Socio-Economic Impact of COVID-19
on Women Migrant Workers

Evidence from 12 Indian States
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The COVID-19 pandemic is having a devastating impact on every aspect of life. Facing
loss of livelihoods and inadequate safety nets, migrant workers in India constitute
perhaps the most severely affected cohort of Indians. However, the socio-economic
impact on these migrant workers has a gendered dimension to it too. A survey of 10,161
women migrant workers in India revealed that they were faced with the double burden
of earning a livelihood and unpaid care work at home. In addition, their incomes fell
by more than half during the pandemic compared to pre-pandemic levels. Against this
backdrop, we present the importance of social protection measures for Indian women

migrant workers along four dimensions, namely: food security, cash assistance,
government health insurance, and protection against domestic violence.

Pre-existing factors affect women migrant workers’ precarity:

The 3Cs

India’s US$2.87 trillion? economy is fuelled by a
labor force of around 518 million® workers, 80-90
percent* of whom are employed in the informal
sector. Domestic migrant workers make up
approximately 20 percent® of India’s total labor
force and are therefore key stakeholders in the
growth prospects of India. The pandemic brought
economic activity to a near standstill, resulting in
loss of employment, coupled with mass reverse
migration.® On the other hand, for migrants stranded
in urban centers, exclusion from social protection
programs, partly due to the non-portability of
entitlements, posed a significant challenge.

The pandemic’s impact on migrant workers also
has a gendered dimension. The coming together
of extant migrant-specific characteristics and

social norms working against women has had

a debilitating impact on women’s agency and
empowerment. Conceptually, the pandemic’s effect
can be studied considering the 3Cs, viz., Constraints
(social and religious), Choice (availability of basic
amenities), and Career (employment).” First, the
unequal sharing of unpaid work is a constraint,
often perpetuated by existing social norms. During
the pandemic, social norms have contributed to a
bad equilibrium in which women have to bear the
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double-burden of inferior labor market conditions in
addition to the unpaid care work they are invariably
expected to perform.®

Second, the role of the state is brought to the fore
when one considers the impact of provision of

basic amenities. The availability of basic amenities
such as fuel, safe water, childcare, etc. significantly
reduces the time spent on unpaid work. India has
traditionally followed childcare services that address
early childhood development for children.® Adapting
these services to better serve the needs of parents
can have a positive impact on women’s choices

and flexibility to engage in paid work® For instance,
increasing the reach of these services by ensuring
they are located near workplaces and within primary-
school compounds can increase gender-parity in
contributing to care activities at home. To cite another
example, women in India spend an equivalent of
two or more weeks each year collecting fuelwood.
State-provision of such amenities through ration
shops closer to homes will have a positive effect on
shared responsibilities and allow women to engage
in other activities that have a direct bearing on their
well-being. Since most of these amenities are public
goods, the role of the state cannot be overstated in
providing these services.

Third, trading-off unpaid care work for paid work
makes sense when labor market conditions are
rewarding. During times of low economic activity,
subdued wages substantially reduce the incentive
to make this trade-off. With the inimical social norms
already at play, weak labor market prospects lead
to a precarious situation that threatens to stagnate
female labour force participation. A widening
gender gap does not only adversely affect the
social fabric of a country, but is also associated
with significant economic costs!? These pre-
existing factors provide an important framework to
understand the survey results discussed below.

Survey methodology and
sample characteristics

This policy brief presents key findings from a primary
survey® of 10,161 migrant women workers (with an
average age of 31 years) from 12 states in India,
namely: Assam, Bihar, Chhattisgarh, Jharkhand,
Karnataka, Madhya Pradesh, Maharashtra,
Nagaland, Odisha, Rajasthan, Tamil Nadu, and Uttar
Pradesh. These 12 states for the study were selected
keeping in mind states with high out-migration as per
the 2011 Census of India. Together, they constitute
around 68 percent of India’s total population
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Figure 1: Social norms affect women’s agency
through constraints, choices, and careers

Constraints Choices

Source: Adapted from Singh, P. and Pattanaik,
F., 2020. Unfolding unpaid domestic work

in India: Women'’s constraints, choices, and
career. Palgrave Communications, 6(1), pp.1-13.

