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Abstract: 
Pakistan has the highest proportion of urban population in the South 

Asian region. However, it shows a decreasing trend of rural-urban 

migration. The objective of this study is to examine the index value 

trends of the socioeconomic and demographic characteristics of rural-

urban migrants in Pakistan. It analyzes the trends of different 

socioeconomic and demographic characteristics of the rural-urban 

migrants; age groups, gender, literacy and levels of education, marital 

status, and employment in three vital sectors of the economy (i.e. 

agriculture, industry, and services). It uses various issues of Labour 

Force Survey (LFS) of Pakistan; all eleven surveys from 2001-02 to 

2014-15. The migration towards the rural and urban areas shows a 

positive and negative trend respectively. The rural-urban migration is 

age selective. The rural-urban migration of males shows a negative 

trend while migration of females shows a positive trend. Most of the 

rural-urban migrants are married. There are higher probabilities for 

highly educated migrants in obtaining urban employment; might be 

limited for illiterate and less educated migrants. The elder males 

migrate for economic reasons while females and young males migrate 

due to social family bounds. The occupations in agriculture and 

industry show positive trends while services sector shows a negative 

trend of rural-urban migration.  

 

Keywords: Literacy, Education, Index value trend, Labour Force Survey, Rural-

Urban Migration 

 

I. Introduction 
 The proportions of urbanization and urban to rural population are expressively 

higher in the developed world than the developing one. However, the proportion of rural 

proportion is more in the South Asian countries including Pakistan (World Bank 

Database, 2018). Pakistan has the highest proportion of urban population than other 

larger South Asian economies (see Figure 1). This urban proportion has a substantial 

share of migrants’ population as well. Prior to 1972, one of the major reasons of increase 

in the urban population was the migration of people towards the newly independent 

nation since 1947. In the late 1960s, urbanization increased by the Green Revolution 

technologies in the agricultural production. The 1970’s increased in industrialization 
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resulted in increased urbanization which accelerated rural-urban migration in Pakistan. 

The overall urban population growth rates declined, as the literacy and population 

planning programs initiated over the 1980s and the 1990s. The structural adjustment and 

globalization in 1990s resulted in the increased poverty, privatization policies, and the 

decreased subsidies in the social and urban services. The social trends in the urban areas 

increased the literacy rates and reduced the male-female literacy gap (Hasan and Mohib, 

2003). Besides Pakistan, Bangladesh showed the fastest urbanization growth due to its 

broad-based economic growth and long run policy making in South Asia. 

 
Figure 1: Urban Proportion 

Source: World Development Indicators, 2018 

 

The classification of the population of Pakistan shows that more than 12 percent 

(aged 10 and above) are internal migrants. The population growth in the urban centres 

was partly attributed to the gigantic migration from rural to urban areas. Moreover, the 

proportion of rural-urban migration remained less than a quarter out of the total internal 

migration. The rural-urban migration was more in males than it was in the females (LFS, 

2014-15). The comparison of the socioeconomic and demographic characteristics of 

migrants with gender disaggregation shows that the mean age of male rural-urban 

migrants was slightly higher than the female migrants (see Table 1). Age indicates the 

accumulation of human capital. A larger proportion of rural-urban migrants was married. 

The literacy rates of male migrants were higher than their female counterparts. The 

individuals with higher education may prefer to move to the urban areas to expect higher 

incomes. The analysis accomplished that migration of females was mostly because of the 

social reasons. The female proportion mostly migrate with their family members that 

dominate over theeconomic reasons. Majority of the rural-urban migrants were employed 

in the industrial and services sectors (the proportion of males were more than the females 

in each sector).  
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A larger proportion of males was employed in the services sector that required 

higher human capital skills while the larger female proportion was employed in the 

agricultural sector as females had lower literacy rates. The comparison of nominal 

monthly income shows that services sector paid the highest income to the rural-urban 

migrants followed by the industrial and agricultural sectors. Male earns 56 percent (9.54-

8.98=0.56) higher incomes than their female counterparts. The proportion of migration 

from rural to urban areas has been declining in Pakistan since 2010-11. The research 

objective of this study is to analyze the past and present of the socioeconomic and 

demographic characteristics of the rural-urban migrants in Pakistan. This will help to 

interpret the future of rural-urban migration in Pakistan as it affects population 

distribution, distribution of economic resources and social welfare of rural and urban 

population. In this regard, the use of index value trend remains helpful.The urban 

unemployment and underemployment were the chronic problems of the developing world 

