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• Rising rural poverty and agricultural 

distress; Demand for cheap labour in 

urban centres

• Seasonal migrant workers within India 

~ 139 million

• Construction, mining, head loading, 

manufacturing, hospitality and 

domestic work

A nation of  footloose workers



Economic life cycle of a migrant
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How did migrant HHs manage cashflows during the 
2020 lockdown in India? 
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• 85.4% families said they were worried about their future financial well-being

• Top 3 reasons were – uncertainty around employment; high indebtedness; and episodes of chronic illness

n=6627



Sources of cash during lockdown and what it tells us 
about the future of social protection for migrants

n=6627

Source Transaction Prevalence Weighted avg. amounts 

per HH (USD)

Weighted contribution

Debt Burden 52% 46 35%

Employment Own 57% 34 25%

Savings Own 75% 29 22%

Govt relief Do nothing 68% 14 11%

Asset sale Sacrifice 15% 10 7%

Total 133 100%

Only one-tenth as support. Everything else is self-generated



Social protection is closely tied to indebtedness in low-income migrant households



Social protection is closely tied to indebtedness in low-income migrant households

Monthly 

Income

Min. 

Monthly 

Expenses

Monthly Social 

security inflow

Monthly 

Surplus/

Deficit 

Assets Debt levels Use of cash transfer

Rambha bai (5) 20 44 34 10 Chai laari; 

No livestock; 

Some land (uncultivated)

125 

(SHG debt)

Repaid moneylender

Reshmi bai (2) 0 10 6 (4) No livestock

Small kitchen garden

170 

(land mortgaged)

Purchased groceries

Kakudi bai (1) 0 13 6 (7) 2 goats; 1 buffalo; 1 calf

Some land

275 

(land mortgaged)

Seeds, pumping water in 

field, paid electricity bill

*All figures in USD



Increasing vulnerability; Worsening credit scores

• Fell from RCC slab of construction site in June 2020 – Expensive surgery
• Out of work for 9+ months
• 76000 rs. in institutional debt & 52000 rs. from moneylenders; 
• No regular income; Total EMIs ~ 8100 rs.
• Father suffering from tuberculosis



Social protection is closely tied to indebtedness in low-income migrant households

• Low coverage perpetuates debt. E.g. Pensions under NSAP

• Frequency of payments matter and may create unnecessary and 

unsustainable debt even for workers who are covered E.g. ESIC 

benefits

• Insurance and pension pay outs often get used in servicing debt 

(especially since informal systems of emergency financial support 

collapsed after the second wave of COVID in 2021)

• A gradual erosion of assets due to such indebtedness, further crippling 

informal risk coping mechanisms

• High indebtedness also a key reason why low-income migrants shy 

away from long term investments/ pension products with inflexible 

withdrawal terms.



Some Interventions

Cash transfers
• Unconditional cash transfers during the extended COVID 

lockdown to migrant households (Sambal). Identification of 
vulnerable among them – single-women headed households, 
unsupported elderly, chronic illnesses, debilitating accidents etc. 

Returnable grants (as a form of social protection)
• Returnable grants to tuberculosis affected migrants to improve TB 

treatment adherence outcomes from 67% to 98% (akshya)
• Returnable grants to manage emergencies after informal 

mechanisms of emergency support collapsed post-COVID 
(Sanchay)

Working with governments & industry
• Partnering with governments and pension funds to demystify 

pension products and improve access (NPS, Pinbox)
• Working with governments to improve ESIC enrollment and 

access (Safe-in-India)
• Working with industry to build contributory unemployment 

savings accounts for workers in supply chains (Social Compact)



• Greater need for industry and governments to 
work together to create unemployment 
insurance/ emergency assistance for the 
unorganised sector. 

• Quantum of social security transfers matter; 
Regularity of social security transfers matter

• Absence of social protection/ irregularity of 
payments/ meagre amounts/inflexible 
withdrawal terms often perpetuate and feed 
unmanageable debt

Summary of key learnings


