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This essay tries to understand the interplay between the yet nascent 4th industrial revolution (4th IR) 

and India’s imminent demographic transition (dubbed the demographic dividend). It also explores 

what India is doing, what it can do, and what it must do to make the most of these trends. However, 

the ideas presented in this essay are but exploratory and more thinking must go in this direction for 

us to be able to reap the benefits of this fortuitous coincidence. 

 

The UN Population Fund (UNFPA) defines a demographic dividend as “the economic growth 

potential that can result from shifts in a population’s age structure, mainly when the share of the 

working-age population (15 to 64) is larger than the non-working-age share of the population (14 

and younger, and 65 and older).” 

 

The UNFPA states that “A country with both increasing numbers of young people and declining 

fertility has the potential (emphasis added) to reap a demographic dividend.” However, in order to 

be able to reap such a dividend a country must realise multiple investments in its working-age 

population such that they have: 

 Good health, 

 Quality education, 

 Decent employment and, 

 A lower proportion of young dependents. (Smaller numbers of children per household 

generally lead to larger investments per child, more freedom for women to enter the formal 

workforce and more household savings for old age.) 

 

According to the Economic Survey 2016-17, the Indian population is poised to enter this space of 

demographic transition (with the working-age population being greater than the non-working-age 

share of the population) within the next 3-5 years. The survey does a detailed analysis of the nature, 

geographic spread, and duration of India’s potential demographic dividend. The most important 

factor in the analysis being the duration, which at 45 years is much longer than those experienced 

by other Asian economies in the past few decades. 

 

The table below lists the comparative stats for the demographic transitions of other major 

developing economies. 

 

Country Peak Demographic Ratio Duration of Peak 

China 2.4 10 

South Korea 2.1 30 

Brazil 1.8 30 

India 1.7 45 

Peak demographic ratio: (Working-age population/Non-working-age population)  

 

 



Even though India would peak lower than any of the other countries examined, its demographic 

transition would last much longer, thereby offsetting the low peak. India is naturally expectant that 

this demographic dividend will provide it with a golden opportunity to replicate the success of China 

and South Korea to reduce poverty and become an economic powerhouse of the world at the same 

time. 

 

However, for the demographic dividend to come to fruition a few things must be kept in mind. 

Firstly, the Indian population is lacking in terms of quality of education and decent employment. 

Secondly, this coupled with the 4th IR and its promise of cutting a lot of low-skilled jobs spells 

disaster for a country looking to script its rise based on the China-S. Korea model. 

 

So what exactly is the 4th Industrial Revolution? 

According to Klaus Schwab of the World Economic Forum, “The First Industrial Revolution used 

water and steam power to mechanize production. The Second used electric power to create mass 

production. The Third used electronics and information technology to automate production. Now a 

Fourth Industrial Revolution is building on the Third, the digital revolution that has been occurring 

since the middle of the last century. It is characterized by a fusion of technologies that is blurring 

the lines between the physical, digital, and biological spheres.” 
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The current trends in technology are no longer considered to be a continuation of the third industrial 

revolution because of one important factor: growth. We are now growing exponentially rather than 

the linear growth we had witnessed so far. Another major reason to consider present trends in 

technology as the 4th IR are the disruptions, both deep and diverse, which are changing and 

challenging long-held perceptions about production, management, and governance. 

 

Economists like Erik Brynjolfsson and Andrew MacAfee hold that the 4th IR brings with it two major 

concerns: 

 Disruptions in the labour market with most jobs falling into either “high-skill/high-pay” or 

the “low-skill/low-pay” categories, and the erosion of the middle. 

 Rising income inequality. 

 



These concerns translate into a decreasing ability of the middle class to achieve economic goals as 

the major beneficiaries of this technological revolution would be the innovators, shareholders, and 

investors. This, in a democratic system, is a recipe for trouble as a growing sense of deprivation by 

the middle class due to a winner takes all scenario would mean more and more discontent rising in 

the system. A neo-Luddite movement, whereby people will, ironically, make machines to destroy 

technology quicker, may also spring up when discontent can longer be contained and political 

solutions are not forthcoming. 

 

Why are they so crucial to public discourse? 

In an increasingly tech-dependent world, we are being promised a future of abundance. The 

technological efficiency that can be associated with the rise of the 4th IR can be banked upon to 

produce enough for the needs of all. A demographic transition alongside this allows India a unique 

opportunity to play aces back to back. 

 

India happens to be at a sweet spot, whereby its own untapped market provides it with an 

opportunity to scale up the growth of low-skilled jobs in manufacturing before they are automated 

completely. This can be done before the complete onset of the 4thIR over the next few decades. This 

will not only provide an economic boost to the country but also work wonders to reduce the high 

levels of poverty, which still ail India. 

 

However, to fully utilise the demographic dividend, as well as prepare ourselves for the New Machine 

Age (as Andrew MacAfee calls the 4th IR) India must take some drastic measures. For starters, our 

education system needs to be refurbished to focus on skilling people and enabling the use of 

technology which allows people the opportunity to better themselves. This will not only help in 

maximising short and medium term economic output but will also serve as a starting point for 

preparing the masses for the New Machine Age. 

 

Initiatives like: 

 Make in India, which aims to increase employment as well as industrial infrastructure 

 Skill India Mission, which aims to improve employability as well as serve as a launchpad for 

future skill upgradation 

 StartUp India Mission, which fosters entrepreneurship and leads to further job creation, 

Are good measures to take advantage of the situation, provided they are implemented with vigour. 

 

Another measure that has recently gained credence and which must be seriously considered is the 

idea of a Universal Basic Income (UBI). This is a futuristic idea that takes into consideration the fact 

that in a world of 4th IR, the economy will be demand driven, as supply would be in abundance (or 

so the assumption goes). Without jobs to give them income, the demand will dry up, and a UBI takes 

care of that. 

 

Still, these are just crude ramblings, and the nature of the problem demands a more nuanced 

consideration. It is a tough challenge that needs to be solved quickly in order to maximise the gains 

that India can hope to reap from the both the demographic dividend as well as the 4th IR. The 

willingness of the people to bear hardships for the betterment of the nation, demonstrated amply 

during the recent demonetisation drive, will be the fulcrum around which a solution will emerge. 
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