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Elderly and Work Participation 
Challenges and Prospects 

Swapna Rani S.S. 

Ageing can generally be described as the process of growing old and is an 

intricate part of the life cycle. Basically it is a multi-dimensional process 

and affects almost every aspect of human life. The 'ageing of population' 

is a trend, which has characterized industrial societies throughout the 

twentieth century, but in recent decades, has become a worldwide 

phenomenon (Prasad 2011). There is no common definition regarding 

elderly. WHO defines those aged 60 - 7 4 years as elderly. In 1980, the UN 

recommended 60 years as the age of transition for the elderly segment of 

the population and has been categorized as fo llows: young old - between 

the ages of 60-75 years, old-old betwee n the ages of 75-85 years, very 

old-85 years and above. Worl d Popu la tion Data Sheet, 2002 considers 

aged population as popul a ti on in th e age group of 65 and above. In the 

Indian context, the age gro up of 60 yea rs has been adopted by the Census 

of India for the purpose of class ifyin g a pe rso n as old, which coincides 

with the age of retirement in governme nt sector. The terms young-old for 

60 to 69, old-old for 70 to 79 a nd old est-o ld for 80 to 89 have been used 

(Shettar 2013). 

Demographic Changes 

Population ageing is in many ways a demographic success story, driven by 

changes in fertility and mortality rate together, i.e. the decline in fertility 

and increase in longevity are producing substantial shifts in the population 

age structure, such that the share of children is shrinking while that of older 

persons continues to grow. These increased population ageing is a trend in 

all over the world. India is no exception to this trend. The Indian aged 

population is currently the second largest in the world after China (100 

million) (Prasad 2011). The following table provide varying trends in the 

population of elderly through Census Reports. 
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Tabl e 1 

Growl h of F:ldcrly Population Aged 60 and Over, hy Gender, in India J <JO 1- 200 1 

l'en r 

1901 

1911 

1921 

1931 

1941 

1951 

1961 

1971 

1981 

1991 

2001 

l'ersons 

12.0(i 

J 3. 17 

13.'1 8 

14.21 

18.04 

19.61 

24.71 

32.70 

43.98 

55.30 

75.93 

Population 60+(in Millions) 

Males Female, 

5.50 6.56 

6. 18 6.99 

6.18 7.00 

6.94 7.27 

8.89 9.1.5 

9.67 9.94 

12.36 12.35 

16.87 15.83 

22.49 21.49 

28.23 27.07 

38.22 37.71 

Source: Sharma, S.P. a nd Pete r Xenos. Age ing in Ind ia : demograp hi c backgrou nd and analysis 

based on Ce nsus mate rials' Occas iona l paper No. 2 of 1992, Office of the Registrar Gen

eral a nd Cens us Co m missi one r, India, New De lhi , 1992 (4) (Cited in Indi ra jai Prakash . 

1999) . 

The total number of e ld e rly pe rs ons is expected to increase from 70.6 

milli on in 2001 (6.9% o f pop ula tion) to 173 m ill ion by 2026 (Su baiya and 

Bansod 2011 cited in Dha r) . Anothe r p ro jec ted ca lcula tion of Ind ia's elderly 

population is es tim a ted a t 10 cro re in 201 1 ;:rnd wi ll reach to 20 crore by 

2030 (Si ngh 201 3). Estim ates by the Pla nnin g Co mmission (201 l ) indica te 

that, by 205 0, o ne o ut of every five pe rs ons in Indi a wi ll be ,tged ,1bcwe 60 

years (cited in Anta ra Dh a r 201 5). Both th e above a ctu a l ,rnd p rojected cbta 

on po pul ation g rowth ha ve va rio us socio -eco no m ic im pli c,1t io ns. The 

highest presence o f e ld e r ly is a very se ri o us iss ue ;rnd it .1ffec ts th e wh ole 

society. World Pop ul a l io n /\ge in g He port, 201 S .1lso indi c;tt es th a t 

popu la ti o n age ing - Lhe increas in g s ha re of o ld e r pe rso ns in the 

po p ula ti on - is po ised Lo beco m e on e o f' th e mos t s igni fica nt socia l tr.rns fo r

ma t io ns of the twe n ty -fi r s l cc n lury, wilh imp licilt io ns fo r ne~1rly a ll s ectors 

