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We study the social impact of the COVID-19 pandemic and the coping strategies adopted
by left-behind households comprising both internal and international migrants in Kerala,
India. Using semi-structured telephone interviews with 52 households, we analyze the
coping strategies these households have adopted to combat the effects of COVID-19
pandemic. The results suggest that the social vulnerability of migrant households could
explain the differential impact of the pandemic on the remittance flows, consumption,

food security, and livelihood of households.

I. Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic has created misery for all seg-
ments of the population in terms of income loss, employ-
ment loss, and mental and physical agony. Specifically, mi-
grants and remittance-dependent households across the
world have experienced both the economic and social con-
sequences of the pandemic (Bhagat et al., 2020). Changes
in livelihood during the pandemic are primarily correlated
with the socioeconomic background. The disadvantaged
and marginalized of society are more prone to suffer from
the disaster and bear the negative consequences of their so-
cial inequality (Deshpande & Ramachandran, 2020). Hence,
the pandemic has increased the double deprivation of mi-
grant and remittance-dependent households.

Research has described the various aspects of social in-
equality in the differential impact of external shock. Studies
focusing on developed and Western countries have high-
lighted the distinction between ethnic minorities and the
majority population in dealing with the social impact of dis-
aster and in the coping strategies of households. Most of the
empirical research on the impact of natural shock on house-
hold economic activity has emphasized the loss of income
and employment, including migration and the destruction
of the home and other valuable assets (Elliott & Pais, 2006;
Zottarelli, 2008). Along a similar line, one strand of litera-
ture examines how pre-existing social inequality increases
the difficulty of the recovery process of households and the
economy from external economic shocks such as natural
disasters and financial crises (Aptekar, 1990; Peacock et al.,
1997). However, the literature ascribes great importance to
analyzing the differential impact of external shock on so-
cial groups in the context of natural disasters such as earth-

quakes, floods, and hurricanes, with less focus on the im-
pact of health disasters and pandemics (Tang & Li, 2021). A
few studies analyze the impact of pandemics/epidemics on
the economic activities of households in developing coun-
tries with social stratification. In a developing country such
as India, the importance of migration and remittances in
household economic activity is huge (Parida et al., 2015)
and the pandemic has badly affected remittance-dependent
households.

However, the role of social vulnerability in migrant
households’ differential impact on issues such as consump-
tion, remittances, food security, networks, and debt and
investment during the pandemic has not been as exten-
sively explored. Furthermore, the literature has focused less
on households’ coping strategies during the disaster, espe-
cially when the socioeconomic background of households is
marginalized. Thus, in this study, we aim to investigate how
the socioeconomic vulnerability of migrants’ families influ-
ences remittance patterns, consumption, employment, and
food security. We also explore if the intensive margin and
occupational diversity of migrants have had a differential
impact on households’ coping strategies.

Based on semi-structured telephonic interviews con-
ducted with 52 households in Kerala, India, of both internal
and international migrants, the current paper contributes
to the literature by focusing on the social impact of the rel-
ative effects of the COVID-19 pandemic among remittance-
dependent households. Specifically, the paper analyzes the
coping strategies adopted by these households in Kerala to
combat the social vulnerability induced by the COVID-19
pandemic. Using individual- (migrants) and household-
level information such as religion, age, education, migrant
destination, duration of migration, and occupational diver-
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sity, we construct a measure of the social vulnerability of
migrant left-behind households (LBHs). We then analyze
the differential impact of social vulnerability on the eco-
nomic outcome of the household, such as consumption,
remittances, food security, and livelihood options during
the pandemic. The study’s findings suggest that the socioe-
conomic vulnerability of migrant households explains the
differential impact of the pandemic on remittance flows,
consumption, food security, and livelihood. Hence, this re-
search extends theories of social inequality by analyzing
the differential social impact of the pandemic on LBHs and
their coping strategies. The study provides insights for pol-
icymakers in combating the vulnerability created by the
pandemic among migrant and remittance-dependent
households in India.

The remainder of the paper is structured as the following
sections: a review of the literature is presented in Section
II. Section III contains a description of the data. Section
IV presents an analysis of the impact of COVID-19 and the
coping strategies adopted by migrant LBHs. Section V con-
cludes.

II. Literature Review

The theoretical literature on the decision to migrate ar-
gues that the migration of family members is a household
decision, and migration is considered one of the risk miti-
gation strategies adopted by households in the developing
world (Stark & Bloom, 1985; Stark & Taylor, 1989; Williams
& Balaz, 2012). In particular, the decision of who should
migrate and decisions on remittances are made in consid-
eration of family needs and household interactions (Ryan
et al., 2009). Hence, the household considers migration and
remittances to cope with the difficulties and income risk of
those left behind.