We present results for the total stock of women
migrants sampled without differentiating them based
on location of origin or on destination® Of the 12
states covered, Maharashtra, Tamil Nadu, and
Karnataka rank higher in terms of net state domestic
product’™ and level of urbanization” compared to the
remaining states.

To conduct the survey, UNDP India commissioned

10 civil society organizations (CSOs) to survey the
respondents in December 2020. The respondents
were interviewed based on databases available

with the CSOs. All the respondents were employed
in February 2020 but a subset of them were
unemployed in December 2020 as a result of the
pandemic. The primary hurdle while conducting
phone-interviews during the pandemic was eliciting
responses from those who would be available only at
night after long hours of work. As a result, the CSOs
adopted a complementary strategy to interview
respondents in-person at job sites and quarantine
centers. Since this baseline was conducted in
December 2020 — 9 months after the announcement
of India’s first lockdown on March 25, 2020 — the
questions regarding the socio-economic situation of
the respondents in February (pre-lockdown) and July
2020 (after the easing of the lockdown) were asked
retrospectively. Finally, to capture the effect of the
pandemic and to mitigate the effects of confounding
factors, we restrict our attention to those respondents
who were either away from their home villages
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and towns during the interview or had returned and
stayed home after the announcement of the first
nationwide lockdown in March 2020

More than three-quarters® of the sample belonged
to socially disadvantaged groups (Scheduled
Castes, Scheduled Tribes, and Other Backward
Classes) and almost one-third of all respondents
had no formal education.?° Although each of these
characteristics is important when considered in
isolation, it is also the case that there are important
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intersections between social category, education,
and employment. Figure 2 shows that the
percentage of women with salaried jobs increases
monotonically as we move up the education ladder.
On the other hand, migrant women with lower
education levels were more likely to be employed
as casual labourers. In fact, respondents belonging
to socially vulnerable groups were also less likely
to hold graduate degrees compared to those
belonging to the General category and therefore
less likely to have salaried jobs.

Figure 2: Education and Job Category in December 2020
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Another important feature of the sample is that

it contains both interstate as well as intrastate
migrants. Around 6 out of 10 respondents were
interstate migrants, i.e., they were employed outside
their home states. The distinction between interstate
and intrastate migrants warrants attention because

Casual worker

Source: Authors’ calculations based on survey data.

migrants seeking opportunities away from their
home states are likely to face hurdles in accessing
social protection schemes which typically offer
limited benefits to individuals outside of the states
from which they originate and where they are
registered.

Figure 3: Distribution of Intrastate and Interstate Migrants
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In essence, the wide coverage of the sample,
coupled with the representation of socially
vulnerable groups and relatively low incomes, is
expected to inform policy about the vulnerabilities
faced by migrant women workers. Moreover,
minimizing exclusion from social protection
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programs for migrant workers is a crucial aspect

in protecting livelihoods during such crises. The
sample for this study is well equipped to quantify
the economic impact, identify gaps in existing social
protection schemes, and guide policy to promote
resilient recovery.

Migrant women faced declining incomes and were

pushed to lower paying jobs

Around 4 out of 10 respondents in the sample were
laid off due to COVID-19 and about 2 out of 10 left
their jobs voluntarily. Although the survey did not
explicitly ask for reasons why these individuals
voluntarily quit their jobs, their decision to do

so has two possible explanations. According

to official sources, women most frequently cite
familial reasons, such as marriage, for migrating
in the first place.? Often, after migrating with their
families, women also take up jobs in destination
towns or villages. As the nationwide lockdown
was imposed, women migrant workers with stable
jobs may have had to leave their jobs in order

to migrate back home with their family members
who faced job losses. Another possible reason

is that women decided to give up on their jobs
because of the disproportionate burden of unpaid
care work that they had to take up as a result of
the pandemic. Due to rigid social norms, this kind
of work is typically performed by women. Around
6 out of 10 respondents in the study reported an
increase in unpaid care work since the lockdown
began on March 25, 2020, of which around one-
third?? also reported no corresponding increase

in the contribution of men in the performance of
household chores. Considering the 3Cs discussed
above, rigid social norms do indeed restrict the
economic freedom of women migrants even when
they face stable employment prospects.

