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Abstract
Despite an increase in the number of workers commuting between rural and urban areas, much of the

literature on worker mobility continues to be migration centric. This paper establishes the importance of

rural-urban commuting in India. As per estimates from Periodic Labour Force Survey 2018-19, an

estimated 18.8 million individuals living in rural are working in urban India and the share of earnings

from urban in total non-farm rural earnings is 19.3 percent. Among all rural workers, 7.3 percent are

rural-urban commuters while only 2.1 percent of urban workers are urban-rural commuters. We

document large variations at the sub-national level. Our results from a multinomial model to

understand the factors associated with commuting highlight the importance of lagged regional

unemployment rate. A high rural unemployment rate acts as a push factor and a low urban

unemployment rate acts as a pull factor for rural-urban commuting. The urbanness of occupations in a

region is also an important correlate of commuting. The paper concludes by highlighting the need to

prioritize questions in India’s labour force survey that would help understand the nature of labour

mobility and strength of rural-urban linkages. 
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1. Introduction  

Three key factors, viz. distribution of economic activity and availability of jobs over space, 

distance between residence and job location, and the wage differential between source and 

destination, together determine the decision of workers to either migrate or commute. In addition to 

these factors, access to transportation, time and monetary cost of transport are important correlates 

of the decision to commute to work. While the theoretical models on place of residence and job 

location are fairly standard1, the empirical literature on commuting, in context of developing 

countries is fairly limited, especially between rural and urban areas. In fact, to this date, much of the 

literature on worker mobility continues to be migration centric. This is despite the fact that there has 

been an increase in the number of workers commuting between rural and urban areas. It is also true 

that the number of daily commuters is as large if not larger than either seasonal or permanent 

migrants in any year (Chandrasekhar et al 2017). Additionally with the dependence on non-farm 

employment and earnings among rural households, commuting has become far more important 

channel to be understood and facilitated.  

This paper is a contribution to the literature on two-way rural-urban commuting by workers. We 

analyze data from Periodic Labour Force Survey (PLFS) 2018-19 which was conducted by India’s 

National Statistical Office. In 2018-19, we estimate that 18.8 million individuals living in rural areas 

were working in urban India, for 2.3 million urban workers the place of work was rural and 9.7 and 

7.8 million rural and urban workers respectively had no fixed place of work. These estimates of 

commuting are lower bound estimates since they do not include workers commuting within rural 

areas or inter-city commuters. The importance of rural-urban commuting is evident from the fact 

that the share of earnings from urban areas in total non-farm rural earnings is 19.3 percent in 2018-

19.  

The phenomenon of rural-urban commuting is evident in a diverse group of developing 

countries2.  Various studies have highlighted the importance of proximity to the city for the mobility 

patterns of rural workers. A recent study in North East Thailand revealed that individuals are willing 

                                                           
1 The theoretical models have sought to explain one-way commuting from residence location in the suburban areas to the central 
business district (Alonso, 1964; Mills, 1967; Muth, 1969) and commuting patterns in cities with multiple job locations (Brueckner, 
Thisse, &Zenou, 1999; White, 1988). 
2 See Sharma and Chandrasekhar 2014 for a discussion 



to travel up to 20 kilometers from the villages in order to work in the factory clusters (Shirai et al 

2019). In Indonesia, rural-urban commuting has been observed within 60-km periphery of 

industrialized cities (Douglass 2007). A study of two villages from Bihar in India clearly brought out 

the importance of distance to the city and connectivity (Datta et al. 2014). They find that in 

Chandkura, a village near Patna, the capital of Bihar, workers were commuting up to 30 km every 

day while migration was observed in Mahisham, a village which was not near a large city.  

Apart from proximity to cities, an important determinant of commuting is the wage gradient, i.e. 

the extent to which wages decline as distance to the city increases.  The wage gradient is also a 

function of the distribution of jobs by industry and occupations along the rural-urban continuum.  

Based on analysis of data from India Human Development Survey 2004–2005, Sharma (2016) 

identifies the following patterns in the context of India. First, in locations closer to the city, one is 

more likely to observer regular wage or salaried individuals or self-employed rather than workers 

being engaged in agricultural activities. A stylized fact is that income from non-farm activities 

decreases as distance from urban settlements increase. This pattern is also observed in other 

countires. Proximity to urban centers is associated with an increase in non-farm employment in 

Ghana (Diao et al 2019). Sharma and Chandrasekhar (2016) find that the average wages of rural–

urban commuters is the highest followed by workers living and working in rural areas, with rural 

workers with no fixed place of work having the lowest average wages. Similar results are evident in 

China. Duvivier et al (2013) find wages to be higher by 15 percent in the vicinity of the city as 

compared to remote hinterland workers. The wage differential and unemployment rate are related. 

Sharma and Chandrasekhar (2014) find that regional rural and urban unemployment rates and rural–

urban wage differentials are important push and pull factors in the decision to commute.   

Another consistent finding across developed and developing countries is the relevance of nature 

of jobs to commuting decisions. Needless to say, the labour market in developed countries greatly 

varies from that in developing countries. Workers in developed countries have the flexibility in time 

and place of work which in turn may influence their commuting patterns (Green et al 1999, 

Andersson et al 2018). Commuting has been associated with high skilled workers (Artis et al 2000; 

Andersson et al 2018; Rowe and Bell 2020). Concentration of certain sectors or occupations can 

influence the commuting behavior in a region. Rowe and Bell (2020) find that in Chile the most 

important driver of long distance commuting is the location and characteristics of mining and 

construction sector. In the last three decades, India has seen relocation of investments across the 



rural and the urban (Chakravorty and Lall 2007) resulting in a redistribution of economic activity. 

These changes can be traced to the process of economic reform ushered in 1991 and in particular 

relaxation of policies on industrial location. Based on analysis of data from Annual Survey of 

Industries and Surveys of Unorganized Sector, Ghani et al (2012) find that formal manufacturing 

has shifted from urban to rural areas and the converse holds for informal manufacturing. Another 

study finds dispersal of manufacturing activity with some evidence of higher growth in low-density 

manufacturing districts (Desmet et al 2015). This churning has led to delocalization of jobs, 

emergence of new centers of activity and led to a myriad of commuting patterns at the sub-national 

level in India.  

