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Motivation 

There is a wealth of literature that looks at the past, current and potential future size of the 
population and the labor force in the two most populous Asian countries – namely India and 
China – and discusses the role of changes in the size of the labor force when discussing future 
economic growth (e.g. Golley and Tyers 2006) (keyword: demographic dividend). The majority 
of labor force projections only disaggregate the population by age and sex. Rare exceptions do 
consider further characteristics, i.e. an urban/rural distinction or educational attainment. 
However, the more elaborate the projections are, the shorter is the time-horizon of the 
projection (cf. Government of India 2008).  

I provide labor force projections by age, sex and highest level of educational attainment until 
2060 for India and China. This will allow to not only compare the development of the labor force 
in terms of size and age-structure, but to additionally make it possible to show changes in the 
educational distribution within the economically active population. This is of particular interest 
since for China, the absolute size of the labor force is projected to decline by 2030 (Kim 2010). 
Some of the negative economic effect of this decline might be possible to be compensated for by 
a more educated, more productive labor force. Educational attainment levels have been very 
different in the past in the two countries, which is directly reflected in today’s educational 
attainment level of the people: whereas less than 5 % of the working-age population (i.e. ages 15 
to 64) in China have no formal education, around 30 % of Indians fall into that category 
(IIASA/VID dataset on educational attainment). Depending on the assumed path of future 
educational expansion, this value might decrease only a little or there could be no one anymore 
without formal education in a few decades.  

However, the age-structure and the educational attainment composition of the population are 
only part of the picture. In order to be able to assess the situation of labor supply, it is necessary 
to combine this information about the population with the respective data on labor force 
participation. Since there are significant differences in labor force participation between people 
with different levels of educational attainment, adding the education dimension provides a much 
better possibility to assess the future labor potential in a country than merely looking at the 
educational attainment of the population between 15 and 64. Figure 1 shows activity rates for 
Indian males and females in 2004/05. The differences in participation are not very large for 
men, but quite significant for women. Contrary to the most advanced economies, where labor 
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force participation of men as well as women is positively correlated with their highest level of 
educational attainment, Indian women do show a negative correlation that has been observed in 
other less developed countries as well.  

 

Figure 1: Labor force participation rate, by age, sex, and level of educational attainment, 2004/05 
(Government of India 2008, own aggregation).  

 

Data 

In order to project India’s and China’s labor force, it is necessary to have detailed information on 
the countries’ prospective population as well as labor force participation. 

Population projection data by age, sex, and educational attainment are obtained from a unique 
dataset: projections of educational attainment from 2005 to 2050, constructed by IIASA and VID 
(IIASA/VID dataset on educational attainment). 1

 

 The specific categories of educational 
attainment used are shown in figure 2.  

 
Figure 2: Education categories (K.C. et al 2010, p. 4). 

 

                                                           
1 The dataset is currently being updated and the labor force projections will be done using the updated data. 
The update will not only be based on more recent baseline data, but also cover the time-period until 2100 
(currently, the projections end in 2050). 
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The projected data are provided for three scenarios, each on them assuming different paths of 
educational expansion. The constant enrollment ratio (CER) scenario assumes that there is no 
further education expansion but that transition patterns between educational groups stay at 
current levels (reference scenario). The global education trend (GET) scenario is based the 
historical global education expansion and assumes that each country’s educational expansion 
converges correspondingly. The third scenario, the fast-track (FT) scenario, is based on the GET 
assumptions but includes faster achievements of certain targets in educational expansion (K.C. 
et al 2010).  

The population projections are combined with different scenarios for the development of labor 
force participation rates, which are also disaggregated by age, sex and highest level of 
educational attainment. Sources for past and present labor force participation are databases and 
reports by the national statistical offices and the ILO, labor force survey and census microdata, 
as well as scientific publications.  

 

Preliminary results for India 

Table 2 provides preliminary results for India’s labor force, 2005 and 2050, keeping labor force 
participation (LFP) constant at the level observed in 2004/05 (cf. figure 1). The change in the 
composition of the labor force is purely driven by changes in the composition of the population 
by age, sex and highest level of educational attainment.  India’s labor force is not only expected 
to grow further, but the skill composition will shift towards higher skills. The extent of the shift 
depends on which path of educational expansion will be taken by India.  

Final results can and will be presented in more detail, e.g. by comparing the educational 
composition of different age-groups and analyzing the development for males and females 
separately. Also, there will be scenarios that capture expected changes in education-specific 
labor force participation: as mentioned above, Indian women with more than primary education 
currently show significantly lower participation than women with no or primary education 
(Government of India 2008). There is reason to expect that this will change in the course of 
further economic development; in developed countries, there is a positive correlation between 
labor force participation and highest level of educational attainment. 

 

Education 
category 

2005 
2050 

CER scenario 

2050 

GET scenario 

2050 

FT scenario 

No education 39% 25% 9% 1% 
Primary 22% 24% 14% 21% 

Secondary 33% 43% 59% 39% 
Tertiary 6% 7% 18% 39% 

 

Table 2: Composition of the Indian labor force (ages  15+), 2005 vs. 2050, by education scenario. 
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