of socie ty, in cl ud in g la bo ur a nd fin a ncia l ma rk ets, th e de ma nd fo r goods .rnd 

services, s uch a s ho us in g, Lra ns porlat ion a nd soc ia l protec ti o n, ;is w e ll ;1s 

fami ly s t ru ctures a nd interge ne ra li o na l t ics . Thus th e popubtio n age ing h,1s 

socia l, eco nom ic a nd po lit ica l imp lica li ons . The di sc uss io n o n wo rk fo rce 

pa rti cipa ti o n o f e ld e rly is no t o nly a n economic as pect but :Il sa s oc ia l a nd 

poli t ica l iss ue. Th e re a rc s o m e s te reotypes rega rd ing e ld e rly as un pro

d ucti ve group. But beyond s uch s te reotypica l vi e w, th e work force 

participation is a pprecia ble in Lhe co untry, wh ich is pos itive tre nd . Tha t is 

they a re able to be a prod uct ive g ro up a nd not to be a b urd e n. 
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Major Trends 

The work participation of elder ly is not a new phenomenon. Manoj K. 
Pandey (2011) observed in hi s study that unlike most Asia n countries, India 
also h;we shown low elderly p;:irticipation in the labour force poss ibly 
because of fewe r job opportunities, low physical and mental a lertness, lack 
of mode rn skill s, unfriendly public tr;rnsport system, low hea lth status and 
hi gh incidence of dis ,1bility. It is evident in th e work of Anta ra Dhar (2014), 
whi ch quoted the findings of Rajan ;:111cl Sclvaraj from Census and NSSO. On 
the basis of the Ce nsus dat~, (Raj;:in 2003) revea led that from 1961 to 1991 
the work participation rate of eld erly has dec reased. As per the NSSO data 
from 1983 to 2004- 05, Se lvaraj ct a l. (2011) also revea led that there is 
decrease of wo rk p~1rticipation from 42 per ce nt in 1983 to 39 per ce nt in 
2004-05. This is the first time span wh erein a dec lin e in the work partici
pation of elderly has been noted . Selva raj et a l. (2011) has mentioned the 
reason that it is beca use of the growing number of population in higher age 
groups. This mea ns that their bad physical conditions are not supporting 
them. Th is also throws light on the fact that population ageing is bringing so 
much of economic pressure to the society. The above studies also show that 
the work participation at that time was higher in rural areas than urban 
areas and more male participation than female was noted. Further, elderly 
workers are increasingly involved in the agricultural sector, with almost 80 
per cent of the aged workers being engaged in this sector in 1991. 

By analysing the work participation data of two rounds survey 
(2004-2005, 2011-2012) of India Human D_evelopment Survey (!HOS), 
conducted by National Council of Applied Economic Research (NCAER) New 
Delhi and the University of Maryland, Barik et al. (2017) identified that a 
sign ifi cant proportion of the older population in India was economically 
active. This includes those involved in salaried or business work, culti
vation, farm and non-farm labour and animal care. Here also the nature of 
work done by the elderly varies by age, sex and place of residence. However, 
the same trend can be seen in this study with slight changes. About 61 per 
cent of the older male population in rural areas continues to engage in some 
economically productive work compared to 31 per cent of their female 
counterparts. In contrast, urban participation is lower, reasoning that it is 
because of the absence of women participation. Another trend seen is that 
many of the rura l elderly are engaged in cultivation and farm related activ
ities, but urban eld erly are mostly engaged in family business and salaried 
activities. Barik (2017) also found that there is a substantial incre:1se in 
non -fa rm employment in rural areas for both men and women between 
2004- 05 and 2011 - 12, which co uld be attr ibuted to the Mahatma G~111dhi 
National Rural Employment Guarantee Act (MGNREGA) . On the basis of 
2001 Census data and NSSO survey 2007- 08, Charan Singh (2013) :rnalysed 
some of the trends in the work participation of elderly . The fo llowing table 
shows the detail s. 



Elderly and Work Participation • 137 

Table 2 

Worl< Participation Rate of Elderly 

Pf ace of Residence Ge11der Population Census 2001 NSSO Survey (2007-08) 

Rurill Mal e 66 66 

Female 25 23 

Person 45 45 

Urba n Mc1le 44 39 

Female 09 07 

Person 26 23 

Rural +Urba n Male 60 59 

Female 21 19 

Person 40 39 

Sources: Popukltion Census, 2001, NSSO survey 2007-08. Cited in Singh (2013). 