While data from cross sectional surveys are useful in establishing patterns in commuting, they 

lack the richness offered by Census data or panel data. While limited information was collected on 

commuting as part of Census of India 2011, the developed countries have collected detailed data on 

commuting as part of successive Censuses. Green and Meyer (1997) who analyze data from 

Canadian Census 1991 found that rural population had remained constant, job opportunities had 

declined and this led to workers commuting to urban areas. They refer to the work by Everitt and 

Gill (1993) who document the emergence of rural 'dormitory towns' where the urban workers lived.  

While such rich descriptions are not possible in the Indian context with either survey or census data, 

there are insights available from small area panel studies.  Heyer (2013) documents that during the 

course of development of Tiruppur, in the southern Indian state of Tamil Nadu, as a textile hub, 

there was a change in land use patterns, villages closer to cities underwent transformations, real 

estate sector grew and there was an improvement in transport and communications.  She 

characterizes these villages as “important commuter bases for relatively unskilled labour” (p.311).  

Rural labour comprising first generation non-agricultural workers provided cheap unskilled labour to 

the textile units since the wages were higher than earnings provided by agriculture.   

The above discussion on commuting patterns of workers, especially between rural and urban 

areas highlights that rural labour market conditions, distribution of economic activities, access to 

urban areas play an important role in the decision to commute. In this paper, we focus on 

understanding the patterns and determinants of commuting between rural and urban areas to 

contribute to the existing literature on mobility of workers in developing counties and to 

complement the studies on migration patterns in the context of India. For our analysis, we use 

nationally representative survey data from PLFS for the year 2018-19. The rest of the paper is 



structured as follows. In Section 2 we discuss the data set and in Section 3 we provide key estimates 

and regional patterns of commuting. In Section 4 we describe the empirical model for determinants 

of commuting and the main results. Section 5 discusses the policy implications and concludes.  

In this paper we present regional patterns in commuting in rural and urban India based on 

analysis of data from PLFS 2018-19. We also seek to understand the correlates of commuting 

between and rural-urban and urban-rural and characteristics of those without a fixed place of work. 

This paper is structured as follows. In Section 2 we discuss the data set and in Section 3 we provide 

key estimates on commuting. In Section 4 we describe the empirical model and the results. Section 5 

touches upon the policy implications and concludes.  

2. Data  

We use unit level data from PLFS 2018-19.  Before proceeding further it would be useful to 

mention one key feature of the survey. While rural households are visited once during the course of 

the survey year, the urban households are revisited. The report published by National Statistical 

Office corresponding to PLFS mentions that indicators like labour force participation rate, worker 

population ratio, and distribution of workers by principal status, industry of work and occupation of 

workers, should be calculated using only the data from the first visit for urban households (Table 2, 

National Statistical Office 2020). Hence the analysis in this paper is based on data from the first visit 

for both rural and urban households.  

The PLFS covered 55,812 rural and 45,767 urban households. Information was canvassed on 

demographic and other particulars of 239,817 and 180,940 individuals living in rural and urban India 

respectively. Estimates can be generated from PLFS separately for rural and urban areas of each 

state. The PLFS is considered by researchers to be representative at the NSS region although NSO 

does not present estimates at the level of NSS region in its report.  

For all members of the household the principal activity status is available. The principal activity 

status can be broadly grouped into following categories: self-employed, regular salaried/ wage 

employee, casual wage labour, unemployed, and not in the workforce. The location of place of work 

is sought only for those engaged in industry groups 014, 016, 017 and divisions 02- 99, i.e. this 

information is not sought for those who are engaged in growing of perennial or non-perennial 



crops, plant propagation or mixed farming. In the rest of the paper, we refer to the workers, for 

whom location of work is a relevant question, as workers not engaged in farming. 

The PLFS has information on place of residence of an individual (rural, urban) and the place of 

work (rural, urban, no fixed place of work). Given this classification, we can group workers in rural 

and urban India into four mutually exclusive categories (see Table 1). Among all rural resident 

workers, 7.3 percent are rural-urban commuters while only 2.1 percent of urban resident workers are 

urban-rural commuters. The share of workers with no fixed place of work is greater in urban than in 

rural areas.  

There has been a large and inconclusive debate on whether estimates from Employment and 

Unemployment Survey (EUS) 2011-12 and Periodic Labour Force Surveys are comparable or not. 

Without getting into technicalities of the debate, we believe that it would not be incorrect to 

compare select estimates of commuting from these two surveys3. In Table 1 we have presented the 

estimates for 2011-12 and PLFS 2018-19. The number of rural-urban commuters has more than 

doubled and that of rural no fixed place workers increased by nearly two and half times. Since the 

data pertains to the same decade, it is unlikely that the estimates are affected by reclassification of 

rural as urban areas or growth of census towns. The distribution of non-farm workers in rural and 

urban by place of residence and work in each state is given in Appendix Table 1. The change in 

distribution of non-farm workers by place of residence and place of work across the two years is 

given in Table 2. Clearly, there is an increase in the share of rural-urban workers from 8 percent to 

15.5 percent. The increase is evident across all types of workers, i.e. the self-employed, regular 

salaried / wage and casual wage labour. There has been a miniscule increase in the share of urban-

rural stream among those living in urban areas.  

3. Patterns in Commuting  

Having established the increased importance of commuting in the decade of 2010, the ensuing 

discussion is based on PLFS 2018-19. In the ensuing discussion we focus primarily on the segment 

of workers for whom the question of commuting is applicable, i.e. workers not engaged in farming. 

