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Abstract: Rural-urban migration is a complex phenomenon with profound impacts on culture, economy, and the environment. This 

literature review synthesizes current research to explore the diverse factors driving migration from rural to urban areas. It examines 

economic, social, environmental, and policy influences, highlighting their interconnections and effects on migration trends. By shedding 

light on these dynamics, this review aims to inform policymakers, urban planners, and researchers about the multifaceted nature of rural-

urban migration and the importance of adopting holistic approaches to address its challenges.  
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1. Introduction 
 

Rural-urban migration is a significant demographic trend that 

has attracted extensive interest from researchers, 

policymakers, and urban planners worldwide. Understanding 

the factors driving this movement is essential for addressing 

its challenges and leveraging the urbanization’s opportunities.  

 

One of the most notable demographic shifts of the modern 

era, rural-urban migration is transforming landscapes, 

economies, and social structures globally. As people migrate 

to urban centres in search of better opportunities and 

improved livelihoods, this migration phenomenon has far-

reaching implications for both the rural and urban 

communities involved. Recognizing the complexity of these 

migration dynamics is critical for policymakers, researchers, 

and urban planners who seek to navigate its challenges, 

harness its benefits, and mitigate potential drawbacks. 

Historically rooted and evolving over centuries, rural-urban 

migration has been shaped by a diverse range of economic, 

social, demographic, environmental, and infrastructural 

factors. Scholars have long examined the intricate forces 

behind these migration patterns, analyzing the push and pull 

factors that drive individuals and families from rural areas to 

thriving urban hubs. From Ravenstein's early theories of 

migration (1885) to the Harris-Todaro model (1970), the 

literature on rural-urban migration spans various disciplines 

and eras, underscoring its lasting impact on human 

geography. This comprehensive literature review seeks to 

explore the multi-dimensional aspects of rural-urban 

migration by examining the diverse economic, social, 

demographic, environmental, and infrastructural factors 

influencing these migration trends.  

 

2. Objectives 
 

• Review and synthesize current literature on the economic, 

social, environmental, and policy factors influencing 

rural-urban migration, analyzing how these 

interconnected factors shape migration patterns.  

• Identify research gaps in the current literature and propose 

avenues for future research.  

 

3. Methodology 
 

a) Literature Search: 

• A comprehensive search of academic databases, including 

PubMed, JSTOR, Web of Science, and Google Scholar, 

was conducted to identify relevant articles, books, and 

reports published between 2000 and 2022.  

• Search terms included combinations of keywords such as 

"rural-urban migration, " "factors, " "drivers, " "economic, 

" "social, " "environmental, " "policy, " and variations 

thereof.  

• The search was not restricted to specific geographic 

regions, allowing for a broad examination of global 

migration trends and perspectives.  

 

b) Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria:  

• Articles were included in the review if they addressed one 

or more factors influencing rural-urban migration, 

including economic, social, environmental, and policy 

dimensions.  

• Studies focusing on other forms of migration (e. g., urban-

rural migration, international migration) were excluded 

from the review.  

 

c) Critical Analysis and Interpretation:  

The extracted data were critically analyzed to identify gaps, 

contradictions, and methodological limitations within the 

literature. Theoretical frameworks and conceptual models 

were used to interpret the findings and contextualize the 

interplay between economic, social, environmental, and 

policy factors shaping migration dynamics.  

 

4. Discussions 
 

a) Economic Factors 

Economic differentials between rural and urban areas play a 

pivotal role in motivating individuals to migrate from rural to 
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urban areas. Historically, economic opportunities such as 

higher wages, better job prospects, and access to diverse 

industries have served as pull factors for rural migrants 

(Ravenstein, 1885). Todaro’s (1969) seminal work on rural-

urban migration theory highlighted the significance of urban-

rural income disparities in driving migration. The Harris-

Todaro model (1970) further elucidated how imperfect 

information and urban unemployment rates influence 

migration decisions.  

 

b) Employment Opportunities:  

One of the primary drivers of rural-urban migration is the 

quest for better employment opportunities. Urban areas 

typically offer a more diverse range of job prospects 

compared to rural regions, attracting individuals in search of 

economic advancement (Rogaly et al., 2002). The urban 

informal sector, including street vending, domestic work, and 

small-scale manufacturing, provides employment 

opportunities for low-skilled migrants (De Brauw & Rozelle, 

2008). However, the quality and stability of employment in 

the informal sector may vary, influencing migrants’ long-term 

integration and well-being.  

 

c) Social Factors:  

Social factors, including access to education, healthcare, and 

social amenities, significantly influence migration patterns. 

Urban areas often boast superior educational institutions, 

healthcare facilities, and recreational amenities, which appeal 

to individuals seeking improved quality of life (Mberu, 2006). 

The allure of urban amenities such as cultural diversity, 

entertainment options, and social networks also contributes to 

the migration stream (Lee & Beckfield, 2019). Furthermore, 

social networks and kinship ties established by earlier 

migrants serve as important informational and emotional 

support systems for newcomers, facilitating their integration 

into urban communities (Massey et al., 1993).  

 

d) Demographic Factors:  

Demographic characteristics play a crucial role in shaping 

migration patterns. Young adults, in particular, are more likely 

to migrate from rural to urban areas in search of educational 

and employment opportunities (Massey et al., 1993). 

Marriage migration, wherein individuals relocate to urban 

centers to join spouses or form new households, is another 

significant demographic driver of rural-urban migration 

(Carrington & Detragiache, 1998). Household composition, 

including family size and dependency ratios, also influences 

migration decisions, with smaller households often exhibiting 

higher migration propensity (Carrington & Detragiache, 

1998).  

