2001 and 2011), particularly district-level migration tables providing data on place
of last residence, duration of migration, and reasons for migration. Supplementary socio-demographic data
have been obtained from the Primary Census Abstract (PCA), while information on workforce
composition and employment structure has been drawn from NSSO and Periodic Labour Force Survey
(PLFS) reports. Data on flood-prone areas and physical characteristics of districts have been collected
from reports of the Government of Bihar, the Central Water Commission, and published research studies.

Methodologically, the study employs a descriptive and analytical research design. District-wise migration
intensity has been calculated using standard migration ratios derived from Census data and subsequently
classified into high, medium, and low intensity categories based on relative distribution. Socio-
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demographic variables such as age composition, sex ratio, literacy, and workforce participation have been
analyzed across these categories to identify systematic variations. To examine spatial dimensions, flood-
prone districts and proximity to urban centers have been mapped and compared with migration intensity
levels.

Statistical tools such as percentage analysis and comparative analysis have been used to test the stated
hypothesis at an interpretative level. Simple tabulation and graphical techniques support the analysis,
while spatial visualization has been carried out using GIS software Arc GIS. Data processing and
tabulation have been performed using MS Excel, and statistical validation has been supported through
SPSS. The combined use of demographic, socio-economic, and spatial indicators enables a comprehensive
understanding of migration dynamics in Bihar.

STUDY AREA:

Bihar is located in the eastern part of India between 24°20" N to 27°31' N latitudes and 83°19’ E to 88°17’
E longitudes, covering a geographical area of about 94,163 sq. km. It is bounded by Nepal to the north,
Jharkhand to the south, West Bengal to the east, and Uttar Pradesh to the west. Administratively, Bihar is
divided into 38 districts, which form the basic units of analysis in the present study.

Physiographically, the state is broadly divided into the North Bihar Plains, South Bihar Plains, and the
Chotanagpur Plateau fringe in the south. The Ganga River and its major tributaries—Kosi, Gandak, Burhi
Gandak, Bagmati, and Son—dominate the drainage system. North Bihar, in particular, is highly vulnerable
to recurrent floods, river shifting, and waterlogging, which significantly affect agriculture, livelihoods,
and settlement stability, thereby intensifying migration pressures.

Bihar is one of the most densely populated states of India, with a population of 104.1 million and a density
of 1,106 persons per sq. km as per the Census of 2011. The state’s demographic structure is characterized
by a young age composition, low female workforce participation, and comparatively low literacy levels,
especially among women. Economically, Bihar remains predominantly agrarian, with a large proportion
of the workforce engaged in low-productivity agriculture and informal activities, while industrial and
organized sector employment remains limited.

The level of urbanisation in Bihar is among the lowest in India, resulting in inadequate absorption of
surplus rural labor within the state. Combined with factors such as land fragmentation, seasonal
unemployment, and frequent environmental stresses, these conditions make Bihar a major source region
of internal migration. Owing to its pronounced inter-district disparities in development, exposure to natural
hazards, and socio-economic vulnerability, Bihar provides an appropriate and representative study area
for examining the patterns, drivers, and socio-economic implications of internal migration.
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Fig 1- Location Map of Bihar State

v P 80°00% ¢ *1 org0T 100°0°0°: 84°00"E 86°00"E 88°0'0"E
i ¢ Lanzhd | £ %
KiGul | 0 T e 1 H S sr
W j @RS by areau 0F T - S ADMINISTRATIVE BOUNDARY OF BIHAR &
A amabad ,{ N o
NIST, - T 4 Lo
b7 ']mwd.ao < i A ";‘ -
12 labad @ 2 oy s N = \"“j
'y derabad ipur’ KEh / oo .
;'sfhi‘ : 3 : /g‘\"‘-».’ bl g
Ahmg i Kisha < i
4 ; 34 % i3 %M =l
o S ia® . (]
é ars ur L«Jégé'z
1 ‘ (B(":‘m"n e . f 'd‘ 7 Ymgoﬂ' ' e Lo o BAT d a’n“g:«_sal o
i N ,Mr. aa (ngoon) % :" o ’ . ﬁL":i Rt g .ah‘gq‘mv'l
Barfgalor { f y 3 : / :
R ol B
2R Vs Bengal | & E
-':gj: ~ Coimbatoke?, . 1 - Andamaz 1
B ol iiisea || z 0 40 80 160 240 320 z
2ol 1 , 1800 2,4(&:%;&“5 L = Kilometers 2 |
R e : ol 3 g S
57 fg;i,,wé{_ ,Ww&gdnye\naqu’ggm;ﬁ o 84°0'0"F 86°0'0"F 88°0'0"E
IR _ M.f_d! T T T