The construction sector continues to be an important employer and the share of jobs in 

manufacturing is similar to that of construction. Just over 57 percent of the non-farm workers are 

                                                           
3 Interestingly, in the PLFS report, the aggregate estimates of PLFS surveys are compared with estimates from earlier rounds of 
employment and unemployment surveys. 



employed in construction (Section: F), manufacturing (Section C) and Wholesale and retail trade 

(Section G) (Figure 1). Nearly 21 percent are employed in transportation and storage (Section H), 

education (Section P), and agriculture, forestry and fishing & Mining and quarrying (Section A&B). 

In Table 3, we provide the distribution of workers by place of residence and location of work 

within each section of industry. It is not surprising that the proportion of workers without a fixed 

place of work is miniscule in manufacturing. In contrast, 28 percent of workers engaged in 

transportation and storage and 13.5 percent of workers in construction do not have a fixed place of 

work. Among rural and urban workers without a fixed place of work 72 percent and 56 percent 

respectively are in construction or transportation and storage (Table 4). These averages are in 

conformity with what one might expect. Rural-urban commuters are present in manufacturing and 

construction, wholesale and retail trade, transportation and storage and education. We find that 61 

percent of rural-urban commuters and 56 percent of urban-rural commuters are employed in 

manufacturing, wholesale and retail trade and construction (Table 4). 

Moving on to individual characteristics the select patterns that merge from the data are as 

follows. In rural areas, individuals from scheduled tribe household are least likely to commute from 

rural to urban areas for work. In both rural and urban areas, the share of workers without a fixed 

place of work is lowest among individuals from other social groups. Men are more likely than 

women to commute from rural to urban areas. Women are unlikely to be engaged in work which has 

no fixed place.  In rural India, the share of rural-urban commuters is highest among the unmarried. 

The younger cohort of workers (15-24 years) living in rural India is more likely to commute to urban 

areas. Three inter-related patterns are evident on association between educational attainment and 

type of worker (Table 5). First, the proportion of rural-urban commuting workers is the lowest 

among those who are below primary or not literate and highest in case of those who have completed 

higher secondary or diploma course or are at least a graduate. Second, as a mirror image, the share of 

workers who report no fixed place of work is the lowest among who are at least a graduate. Third, in 

urban India, proportion of workers without a fixed place of work is highest among those who are 

not literate or below primary. 

Among the major states, the share of rural-urban workers engaged in non-farm activities is 

highest in Haryana followed by Punjab. In Karnataka, Kerala, Tamil Nadu and Uttar Pradesh too 

the share of rural-urban commuting workers is higher than the national average (Figure 2). We next 



highlight the shares of different states in different types of workers. Nineteen states account for 

nearly 97 percent of total rural-urban commuting workers. Uttar Pradesh and Tamil Nadu account 

for 15 percent and 11 percent of total rural-urban commuting workers (Figure 3). In fact, five NSS 

regions account for 27 percent of rural-urban commuters. These regions are Eastern Haryana (061), 

Northern Upper Ganga Plain Uttar Pradesh (091), Eastern Uttar Pradesh (093), Southern Upper 

Ganga Plain Uttar Pradesh (095), Northern Bihar (101) and Coastal Northern Tamil Nadu (331). 

Among the cities which are part of Coastal Northern Tamil Nadu are Chennai, Kancheepuram, and 

Vellore. Eastern Haryana is well connected with the Delhi and also comprises of industrial ad 

employment clusters in Ambala, Sonipat, Gurgaon, Karnal etc. Sharma (2017) provides insights on 

the regional patterns observed in the data from 2011-12 survey. Data limitations constrain us from 

providing a richer description of observed commuting patterns.  Bihar, Rajasthan and Uttar Pradesh 

account for nearly 36 percent of rural workers with no fixed place of work while Maharashtra, Tamil 

Nadu and Uttar Pradesh account for over 40 percent of urban workers without a fixed place of 

work. These patterns are consistent with the share of these groups of states in India’s total rural and 

urban population.  

Having discussed key sub-national patterns in commuting and how commuting varies across 

individuals with different characteristics; we conclude this section by focusing on the importance of 

rural-urban commuting to total rural earnings. Unlike the EUS which did not collect information on 

earnings from self-employment, the PLFS collected information on earnings of regular wage / 

salary, casual labour and self-employment. This permits us to create a more complete picture of the 

earnings profile. The share of earnings of rural residents from working in rural, urban and having no 

fixed place of work is 72.8, 19.3 and 7.9 percent respectively. The share of earnings of urban 

residents from working in rural, urban and having no fixed place of work is 2.3, 92.7 and 5.1 percent 

respectively. We calculate the share of earnings in each state that can be attributed to commuting. In 

Figure 2 we present the share of earnings from urban in total rural earnings of the states. What is 

striking is that the share of rural-urban commuters in non-farm rural workers in each state is less 

that the share of urban earnings in total rural earnings of each state. The importance of earnings 

from rural-urban commuting is clearly apparent for Haryana, Punjab and Tamil Nadu. The relative 

importance of earnings of rural-urban commuters varies across NSS regions (Figure 4). 

In Figure 3 we also present the share of each state in all India total earnings from urban in all 

India total rural earnings. The fact that Uttar Pradesh accounts for the largest share of rural-urban 



commuters is not surprising since it is India’s most populous state. The higher shares of Haryana 

and Tamil Nadu and the relatively lower share of Maharashtra and West Bengal comes as a surprise 

since the combined rural population of Haryana and Tamil Nadu is lower than that of rural 

population of either Maharashtra or West Bengal.    

Having discussed the regional patterns and characteristics of commuting workers between rural 

and urban areas, we present an econometric model to identify the determinants of commuting 

decision by the individuals in rural and urban India. 

 

4. Empirical Model and Results 

We estimate a multinomial model for rural and urban areas separately. For rural areas the 

outcome variable are, live and work in rural (base category), live in rural but workplace is urban, live 

in rural and has no fixed place of work.  For urban areas the outcome variable are coded as follows: 

live and work in urban (base category), live in urban but workplace is rural, live in urban and has no 

fixed place of work. 