(Todaro, 1969). The simple wage differential approachexplained that the limited 

economic resources in the urban areas affected migrants' probabilities of finding a job in 

different sectors. This was because of the comparison of the rural-urban expected income 

differential (Lewis, 1954; 1965, Jorgenson, 1961). According to Harris and Todaro 

(1970), the rural-urban migration of labor continued to exist and accelerating, regardless 

of the positive agricultural marginal products and urban unemployment. They focused on 

the demonstration of politically determined high minimum wage. The study suggested 

generation of urban employment opportunities using shadow prices and the evaluation of 

the welfare implications of alternative policies. Lucas (1997) discussed the direct and 

indirect effects of rural emigration on rural and national production, and the 

consequences for income inequality. Fields (1975) analyzed the social aspects of 
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unemployment and underemployment in the least developed countries within a quantity 

adjustment framework.The theoretical review supports the economic reasons of rural-

urban migration, but the non-economic reasons are more dominant for males and females 

in Pakistan (see Khan, Shehnaz and Ahmed (2000) and Arif (2005)).   

 

II. Review of Literature 
Most of the empirical studies in Pakistan used limited surveys to explore the 

determinants of rural-urban migration in Pakistan. The studies compared the limited 

descriptive statistics given in the available reports of LFSs. None of the study focused the 

comprehensive socioeconomic and demographic trends of rural-urban migration in 

Pakistan. Like Chaudhuri (1982) extended the Harris-Todaro framework and analyzed 

the role of institutions in rural-urban migration and urban unemployment. The study 

attempted to formalize the urban pull (factors that attract people towards an urban area) 

and rural push (factors that force people to leave a rural area) factors in rural-urban 

migration. The study concluded the likelihood of non-existence of equilibrium and 

multiple equilibriums. Irfan (1986) explained that the educated and younger labor force 

of the rural areas drained off because of rural-urban migration, which had a negative 

effect on the productivity of the rural areas. Perveen (1993) discussed the provincial 

differences in age and sex pattern for in- and out-migration. The age groups of 10-14 

years and 20-24 years experienced the highest in-migration in all provinces except the 

province of Punjab. The study concluded high intentions to migrate in young ages that 

were age selective that depended on the availability of more job opportunities and other 

facilities at destination. 

 

 Khan, Shehnaz and Ahmed (2000) explored the determinants of internal 

migration by employing LFS 1996-97. The study found non-economic motives as the 

most likely reasons of migration, although it was regarded as investment in human capital 

development. Memon (2005) used surveys and census data to examine trends of internal 

migration in Pakistan. The study also found the wage differential of urban-migrants and 

rural non-migrants that would increase the probability of migration decision. Arif (2005) 

used Pakistan Socio-Economic Survey to determine that females usually migrated due to 

family reasons like marriage. However, the economic reasons remained dominant for 

male migration. Hamid (2010) used seven LFSs over the period 1996-2006 to analyze the 

changes in rural-urban migration in Pakistan at the provincial level. The study found that 

internal migration remained unchanged over the time while female migrants dominated in 

inter- and intra-provincial migration. The urban-urban migration had decreased while 

rural-urban migration had increased because of the variations in the agrarian structure. 

The study suggested the provision of low-cost educational and health facilities in those 

areas that experienced high rural-urban migration. 

 

 Ahmad, Akram and Hussain (2013) investigated the determinants of internal 

migration in Pakistan. The study used LFS, 2010-11 and applied logistic regression 

model to conclude that female education and age were the important factors affecting 

internal migration. They established a positive impact of education on internal migration 

for males as well as for females. Fareed, Faridi, &Ayyoub (2016) examined the 

socioeconomic factors that influence rural-urban migration of 200 respondents of the four 

districts of the province of Punjab, Pakistan. The study used different socioeconomic 

factors (age, education etc.) and employed binomial logit technique. The results found 
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significant effect of the availability of facilities in urban centres on the migratory 

decision. 

 

There are diversified socioeconomic and demographic factors explained in 

literature that pull and push the masses for rural-urban migration (See Table 2). The 

lower wages, inequality, dominance of agricultural sector, etc. are important among the 

economic push factors while higher economic opportunities, technical advancement, 

dominance of industrial and services sectors, etc. are the important pull factors of rural-

urban migration. The stable political condition, amenities, etc. are important social pull 

factors while law and order situation, discriminations, etc.  act as important push factors 

for rural-urban migration. The literature survey concludes that besides economic, the 

non-economic reasons of rural-urban migration are also dominant.  