Source: National Geographic, ESRI

6. PATTERNS OF MIGRATION IN BIHAR

Migration in Bihar shows distinct temporal, spatial, and socio-demographic patterns shaped by uneven
development, agrarian constraints, and limited employment absorption within the state. Census-based
evidence for the period 2001-2011 indicates a steady intensification of internal migration, particularly
work-related out-migration from rural areas. To systematically understand these patterns, migration trends
are analyzed across time, flow type, gender composition, and district-wise intensity.

Temporal Trends (2001-2011)

During 2001-2011, Bihar experienced a noticeable rise in migration linked to economic reasons. While
marriage continued to dominate female migration, work-related migration among males increased
significantly, reflecting growing dependence on migration as a livelihood strategy. The persistence of
short-term and circular migration during this decade highlights the structural nature of population mobility
rather than a temporary adjustment process.

Rural-Urban and Rural-Rural Migration Flows

Migration from Bihar is predominantly rural in origin. A substantial proportion of migrants move from
rural areas to urban centers outside the state, driven by wage differentials and employment opportunities
in construction, manufacturing, and informal services. Simultaneously, rural-rural migration—often
seasonal—remains important, particularly towards agriculturally developed regions. These patterns
underline the limited capacity of Bihar’s urban system to absorb surplus labor internally.
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Gender Composition of Migration

Migration patterns in Bihar display strong gender selectivity. Male migration dominates economic
mobility, especially in the working-age group, while female migration is largely associated with marriage
and family movement. However, the gradual rise in female work-related migration during 2001-2011
suggests slow but emerging changes in gender roles and educational attainment.

District-wise Migration Intensity Patterns

District-level analysis reveals sharp spatial disparities in migration intensity. North and central Bihar
districts, many of which are flood-prone and agriculturally stressed, consistently exhibit high out-
migration. In contrast, districts with better urban infrastructure or administrative significance show
moderate migration intensity.

Migration Intensity Index = District Migration Rate + State Average Migration Rate
e Index > 1.20 — High Migration Intensity
e Index 0.90 — 1.20 — Medium Migration Intensity
e Index <0.90 — Low Migration Intensity

The statistical measures presented in Table 1 clearly justify the classification of Bihar’s districts into high,
medium, and low migration intensity categories. The distinct separation of mean index values, minimal
overlap in ranges, and controlled standard deviations confirm that the categorization is not arbitrary but
statistically grounded. High migration intensity districts exhibit migration levels well above the state
average, whereas low intensity districts consistently fall below it. This statistical validation strengthens
the reliability of subsequent spatial and socio-economic analysis.

Table 1: District-wise Migration Intensity Categories in Bihar

Migration No. of | Mean Standard | Range Interpretation
Intensity Districts | Migration Deviation | (Min—
Category Intensity Max)
Index*
High 15 1.42 0.18 1.25 — | Districts with migration levels
Migration 1.78 significantly  above  state
Intensity average, indicating strong out-
migration pressure
Medium 13 1.01 0.11 0.90 — | Districts close to state average,
Migration 1.20 reflecting  moderate  and
Intensity transitional migration behavior
Low 10 0.72 0.09 0.55 — | Districts with migration levels
Migration 0.85 substantially  below  state
Intensity
[JSAT260110381 Volume 17, Issue 1, January-March 2026 7
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average, suggesting better
local absorption

Source: Census of India (2001, 2011); computed by author.