One might argue that there ought to be a first stage regression on whether an individual is 

engaged in farming as against other work where the question on place of work is relevant. 

Conditional on this the second stage would be the multinomial model. Possession of land is 

probably the most important determinant of being engaged in agriculture and not being required to 

commute. However, the PLFS does not have information on land holding. Also, in the literature on 

commuting it is standard practice to ignore those workers engaged in farming.  

The explanatory variables can be grouped into the following broad categories, viz. individual, 

household and regional determinants. Among the individual characteristic are age, gender, marital 

status, educational attainment, and skill level. The household level controls are religion, social group 

and household size. Among the regional level variables are rural and urban unemployment rate, level 

of urbanization and classification of jobs. The unemployment rate and classification of jobs are 

calculated at the NSS region / district level in 2017-18, for exogeneity purpose  

In the literature it is a standard practice to include level of urbanization of district as a control. 

Since commuting patterns can cut across district we do not include the urbanization rate. Instead, 



we include a measure of rural-urban classification of jobs. We follow the approach outlined by 

Holmes and Stevens (2004) to classify occupations into three mutually exclusive groups, viz. rural, 

urban and diffuse. To this end, data from Census of India 2011 is used which has information on 27 

and 113 occupations4 at the two and three digit level respectively according to National 

Classification of Occupations (NCO) 2004 for each of the 640 districts. We consider all occupations 

including those where location of place of work is not relevant. First, all districts (arranged in 

ascending order of total workers) are divided into 4 quartiles based on total employment. Quartiles 1 

and 2 are less urban quartiles compared to quartiles 3 and 4 since the share of urban population and 

worker to population ratio increases across the quartiles. An occupation is classified as urban (rural) 

if it is overrepresented in the most (least) urban quartiles. To deduce this, we calculate location 

quotient for every 2-digit occupation and quartile. The difference in location quotient between Q4 

and Q1, called the urbanness measure, will reflect the tendency of the occupation to locate in more 

urban or less urban quartiles. Its higher positive (negative) value implies that the occupation is 

specialized in the most (least) urban areas. Arranging the 2-digit occupations by their urbanness 

measure we find discrete gaps in the measure between 0.34 &0.19, and -0.22 & -0.425. Occupations 

with urbanness measure greater than 0.19 are classified as urban whereas occupations with 

urbanness measure less than -0.22 are classified as rural. All other occupations are labeled as diffuse. 

The distribution of workers in rural, urban and diffuse occupations is 33 percent, 31 percent and 36 

percent respectively. We then calculate the urbanness measure for 3-digit occupations. However, it is 

difficult to find discrete gaps in the urbanness measure of 113 occupations. Therefore, the threshold 

in urbanness measure of 3-digit occupations is defined using the share of workers in rural, diffused 

and urban occupations as per the 2-digit classification. Having classified the 113 occupations into 

three groups, we calculate using the PLFS 2018-19 data the share of occupations in each NSS region 

which are rural, urban and diffuse.  

The summary statistics of variables used in the analysis are presented in Table 6. 

We first estimate a parsimonious model where we only include the lagged rural and urban 

unemployment rate measured at the NSS region level, and the percentage of workers in occupations 

that can be characterized as rural and urban. We also include state dummies. Of interest is the 

coefficient on the unemployment rate and these are in line with expectations (Table 7). In the rural 

                                                           
4 This includes excludes agricultural labourers, cultivators and workers whose occupations are not classified. 
5 These cutoffs are determined by also keeping in mind the LQ for an occupation in each quartile. All occupations thus classified as 
urban generally have LQ greater than 1 in Q3 and Q4 whereas rural occupations have LQ greater than 1 in Q1 and Q2.  



model, we find the coefficient (relative risk ratio) on rural and unemployment rate to be greater than 

one and less than one respectively and statistically significant. This suggests that high rural 

unemployment rate and low urban unemployment rate act as a push and pull factor respectively. The 

converse is true in terms of urban-rural commuting. A priori we do not have a conjecture on how 

unemployment rate is correlated with jobs without a fixed place of work. We find that if urban 

unemployment rate is low then the odds of having a no fixed place of work are lower in rural and 

urban India.  

When we include household and individual characteristics as additional controls, the effect of 

rural and urban unemployment on rural-urban (Table 8) and urban-rural commuting (Table 9) is the 

same as in the base model. Our results indicate that the association between unemployment rate and 

commuting is similar in nature to that of unemployment rate and decision to migrate (Pissarides and 

Wadsworth 1989). In terms of interpreting the coefficients on proportion of jobs which can be 

categorized as rural or urban the excluded category is proportion of jobs that can be classified as 

diffuse. Also, recall that since we have considered even those not commuting while classifying 

occupations the proportion of rural occupations includes farming. We find that higher the 

proportion of urban jobs the more is likely to observe rural-urban commuting (Table 8) and less of 

urban-rural commuting (Table 9).  

We find that individuals in the age group 35-44 and 45-59 years are less likely to commute from 

rural to urban.  Women are less likely to commute from rural to urban or be engaged in work 

without a fixed place of work. More educated people in rural India are more likely to commute from 

rural to urban and are less likely to be engaged in work without a fixed place of work. The results on 

individual’s work characteristics are consistent with summary statistics. Compared to those who are 

regular wage or salaried, the self-employed and those engaged as casual labour are more likely to 

commute or have no fixed place of work.  Compared to those working in construction, individuals 

engaged in manufacturing, wholesale and retail trade, transportation and storage, or accommodation 

and food service activities are more likely to commute to rural areas.  

These results highlight the role of local labour market conditions at origin and destination 

measured by unemployment rate, spatial distribution of economic activities (using the classification 

indicator of jobs) as well as nature of employment are key determinants for the commuting decision 

of individuals in both rural and urban India. 



  

5. Discussion 

In this paper we have established the importance of rural-urban linkages both in terms of 

numbers and share of earnings in rural India households from the urban. In the decade of 2010, the 

number rural urban commuters and those without a fixed place of work have more than doubled. 

