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Abstract
This study looks at lzou.' ski/lc.’at migration flows fijom Kerala are affected by international trade wars
and changing economic pol:gzes f(l)r a decade.To investigate the effects of trade disruptions, tariff
increases, and macroeconomic adjustments on labor mobility, the analysis incorporates secondary
data from the Kerala Migration Survey (KMS 2023), international trade reports, and global policy
reviews. The study is an attempt to investigate the complex relationship between global trade wars and
the developing patterns of skilled migration from Kerala over the past decade. Kerala is traditionally
dominated by semi-skilled and Gulf-oriented labourand has a long history of overseas migration,
However, un the recent years there has been a noticeable transition toward skilled professionals and
youth moving to developed economies. This structural shift coincides with growing instability in the
:global policy environment, driven by trade conflicts, tariff escalations, and economic realignments
among major powers. The introduction of “reciprocal tariffs” by the United States in 2025 exemplifies
such policy shocks, with cascading effects on partner economies, including India. These developments
have introduced uncertainty in macroeconomic stability, labour demand, and sectoral employment
opportunities, all of which directly and indirectly influence migration behaviors.
Using secondary data from the Kerala Migration Survey (KMS 2023), international trade reports, and
global policy reviews, the study analyses how trade disruptions affect the channels of labour movement,
destination choices, and sustainability of migration. The analytical framework identifies five
transmission mechanisms—destination labour market, supply-chain adjustments, macro-economic and
currency fluctuations, policy signaling, and career-pathway decisions—that link trade policy shocks
with migration outcomes. Findings indicate that global trade conflicts, the COVID-19 pandemic, Brexit,
and recent tariff measures have produced uneven impacts across industries. While export-oriented and
manufacturing sectors recorded declines in recruitment, technology-driven services, healthcare, and
digital employment exhibited resilience. Many skilled Keralites have adapted by embracing digital
upskilling and exploring new destinations such as Canada and Australia, which maintain transparent

and skill-friendly migration regimes.

The study further highlights that the post-pandemic and post-tariff environments have encouraged
young migrants to pursue education abroad as a strategic investment in future employability.
Nonetheless, Kerala’s migration governance remains largely reactive, lacking a comprehensive
mechanism for skill renewal, re-integration, and social protection. The state's heavy dependence on
remittances underscores the importance of developing migration policies that can withstand global
economic shocks,

Overall, the research concludes that global trade wars significantly reshape the geography and
composition of Kerala's skilled migration. While such conflicts disrupt conventional labour flows and
8enerate short-term employment uncertainties, they also accelerate structural changes that favor
k"OWIedgE-imensfve and digitally adaptable occupations. Strengthening re-skilling systems, promoting
8lobal acadepic partnerships, and aligning higher education with international labour demands are
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Introduction

Kerala has a long history of people going overseas especially the labour class. In the recent years

major shift in this pattern has occurred, moving from a largely gulf oriented semi-skilled workers t?)
skilled professionals including the youths who mainly move to advanced countries (KMS 2023)
Global policy environment has also become fluctuating where tariffs and new strategic trade:

instrument policies initiated by large economies. Very recently, the United States has introduced

“reciprocal tariffs” making it an economic and geopolitical challenges to the partner countries

including India. This has created uncertainty in the macro economy, short-run labour demand effects
in related industries. It is important to find out the channels and possible outcomes of tariff shocks

and trade wars that can have an impact on skilled migration.

Objectives

Analyse global trade wars and their economic implications for labour and skill movement.
2. Identify indirect effects of global trade tensions on skilled migration decisions and

destination choices.
3. Assess policy implications for Kerala’s skilled wor

ot
.

kforce and migration sustainability.

Scope of the study

ks and migration studies converge ad

The study throws an insight on how trade policy shoc :
oth emigrans

transform labour demand, skilled personnel movement and choices of destination. Both €
and return migrants in Kerala are considered, taking through the past decade with emphas’s O?ate f
2020-2025 time period. Skilled workers mainly include [T/engineering, healthcare and 1€

professionals.

Significance of the study

Global trade policy can transform the nature of labour demand, wage structure and n:sion
destinations. Such regulations can lead to significant changes in industries either 2
contraction, especially in export-dependent or globally integrated sectors. Kerala obility
trajectory and fiscal well-being are closely connected to remittances and the internatio? “; ‘
skilled la'b_our. This study helps to understand how changes in global trade policy can & tt,/matioﬂal
opportunities and destination attractiveness. Policy makers need 10 anticipate O o cation:
economic policy shocks affect outbound mobility, skill investment decisions, and return® mig ’

Research gap : e
: %
rerm v
Th ' : : short-t€ljike
ere are many studies that explain how migration affects trade in the long rpn. But s eglonsﬂ

S
he 2025

pKOelrlzly; saﬂ:c:l(stalnd thei{ impact on modern migration flows of skilled professnona s
are not looked into. Empirical evidence on how unexpected tariff shocks (&
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reciprocal tarifls) rgslmpc sectoral employment for
atempt to synthesize recent trade policy events and n
plmlgihlc causal channels that can facilitate future studies.
underexplored area on trade policy shocks and the Mmigrati

1.This study is thus an
Kerala, thereby setting
pi.ipcr thus contributes to the relatively
n choiceg of skilled workers.

ngration data for
The
0

Analytical framework

pathways through which global trade wars can affect skilled Jaboy
five different channels framed. These include: rrcan be better understood through

1. Destination labgur market channel: Factors tha attract skilled labour to destination countries
become weak if tariff imposition leads to a fall in the demand for those industries that
require immigrant skilled labour ip fields like manufacturing, IT, etc. There is a direct
impact noted. Policy shifts in the U.S. can i i :

2. Supply-chain channel: This

cheaper foreign inputs. In such cases,
heterogeneous effects on different occupations.