 

 
 

 The objective of this study is to perform the index value trend analysis of the 

socioeconomic and demographic characteristics of the rural-urban migrants in Pakistan. 

Although, Pakistan has the highest proportion of urban population in the South Asian 

region, the proportion of rural-urban migration has been declining since 2010-11. To the 

best of our knowledge, this study covered the extensive period, eleven waves of the LFS 

(2001-2015). Most of the other studies in the past used limited datasets. None of the 

studies, so far, focused the trends of rural-urban migration, based on different educational 

levels and employment generating sectors, in Pakistan. The novelty of the present study 
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is its investigating historical pattern of internal migration (rural-urban and urban-urban 

migration).  

 

III. Method: Index Value Trends of Rural-Urban Migration 
 At first, the study aims to analyze the index value trends of the socioeconomic and 

demographic characteristics of the rural-urban migrants in Pakistan from eleven LFSs, 

2001-02 to 2014-15; a representative dataset of Pakistan conducted by the Pakistan 

Bureau of Statistics (PBS). The stratified two-stage sample design gathered information 

from all the urban and rural areas of the four provinces of Pakistan in the labor survey. 

The most important socioeconomic and demographic characteristics of the rural-urban 

migrants from the literature like different age groups, gender, literacy and levels of 

education, marital status, and occupation in different sectors had been used. The index 

value trends were based on reference years and reference groups. The index values based 

on the reference year were set as the base year (2001-02=100). Similarly, the index 

values were developed based on reference group, by setting one of the groups as the base 

year and equated to 100. The slopes of the corresponding values were then estimated to 

see the linear trends of the indexes. 

 

The migration is a symptom of basic socioeconomic and demographic change. It 

has been researched more frequently than international migration (Jansen, 2016). Around 

12 percent of the population of Pakistan (aged 10 and above) were internal migrants in 

the year 2014-15. The internal migration is the movement of population from one 

administrative district to another within the country. Internal migration can be 

categorized as rural-rural, rural-urban, urban-rural, and urban-urban migration that 

depends on the differences in demography of the current residence. The urban areas can 

expect a decline in the inflow of migrants after a saturation point as mentioned by 

Beauchemin (2011). The study explored that Africa had the highest urban growth in the 

world, but the rural out-migration tended to decrease while urban out-migration be likely 

to rise because of the economic decline. However, the classification is based on different 

socioeconomic and demographic characteristics. The social reasons of internal migration 

were more dominant than the economic reasons in Pakistan. Marriage and migration with 

family members were the major reasons of migration (Appendix A). These migrations 

were higher in overall internal migration than rural-urban migration. The internal 

migration was more in the female migrants than their male counterparts, due to social 

bound and family integration. The motive of education is relatively higher in the rural-

urban migrants than the corresponding migratory flows. This shows that the rural-urban 

migrants have more opportunities of education that reduce the barriers to move to the 

urban areas. The magnitude of the economic reasons of rural-urban migration was 

stronger than internal migration. The economic reasons of migration were more dominant 

in males than their female counterparts as Pakistan is a male dominant society and a glass 

ceiling effect (pervasive resistance for females and minorities to work on higher level 

managerial positions) is expected for female migrants. The study endorsed the findings of 

Khan et al. (2000) and Arif (2005), advocated that most of the internal migration in 

Pakistan was due to the non-economic reasons. The dominant reason for male migrants 

was migration with parents that were followed by migration in finding a job. The index 

value trends of the internal migrants by time (2001-02=100) are compared in Figure 2; 

Panel (a) shows positive trends of rural inflows while Panel (b) shows negative trends of 

urban inflows.  
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Figure 2: Index Value Trend of Internal Migration by time (2001-02=100) 

 
 

Figure 3: Index Value Trend of Internal Migration by time (2001-02=100) 

 
Source: Authors’ tabulation from various issues of LFS. 