These estimates ignore those who move within the rural or urban areas. While it is not possible to 

quantify the economic output attributable to the workers commuting from rural to urban, we are 

able to estimate the share of earnings from urban in total non-farm rural earnings to be nearly 20 

percent. This average as we point out in the paper masks substantial variation across states. We find 

that high rural and low urban unemployment rates act as a push and pull factor for commuting 

between rural and urban areas. A contribution of this paper is the use of classification of 

occupations as rural, urban or diffuse to analyze the pattern of commuting. We find that regions 

with more urban occupations will see more rural-urban commuting and this will be lower in regions 

with more rural occupations.  

Broadly, the findings in this paper clearly indicate that we need a broader conversation on labour 

mobility encompassing both migration and commuting. The insights from Datta et al (2014) 

contrasting the earnings in two villages in Bihar are particularly informative. They argue that ease of 

access to urban labour markets made commuting attractive and earnings from commuting were 

higher than remittances from migrants. “If only income within the village (including commuting) is 

taken into account, the mean household income in Chandkura (where commuting is important) was 

78 per cent higher than in Mahisham (where migration is more important). After adding in 

remittances, the gap is reduced to 27 per cent (these are averages for the whole village, including 

both migrant and non-migrant households)” (p.9). 

Due to data limitations the evidence on the mechanisms and understanding welfare implications 

of place of work is limited. Recent papers have established an association between construction of 

roads with declining participation in agriculture sector and increase in non-farm employment (Asher  

and Novosad 2020; Lei Lei et al 2019). The importance of inter-sectoral linkages to the pace of 

poverty reduction in rural and urban India was established by Datt et al (2019). Sharma and 

Chandrasekhar (2016) find that households with rural-urban commuters have higher dietary diversity 

while households with workers having no fixed place of work are worse off than households with 



no commuters. Beyond these there are many open questions including whether there is a wage 

premium to commuting, how the labor market outcomes in receiving regions are affected because of 

commuting and whether commuting and migration are substitutes. The Government of India’s 

Economic Survey 2016–17 devoted an entire chapter to the issue of worker mobility, viz. 

commuting and migration. One of the key takeaways from that chapter is the need to address data 

gaps. The question on location of workplaces in recent surveys is less informative in comparison to 

what was asked in survey of employment and unemployment in 1993-94. That particular survey 

sought more detailed information on place of work which was coded as follows: same village or 

town, another village or another town. The distance travelled was coded as less than 5 km, 5 - 20 km 

and above 20 km. While the conjecture that rural areas characterized by commuting will have lower 

migration rates is compelling, one is unable to answer this question with data from nationally 

representative surveys conducted by India’s NSO. The reason for this is the absence of surveys with 

information on both migration and place of work. Future surveys conducted by India’s NSO need 

to prioritize a set of questions that would capture the nature and strength of rural-urban linkages.  
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Figure 1:  Industry of Work for Non-Farm Workers in 2018-19 

 

 

Figure 2: State Level Pattern in Rural-Urban Commuting  

and Corresponding Share of Earnings 
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Figure 3: State's Share in All India Rural-Urban Commuters  

and Corresponding Share in All India Earnings 
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Figure 4: Share of Total Rural Earnings from Rural-Urban Commuting Workers in Each 

National Sample Survey Region  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Table 1: Classification of Non-Farm Workers in Rural and Urban India by Place of Residence and 
Work 

  2018-19 2011-12 

Place of Residence Place of Work 
Number 
(million) Share (%) 

Number 
(million) Share (%) 

 
Not Applicable+ 135.4 52.7 168.6 60.6 

Rural Rural 92.9 36.2 97.1 34.9 

 
Urban 18.8 7.3 8.7 3.1 

 
No Fixed Place 9.7 3.8 3.9 1.4 

 
Total Workers 256.8 100 278.3 100 

 
Not Applicable+ 4.3 3.9 5.4 5.1 

Urban Rural 2.3 2.1 3.6 3.4 

 
Urban 95.4 86.8 90.8 84.6 

 
No Fixed Place 7.8 7.1 7.5 6.9 

 
Total Workers 109.8 100 107.3 100 

+Location of place of work is sought only for those in industry groups 014, 016, 017 and divisions 02- 99, i.e. workers 
not engaged in farming 

 

 

 

Table 2: Classification of Non-Farm Workers in Rural and Urban India by Principal Status, Place of 
Residence and Work 

 
Place of Residence: Rural Place of Residence: Urban 

Year: 2018-19 Rural Urban 
No Fixed 

Place 
Total Urban Rural 

No Fixed 
Place 

Total 

Self Employed 84.5 7.8 7.7 100 85.2 2.8 12.1 100 

Regular Salaried / 
Wage 

67.1 29.5 3.4 100 96.7 1.7 1.6 100 

Casual Wage Labour 75.3 12.3 12.3 100 80.0 2.7 17.3 100 

All 76.5 15.5 8.0 100 90.4 2.2 7.4 100 

Year: 2011-12 
       

 

Self Employed 92.0 2.9 5.1 100 82.7 4.2 13.2 100 

Regular Salaried / 
Wage 

84.1 14.2 1.8 100 95.2 3.0 1.8 100 

Casual Wage Labour 87.4 9.7 2.9 100 87.1 3.7 9.2 100 

All 88.5 8.0 3.5 100 89.1 3.6 7.3 100 

   



 