Figure 4: Job transitions between February 2020 and December 2020
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Source: Authors’ calculations based on survey data.
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Although the pandemic led to an increase in
unemployment rates across the board, there was
also a high transition to lower paying jobs. Figure 4
represents the transition in employment categories
from February to December. It is evident that most
of the women in our sample were either engaged
in salaried jobs or casual work in February as well
as in December. As per the findings of the survey,
about 2 out of 10 respondents with salaried jobs

in February were forced into lower paying casual

work or, in extreme cases, unemployment. Similarly,

around 1 out of 10 casually-employed respondents
were unemployed in December.

The transition to lower paying jobs and
unemployment reduced incomes by about half
when compared to pre-pandemic levels in mid-
2020. With partial recovery by the end of the

year, casually-employed women migrant workers
experienced the largest reduction in income. Figure
5 represents the average monthly household and
individual incomes during 3 periods: February, July,
and November 2020. Trends indicate that mean
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household monthly income fell by about 43 percent
from Rs. 14,822 (US $197.63) in February to Rs. 8,379
($111.72) in July. Recovery had been incomplete

as monthly household incomes had risen only to
Rs. 11,975 ($159.67) by November. In other words,
monthly household income in November was still 19
percent lower than pre-lockdown levels.

A similar V-shaped recovery is seen in individual
incomes of the respondents. Their individual income
fell by about 53 percent from February to July.
Despite recovery, individual incomes were still 24
percent lower in November compared to February.
Disaggregating effect on incomes by job category,
the data revealed that the largest reduction was
seen in the incomes of casually-employed women
migrants. Respondents who were engaged in
casual work saw a reduction in income by 59
percent from February to July. Incomes recovered
slightly by November but were still about 28
percent lower than pre-lockdown levels. On the
other hand, the salaried employed saw a smaller
interim reduction and stronger recovery in incomes.

Figure 5: V-shaped recovery in Average Household and Individual Income (in Rupees)

16,000

14000 "4 82273

11,975.46

12,000

/

10,000
3.000 - 6,937.33 \./

6,000 *—

8,379.76 5,279.89

/—.

4,000

2,000

2976 0
3,276.98

0

Feb-20 Mar-20 Apr-20 May-20 Jun-20

—@— Average Household Monthly Income

Jul-20 Aug-20 Sep-20 Oct-20 Nov-20

—@— Average Individual Monthly Income

Source: Authors’ calculations based on survey data.



UNDP Global Policy Network Brief

The plummeting incomes during the pandemic also
led to an increase in debt obligations, depleted
savings, and increased the vulnerability to falling
into poverty-traps. Around 26 percent of the
respondents’ households were in debt in February
as well as in December. However, it was concerning
to note that about 7.7 percent of respondents
reported that their families were not in debt in
February but were in debt by December. Taking
new loans and using old savings were the most oft-
cited means of repayment of these debts and these
means were often used in conjunction with the sale
of moveable and immoveable assets.

The economic impact of the pandemic on
employment is confounded by seasonal fluctuations
in migration patterns. This can potentially affect
employment and income trends observed in our
study. India typically withesses seasonal migration
patterns due to agricultural cycles. Seasonal out-
migration usually occurs when migrant workers
move to harvest wheat and paddy around April

and November, respectively.?®> Another activity that
affects seasonal migration is construction work,
which takes place before and after the monsoon
season. However, the India Human Development
Survey (IHDS) reveals that only 6.5 million out of 94
million agricultural laborers identified themselves as
short-term migrants.2* Therefore, the potential bias
due to seasonality is small.