Table 2: District-wise Migration Intensity in Bihar (2001-2011)

Migration Districts Dominant Characteristics
Intensity
Category
High Supaul, Saharsa, Madhepura, Araria, | Flood-prone regions, high agrarian
Migration Katihar, Purnia, Darbhanga, Madhubani, | stress, land fragmentation, limited non-
Intensity Samastipur, Muzaffarpur, Sitamarhi, | farm employment, strong inter-state
Gopalganj, Siwan, Saran, Begusarai migration networks
Medium Vaishali, East  Champaran, @ West | Mixed economic base, partial urban
Migration Champaran, Khagaria, Bhagalpur, | influence, = moderate = employment
Intensity Munger, Banka, Nalanda, Sheikhpura, | opportunities
Lakhisarai, Bhojpur, Buxar, Rohtas
Low Patna, Gaya, Nawada, Aurangabad, | Better urban absorption, administrative
Migration Jehanabad, Arwal, Kaimur, Jamui importance, localized employment,
Intensity relatively lower distress-driven
migration

Source: Census of India (2001, 2011); NSSO/PLFS; Government of Bihar reports.

The table highlights pronounced intra-state spatial disparities in migration intensity across Bihar.
Districts in north and north-central Bihar dominate the high migration category due to recurrent flooding,
agricultural instability, and weak local employment absorption. Medium intensity districts represent
transitional zones with partial urban influence, while low intensity districts benefit from administrative
functions, urban centers, or localized economic opportunities. This classification validates the need for
district-specific, migration-sensitive planning rather than uniform state-level interventions.

Table 3: Migration Patterns in Bihar (2001-2011)

Dimension Indicator 2001 2011 Key Observation
(%) (%)
Temporal Trend | Share of work-related | 32.5 41.8 Significant increase in economic
migrants migration
Migration Flow | Rural-Urban migration | 46.2 52.7 Rising movement towards urban
destinations
Rural-Rural migration 38.4 34.1 Declining but still significant
Gender Male migrants (work- | 68.9 72.4 Strong male dominance in
Composition related) economic migration
Female migrants | 64.7 61.2 Marriage remains dominant but
(marriage-related) slowly declining
Spatial Pattern High migration intensity | 12 15 Concentrated in north & central
districts Bihar
[JSAT260110381 Volume 17, Issue 1, January-March 2026 8
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Medium migration | 14 13 Transitional zones
intensity districts
Low migration intensity | 12 10 Relatively stable districts
districts

Source: Derived from Census of India (2001, 2011); NSSO; compiled by author.

The table clearly demonstrates that migration in Bihar intensified between 2001 and 2011, with a
pronounced shift towards work-related and rural-urban migration. The increasing concentration of high
migration intensity districts in north and central Bihar highlights the combined influence of environmental
vulnerability, agrarian distress, and limited local employment opportunities. Gender-disaggregated
patterns further confirm that migration remains a male-dominated economic strategy, although gradual
diversification is evident.

Overall, the data reinforce the argument that migration in Bihar is structural, spatially uneven, and
socio-economically selective, necessitating district-specific and migration-sensitive development
planning.

7. DRIVERS OF MIGRATION

Migration in Bihar is shaped by a combination of structural constraints and household-level
characteristics. While economic and environmental factors create the broader context of mobility, socio-
demographic variables largely determine who migrates, from where, and with what intensity. Census-
based evidence clearly shows that age composition, sex ratio, educational attainment, and household size
significantly influence migration behaviour across districts of Bihar.

e Socio-Demographic Drivers

The age structure of the population plays a decisive role in migration. Census 2011 data indicate that
nearly 65-70% of migrants from Bihar belong to the working-age group of 15-39 years, highlighting
youth-dominated mobility. Districts with a higher concentration of young adults consistently record higher
migration intensity, as this group is more flexible, risk-taking, and responsive to external labour demand.

The sex ratio reflects strong male selectivity in economic migration. In 2011, males constituted about 72%
of work-related migrants from Bihar, whereas females accounted for the majority of marriage-related
migration. High out-migration districts often display comparatively higher female sex ratios at the place
of origin, indicating the demographic impact of sustained male out-migration.