Table 3: Place of Residence and Work by Section of NIC-2008 of Non-Farm Workers 

Section R-R R-U R-NF U-U U-R U-NF Total 

A&B 77.3 2.2 4.8 12.7 1.0 2.1 100 

C 34.9 9.0 1.1 52.6 1.3 1.0 100 

D&E 30.0 11.3 2.2 50.2 0.8 5.6 100 

F 56.5 9.0 9.7 20.3 0.7 3.8 100 

G 37.0 8.7 1.7 48.3 1.1 3.2 100 

H 32.4 9.1 13.9 29.9 0.6 14.1 100 

I 32.3 10.1 1.6 50.6 0.5 4.8 100 

J 6.8 4.8 1.1 85.8 0.6 0.9 100 

K 13.8 10.8 0.7 72.2 0.8 1.8 100 

L 14.4 4.6 2.1 65.8 2.2 11.0 100 

M 14.7 7.9 1.2 72.7 1.0 2.5 100 

N 20.4 10.9 3.3 62.7 0.6 2.2 100 

O 35.6 10.1 0.0 53.3 1.1 0.0 100 

P 46.9 8.3 0.2 42.0 2.7 0.1 100 

Q 28.4 10.3 0.4 59.0 1.2 0.6 100 

R 23.9 3.1 11.6 42.9 0.5 18.1 100 

S 41.0 6.4 3.7 43.8 0.8 4.4 100 

T 27.3 0.0 0.0 72.3 0.3 0.0 100 

Total 40.9 8.3 4.3 42.0 1.0 3.4 100 

A&B: Agriculture, forestry and fishing & Mining and quarrying, C: Manufacturing, D & E: Electricity, gas, 
steam and air conditioning supply & Water supply; sewerage, waste management and remediation activities, F: 
Construction, G: Wholesale and retail trade; repair of motor vehicles and motorcycles, H: Transportation and 
storage, I: Accommodation and Food service activities, J: Information and communication, K: Financial and 
insurance activities, L: Real estate activities, M: Professional, scientific and technical activities, N: 
Administrative and support service activities, O: Public administration and defence; compulsory social 
security, P: Education, Q: Human health and social work activities, R: Arts, entertainment and recreation, S: 
Other service activities, T: Activities of households as employers; undifferentiated goods and services 
producing activities of households for own use 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Table 4: Industry of Work by Category of Non-Farm Workers 

 Rural Resident  Urban Resident 

All   Place of Work 

 
R U NF U R NF Total 

Agriculture, forestry and fishing & Mining and quarrying 11.6 1.6 7.0 1.9 5.7 3.7 6.1 

Manufacturing 16.8 21.3 5.2 24.6 24.7 5.9 19.7 

Construction 27.1 21.5 44.8 9.5 13.1 21.6 19.7 
Wholesale and retail trade; repair of motor vehicles and 
motorcycles 16.1 18.8 7.0 20.5 19.3 16.7 17.9 

Transportation and storage 6.6 9.1 26.9 5.9 4.5 33.9 8.3 

Education 7.3 6.3 
 

6.3 16.3 
 

6.4 

Other Sections 14.6 21.4 9.2 31.3 16.6 18.2 22.1 

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 

R: Rural, U: Urban, NF: No Fixed Place of Work 

 

 

Table 5: Place of Residence and Work by Level of Education of Non-Farm Workers 

 
Place of Work of Rural 

Residents 
Place of Work of Urban  

Residents 

 
R U NF Total U R NF Total 

Not Literate 80.6 9.8 9.6 100 84.6 2.6 12.8 100 

Below Primary 83.1 8.5 8.4 100 86.8 1.9 11.3 100 

Primary 76.8 13.3 9.9 100 86.2 2.1 11.7 100 

Middle 76.6 14.1 9.3 100 88.4 1.8 9.8 100 

Secondary 75.2 17.2 7.6 100 90.0 1.8 8.1 100 
Higher Secondary /Diploma/ Certificate 
Course 71.6 23.3 5.1 100 92.9 2.3 4.8 100 

Graduate / Postgraduate and above 71.8 25.4 2.8 100 95.6 2.6 1.7 100 

Total 76.5 15.5 8.0 90.4 2.2 7.4 90.4 100 

R: Rural, U: Urban, NF: No Fixed Place 

 

  



Table 6: Summary Statistics for Rural and Urban Non-Farm Workers 

 
Place of Residence: Rural  Place of Residence: Urban  

 Mean 
Standard 
deviation Min. Max. Mean 

Standard 
deviation Min. Max. 

 Location of work 
        Rural 0.77 - 0 1 0.03 - 0 1 

Urban 0.15 - 0 1 0.90 - 0 1 

No fixed 0.08 - 0 1 0.07 - 0 1 

Employment status 

        Self Employed 0.38 - 0 1 0.36 - 0 1 

Regular Wage/ Salaried 0.34 - 0 1 0.52 - 0 1 

Casual Labour 0.28 - 0 1 0.12 - 0 1 

Industry of Work 

        Agriculture, forestry & Mining (A&B) 0.09 - 0 1 0.02 - 0 1 

Manufacturing (C) 0.16 - 0 1 0.20 - 0 1 

Construction (F) 0.24 - 0 1 0.10 - 0 1 

Wholesale and retail trade (G) 0.16 - 0 1 0.21 - 0 1 

Transportation and storage (H) 0.09 - 0 1 0.08 - 0 1 

Accommodation and Food services (I) 0.02 - 0 1 0.04 - 0 1 

Education (P) 0.08 - 0 1 0.07 - 0 1 

Other service activities (S) 0.03 - 0 1 0.04 - 0 1 

Others 0.13 - 0 1 0.24 - 0 1 

Age group 

        15-24 0.14 - 0 1 0.12 - 0 1 

25-34 0.30 - 0 1 0.29 - 0 1 

35-44 0.30 - 0 1 0.29 - 0 1 

45-59 0.27 - 0 1 0.30 - 0 1 

Education level  

        Not Literate 0.13 - 0 1 0.09 - 0 1 

Below Primary 0.04 - 0 1 0.03 - 0 1 

Primary 0.13 - 0 1 0.10 - 0 1 

Middle 0.26 - 0 1 0.21 - 0 1 

Secondary 0.18 - 0 1 0.16 - 0 1 
Higher Secondary / 
Diploma/Certificate 0.14 - 0 1 0.15 - 0 1 

