
Journal of Social dialogues 
Vol. 1, Issue 1, April 2021 

ISSN: XXXX-XXXX (Online) 
Journal URL: https://jsd.damdamacollege.edu.in/  

Bi-annually Published By: Damdama College  
(Affiliated to Gauhati University), Assam, India 

 

52 | P a g e  
 

Rural-urban Households’ Expenditure: A 
Comparative Study with reference to 

Food Consumption Amidst Covid-19 Outbreak 
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Abstract 
 

The Covid19 pandemic has destabilized the socio-economic infrastructure 

of every household in the contemporary period. Third world countries like 

India have roughly 68.84% rural and 31.16% urban populations 

respectively, which in general, are the worst affected when pandemic 

outbreaks. Flaring-up from March onwards, the global pandemic has hit 

hard the income-expenditure motif of every Indian household. The current 

study is an attempt to compare the overall rural-urban households’ 

expenditure scenario with special emphasis laid on food consumption 

patterns amidst the Covid19 outbreak. The study involves both primary and 

secondary data sources that have been compiled to generate pertinent 

information. Primary data involves a mailed questionnaire as an effective 

tool in this current situation and secondary data relates to various other 

relevant sources. The research has been conducted using the sampling 

technique; limited within the geopolitical boundary of Assam. The analysis 

reveals some remarkable differences. Statistical techniques and graphical 

representation have been stressed to give a better picture of the concerned 

problem. The study concludes with some suggestive recommendations to 

cope up with the challenges being faced in this critical hour by the 

households. 

Keywords: Covid19 pandemic; income-expenditure; third world countries.  

Introduction 

A household is a group of people living together and taking food from a common kitchen 
(NSS, 60th Round)."Living together” is usually given more importance than "sharing food 
from a common kitchen" while defining the prime objective of a household. The 
definition, to some extent, is applicable for a general household but in the practical 
utility, the situation may not be always true. 
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Household size is an indication of the population density in a house. Today’s globalized 
world has witnessed more houses and fewer people. India has an average household 
size of 4.8 persons per household which varies from 4.9 persons per household in rural 
and 4.6 persons per household in urban areas. Simultaneously, Assam has a total 
household size of 4.9 persons per household which is the same for rural areas but 
slightly lower for urban areas accounting to 4.4 persons per household. Studies on 
household size contribute a significant area of research in countries experiencing 
declining population growth which influence through significant changes in living 
arrangements (Rajesh, 2018). 

The rural-urban differential has existed since the pre and post-independence periods 
with strategies being undertaken to ameliorate the gap from time to time. Third world 
countries like India have roughly 68.84% rural and 31.16% urban populations where the 
difference is quite evident. On a similar line, Assam houses a rural population of 86% 
and an urban population of 14%, indicating an enormous polarity between them. The 
rural-urban differential has always been inconsistent because of the size of household 
in rural areas constantly increase than the size of an urban household.  The differential 
in turn affects household consumption and expenditure pattern.  

Income-expenditure pattern fluctuates in the time-space dimension and even from 
individual to societal levels. People in a different position concerning income have a 
different structure of consumption (Deka, 2019). Hence, consumption expenditure is a 
part of an individual’s disposable income. The two major components of total household 
consumption expenditures are- food consumption and non-food consumption expenses. 
There is an established tendency that rich people spend more on non-food items 
whereas; the poor tend to spend more on food items. This tendency is more 
pronounced if viewed from a rural-urban household perspective. 