Three key takeaways arise from the economic
analysis: First, Figure 5 indicates that the women
respondents’ incomes were the most severely
affected within their households. Their income

saw a sharper decline and a weaker recovery in
comparison to household income during the same
period. The combined impact was a reduction in the
respondents’ share in household income during the
pandemic. This reduction has strong implications
for women’s agency and empowerment. The fall in
contribution to household income adversely affects
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women’s bargaining power at home as well as their
economic freedom. In light of the 3Cs, this has a
direct bearing on reinforcing unequal gender norms
that effectively take away the choice of entering
the labor force. Addressing gender issues requires
policies that encompass a rights-based approach
to equality. These policies need to move beyond
the traditional utilitarian arguments that focus solely
on consumption choices that women make for their
households.?®> Gender sensitive policies need to
move a step further and adopt an approach that
enhances women’s autonomy, so they have equal
opportunities to live safe, healthy, and productive
lives.

Second, our data reveals a steeper decline in
incomes of casually-employed respondents who
experienced job losses compared to those who did
not. The transition of casually-employed women

to higher-paying salaried jobs was also less likely,
as shown in Figure 4. In fact, the relatively-muted
impact (although still large in absolute terms) on
those who were salaried and employed is partly
explained by the ability to transition to other jobs,
albeit at a lower wage/salary. Moreover, casual
workers often work in the informal sector and

are outside of the ambit of labor laws. There is,
therefore, a strong need to protect livelihoods of the
most vulnerable casual workers, for whom, the only
means of survival is often government sponsored
schemes.

Third, the rising debt obligations, together with
declining incomes, have adversely affected savings
of the respondents. In addition, repaying existing
debt with household assets and previous savings
made women migrant workers more vulnerable

to poverty-traps. Cash transfers are an effective
means to prevent households from slipping back
into poverty. However, the provision of these
transfers is riddled with difficulties, some of which
are addressed in the next section.

There is a need to minimize exclusion of migrant women
workers from social protection schemes

The pandemic’s impact led the government to
expand existing social protection schemes and
introduce new measures to protect livelihoods.?®
The fiscal package announced by the central
government included around $22.8 billion?” to
support the most vulnerable sections of the society
through the Pradhan Mantri Garib Kalyan Yojana
(PMGKY). Employment and food security were also
targeted by extending provisions under flagship

schemes, such as the Mahatma Gandhi National
Rural Employment Guarantee Act (MGNREGA) and
the Public Distribution System (PDS). To extend
support, International Financial Institutions (IFIs)
also provided $1 billion?® to expand India’s social
protection schemes. Given the widespread lack

of basic amenities for migrant workers stranded

in urban centers, massive unemployment, and

the importance of minimizing out-of-pocket
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expenditures on health, this section discusses
access to the following social protection measures:
food security, financial support, and government
health insurance schemes.

Food security: In India, the PDS is a government-
sponsored chain of retailers that distribute
subsidised food grains and other essential
commodities (like wheat, rice, sugar, etc.) to those
who own a ration card — with a special focus on

Figure 6: Ration Card Usage among Owners

Moreover, respondents who were interstate
migrants faced more administrative hurdles

while accessing the PDS than those who were
intrastate migrants. One such challenge faced by
migrant workers is the lack of access to the PDS

in destination states. For instance, a ration card
registered in one’s native state excludes them from
availing themselves of the benefits under the PDS in
the destination state. These observations reflect the
need for strengthening the “One Nation, One Ration
Card” initiative which aims to remove this barrier.

As of December 2020, 9 states had successfully
implemented reforms in the PDS to implement the
“One Nation, One Ration Card” scheme. The states
that have implemented the reforms include Andhra
Pradesh, Goa, Gujarat, Haryana, Karnataka, Kerala,
Telangana, Tripura, and Uttar Pradesh.