Graduation or Above 0.11 - 0 1 0.26 - 0 1 

Gender 

        Male 0.80 - 0 1 0.80 - 0 1 

Female 0.20 - 0 1 0.20 - 0 1 

Marital status  

        Unmarried 0.19 - 0 1 0.22 - 0 1 

Married 0.77 - 0 1 0.74 - 0 1 

Other (widowed/divorced) 0.04 - 0 1 0.04 - 0 1 

Household Size 

        1-2 members 0.07 - 0 1 0.11 - 0 1 



3-5 members 0.66 - 0 1 0.65 - 0 1 

6-10 members 0.26 - 0 1 0.23 - 0 1 

More than 10 members 0.02 - 0 1 0.02 - 0 1 

Religion 

        Hindu 0.74 - 0 1 0.73 - 0 1 

Muslim 0.14 - 0 1 0.16 - 0 1 

Christian 0.07 - 0 1 0.07 - 0 1 

Sikh 0.03 - 0 1 0.02 - 0 1 

Others 0.02 - 0 1 0.02 - 0 1 

Social Group 

        Scheduled Tribe 0.15 - 0 1 0.08 - 0 1 

Scheduled Caste 0.22 - 0 1 0.14 - 0 1 

Other backward class 0.39 - 0 1 0.40 - 0 1 

Others 0.23 - 0 1 0.38 - 0 1 

         Observations 40596 
   

53929 
     



Table 7: Relative Risk Ratio (RRR) from Multinomial Model: 
Workplace Location of Rural and Urban Non-Farm Workers 

Rural Sample 

 
Base Category: Rural Workplace 

 
Urban Work Place No Fixed Place of Work 

 
RRR SE RRR SE 

Rural Unemployment Rate 1.020*** 0.007 1.046*** 0.009 

Urban Unemployment Rate 0.997*** 0.001 0.988*** 0.002 

Proportion of Rural Occupations 1.021*** 0.003 1.022*** 0.004 

Proportion of Urban Occupations 1.025*** 0.004 1.009* 0.005 

N = 40596 
    Urban Sample 

 
Base Category: Urban Workplace 

 
Rural Work Place No Fixed Place of Work 

 
RRR SE RRR SE 

Rural Unemployment Rate 0.929*** 0.013 1.066*** 0.009 

Urban Unemployment Rate 1.001 0.002 0.988*** 0.002 

Proportion of Rural Occupations 1.015*** 0.006 0.999 0.004 

Proportion of Urban Occupations 0.975*** 0.008 0.965*** 0.005 

N =  53,929 
    Notes: State dummies included. Omitted category is proportion of occupations that can be classified as diffuse. The 

unemployment rate and the proportion of rural and urban occupations are measured at the level of National Sample 
Survey Region.  
***Significant at 1 percent, *Significant at 10 percent 

 

  



Table 8: Relative Risk Ratio (RRR) from Multinomial Model:  
Workplace Location of Rural Non-Farm Workers 

 
Base Category: Rural Workplace 

 
Urban Work Place No Fixed Place of Work 

 
RRR SE RRR SE 

Rural Unemployment Rate 1.024*** 0.007 1.034*** 0.010 

Urban Unemployment Rate 0.994*** 0.001 0.987*** 0.002 

Proportion of Rural Occupations 1.022*** 0.003 1.025*** 0.005 

Proportion of Urban Occupations 1.017*** 0.004 1.019*** 0.006 

Principal Status: Regular Wage / Salaried 
    Self Employed 0.207*** 0.010 1.647*** 0.105 

Casual Labour 0.529*** 0.031 2.099*** 0.162 

Industry of Work: Construction  
    Section AB 0.217*** 0.028 0.722*** 0.064 

Section C 1.498*** 0.095 0.335*** 0.034 

Section G 2.155*** 0.149 0.373*** 0.036 

Section H 1.448*** 0.112 4.930*** 0.342 

Section I 1.948*** 0.202 0.500*** 0.090 

Section O 0.981 0.091 0.000*** 0.000 

Section P 0.452*** 0.041 0.044*** 0.019 

Section Q 1.464*** 0.161 0.383*** 0.129 

Section S 1.318** 0.155 0.972 0.124 

Section Others 1.388*** 0.108 0.939 0.102 

Age group (15–24 years) 
    25-34 0.995 0.053 1.124 0.083 

35-44 0.894* 0.055 1.023 0.084 

45-59 0.879** 0.058 0.930 0.081 

Education level (Not Literate) 
    Below Primary 0.782** 0.081 0.954 0.095 

Primary 1.002 0.071 0.823*** 0.061 

Middle 1.132** 0.071 0.785*** 0.053 

Secondary 1.239*** 0.082 0.757*** 0.056 

Higher Secondary / Diploma/Certificate 1.403*** 0.097 0.648*** 0.057 

Graduation or Above 1.801*** 0.136 0.514*** 0.065 

Gender (Male) 
    Female 0.823** 0.079 0.292*** 0.092 

Marital status (Unmarried) 
    Married 0.959 0.048 0.969 0.064 

Other (widowed/divorced) 0.821 0.130 1.011 0.175 

Married * Female 0.467*** 0.052 0.778 0.259 

Other*Female 0.839 0.176 0.999 0.415 
Notes: Household religion, social group, household size and state dummies are included as controls. Omitted category is proportion of occupations 
that can be classified as diffuse. The unemployment rate and the proportion of rural and urban occupations are measured at the level of National 
Sample Survey Region.  N = 40596                              ***Significant at 1 percent, *Significant at 10 percent  



  

Table 9: Relative Risk Ratio (RRR) from Multinomial Model:  
Workplace Location of Urban Non-Farm Workers 

 
Base Category: Urban Workplace 

 
Rural Work Place No Fixed Place of Work 

 
RRR SE RRR SE 

Rural Unemployment Rate 0.926*** 0.013 1.075*** 0.011 

Urban Unemployment Rate 1.004* 0.002 0.989*** 0.002 

Proportion of Rural Occupations 1.010 0.006 0.998 0.004 

Proportion of Urban Occupations 0.977*** 0.008 0.978*** 0.006 

Principal Status: Regular Wage / Salaried 
    Self Employed 1.725*** 0.115 7.472*** 0.438 