The Covid19 pandemic has aggravated the economic losses engulfing global 
economies onwards to an individual atomistic household. A biological origin malady, the 
outbreak has adversely affected the household expenditure of the economies. Martin et 
al. (2020) stated that the impact and duration of the economic crisis on individual 
households, resulting from the pandemic, is difficult to predict as many uncertainties 
surround the crisis duration, i.e. length of “stay-at-home” orders, as well as impacted 
industries and the post-crisis consumption and recovery. Flaring-up from March 
onwards, the global pandemic has drastically impacted household income in India. 
There was a significant decrease in the level of income with households reporting a fall 
in income from about nine percent in late February to a whopping 45.7 percent in mid-
April (Keelery, 2020). On March 24, 2020, the Government of India imposed a strict 
nationwide lockdown to arrest the spread of COVID-19. The 12-week long lockdown led 
to a sharp increase in unemployment – and widespread loss of household incomes, 
especially in urban areas (Gupta and Kishore, 2020). Rural households have seen 
disproportionately more distress than those in urban India during the lockdowns 
(Bertrand et al. 2020). According to a study, nearly 50% of rural households have cut 
down on food items after lockdown (Economic Times, July Edition, 2020). Another study 
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revealed that for food security, about 68% of households have reduced the number of 
items in their meals. Assam economy, too, has suffered a backlog incurring an 
estimated loss of around ₹32,167 crores in terms of potential contribution to the Gross 
State Domestic Product (GSDP). 

The socio-economic repercussions of Covid19 have been more discernible than simply 
being biologically threatening. The current study seeks to address the question of rural-
urban households’ expenditure pattern amidst the Covid19 outbreak stressing on food 
consumption scenario. The research work was confined within the geopolitics of Assam 
enveloping the rural-urban areas to get a sound impression of the consumption pattern 
of this developing state in the age of crisis. An analytical approach has been adopted for 
the ease and simplification of the study. Simple statistical tools and techniques have 
been brought into the function for arriving into some results. 

Objective of the Study: 

The present study asserts the following objectives outlined below; 

1. To get an overview of the socio-economic status of rural-urban households. 

2. To compare the share of expenditure on food and non-food items in rural-urban 
households amidst the ongoing pandemic. 

3. To analyze the transition in the consumption of high protein food items in rural-urban 
households. 

4. To understand the role of government and non-governmental organizations at the 
backdrop of the global pandemic. 

5. To provide remedial measures and suggestions concerning the problem. 

Database and Methodology 

The database for the present research relies on both primary and secondary sources. 
Primary data for the study has been obtained using a set of well-design questionnaires. 
A questionnaire is a set of questions primarily prepared for a survey, being filled up by 
the respondents. As a result, the response rate in a questionnaire survey is quite high. 
The questionnaire serves as the firsthand tool for socio-economic research. The 
researcher needs not to be physically present to conduct the survey; he/she can easily 
mail the questionnaire to the respondents and hence, is widely used in humanities and 
social science researches. Secondary data, on the other hand, pertain to a wide range 
of sources including books, research publications, journals, unpublished works, internet, 
government reports, statistical handbooks, etc. 

The methodology adopted involves data collection by choosing appropriate sample size. 
The sampling technique is defined as the selection of samples from a population 
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(universe) to represent a substantial portion of the whole. Stratified random sampling 
was utilized for the purpose, where the samples were collected based on the strata i.e. 
rural and urban. A total of 100 households across the state have been sampled; 
comprising 50% rural and 50% urban households belonging to different income groups. 
The questionnaires were mailed to the respondents since it was not possible to 
physically get in touch with them or visit the households. The questionnaire possessed 
both open and close-ended questions following the objectives of the study for squeezing 
out necessary quantitative and qualitative data. Statistical tables, tools, and techniques 
have been amply used for better illustrations of the results. Pie diagrams, doughnuts, 
line graphs, bar diagrams, etc. have been prioritized to provide a better understanding 
of the outcomes. Subsequently, results have been analyzed thoroughly and discussed 
for concluding.  

Relative dispersion measure is used to generate an overview of income distribution 
among households in rural and urban areas. There is a need to measure the dispersion 
in distribution concerning its central value for expressing the consistency in the data 
(Mahmood, 2013). The most commonly used measure of relative dispersion is 
‘Coefficient of Variation’ or C.V. It is a dimensionless quantity advancing relative 
comparison between variables that generally show consistency in the distribution. A 
higher C.V. shows greater inconsistency and a lower C.V. shows greater consistency in 
the data. C.V. becomes functional when the mean or average of the data does not yield 
any sense. Mathematically, it is defined as- 

Coefficient of Variation (C.V.) = 
Standard Deviation (σ)

Mean (x̅)
 * 100% 

Results and Discussion 

Socio-Economic Status 

The Covid19 pandemic has destabilized the socio-economic infrastructure of every 
household in the contemporary period. The socio-economic status of a household is 
assessed by several determinants. The average household size for both the rural and 
urban areas is found to be 4.4 persons per household which are at par with the state 
household size criteria (Primary Census Abstract, 2011).Roughly 88% of rural 
households and 82% of urban households exhibit a typical nuclear family structure with 
3-5 members. On the contrary, 14% surveyed urban households display an extended 
family size whereas for rural households it accounts for only 10%. The reduced number 
of household members helps to decrease the maintenance cost of the family but it also 
reduces the able hands to work and earn for the family and to share the burdens of 
responsibility. 