The adoption of household coping strategies is pervasive
among disadvantaged families and migrant populations be-
cause of the lower prevalence of formal institutional mech-
anisms to ensure support and minimize household risk
(Gubhaju & De Jong, 2009). Moreover, the empirical re-
search shows that socioeconomic disadvantages increase
the need for household coping strategies among migrants
from developing and underdeveloped countries. Specifi-
cally, countries such as India and China having a larger
rural population, and social stratification increases the neg-
ative consequences of disasters, when public transfers are
constrained. Consequently, it has been reported that, in
the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic, migrants in these
countries have suffered more compared to other popula-
tions (Che et al., 2020; Rahman, 2020).

The empirical literature has widely acknowledged that
the impact of the pandemic on households and individuals
is correlated with preexisting vulnerabilities in the context

of several economies. For example, Hardy and Logan (2020)
enumerated the uneven distributional consequence of the
COVID-19 pandemic on the U.S. population in the presence
of racial and economic inequality. Similarly, socio-religious
characteristics and, in particular, gender, demographic, and
economic vulnerabilities have escalated the negative im-
pact of the pandemic on the employment and livelihood of
households in India and the world (Abraham et al., 2021;
Agarwal, 2021; Couch et al., 2020; Deshpande & Ra-
machandran, 2020; Kesar et al., 2021). Although these vul-
nerabilities have led to differential household outcomes of
external shocks such as pandemics, there is scant literature
on the household coping strategies of migration-dependent
families. Notably, in the context of migration and remit-
tance dependency, migrant households have faced a severe
economic downturn due to loss of employment and income.
Moreover, the informal nature of occupations and skill de-
ficiency among migrants have constrained the benefits of
public transfers, limiting their ability to combat the social
impact of pandemic shocks. Therefore, the paper investi-
gates the social impact of the pandemic on LBHs and their
coping strategies in the context of Kerala, India.

III. Study Description and Data

To address the questions mentioned above, 52 in-depth
semi-structured telephonic interviews were conducted with
23 internal migrant households and 29 international mi-
grant households.' The contacts were shared by the Centre
for Development Studies, in Trivandrum, from the Kerala
Migration Surveys of 2016 and 2018. Of 200 internal and
200 international migrants surveyed, we shortlisted 30 in
each category using a random sampling method. Due to few
rejections and unwillingness to participate in the study, we
arrived at a final sample size of 52 households, including
both internal and international migrant households. Our
sample covers individuals from 13 of the 14 districts in Ker-
ala. We interviewed the household heads of both the inter-
nal and international migrant families.

In the interviews, the participants (household heads)
were asked to state their views and experiences before, dur-
ing, and after the spread of COVID-19. The participants
talked about their personal experiences and told stories
about their entire families during the period. All the in-
terviews were conducted in Malayalam, took place between
August and September 2020, and lasted 10 to 15 minutes.
All the interviews were translated into English and then
transcribed. To guarantee the anonymity of the respon-
dents in the analysis, we cite only the individual’s gender,
age, and a fictitious name with the quotations below.

IV. Discussion

Our study was designed to capture the impact of COVID

1 Aninternal or international migrant is the one who identifies “as any person (at least one or more) who was a usual resident of this
household, migrated out of Kerala, and is still living outside Kerala for at least a year. Additionally, when probed about their current resi-
dence (within or outside India), those living outside India at the time of the survey were identified as international migrants and those

living in India but outside Kerala as internal migrants.”
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on internal and international migrant LBHs from various
perspectives, such as employment, source of livelihood,
lifestyle, and coping strategies during the lockdown. The
ages of the household heads in our interviews ranged from
33 to 40 years, and more than three-fourths were men. The
majority of the migrants from these LBHs stayed at their
workplace and could not return home, due to, for example,
worldwide cancellations of buses, trains, and flights, mi-
grants’ innate fears about job insecurity and uncertainty of
arriving at their destination. Thus, most of these individ-
uals remained in the state where they were employed. In-
ternational migrants, primarily employed in the Gulf coun-
tries, returned home due to loss of employment, visa
expiration, concerns for their families, and so forth.

A. Remittance patterns

For the majority of the households interviewed, remit-
tances were the primary source of income. Close to 85 per-
cent of the LBHs had received (either internal or interna-
tional) remittances during the first wave of COVID, that is,
in April, May, and June 2020. These remittances had been
received without any delay. However, many migrants faced
instances of salary cuts and job insecurity, which translated
into lower remittances. The remaining households were de-
prived of any remittances during this period. To cope, they
managed their expenses using mainly three sources: other
family members’ earnings, household savings, and pen-
sions:

My son, who worked in a restaurant, in the Gulf, lost
his job; thus, without money, we managed our livelihood
through past savings and borrowings from friends and rel-
atives.