Casual Labour 1.639*** 0.172 7.823*** 0.583 

Industry of Work: Construction 
    Section AB 2.748*** 0.378 1.303*** 0.136 

Section C 0.957 0.103 0.229*** 0.020 

Section G 0.676*** 0.076 0.438*** 0.031 

Section H 0.692** 0.108 4.853*** 0.320 

Section I 0.480*** 0.096 0.598*** 0.065 

Section P 2.029*** 0.267 0.159*** 0.055 

Section S 0.520*** 0.103 0.830* 0.083 

Section Others 0.594*** 0.072 0.796*** 0.065 

Age group (15–24 years) 
    25-34 1.072 0.119 0.999 0.075 

35-44 1.101 0.133 1.011 0.084 

45-59 1.156 0.141 0.922 0.078 

Education level Not Literate) 
    Below Primary 0.737* 0.136 0.926 0.091 

Primary 0.857 0.108 0.988 0.072 

Middle 0.822* 0.093 0.794*** 0.052 

Secondary 0.980 0.115 0.757*** 0.054 

Higher Secondary / Diploma/Certificate 1.156 0.136 0.545*** 0.043 

Graduation or Above 1.150 0.132 0.298*** 0.027 

Gender (male) 
    Female 0.882 0.141 0.332*** 0.078 

Marital status (Unmarried) 
    Married 1.086 0.102 0.961 0.061 

Other (widowed/divorced) 1.436 0.352 1.004 0.161 

Married * Female 1.129 0.196 1.147 0.285 

Other*Female 0.741 0.237 1.422 0.441 
Notes: Household religion, social group, household size and state dummies are included as controls. Omitted category is proportion of occupations 
that can be classified as diffuse. The unemployment rate and the proportion of rural and urban occupations are measured at the level of National 
Sample Survey Region.  N = 53929                              ***Significant at 1 percent, *Significant at 10 percent 

  



Appendix Table 1 : Classification of Non-Farm Workers in Rural and Urban India by 
 Place of Residence and Work 

  Place of Work of Rural Residents Place of Work of Urban Residents 

  
R U NF 

Total 
(mn) U R NF Total (mn) 

  (1) (2) (3)  (4) (5) (6)  

1 
 Jammu & 
Kashmir 82.6 12.3 5.1 1.9 91.2 3.3 5.6 0.7 

2 
 Himachal 
Pradesh 81.4 8.4 10.2 1.4 90.5 5.4 4.2 0.2 

3  Punjab 69.8 22.5 7.7 3.4 90.4 2.0 7.6 3.3 

5  Uttaranchal 63.3 24.7 12.0 1.2 88.8 2.7 8.5 0.7 

6  Haryana 58.8 37.3 3.9 3.2 94.1 2.5 3.4 2.5 

7  Delhi - - - 0.2 94.0 0.3 5.7 5.4 

8  Rajasthan 79.9 12.1 8.0 6.8 90.0 2.3 7.7 4.6 

9 
 Uttar 
Pradesh 70.6 18.2 11.2 15.6 85.2 3.6 11.2 9.9 

10  Bihar 74.5 13.5 12.0 9.8 83.7 3.7 12.6 2.0 

11  Sikkim 86.1 5.4 8.5 0.1 91.6 2.7 5.6 0.1 

12 
Arunachal 
Pradesh 90.4 5.4 4.2 0.2 93.4 0.9 5.7 0.1 

13  Nagaland 96.4 0.6 3.0 0.2 92.8 1.0 6.3 0.1 

14  Manipur 81.6 12.9 5.5 0.4 85.6 7.2 7.2 0.2 

15  Mizoram 92.3 4.4 3.2 0.1 89.7 4.1 6.1 0.1 

16  Tripura 80.5 5.0 14.5 0.6 78.3 7.7 14.1 0.2 

17  Meghalaya 91.3 0.6 8.1 0.4 92.7 0.4 6.9 0.1 

18  Assam 78.7 7.4 13.9 4.8 86.6 3.9 9.5 0.8 

19  West Bengal 82.4 13.0 4.6 11.4 91.8 3.3 4.9 9.2 

20  Jharkhand 81.7 9.7 8.6 3.7 87.6 2.0 10.4 1.7 

21  Odisha 88.3 6.1 5.6 5.6 88.9 6.9 4.2 1.7 

22  Chhattisgarh 75.3 20.5 4.1 2.2 91.2 2.0 6.8 1.4 

23 
 Madhya 
Pradesh 77.9 16.3 5.9 5.7 92.1 1.4 6.5 5.0 

24  Gujarat 76.1 15.2 8.7 4.9 94.1 0.5 5.5 8.4 

27  Maharashtra 80.2 13.9 5.9 7.6 91.1 1.3 7.6 14.0 

28 
 Andhra 
Pradesh 81.4 15.4 3.2 6.5 89.8 4.0 6.2 5.3 

29  Karnataka 67.4 20.4 12.1 5.6 92.1 1.5 6.4 7.1 

30  Goa 39.9 60.0 0.1 0.2 93.1 6.3 0.6 0.3 

32  Kerala 75.5 16.9 7.6 4.3 91.2 2.1 6.7 4.5 

33  Tamil Nadu 72.0 21.2 6.7 10.0 88.8 2.4 8.9 10.8 

34  Puducherry 49.0 43.3 7.7 0.2 91.9 2.8 5.2 0.3 

36 Telangana 88.1 3.8 8.0 3.2 88.0 1.0 11.0 4.2 

Total All India 76.5 15.5 8.0 121.4 90.4 2.2 7.4 105.6 
Note: R: Rural, U: Urban, NF: No fixed. The first pertains to place of residence and second place of work.  Columns 1, 2 & 3 and 4, 5 

& 6 each add up to 100. We have not reported the estimates for Delhi (Rural), Andaman and Nicobar Islands , Chandigarh , Daman 

& Diu, Dadra and Nagar Haveli and Lakshadweep.   