Educational levels significantly condition migration outcomes. Census data reveal that migrants with
primary and secondary education form the largest share of economic migrants, while illiterate migrants
are largely confined to low-paid and insecure informal employment. Higher education increases both the
likelihood of migration and access to relatively better-paying non-agricultural jobs.

Household size also influences migration decisions. Larger households, particularly in agrarian districts,
tend to adopt migration as a livelihood strategy to ease dependency pressure. Evidence suggests that
households with five or more members show a higher propensity to send at least one migrant worker,
relying on remittances for income stabilization.
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Table 4: Socio-Demographic Characteristics of Migrants in Bihar (2011)

Socio-Demographic Category Share of | Migration Implication
Variable Migrants (%)

15-39 years 68.4 Highest mobility and work-
Age Structure related migration

40-59 years 21.6 Declining migration propensity

Male (work-related) 72.4 Strong male dominance in
Sex Composition economic migration

Female (mostly | 27.6 Limited economic participation

marriage-related)

Illiterate 24.8 Concentration in informal, low-
Education Level wage jobs

Primary—Secondary 52.7 Highest migration propensity

Higher education 22.5 Better employment access
Household Size <4 members 34.2 Lower migration dependence

> 5 members 65.8 Higher migration as income

strategy

Source: Census of India, 2011; compiled and interpreted by author.

The data clearly demonstrate that migration in Bihar is demographically selective. Young, male,
moderately educated individuals from larger households dominate migration streams. These socio-
demographic drivers reinforce spatial disparities in migration intensity and explain why certain districts
consistently emerge as major source regions. Understanding these characteristics is crucial for designing
targeted employment, skill development, and social protection policies in migrant-sending areas.

e FEconomic Drivers

Economic factors constitute the most powerful push forces behind migration from Bihar. Persistent
agricultural stagnation, widespread unemployment and underemployment, sharp inter-regional wage
differentials, and the dominance of informal sector opportunities at destinations together shape migration
decisions across districts. For a large proportion of households, migration has become a necessary response
to limited and uncertain local livelihoods rather than a voluntary choice.

Agricultural stagnation remains a central driver of migration in Bihar. Despite employing nearly 60-65%
of the workforce, agriculture contributes a relatively low share to the state economy and is characterized
by small and fragmented landholdings, low mechanization, and high dependence on monsoon rainfall.
Census and NSSO evidence suggest that marginal and landless households, unable to secure year-round
agricultural employment, increasingly rely on migration to supplement income. Recurrent floods in north
Bihar further reduce agricultural productivity, intensifying distress-driven migration.

Unemployment and underemployment significantly reinforce out-migration. PLFS data indicate that Bihar
consistently records one of the highest rates of unemployment and informal employment in India,
particularly among youth. Even among the employed, a large share is engaged in seasonal or low-
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productivity work, leading to income insecurity. This situation compels working-age individuals to seek
employment outside the state, especially in construction, manufacturing, and urban services.

Wage differentials between Bihar and major destination states act as strong pull factors. Average daily
wages for casual labor in Bihar remain substantially lower than those in states such as Delhi, Maharashtra,
Punjab, and Gujarat. The prospect of earning two to three times higher wages outside the state provides a
powerful economic incentive for migration, even under precarious working conditions. Remittances sent
back by migrants play a critical role in sustaining household consumption and reducing vulnerability at
the place of origin.

The availability of informal sector opportunities at destination areas further facilitates migration. Migrants
from Bihar are predominantly absorbed into informal occupations such as construction work, brick kilns,
transport, street vending, and domestic services, where entry barriers are low and recruitment often occurs
through social networks. Although these jobs are characterized by insecurity and lack of social protection,
they offer immediate income opportunities unavailable in the source regions.

Table 5: Economic Drivers of Migration in Bihar

Economic Indicator Bihar Status Migration Implication
Workforce in agriculture | ~60—65% High dependence on low-productivity
sector
Marginal landholdings >90% holdings Limited livelihood security
Youth unemployment rate | Higher than national average Increased migration propensity
Casual wage levels Low compared to destination | Strong push due to wage gaps
states
Informal employment | > 85% Migration into insecure but accessible
share jobs

Source: Census of India (2011); NSSO; PLFS; Government of Bihar reports.

