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THE LIFT LINE

A young population is not an asset in itself; it is a bill that comes due, payable only in jobs, and a country that

cannot employ its youth does not bank the dividend, it inherits the burden.

WHY THIS EDITORIAL MATTERS FOR YOUR EXAM

World Population Day is the occasion, but the real story is not how many Indians there are; it is whether they
can find work. India’s working-age share sits around 66 per cent, the demographic dividend (https://ujiyari.com/t
erms/demographic-dividend/) at its peak, yet the window is finite. Fertility has fallen below the replacement level
and ageing has begun, so the years in which the young vastly outnumber the dependent are counted. The
binding constraint is not population size but the economy’s ability to create productive jobs fast enough to
absorb the workforce. For your exam this reframes population from a numbers question into an employment

and skilling challenge.

GS Paper 1: population and associated issues; the demographic (https://ujiyari.com/vocab/demographic/) dividend

and its distribution.

GS Paper 3: issues relating to growth, employment and the development of human resources; inclusive

growth and skilling.

For Prelims, hold the specifics: the demographic dividend is the growth potential from a rising share of
working-age population (typically 15-64); the replacement-level fertility rate is 2.1, and India’s total fertility
rate (https://ujiyari.com/terms/total-fertility-rate/) is now below it; the working-age share is around two-thirds of the
population. For Mains, argue that the dividend is conditional, not automatic: it materialises only if job
creation, skilling and labour-force participation, especially of women, keep pace, and it lapses into a burden if

they do not.
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BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT

For two decades India has been told that its youth are its greatest asset, and demographically that is true: a
large working-age population relative to dependents can, in principle, power faster growth as more people
earn, save and invest. But a dividend is a potential, not a payout. It is realised only when the working-age
population is actually working, productively and in sufficient numbers, and it must be collected within a

window before the population ages.

That window is now narrowing. India’s fertility has slipped below the replacement level, which means the
pipeline of new workers will eventually thin, and the share of older, dependent citizens will rise. The country
therefore faces a race: it must convert its current youth bulge into employment and skills before demographic
ageing shifts the balance. The uncomfortable truth is that the constraint is no longer producing people; it is
producing jobs. Every year the labour force grows faster than the formal economy can absorb it, informality
remains the default, and female labour-force participation stays low, wasting a large share of the very dividend

the country is counting on.

THE CORE ARGUMENT / ISSUE

The dividend is conditional, and time-bound

A favourable age structure only helps if it is put to work. The same youth bulge that promises growth becomes
a source of frustration, underemployment and social strain if the jobs do not appear. Because ageing has
already begun at the far end, the years available to bank the dividend are limited, which makes the pace of job

creation the decisive variable, not the size of the population.

The jobs gap, not the population, is the problem

India’s challenge is that its workforce is expanding faster than good jobs are being created, so millions are
pushed into low-productivity, informal work that pays little and offers no security. A dividend earned in
informal, insecure employment is a fraction of what formal, productive jobs would yield. Closing this gap, and

drawing more women into the labour force, is where the dividend is won or lost.

FACTOR DIVIDEND REALISED (IF) DIVIDEND BECOMES BURDEN (IF)

Job creation Formal, productive jobs absorb new Workforce outgrows jobs, informality
entrants dominates

Skilling Workers match industry demand Skills gap leaves youth unemployable

Female Women enter the labour force in strength Half the potential workforce stays out

participation

Timing Dividend banked before ageing Window closes with youth underemployed
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A missed dividend is a demographic burden

Ujiyari C nt Affaiys.qujiyari.com - Freq Dajly C nt Affairs for UPSC & State .PCS . .
If the young cannot be employed and skilléd’in time, the transition does not pause; it proceeds to ageing with a

workforce that never reached its productive potential. The country then carries the costs of a larger old-age
dependent population without having built the wealth and savings that the dividend was supposed to

generate. The failure is not neutral; it compounds.

HOW TO THINK ABOUT THIS (ANALYTICAL FRAME)

Frame the demographic dividend as a conditional, expiring opportunity rather than a guaranteed endowment.
The transferable rule: a favourable structural condition delivers gains only when matched by the policy effort
to convert it, and it imposes costs if that effort fails before the window closes. The population debate should be
reframed around employment: the question is not how many Indians there are but how many are productively
employed. Measure progress by formal job creation, skilling coverage and female labour-force participation,

not by population totals.

THE DIAGRAM IN WORDS

Working-age share ~66% (dividend peak) + fertility below replacement + ageing begins ->
finite window -> if jobs + skilling + female participation keep pace -> dividend banked,
growth and savings rise -> if jobs lag the workforce -> informality, underemployment,

youth frustration -> window closes -> demographic burden, not dividend

WAY FORWARD

0 Make job creation the central goal. Orient industrial, trade and MSME policy explicitly around

generating formal, productive employment at the scale the growing workforce requires.

e Skill for the actual demand. Align skilling and vocational training with the needs of industry so

that youth are employable, closing the gap between education and the labour market.

3] Bring women into the workforce. Remove the barriers, care burdens, safety, mobility, that
keep female labour-force participation low, since the dividend cannot be realised while half the

potential workers stay out.

® Act within the window. Treat the demographic transition as a deadline, front-loading
employment and skilling investment now, before ageing shifts the age structure and the opportunity

lapses.
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PYO LINKAGE AND PRACTICE

UPSC has asked whether India’s demographic dividend is an opportunity or a challenge, and about the links
between growth, employment and skilling. This editorial connects those themes to the narrowing dividend

window in 2026.

Practice question: “India’s demographic dividend will be decided by job creation, not by population size.”
Critically examine, and suggest measures to convert the dividend before the window closes. (250 words, 15

marks)

Sources: Business Standard (https://www.business-standard.com/)
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