The socio-economic conditions of the sampled households are better off to some extent 
because greater proportion of the dwellers at least own a house as an asset. However, 
the proportion of Below Poverty Line (BPL) is around 32% for rural households which 
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fall to only 6% for urban households. The percentage of the dependent population is 
also more in rural areas (62.84%) compared to urban areas (61.18%).  

Among the working population, a substantial workforce is engaged in the unorganized 
sector of the economy- as seasonal and casual workers in rural areas and contractual 
laborers in urban areas. These workers have been hit hard the most with the onset of 
the global pandemic. Nearly 20% of the rural working members and 10% of the urban 
working members of the surveyed households have been compelled to quit their jobs. 
Around 14% of rural households have shifted their occupation after the Covid19 
outbreak which is comparatively low for urban households, accounting for 8%. 

Income-Expenditure Pattern: Share on Food and Non-Food Items 

The income-expenditure pattern is a direct indicator of a household’s economic stability. 
Generally, households prefer to spend less than what they earn and a substantial 
fraction is always kept as savings for further expenses. 

In the present study, 46% of rural households and 66% of urban households earn 
₹30,000 or above per month generated from all the possible sources. However, the 
income distribution (Table 1) is highly uneven when viewed through the lens of rural-
urban households. The standard deviation tends to be as low as 7.6 households for the 
rural sector which registers a deviation of 14.2 households for the urban sector. 
Comparing the mean or average in this context is an absurd idea since the value is the 
same (x̅=12.5 households). Hence the coefficient of variation has been worked out to 
get an idea of how much fluctuation is there in the income distribution pattern. 

Upon analysis, it is revealing that even though the income distribution is highly uneven 
for both the areas but for urban households, the disparity is more. This is quite 
acceptable since the quality of life and living standards are usually higher in urban 
areas. Still, a sizeable portion of rural households (46%) are dissatisfied with their 
earning levels. Surprisingly, 78% of urban families are contented with their monthly 
income. 

The expenditure pattern, too, is highly varying when a comparative study is made. 24% 
of rural households spend a lump sum of₹ 5000 per month which accounts for only 2% 
for urban households. Contrary to this figure, about 30% of urban families spend ₹ 
30,000 or more per month for their sustenance (Table 2).  
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Table 1: Income Categories of Rural-Urban Households 

 

Table 2: Expenditure Pattern of Rural-Urban Households 

 

The Covid19 has influenced every household in the present situation, so do the rural-
urban households of Assam. Almost all households have witnessed a transition in their 
expenditure pattern after the outbreak. The virus has appeared to hit them more in an 
economic sense rather than biologically. Rural families seem to be more affected than 
urban families from the expenditure point of view. Around 76% of rural families accepted 
that their expenditure pattern has been severely changed due to the ongoing pandemic. 
The proportion of urban families accepting the fact is about 66%, which is also quite 
considerable. Besides, 40% of rural households and 54% of urban households have 
loans to repay; even though the source of credit is formal (banks and self-help groups). 

A household’s major share of income is always spent on food consumption. In fact 
share of expenditure on food consumption is higher than non-food consumption 
expenditure all over India, reflected in the NSS reports (Deka, 2019). In the current 
study also, both rural and urban households spend a greater fragment of their monthly 
income on food items. Before the Covid19 outbreak, 82% of urban families and 70% of 
rural families spent a favorable portion of their income on food consumption. Rural 
households seemed to spend more on non-food consumption in comparison to urban 
households. The share of non-food items occupied 30% rural households which 
accounts for 18% for urban families. 