 

The trend of rural-urban migration by time is negative (Table 3). The study 

endorsed the findings of Hamid (2010) that urban-urban migration decreased while rural-

urban migration increased over the time because of the variations in the agrarian structure 

in the past but now the scenario has been changed over the time. The parents of the 

migrants would leave their spouse and children in the rural areas if they could not 

manage to afford the expenses of the urban centers (Beauchemin, 2011). This may be 

also due to the saturation of urban agglomeration. The trends of the socioeconomic and 

demographic characteristics of rural-urban migrants need exploration based on different 

age groups, gender, literacy and levels of education, marital status, and employment in 

three vital sectors of the economy (i.e. agriculture, industry, and services). 

 

A. Age Groups 

Internal migration has been age selective in Pakistan (Khan et al., 2000). LFS, 

2014-15 explored that more than 62 percent of the population of Pakistan was below 25. 

For the index value trend analysis, the age group was classified in to four groups i.e. 10-

25, 26-40, 41-60, and more than 60 years (see Table 3). Marriages and migration with 

spouse in females while migration with parent and retuning home in males were the 

dominant reasons of migration in different age groups. All age groups showed a positive 

trend except those who were aged more than 60 years. The proportion of old aged 

migrants had declined as they returned home on their medical grounds and family 

responsibilities. The proportion of youth in migrants had been increased. the youth 

population were more intended to move to the urban areas. The increase in literacy rate 

improved the skills of labor and had more incentives to work in the urban areas than the 

rural ones. The study endorsed the findings of Perveen (1993) that rural-urban migration 

was age selective. 

 

0

50

100

150

2001-02 2003-04 2005-06 2006-07 2007-08 2008-09 2009-10 2010-11 2012-13 2013-14 2014-15

Rural-Rural Urban-Rural Linear (Rural-Rural) Linear (Urban-Rural)

0

20

40

60

80

100

120

2001-02 2003-04 2005-06 2006-07 2007-08 2008-09 2009-10 2010-11 2012-13 2013-14 2014-15

Rural-Urban Urban-Urban Linear (Rural-Urban) Linear (Urban-Urban)



986    Pakistan Journal of Social Sciences Vol. 39, No. 3 

B. Gender 

The proportion of male migrants was higher than their female counterparts on 

and before 2003-04. The female proportion has been increasing since 2004-05 (see Table 

3). The gendered classification of rural-urban migrants showed that 44 percent were 

males while 56 percent were females in the last survey. The linear and significant slope 

of index values shows a positive trend of rural-urban migration for females while 

negative for the males. The participation rate of rural-urban migrant females was 

relatively lower than their male counterparts. This shows that females’ migration was 

mostly social than the economic ones. The increase in the female literacy over time has 

also increase the migration of female towards urban areas. The elder males migrate for 

economic reasons while females and younger males migrate due to social family bounds. 

 

C. Literacy and levels of Education 

The highly educated individuals have higher mobility to migrate than their 

illiterate counterparts (Barnum & Sabot, 1977). The literacy status was classified as 

literate or illiterate in the study (see Table 4). LFS defined a person as literate if the 

individual aged ten years and above could read and write in any language with 

understanding. For the index value trend, literate with different levels of education was 

categorized as primary and below, matric, intermediate, and graduation and above. The 

proportion of literate migrants had been increased while the proportion of the illiterate 

migrants had been declined over the time. The positive slope of different levels of 

education showed that highly educated youth preferred to migrate to the urban areas. The 

literacy rates in the males were higher than their female counterparts. The higher 

education increased the proportion of educated females to move to the urban areas; 

mostly due to marriages in the educated families while female migration was very limited 

for the economic reasons. The study endorsed the previous findings that educated 

younger labor force of the rural areas drained off due to rural-urban migration and would 

have a negative effect on the productivity of the rural areas (Irfan, 1986) and the positive 

influence of higher education on out-migration (Ahmad et al., 2013). 

 

 



Muhammad Umair, Lubna Naz    987 

 
D. Marital Status 

Marriages are also associated to migration for the developing economies. The 

traditional values and higher sanctioning in the developing economies designate 

marriages as one of the most important motives of rural-urban migration while other 

motives of migration are common in the developed world (Thandani&Todaro, 1984). The 

marital status of the migrants was classified in to three groups: never married, married 

and widowed/divorced (see Table 4). The index value trend of rural-urban migrants based 

on marital status by time showed that the proportion of married had been increased while 

the proportion of others had been declined over the time. If highly educated and high-

income migrants expect good opportunities at their destination, then they can afford to 

move with their families. The married males either move with their spouse or left them 

with other households. The migrants send remittances to support their family members 

(Kelegama, 2011). The marriages associated to migration from rural areas help to lessen 

income risks and facilitate in consumption smoothing (Rosenzweig & Stark, 1989).  