 

e) Infrastructure and Accessibility:  

The availability of infrastructure and transportation networks 

significantly impacts migration flows between rural and 

urban areas. Improved infrastructure, including roads, 

highways, public transportation systems, and communication 

networks, reduces the cost and barriers to migration, 

facilitating movement from rural to urban areas (Bilsborrow 

& DeLargy, 1991). Conversely, inadequate infrastructure in 

rural areas may hinder economic development and perpetuate 

migration trends. Accessibility to urban centers, measured in 

terms of travel time and transportation costs, also influences 

migration decisions, with migrants opting for destinations that 

are easily reachable (Bilsborrow & DeLargy, 1991).  

 

f) Environmental Factors:  

Environmental factors such as climate change, natural 

disasters, and environmental degradation can exacerbate 

rural-urban migration trends. Climate-induced phenomena 

such as droughts, floods, and soil erosion can disrupt 

agricultural livelihoods, prompting individuals to seek 

alternative sources of income in urban areas (McLeman & 

Smit, 2006). Environmental degradation, including 

deforestation, land degradation, and water scarcity, can also 

render rural areas less habitable, driving migration to urban 

centers in search of better living conditions. However, it is 

essential to recognize that environmental factors interact with 

other socio-economic drivers of migration, shaping migration 

outcomes in complex ways (McLeman & Smit, 2006).  

 

5. Research Gap 
 

While the literature on rural-urban migration offers valuable 

insights into the various factors influencing migration 

patterns, there are several areas that warrant further research 

to deepen our understanding of this complex phenomenon. 

One notable research gap pertains to the intersectionality of 

factors influencing migration decisions. Existing studies often 

analyze economic, social, environmental, and policy factors 

in isolation, overlooking their interconnected nature. Future 

research could employ interdisciplinary approaches to 

explore how these factors interact and intersect, shaping 

migration dynamics in nuanced ways.  

 

Moreover, there is a need for more longitudinal studies to 

examine the temporal dynamics of rural-urban migration. 

Many existing studies provide snapshots of migration patterns 

at specific points in time, but fail to capture the long-term 

trends and trajectories of migration flows. Longitudinal 

research would enable researchers to track changes in 

migration patterns over time, identify emerging trends, and 

understand the underlying drivers of these changes.  

 

Another research gap lies in the spatial dimension of rural-

urban migration. While much of the literature focuses on 

migration from rural areas to urban centers, less attention has 

been paid to intra-urban migration and rural-to-rural 

migration. Understanding these lesser-studied forms of 

migration is crucial for comprehensively mapping migration 

flows and designing targeted interventions to address the 

diverse needs of migrants.  

 

Additionally, there is a dearth of research on the gender 

dimensions of rural-urban migration. Gender plays a 

significant role in shaping migration experiences, yet studies 

often overlook gender-specific factors influencing migration 

decisions, access to resources, and social integration. Future 

research should adopt a gender-sensitive approach to explore 

how migration impacts men and women differently, and how 

gender dynamics intersect with other factors to shape 

migration outcomes.  

 

Furthermore, there is a need for more comparative studies 

across different geographic contexts and cultural settings. 

Much of the existing research on rural-urban migration is 
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focused on specific regions or countries, limiting our 

understanding of the universality versus context specificity of 

migration drivers and outcomes. Comparative research would 

allow for cross-cultural insights into the underlying 

mechanisms of migration and the effectiveness of migration 

policies and interventions.  

 

In summary, while existing literature provides valuable 

insights into the factors influencing rural-urban migration, 

there are several research gaps that need to be addressed. 

Future research should adopt interdisciplinary, longitudinal, 

and gender-sensitive approaches, while also considering the 

spatial and cultural dimensions of migration dynamics. By 

addressing these gaps, researchers can advance our 

understanding of rural-urban migration and contribute to 

more effective policymaking and urban planning initiatives.  

 

6. Policy Implications 
 

Understanding the multifaceted nature of rural-urban 

migration is crucial for informing policy interventions aimed 

at managing migration flows and promoting sustainable 

development. Policymakers need to adopt a holistic approach 

that addresses the underlying economic, social, demographic, 

environmental, and infrastructural determinants of migration. 

Strategies to promote rural development, including 

investments in agricultural productivity, rural infrastructure, 

and social services, can help alleviate the push factors driving 

migration from rural areas (De Brauw & Rozelle, 2008). At 

the same time, efforts to improve urban governance, enhance 

job creation, and provide social protection measures can 

ensure the sustainable integration of migrants into urban 

communities (Lee & Beckfield, 2019).  

 

7. Conclusion 
 

Rural-urban migration is a complex and multifaceted 

phenomenon influenced by a myriad of economic, social, 

demographic, environmental, and infrastructural factors. This 

literature review has provided insights into the diverse drivers 

of migration and their implications for both sending and 

receiving communities. By understanding the underlying 

dynamics of rural-urban migration, policymakers can develop 

evidence-based strategies to harness its potential benefits 

while addressing its associated challenges. However, it is 

essential to recognize that migration is a dynamic process 

shaped by evolving socio-economic and environmental 

conditions, necessitating continuous monitoring and 

adaptation of policy interventions. Further research is needed 

to explore the interplay between different factors and their 

impact on migration patterns in diverse contexts, thereby 

contributing to more nuanced understandings of rural-urban 

migration dynamics.  
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