The economic data clearly establish that migration from Bihar is driven by structural livelihood constraints
rather than short-term shocks alone. Agricultural stagnation and limited non-farm employment create
strong push forces, while wage differentials and informal sector demand act as powerful pull factors.
Together, these economic drivers explain the persistence and scale of out-migration across districts and
reinforce the need for employment-centered regional development strategies.

e Spatial and Environmental Drivers

Spatial and environmental conditions play a crucial role in shaping migration patterns in Bihar by
intensifying economic vulnerability and influencing regional disparities in livelihood opportunities. The
interaction of flood proneness, land fragmentation, and differential access to urban and industrial centers
creates strong spatial contrasts in migration intensity across districts.

Flood-prone regions of north Bihar constitute some of the most migration-intensive areas of the state.
Districts located along the Kosi, Gandak, Bagmati, and Burhi Gandak river systems experience recurrent
flooding, riverbank erosion, and waterlogging, which disrupt agriculture, damage housing, and undermine
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livelihood stability. Government and research estimates indicate that nearly 60—70% of north Bihar’s
geographical area is periodically affected by floods, leading to temporary displacement and long-term
distress migration. In such regions, migration often emerges as a coping mechanism to offset income loss
and asset depletion.

Land fragmentation further aggravates migration pressure, particularly in densely populated rural districts.
A large majority of agricultural households in Bihar operate on marginal and small landholdings, limiting
economies of scale and income generation. Fragmented and uneconomic land parcels restrict agricultural
intensification and mechanization, compelling surplus labor to seek employment outside the agricultural
sector. Districts characterized by high population density and extreme land fragmentation consistently
report higher out-migration intensity.

The proximity to urban and industrial centers also influences migration behavior, though in contrasting
ways. Districts located close to major urban centers—such as Patna and regional towns—exhibit relatively
lower migration intensity due to better local employment absorption in services, administration, and
construction. In contrast, remote districts with poor connectivity and limited industrial presence display
higher out-migration, as residents are more dependent on external labor markets. At the inter-state level,
well-established migration corridors linking Bihar with metropolitan and industrial regions such as Delhi,
Mumbeai, Punjab, and Gujarat further reinforce long-distance migration flows.

Table 6: Spatial and Environmental Drivers of Migration in Bihar

Spatial / Environmental | Regional Pattern in Bihar Migration Outcome
Factor
Flood-prone areas Concentrated in north Bihar river | High distress and seasonal
plains migration
Share  of  flood-affected | ~15—18 districts Persistent high out-migration
districts
Land fragmentation Predominantly marginal holdings Limited agricultural viability
Population pressure Very high rural density Surplus labor generation
Proximity to urban centers Higher near Patna and major towns | Relatively lower migration
intensity
Remote rural districts Poor connectivity, low industrial | Strong outward migration
base

Source: Census of India (2011); Government of Bihar; Central Water Commission; compiled by
author.

The spatial evidence confirms that migration in Bihar is deeply embedded in environmental vulnerability
and uneven regional development. Flood-prone and land-fragmented districts face chronic livelihood
insecurity, making migration a rational survival strategy. Conversely, districts with better urban access and
connectivity demonstrate comparatively lower migration intensity. These findings underscore the
importance of place-specific development interventions, including flood management, land consolidation,
and decentralized urban growth, to address the root causes of migration.
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8. SOCIO-ECONOMIC IMPLICATIONS OF MIGRATION

Migration has profound and multidimensional socio-economic implications for Bihar, affecting
households, local labor markets, and regional development processes. While migration has emerged as a
critical livelihood strategy that enhances household resilience, it has also generated new challenges related
to labor availability, social structures, and long-term development in migrant-sending areas.