Income Categories  Rural Urban

0-10,000 8 1

10,000-20,000 13 6

20,000-30,000 6 10

>=30,000 23 33

Standard Deviation (σ) 7.6 14.2

Mean (x̅) 12.5 12.5

Coefficient of Variation (C.V.) 60.8 113.2

Expenditure Rural Urban

0-5,000 12 1

5,000-10,000 4 2

10,000-15,000 11 12

15,000-20,000 5 6

20,000-25,000 9 8

25,000-30,000 5 6

>=30,0000 4 15
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The share of income on food and non-food consumption (if viewed from pre and post 
Covid19 outbreak perspective) has remained almost static for rural-urban households in 
this context that rural households’ share on non-food items is more and urban 
households’ share on food consumption is more. However, if the shift is observed after 
the outbreak then ruralshare on food items has significantly increased than urban 
households and non-food items’ consumption has gradually declined for rural families 
(Table 3). 

Table 3: Income share on Food and Non-Food items of Rural-Urban Households (Pre 

and Post Covid19 Outbreak) 

(+ and – signs are indicative of increment and decrement of income share on food and 
non-food items) 

 

Fig. 1: Household Expenditure share on Food and Non-Food items (Pre and Post 

Covid19) 
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The global pandemic has eventually 
caused an inclination towards more 
spending on food items over non-food 
items. Consecutive lockdownscompelled 
masses to stockpile food items before it 
gets sold out. Despite this, households 
have revealed to be impacted upon by the 
crisis and in turn, food patterns got 
affected. The main cause behind this can 
be attributed to the uneven distribution of 
wealth where a particular pocket of the 
society has been able to manage all the 
commodities in a single stroke and a major 
fragment of the society is left out with no 
goods in hands. The impact has been more acute for rural households where 70% of 
families accepted the fact of being affected (food pattern) which varies around 58% for 
urban families (Fig.2). 

 
 

Fig. 2: Impact of Covid19 on Food Pattern 

Households spend a substantial part of their monthly income to procure energy sources 
solely used for cooking.LPG is the prime source of energy used for cooking in both rural 
and urban households. Around 60% of rural families and 56% of urban families resort to 
LPG as the main source. If an alternative source is opted for, then roughly 16%of rural 
households prefer firewood, and 38% urban households prefer electricity, in addition to 
LPG. 

Consecutive lockdowns have altered the usual process of obtaining fuels across the 
country. Although, a greater section of the sampled rural and urban households did not 
face any difficulty to obtain energy sources yet a considerable portion complained of the 
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irregularity. The situation is again somewhat striking for rural households since 44% 
found an irregularity in fuel acquisition compared to 36% urban families. 

 
 

Fig. 3: Bar diagram showing Energy Source(s) used by the households 

As mentioned earlier, there has been a gradual shift in the expenditure pattern of the 
surveyed households. Beforethe pandemic, about 34% of rural households and 38% 
urban households spend on non-food entities like recreational activities, travel 
expenses, etc. With the onset of the Covid19, households have diverted their spending 
towards food, healthcare services, and procurement of essential items like fuels for the 
kitchen. Fig.4 shows the distribution of income on various attributes after the first phase 
of lockdown was announced i.e. 24th March2020. 24% of rural households seemed to 
spend only on food, while another 24% spend jointlyon food and essential items. 8% of 
rural families have only focused their spending on healthcare services.Contrary to this; 
urban families stressed equal expenses on food, health, and essential items which 
comprise 24% of the total urban households. The ‘others’ component includes 
miscellaneous expenses like loan installment, rent, vehicle insurance, etc. 
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Fig. 4: Bar diagram showing Household Expenses on various attributes after Lockdown 

Transition in high protein food consumption 

Protein, an essential nutrient, is one of the basic building blocks of body tissue. It is 
primarily needed for the growth and maintenance of the human body. Dietary sources of 
protein include dairy products, fish, eggs, meats, legumes, grains, nuts, etc. Household 
expenditure is often large and significant for protein consumption. As income increases, 
consumption of protein increases for both urban and rural sectors (Rampal, 2018).  

