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The invisibility of the mental health tsunami 
phenomenon among migrant laborers was the biggest 

urban dilemma witnessed during the nation-wide lockdown 
in India due to coronavirus disease 2019. The volatile 
situation was a health and economic emergency in one, with 
all the components of a mental health crisis. As per Census 
2011 statistics, India has 139 million migrant laborers in the 
country.1 Within hours of the lockdown announcement on 
March 25, 2020, millions of migrant laborers began deserting 
the cities of India,2,3 resulting in a fertile breeding ground 
for an increase in chronic stress, anxiety, depression, alcohol 
dependence, and self-harm among these individuals. India 
was facing a tsunami of mental health issues among migrant 
laborers, with suicide-related deaths as its lead indicator. The 
phenomenon produced economic anxiety, loneliness, panic, 
fear, and feelings of isolation.

The mental health tsunami has resulted in deaths among 
migrant workers due to exhaustion and accidents.4,5 For 
example, 383 migrant laborers died due to avoidable railroad 
or roadside accidents. At least 16 migrant workers were run 
over by a train while trying to return to their rural homes, 
as they had been walking along the railroad tracks and slept 
there due to exhaustion. Eighty migrant laborers lost their 
lives in train coaches during this painful journey of reverse 
migration.4,5

Migrant laborers reeling from the impact of the mental 
health tsunami need immediate support from mental health 
professionals and policy planners. Mental health and suicide 
prevention interventions could help to lessen the impact. 
Crisis intervention in the form of psychological first aid would 
help save lives and reduce emotional distress among migrant 
laborers. Helpline services, digitally mediated therapy, and 
telemedicine health services should be provided. Use of 

low-technology services like text messages can be highly 
effective in increasing awareness, decreasing stigma, and 
inducing help-seeking behavior. The focus of psychosocial 
intervention should be on self, family, community, and 
primary care for this vulnerable population. Community-
based interventions, mental health mobile vans, and training 
of community health workers to provide the first line of 
treatment to migrant laborers are the primary needs at this 
time. A new disaster management act is also needed to deal 
with any adversities that the migrant laborers in India may 
confront in the future. The mental health tsunami in India 
warrants the need for a separate ministry for migrant affairs 
devoted to migrant laborers only. 

In summary, a mental health tsunami is a severe mental 
health crisis that is highly destructive and spreads rapidly, in 
this case through migrant laborers in India after lockdown. 
It is often invisible and might go unnoticed but has caused 
severe mental trauma and even death in a proportion of the 
migrant population. It is suggested that provision of optimal 
mental health care services to migrant laborers in India 
should be a priority.
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