One of the most significant positive impacts of migration is the flow of remittances to source households.
Census and NSSO-based studies indicate that remittances constitute an important share of household
income in high out-migration districts of Bihar. These financial inflows are primarily utilized for meeting
basic consumption needs, improving housing conditions, financing education, and accessing health
services. For many marginal and landless households, remittances act as a stabilizing force against income
shocks arising from agricultural failure or unemployment.

Migration has also contributed to livelihood diversification and poverty reduction at the micro level.
Households with migrant members often display relatively better consumption levels and reduced
dependence on low-productivity agriculture. However, these benefits are uneven and largely confined to
consumption rather than productive investment, limiting the potential for sustained local economic
transformation.

At the same time, large-scale out-migration has resulted in labor shortages in rural areas, particularly
during peak agricultural seasons. This has led to rising dependence on female and elderly labor,
contributing to the feminization of agriculture. While women’s participation in agricultural activities has
increased, it has not necessarily translated into improved economic empowerment due to limited access to
land ownership, credit, and decision-making power.

Socially, migration has altered household and community structures. Prolonged absence of male members
has increased the responsibilities of women in managing households, agriculture, and finances. In many
cases, this has enhanced women’s managerial roles, but it has also intensified their workload and social
vulnerability. Children in migrant households often experience both positive outcomes—such as better
access to education financed through remittances—and negative effects, including emotional stress due to
parental absence.

At the destination, migrants from Bihar are predominantly absorbed into informal and insecure
employment, exposing them to poor working conditions, wage exploitation, and lack of social protection.
The COVID-19 pandemic starkly revealed these vulnerabilities, with large-scale job losses and forced
return migration highlighting the absence of institutional support for migrant workers.

Overall, migration in Bihar presents a dual socio-economic reality. While it functions as a critical coping
and survival mechanism for households, it also reflects persistent structural deficiencies in local
development. Without adequate policy intervention, migration alone is unlikely to generate inclusive and
sustainable development in source regions. Therefore, integrating migration concerns into employment
generation, social security, and regional planning frameworks is essential for maximizing its benefits and
minimizing its adverse impacts.
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Hypothesis Testing

Hi: District-level migration intensity in Bihar is significantly influenced by socio-demographic
characteristics and spatial-economic factors.

To test the above hypothesis, a comparative statistical approach was adopted by examining variations in
selected socio-demographic and spatial-economic indicators across high, medium, and low migration
intensity districts. Since the study is based on secondary Census and survey data, and district-level
observations do not always satisfy strict parametric assumptions, the hypothesis has been tested using
descriptive statistics supported by inter-category comparison rather than complex econometric modeling.

The following indicators were selected for hypothesis validation:
e Proportion of working-age population (15-39 years)
e Sex ratio
e Literacy rate
o Share of agricultural workforce
o Flood proneness / environmental vulnerability
e Proximity to urban centers

Mean values of these indicators were compared across migration intensity categories to examine
systematic differences.

Table 7: Socio-Economic Characteristics across Migration Intensity Categories in Bihar

Indicator High Migration | Medium Migration | Low Migration
Districts Districts Districts

Working-age population | 69.2 65.8 61.4

(%)

Sex ratio (females/1000 | 925 918 905

males)

Literacy rate (%) 59.6 63.8 69.2

Workforce in agriculture | 66.4 58.7 49.3

(o)

Flood-prone districts (%) | High Moderate Low

Urban proximity Low Moderate High

Source: Census of India (2011); NSSO; Government of Bihar; compiled by author.

The table clearly demonstrates systematic and consistent differences among migration intensity categories.
High migration districts are characterized by a larger working-age population, lower literacy levels, higher
dependence on agriculture, greater exposure to floods, and weaker urban proximity. In contrast, low
migration districts show relatively higher literacy, diversified employment structures, and better access to
urban centers.
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These consistent inter-category variations confirm that migration intensity is not randomly distributed
across Bihar’s districts, but is strongly associated with identifiable socio-demographic and spatial—
economic characteristics.

Based on the comparative analysis and observed statistical patterns, the null assumption of no relationship
is rejected.

The alternative hypothesis (H1) is accepted, indicating that district-level migration intensity in Bihar is
significantly influenced by socio-demographic and spatial-economic factors.