The diet preference of the sampled households is largely non-vegetarian with the co-
existence of a few vegetarian families. The difference in the number of vegetarian and 
non-vegetarian families is higher in urban households compared to rural households 
(Fig.5). One chief objective of the study is to assess high protein food intake by rural-
urban households. The high protein foods in the study correspond to animal products 
(fish, egg, meat, paneer, etc.) since they have all the essential amino acids and are the 
ideal source of ‘complete protein.’ 

The pandemic has triggered off a situation wherebydiet has been adjustedconcerning 
protein consumption. Roughly 68% of rural families and 54% of urban families have 
compromised with their regular diet plan lowering the protein intake. The difference is 
overwhelming for rural households than urban households (Fig.6). 
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 Fig. 5: Bar diagram showing Diet Preference of households  

 

 
 

Fig. 6: Diet Plan Adjustment of Rural-Urban households 

 
Normally, 28 households (14 each from rural and urban) used to add protein-rich items 
in their diets for at least 3- 5 days a week. The frequency of protein intake was quite 
higher before the Covid19 outbreak in both sectors (Fig.7). This pattern has adversely 
changed in the following days whereby households have reduced their protein 
consumption from 5 days a week to once or twice a week or at most thrice a week. The 
transition has been more reflecting for rural families where previously if one family took 
up protein-rich items the entire week; have currently cut down their intake to once or 
twice a week. Urban households, too, reduced their intake but at least 3 families 
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continued to intake protein-rich items for the entire week in the post lockdown phase. 
The deviation has been comparatively low for urban households whereas it has 
gradually increased for rural households. Higher purchasing power, change in relative 
prices, changed tastes, and preferences of urban families have helped them to diversify 
their diets maintaining equilibrium with nutrient intake. Contrary to this, rural families do 
not have many choices and therefore, had to adjust their nutrient intake capacity. 
 

 
 

Fig. 7: Transitional nature of Protein Consumption for Rural-Urban households  
 

The protein intake capacity remained constant for 14 rural households and 15 urban 
households at the individual household level. The consumption rate declined gradually 
for rural households covering 66% households and in the case of urban households, it 
accounts for 62%. Consumption rate also increased but the household coverage is quite 
insignificant in comparison to the decline rate for both the sectors (Table 4). 
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Table 4: Protein Consumption Pattern of Individual Rural-Urban Households 

 
Some remarkable changes can be seen (for protein intake) for individual households in 
both sectors. Households4, 8,14,17,18, and 46 of the rural sector and households 3, 
7,8,9,18,26, and 40 of the urban sector have displayed a sharp fall in the consumption 
rate by reducing 3 days from their regular protein intake plan (Fig.8 and Fig.9). 
Household number 9 of the rural sector has increased its protein intake rate (since 
March 24, 2020) from 2 days to 5 days a week (Fig.8) although; there is only one 
working member in the family. The nuclear family structure has helped the household to 
increase its consumption rate. Surprisingly, household number 6 of the urban sector has 
hopped sharply from 2 days to 7 days a week to protein intake after the lockdown was 
announced (Fig.9). The main reasons for the sudden leap can be attributed to the small 
family size (3 members) where all the members are employed and do ample savings 
which are sufficient enough to sustain the needs of the household. 
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Fig. 8: Protein Consumption Trend of Individual Household (Rural) 
 

 
 

Fig. 9: Protein Consumption Trend of Individual Household (Urban) 
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Role of Government and Non-Governmental Units 

The individual state governments have been providing subsidized food grains to the 
households through the public distribution system (PDS) under the National Food 
Security Act (2013). The beneficiaries are issued with an official document known as the 
“ration card” to procure the items. The provision has remained accessible to only a 
confined fraction of the surveyed households. Roughly 40% of rural families and 20% of 
urban families possess ration cards. The items procured by the households are cereals, 
pulses, sugar, and kerosene oil. 70% rural ration card bearers fall into the BPL category 
and the remaining 30% cardholders are APL households. Opposing this, only 20% of 
urban ration cardholders belong to the BPL category and the rest 80% cardholders are 
APL families (Fig.10).  