 

E. Occupation 

The proportional occupation of rural-urban migrants can be classified in to three 

vital sectors of the employment; agriculture, industry, and services (see Table 4). The 

classification is based on the Pakistan Standard Industrial Classification (PSIC) of all 

economic activities. Agricultural sector included cultivation, fishing, hunting, and 

forestry while industrial sector included mining, quarrying, manufacturing, electricity, 

gas, water, construction etc. The services included wholesale and retail trade, 

transportation, storage, communication, financing, insurance, real estate, business 

services, personal social services, etc. Some of the codes had been revisited; merged and 

revised from PSIC (Rev. 3.1)-2007 to PSIC (Rev.)-2010. LFS, 2014-15 identified that 

42.3 percent of the Pakistan’s labor force was employed in the agricultural sector. 
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However, a limited proportion of rural-urban migrants has been employed in it. Most of 

the migrants were employed in the industrial and services sectors. Occupations in 

agriculture and industry showed positive trends while services sector showed a negative 

trend for rural-urban migrants. Mostly, females are non-paid workers in the rural areas of 

Pakistan.  

 

The employment in industrial and services sectors were dominated by males 

which required training and skills as males had better opportunities of education and 

training. Three-fourth of the females out of the total female labor force was employed in 

the agricultural sector. The high skilled migrants preferred to work in the industrial and 

services sectors as the incomes were higher in those sectors. The rural-urban migrants 

were mostly regular paid employees or own account workers and had their individual 

ownership. Most of the rural-urban migrants prefer to move to the large urban centers 

like Lahore, Rawalpindi, Peshawar, Karachi, etc. The participation rate of rural-urban 

migrant males is very much higher than the females (see Table 4). 

 

IV. Conclusion  
The study analyzed the index value trend of the different socioeconomic and 

demographic characteristics (i.e. age groups, gender, literacy and levels of education, 

marital status, and occupation) of the rural-urban migrants in Pakistan from 2001–02 to 

2014-15, based on reference years and reference groups. The study expects that migration 

to the urban centers has crossed its saturation point. The proportion of female migration 

was more than males because migrant males mostly moved with their spouse and 

children. Parents might leave their children in rural areas if they could not manage to 

afford the expenses of the urban areas. The impact of higher educational level on income 

was positive that encourages educated youth to migrate towards the higher urban-rural 

wage differential areas. It increased their ability to overcome migration obstacles or 

minimize migration cost. There were higher probabilities for highly educated migrants in 

obtaining urban employment, but the opportunities would be limited for less educated 

migrants. The literature review and results of the present study infer that rural to urban 

migration has increased in Pakistan which may cause urbanization and consequently over 

crowdedness, shortage of housing, education, transportation, and other basic utilities in 

urban centres. 
 

The human resource can be made more productive with investment in 

educational and health facilities. The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) are 

committed to improve the women’s socioeconomic conditions and increasing gender 

equalities that are aligned with the vision Pakistan 2025. The dominant reason for male 

migrants was migration with parents that was followed by migration in finding a job. 

Marriages were the dominant reason for female migration. Consequently, the female 

labor force participation in rural areas is more than the urban areas. The rural out-

migration tends to decrease while urban out-migration rises because of the economic 

decline and the saturation of the urban agglomeration. The rural-urban migration is age 

selective. The proportion of youth migration is more than the elder groups. The literacy 

rate has been improved for both male and female migrants over the time. The literacy rate 

of male is more than their female counterparts. However, elder males migrate for 

economic reasons while females and younger males migrate due to social family bounds. 

The decline in rural-urban migration may help to reduce the increased differentials of 

rural and urban population densities. It may also decrease the income differentials in the 
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urban and rural areas. The reduced income differentials may also reduce the brain drain 

from the rural areas. The government would invest more in the education of rural and 

urban areas that will create a balance in the rural-urban migration trends. The inclusion of 

inter- and intra-provincial migration along with the gender’s perspective will be helpful 

for the in-depth analysis in reducing gender discrimination in Pakistan’s labor market. 

Furthermore, the research of social barriers and glass ceiling effect of rural-urban 

migrants will explore new dimensions in the literature. 
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Source: Authors’ tabulation from various issues of LFS. 
*,**, and *** indicates statistical significance at 1, 5, and 10 percent, respectively.  
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