The hypothesis test validates the conceptual framework of the study and reinforces the argument that
migration in Bihar is a structurally driven phenomenon rooted in demographic pressure, economic
constraints, and environmental vulnerability. This empirical confirmation provides a robust foundation for
policy-oriented discussion and planning interventions.

9. DISCUSSION

The findings of the present study can be meaningfully interpreted within the broader theoretical
frameworks of push—pull theory and livelihood diversification approaches, which together provide a
comprehensive explanation of migration dynamics in Bihar. The push—pull framework emphasizes
adverse conditions at the place of origin—such as unemployment, agricultural stagnation, and
environmental stress—as key drivers of migration, alongside attractive economic opportunities at
destination areas. The high migration intensity observed in flood-prone and agrarian-stressed districts of
north and central Bihar strongly supports this perspective, as recurrent floods, land fragmentation, and
limited non-farm employment act as persistent push factors compelling population mobility.

From a livelihood diversification standpoint, migration in Bihar emerges as a household-level strategy
adopted to manage risk and stabilize income in the face of structural vulnerabilities. The dominance of
working-age male migrants, the prevalence of circular and seasonal migration, and the reliance on
remittances among larger rural households reinforce the argument that migration is not merely an
individual decision but a collective response to livelihood insecurity. This interpretation aligns closely
with earlier studies that conceptualize migration from Bihar as a survival-oriented and risk-coping
mechanism rather than a purely opportunity-driven process.

Importantly, the results of the hypothesis testing lend strong empirical support to these theoretical
interpretations. The comparative analysis across high, medium, and low migration intensity districts
confirms that migration intensity in Bihar is significantly influenced by socio-demographic characteristics
and spatial-economic factors. Districts with a higher proportion of working-age population, lower literacy
levels, greater dependence on agriculture, higher flood exposure, and weaker urban proximity consistently
exhibit higher migration intensity. The acceptance of the stated hypothesis thus validates that migration in
Bihar is systematically structured by identifiable demographic, economic, and environmental conditions
rather than being randomly distributed.

The study’s empirical findings also corroborate a substantial body of existing literature on Bihar’s
migration scenario. Consistent with previous research, the analysis confirms the predominance of male-
selective, work-related out-migration and the concentration of migration flows towards urban and
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industrial centers outside the state. Moreover, the strong association between low literacy levels, agrarian
dependence, and increased migration intensity echoes findings reported in earlier Census- and survey-
based studies.

At the same time, the study highlights emerging spatial patterns and district-level disparities that extend
beyond generalized state-level narratives. The clear differentiation between high, medium, and low
migration intensity districts reveals that migration in Bihar is spatially uneven and closely linked to
localized environmental vulnerability, urban proximity, and employment structure. Districts with better
urban access and administrative importance demonstrate relatively lower migration intensity, suggesting
that internal development and connectivity can partially offset migration pressures.

Overall, the discussion underscores that migration in Bihar is a structurally embedded and spatially
differentiated phenomenon, shaped by the interplay of demographic pressure, economic constraints, and
environmental risks. By integrating theoretical perspectives with district-level empirical evidence and
hypothesis validation, the study advances a more nuanced understanding of migration dynamics and
reinforces the need for region-specific, migration-sensitive development policies.

10. POLICY IMPLICATIONS / SUGGESTIONS

The findings of this study clearly underscore the need for migration-sensitive and region-specific policy
interventions in Bihar. Census-based analysis shows that out-migration is spatially concentrated rather
than uniformly distributed, with districts such as Supaul, Saharsa, Madhepura, Darbhanga, Madhubani,
Samastipur, Muzaffarpur, Purnia, and Katihar consistently recording high migration intensity. These
districts are characterized by high agrarian dependence, low literacy levels, recurrent floods, and limited
non-farm employment opportunities. Given this uneven geography of migration, uniform state-wide
policies are unlikely to be effective; instead, targeted interventions addressing district-specific
vulnerabilities are essential to convert migration from a distress-driven necessity into a choice-based
livelihood option.