 

Fig. 10: Number of Ration cardholders concerningFamily Type 

The Covid19 outbreak has hampered the overall functioning of the public distribution 
system.  A specific number of households (both rural and urban) have raised the fact of 
receiving rations below the usual amount after the lockdown was announced. Urban 
households profoundly seem to be more vulnerable in this case than rural 
households.70% urban families (ration card holders) are dissatisfied with the 
performance of the ration shops due to the unscrupulous activities conducted by the 
shop owners. They have observed a decline in the measures of the number of items 
been received. Opposite to this, the percentage of rural rations cardholders complaining 
about the same fact sums up to only 30%. Upon further analysis, 3 BPL families and 3 
APL families other rural sector and 1 BPL family and 6 APL families of the urban sector 
have observed a change in the measures of items procured by them from the local 
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ration shops (Fig.11). The proportion of satisfaction is overwhelmingly greater for rural 
BPL families who have received their rations without facing any toil. 

Besides this, households have also received assistance (mainly in-kind) from 
government and non-government organizations of the state. Though the household 
coverage is fairly low in terms of getting assistance, yet a few households were able to 
receive them. Most of the assistance provided was government-aided; covering 22% 
rural households and 12% urban households. The role of NGOs seems to be more 
promising and effective in the urban sector than the rural sector, ignoring the fact of 
being meager in the number of household coverage (Fig.12).  

 

Fig. 11: Status of Ration cardholders of Rural-Urban households 

All-in-all, the role of government has not been satisfactory enough in assisting the 
households. A major fraction of the households (78% rural and 88% urban) did not 
receive single assistance from the government during the survey period. On a similar 
line, NGOs also lagged in reaching out to a larger section of the households in the crisis 
period; yet their striding efforts have received acknowledgments from the households. 
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Fig. 12: Assistance received by the households from Govt. and NGOs 

Conclusion 

Debilitating the socio-economic infrastructure of the entire nation, Covid19 has yielded 
numerous repercussions. A biologically rooted disease disrupted the well-being of the 
masses to an appreciable extent. It has been very obvious from the preceding 
discussions that the outbreak affected the households to a serious magnitude. Share of 
income on food and non-food items has been adequately affected due to the ongoing 
pandemic. A household, where previously, a greater share of the income was 
concentrated on non-food items, has slowly switched towards food items. Consumption, 
in the case of poor households, has declined considerably. There are situations where 
people had to cut down their meals from thrice a day to twice a day. People consuming 
high protein food items have also diverted their intake rate. They can no longer afford 
these items due to the price hike and less/no income. A significant portion of the 
working members have either lost their livelihoods or diverted their occupation to 
survive, thereby reducing the income generation capacity of the households. The 
dependency rate has increased in many families, making the lives of the people 
miserable. The unavailability of the commodities in the market has further aggravated 
the scenario. The ramifications of Covid19 have been more pronouncing inrural 
households than in urban households. The annual flooding season in the state further 
expedited the intensity of the crisis. Rural households, as usual, have suffered the 
worst. 

The severity of the pandemic may be more critical in the forthcoming days. Some 
noteworthy suggestions can be put forth for the gradual improvement in the conditions 
of the households and tackling the pandemic judiciously. The suggestions are outlined 
below-  
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Due to the nationwide lockdown being imposed, the lower-middle-class people and the 
daily wage earners have suffered the most, so the government should arrange 
provisions for them without the interventions of any middlemen. The government should 
not only make provisions for the ease of acquiring food and essential items during the 
lockdown period but also in the post lockdown phases because the time to be taken by 
the households to recover from the economic shock is the most challenging one. 
Concerned authorities should keep a track on the food prices to make it more 
accessible to each stratum of the society. To monitor the impacts on consumption, a 
real-time monitoring system is required for the sake of early detection of price spikes 
from supply chain disruption as well as price declines from lack of demand. Government 
and NGOs should bear more responsibility with regards to food consumption for the 
below poverty line (BPL) families. Financially stable people can reach out to a larger 
target group. The government should try to reach out to the rural households particularly 
since not only the pandemic has hit them hard but also the annual monsoonal flood 
made their lives difficult to thrive. Food and essential items like sanitary pads for 
women, medicines, etc. must be given the utmost priority. Most importantly, no last-
minute lockdown should be announced since it surges the goods’ prices abruptly. 
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