Macro-economic and currency transmission channel (indirect): When global trade wars or
tariff measures occur, they affect international trade flows, which in turn influence each
country’s macroeconomic stability. Changes in GDP, employment, exchange rate and
inflation influence migration channels inversely. The recent reciprocal tariff led to

fluctuation in the rupee and fall in exports of IT-linked industries. This can reduce foreign
projects and affect skilled migration flows.

(U8 ]

4. Policy signaling and migration governance channel: When trade tensions exist, it can
interrupt with more nationalist economic policies, which include tightening immigration
regimes or altering skill-selection priorities. The Kerala Migration Survey has already
pointed out that there is a change in destination countries from the Gulf to places like
Canada and Australia.

5.

Career pathway channel: When trade shocks reduce short-term job prospe_:cts, 1t can motivate
more youth to pursue higher education (student migration) as a.hedge, if theyﬂare not sure
about future post-study pathways. Kerala’s rising studen-t migration (2018—20?3) suggests a
strong career-route dynamic through education that may interact with trade policy shocks.

Analysis and findings

There is a shift from unskilled labour to skilled and professional labour classles moving fro?;s(il:g
COuntries to developed nations. This complementary shift is_supported ,by ﬁ;ng leflr)ls‘r;;anférsl?;f
S. This outlines the foundational risks and prospects facing Kerala’s skilled la '

i : in imports and
" Aggregate demand will fall in countries affected by trade wars, lﬁz(:t";ﬁnto a fall in imports
#XPorts. This produces a fall in recruitment in affected sectors in the s :

and China, and

* Global Problems, especially the COVID-19 pandemic, the trade w;r b:lt;\fzelt:lrcli ‘gleeggb‘“rlnark;tnthere.

*eXit, have had a big effect on the flow of skilled workers to Tr B e and tenminations existed
in- & the COVID-19 period (2020-2022), even though temporary clos

o : fited.
M the healthcare and education sectors, IT and digital services bene
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and logistics sectors due to US-China trade

il in hiring in manufacturing .
« There was a fall in hiring I manuld ained momentum, especially for your,

I
service-based and technology employment &
Northern countries.

tensiong, by
hcading to

ct ¢ca e SO v = i n ineerin (o]
} H 1 C1OoY ‘\I‘c l‘]os (8 C Y
Supp]) ‘Chdln sectors <

resilient.

Productiop and
€rvices Temain

« In 2025. the U.S. introduced reciprocal tariffs which Yvere applied to m_any countrie-s, bu
ch:r;e: bd‘cpendi.nn on each country’s trade relatlons.hlp. Analysts predicted _that th_xs w
de;n:n;i and make imported goods costlier. Companies have had to rgorgamze thf:lr su
For Kerala's skilled migrants, this could pose a setback, press down new Intake
recruitment.

t with extry
ould redyce
Pply chaing.
S and slow

N SNRTT killed migration in Kerala, we find that jt is much
* When we keenly look at the sustamablllty. of s _ : : :
inﬂulenlz:ed by policy changes and global shifts. The COVID-19 pand-emlc, reciprocal tariff policy,
and the Russia-Ukraine conflict have led to sectoral slowdowns, particularly in IT, healthcare, ang
technology-enabled services, where many Keralites are employed.

* Changes in visa processing and skill-based admission procedures have resulted in narrowing down

entry for many, but more adaptive routes have been opened by the European Union, Canada, and
Australia.

* At the domestic level, Kerala’s migration framework remains responsive but lacks a proper system
for skill renewal, migrant protection insurance schemes, and dual qualification recognition.

* Overall, global trade and policy realignments have made Kerala’s migration ecosystem more

sensitive to external shocks, underscoring the need for forward-iooking and coordinated migration
policies at both the state and national levels.

* Trade shocks create a distinct impact where countries with transparent, skill-friendly regif{les (tlf_o“};
systems, post-study routes) gain relative share, while uncertain or regressive regimes lose it. This 1
very much evident in recent migration patterns of the Kerala economy.

Conclusion

Recent events, like the 2025 8]
Ukraine conflict, as well as glob
Rising costs of inputs, problem
different effects on different sec
on trade, but opportunities have
visa rules and the way people ¢
Australia, and the EU have bec
show that Kerala is both vu

S. reciprocal tariffs, the COVID-19 pandemic, and the Russ;ig
al trade wars, have changed the way skilled workers move aI;) i
s with the supply chain, and changes in exchange rates ha;eavil)’
tors. For example, demand has slowed in industries that rdganoes 0
remained strong in technology, healthcare, and education. ¢ C:nada,
hoose their skills have also affected where people want [0 go(; chang®
Ome more appealing options than the U.S. and the U.K. Theie is st
Inerable and has a chance to grow. Its skilled workform >

. » but it is also very open to shocks from outside the state. B ortant ©°
that Kerala’s skilled migration j i ein a changing global economy, It 15 urR
strengthen  resilience t

i ible pol”
hrough digijtal re-skil; W e and a flexi
framework. g gital re-skilling, migration insurance,
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