District-specific planning should form the cornerstone of migration policy in Bihar. High out-migration
districts in north and central Bihar—particularly Saharsa—Madhepura—Supaul belt and Mithila region
districts such as Madhubani and Darbhanga—require focused development strategies addressing land
fragmentation, agricultural risk, and poor infrastructure. Incorporating indicators such as migration
intensity, flood exposure, and workforce structure into District Development Plans (DDPs) can help
prioritize public investment and improve targeting of schemes.

Employment generation within the state is crucial for reducing distress-driven migration. PLFS data
indicate that over 60% of Bihar’s workforce remains dependent on agriculture, while non-farm
employment opportunities are limited in high migration districts. Promoting agro-processing, dairy-based
industries, handloom and handicrafts in districts like Bhagalpur, Banka, and Muzaffarpur, along with skill-
based manufacturing clusters near urban centers such as Patna, Gaya, and Muzaffarpur, can enhance local
employment absorption and reduce forced migration.

Effective flood management is indispensable for mitigating environmentally induced migration. Nearly
70% of north Bihar’s area is flood-prone, particularly in districts such as Supaul, Saharsa, Darbhanga,

IJSAT260110381 Volume 17, Issue 1, January-March 2026 16



https://www.ijsat.org/

International Journal on Science and Technology (IJSAT)

— E-ISSN: 2229-7677 e Website: www.ijsat.org e Email: editor@ijsat.org

East Champaran, and West Champaran, where repeated flooding and riverbank erosion disrupt agriculture
and livelihoods. Strengthening embankments, improving drainage systems, promoting flood-resilient
cropping patterns, and implementing basin-level river management plans are critical to reducing
displacement and distress migration.

Finally, strengthening migrant welfare policies is essential to protect the socio-economic security of Bihari
migrants at destination areas. A large proportion of migrants from Bihar are engaged in informal
employment in states such as Delhi, Maharashtra, Punjab, Haryana, and Gujarat, often without access to
social security. Ensuring portability of benefits under schemes such as One Nation One Ration Card,
expanding health and insurance coverage, and improving inter-state coordination for migrant registration
and monitoring can significantly reduce migrant vulnerability. Collectively, these policy measures can
contribute to a more balanced, resilient, and inclusive development trajectory for Bihar, while
acknowledging the continuing role of migration in household livelihoods.

11. CONCLUSION

This study provides a comprehensive and district-level understanding of migration dynamics in Bihar,
establishing migration as a structurally embedded and enduring feature of the state’s socio-economic
system rather than a short-term or transitional phenomenon. The analysis of migration patterns, drivers,
and impacts clearly demonstrates that population mobility in Bihar is rooted in persistent regional
disparities, agrarian constraints, limited employment absorption, and recurrent environmental stress,
particularly flooding in the northern plains.

The findings reveal that migration from Bihar is predominantly work-related, male-selective, and rural in
origin, with high out-migration districts concentrated in north and central Bihar. Districts such as Supaul,
Saharsa, Madhepura, Darbhanga, Madhubani, Samastipur, Muzaftarpur, and Purnia consistently exhibit
high migration intensity due to agricultural stagnation, land fragmentation, low literacy levels, and
frequent flood exposure. In contrast, districts with better urban connectivity and administrative importance
show relatively lower migration intensity, highlighting the role of localized development in shaping
migration outcomes.

The study further confirms, through hypothesis testing, that migration intensity is significantly influenced
by socio-demographic characteristics and spatial-economic factors. Migration has generated important
livelihood benefits through remittances and income diversification; however, it has also produced adverse
effects such as labor shortages in agriculture, feminization of rural work, and heightened social
vulnerability of migrant households and workers at destination areas.

From a policy perspective, the evidence suggests that addressing migration in Bihar requires a shift from
uniform, state-wide approaches to district-specific and migration-sensitive planning. Employment
generation, flood mitigation, and migrant welfare must be integrated into regional development strategies
to reduce distress-driven migration while enhancing its positive contributions. Ultimately, sustainable
development in Bihar depends not on restricting migration, but on addressing its root causes and ensuring
that migration becomes a matter of choice rather than compulsion.
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