Kozhikode, 52, male head of an international migrant
household

B. Consumption and food security

About 55 percent and 80 percent of internal and inter-
national LBHs, respectively, reported no specific changes in
lifestyle. From the onset of the pandemic, these households
maintained a budget to control their expenses. Spending
was minimal, as was consumption. Essential items were
purchased, but in limited quantities. The LBHs reflected the
impact of the pandemic by changing their food and eat-
ing habits. Expenditures on shopping, travel, and cloth-
ing plummeted. Eating habits quickly shifted from a meat-
based to a plant-based diet to accommodate limited
budgets. Movements were restricted due to lockdowns. Be-
cause of the financial crunch and restrictions on dining out,
food consumption was also limited. The food expenditure
of LBHs was managed by mobilizing past savings and bor-
rowing money from relatives and friends. Food consump-
tion was also reduced among return migrant households
that had no earnings. The purchase and frequency of gro-
ceries dropped compared to the pre-pandemic period. Addi-
tionally, few families received food subsidies from the pub-
lic distribution system.

C. Employment

The pandemic resulted in the loss of employment among

the most vulnerable groups of the sample. Daily wage earn-
ers were thus forced to turn to informal sources to meet
basic household needs. To make things worse, the respon-
dents reported an increase in the prices of groceries and es-
sentials. Further, we observed that, from April to September
2020, due to travel restrictions, willingness to travel to dis-
tant places for employment was reduced, with some look-
ing for opportunity/prospects within their home state. More
than half of the returning migrants perceived no attitudinal
differences in migration outlook because of the pandemic:

My son received a salary cut due to the pandemic, our
family expenses—we managed through the earnings of
other members, past savings, and pension from the gov-
ernment.

Kollam, 52, male head of an internal migrant household

D. Survival strategies

The survey respondents reported having no new jobs and
acute difficulty obtaining work during the pandemic period.
Only a handful of migrants were given return tickets by
their employers. Other migrants managed their expenses
through past savings and informal borrowing. Migrants
working in the service sector (e.g., restaurants, hotels,
tourism) suffered, since most reported losing their job and
moving back to Kerala in July 2020. Those migrants who had
been looking for job opportunities in Kerala remained un-
employed:

Due to no income from my migrant son due to his salary
suspension, we were dependent on government subsidies
through the Public Distribution System and also borrowed
money from self-help groups for our living.

Kannur, 48, female household head of an international
migrant household

The results show that households that depend on mi-
grants other than those who worked as daily wage labor
took a lesser hit. They were able to cope with the first wave
of the pandemic either by tapping into their savings or
through informal borrowing. Most of the internal and in-
ternational migrant LBHs depend on remittances for their
source of livelihood. Those unable to receive remittances
faced severe disruptions to their housing situation and fi-
nancial conditions.

V. Conclusion

The pandemic has made an indelible mark on everyone’s
lives. Numerous studies have investigated its impact among
various sections of society. In this study, we mainly focus
on the impact on the lives of migrants. More specifically,
we explore how the socioeconomic vulnerability of migrant
families influences their remittance patterns, consumption,
employment, and food security. Further, we study if the in-
tensive margin and occupational diversity of migrants have
had a differential impact on the coping strategies of house-
holds. Analysis of the survey participants’ narratives pro-
vides a comprehensive understanding of migrant LBHs dur-
ing the spread of COVID-19. The discussions reveal
deliberate choices made by the household head to maintain
and secure the well-being of household members during the
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external shock.

This study has several policy and research implications.
Policymakers could use the results for targeted aid provi-
sion and to help compensate households for damage caused
by the pandemic. The findings also suggest that the impact
of the pandemic has not been uniform. It thus becomes nec-
essary for policymakers to take suitable actions to address
the concerns faced by various groups of people in tackling
the crisis of food security and the loss of employment and
livelihood. The study also highlights the importance of con-
sidering the differences in the extent of shock for different
kinds of LBHs.

We identity two limitations of our study. First, the cur-
rent study focuses only on migrants and LBHs in Kerala.
While this can be considered a small sample, our study sets
the foundation for additional research. Second, our sam-
ple focuses on international migrants mostly based out of
the Gulf countries. Future research could empirically ex-
plore the impact of the pandemic on different forms of mi-

grants, based on their incidence and factors such as level
of education, mental health, availability of resources, and
social networks. Further, we predict immense scope for fu-
ture studies across various other states/countries and on
migrants returning from various regions besides the Gulf
states.
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