Financial Support: The Pradhan Mantri Jan Dhan
Yojana (PMJDY) — launched in 2014 — was a
financial inclusion program that aimed to provide
universal access to banking facilities. Under the
program, any Indian citizen is eligible to open

a PMJDY account. The PMJDY essentially laid
the foundation for the government to undertake
the laudable effort of providing cash support
(under the PMGKY scheme) directly to the PMJDY
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those living below the poverty line.?° In our sample,
about 3 out of 10 respondents did not own a ration
card and 1 out of 10 owners did not use it during the
lockdown. When asked about the reasons for the
non-usage, respondents reported administrative
hurdles as a major reason for them not using their
ration cards to access the PDS. This indicates that
further inclusionary measures are needed to ensure
that people are linked to the PDS for food rations.

Figure 7: Reason for Non-Usage by Owners
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Source: Authors’ calculations based on survey data.

bank accounts of women. Using the existing
database with unique identifiers (Aadhar cards),
the government transferred Rs. 1,500 in three
installments to the accounts of women PMJDY
owners between April-June 2020.

Figure 8: PMJDY Ownership
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In our study, only about 4 out of 10 of the
respondents had a PMJDY bank account, around
5 out of 10 respondents did not have a PMJDY
account and the remaining 1 out of 10 said that
they did not know if they had an account or not.
Given the drastic fall in income and rising debt
obligations, the low uptake of PMJDY is a cause of
concern. Out of all the respondents who reported
having a PMJDY account, around one-fifth reported
that they had not received benefits under the
PMGKY scheme. When asked about the adequacy
of the amount to meet the basic requirements of
their household®, the respondents in the survey
revealed that, on average, they require Rs. 10,039
($134) per month to acquire the necessities for their
household.

Our study did not ask whether or not the women
owned another bank account. However, evidence
suggests that this might be an important source

of exclusion from the direct benefit transfer (DBT)
scheme. For example, vulnerable women — such
as those enrolled in the MGNREGA — already had
bank accounts and may not have required another
one. This cohort is then inadvertently excluded
from the scheme.* In addition, owning a PMJDY
account did not guarantee the transfer of payment
indicating that exclusion errors do not arise only

at the identification step but also at the service
delivery stage. Moreover, authentication and
payment are increasingly dependent on Aadhar
cards — the unique identification proof for Indian
citizens. However, transaction failure rates using
the Aadhar card-enabled payment systems soared
during April 2020, leading to delayed and often no
access to money.® Finally, a significant proportion
of women are still uncertain about whether or not
they own a PMJDY account. This uncertainty about
whether or not one is included in a scheme is not
usually observed for other schemes such as the
PDS and the MGNREGA. The lack of awareness
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Government Health Insurance: India’s largest
government scheme the Pradhan Mantri Jan
Arogya Yojana (PM-JAY) provides free insurance

to those identified as members of deprived rural
families®® and those identified as members of
families of urban workers as per the data available
in the 2011 Socio-Economic Caste Census (SECC)

of India.*® The SECC analyzes the socioeconomic
status of households in India (rural and urban) and
ranks households based on predefined parameters.
Apart from the PM-JAY, state governments have
also initiated their own state health insurance
schemes by relaxing eligibility criteria to expand
coverage. The Tamil Nadu Chief Minister’s
Comprehensive Health Insurance Scheme (CMCHIS)
is one such initiative.¥

Since these schemes aim to benefit the poorest, we
restrict our analysis to respondents with households
earning less than Rs. 10,000 per month in February.
Of this subset, around 4 out of 10 respondents said
that they were not covered under any government
health insurance scheme, 3 out of 10 said that

they were covered under such schemes, and the
remaining 3 out of 10 did not know if they were
enrolled in such schemes.

The PM-JAY scheme is an entitlement-based
scheme which identifies beneficiaries based on a
relatively dated census. Given the large numbers
of people being pushed into poverty, it is essential
to allow voluntary enrollments and identify new
eligible beneficiaries in the wake of the pandemic.
Apart from entitlement-based schemes, exclusion
from health insurance is also pervasive in schemes
where women need to enroll themselves. In their
analysis of the CMCHIS, RamPrakash and Lingam?®
suggest that women’s bargaining power and
mobility constraints affect how promptly, if at all,
they receive the healthcare treatment they need.
Based on qualitative interviews, they report that