In addition to the above data, Singh (2013) also specified that the work 
participation of the oldest elderly (80 years and above) is relatively high 
wi th 13 per cent among men and 3 per cent among women. He (2013) also 
noted that 95 per cent of the elderly population is engaging in self-employed 
activities and the reason for this is that the elderly are discouraged by the 
employers because of declining health and energy. Indira Jai Prakash (1999) 
also noted that there the highest presence of elderly in the unorganized 
sector, i.e. 90 per cent, among these 40 per cent are wage earners. She also 
mentioned that low wages, job insecurity and lack of legal and govern
mental provisions to protect their rights, make this group vulnerable to 
economic hardships (Prakash 1999). 

As per the population Census 2011 data, the economic activity in the 
capacity of main or marginal workers of elderly population in rural areas is 
more than in urban areas. The proportions increased for women as 
compared to 2001 population Census data in both rural and urban areas 
(Centra l Statistics Office Report, Government of India, 2016). Here also it 
can be seen that there is an in crease in rural participation, but a slight 

change is vi s ible in female participation. The following table shows details. 

Table 3 

Working Participation Elderly Population in 2011 (%) 

Elderly Population Male Female Total 

Rural 66.4 28.4 47.1 

Urban 46.1 11.3 28.5 

Total 60.4 23.4 41.6 

Sources: Population Census 2011, SRS Report 2013 (cited in Central Statistics Office, India 

2016) . 

According to recent India Ageing Report 2017, significantly higher 

proportion of elderly belonged to scheduled castes/scheduled tribes than 

other caste groups. The report (2017) also observed that the elderly work 



138 • Swapna Rani S.S. 

participation rate also varies across the states of India with highest work 
participation rate in Meghalaya with nearly 60 per cent of the older 
persons in labour force and lowest in Goa, with only 8 per cent of the older 
persons in labour force. Among the major states, e ld erly work partici 
pation rate is above 40 per cent in Himachal Pradesh ( 48 .8), Andhra 
Pradesh (40.3), Chhattisgarh (41.1) a nd Uttar Pradesh (41.2), wh ereas in 
Assam, Kerala, Harya na a nd West Bengal the work rarticipation rate 
hovers around 25 per cent. 

The overall picture of e lderly work participation shows various trends. 
First time the parti cipation leve l was low then it changed. Rajan (2010) a lso 
mentioned that older persons are willing to work in a ny job available to 
earn income to meet daily needs due to poverty a nd in adequate social 
security. Another major trend is that th e rural participation is high along 
with a normal trend that ma ny of them are working in the unorganized 
sector. This is a very important issue, because like other workers in formal 
sector there is no retirement or pension benefit. They are in the unending 
process of work. The recent India Ageing Report (2017) also indicates the 
highest presence of elders in informal sectors. Another important fact is that 
nowadays many of the older people are taking part in the MGNREGA 
programme. This programme also ensu res security and employability. 
Gender-wise also, female participation is low. On the contrary, some other 
studies show that women participation is higher than men. On the basis of 
Building a Knowledge Base on Population Ageing in India (BKPAI) collected 
data on compulsion to work, India Ageing Report-2017 reports that 71 per 
cent of the elderly work due to economic compulsion and more so in the 
case of elderly women (82%) than men (68%). The Economic Developmen t 
Report of Planning Commission (2008) also stated that in Kerala, the work 
participation of old-age women in the informal sector is higher than men. 
Elderly persons not only work to support themselves but also to make 
financial contributions to their households. 

Reasons and Various Dimensions 

The work participation rate of elderly is not only an economic phenomenon 
but carries socio political implications also. Most of the studies focus on 
work participation of elderly as a financial matter, but it is also a socially and 
politically relevant matter. In the discussion of work parti cipation of elderly, 
two main factors can be identified. One is that th e work participation of 
elderly as a solution and the other is, it as a problem. 

India is a nation with strong ties of social and cultural values which 
guides one's life and it assures that the life of an elderly person is to be free 
from all responsibilities. In the traditional Indian culture, a human life span is 
one hundred years. Manu, the ancient lawgiver, in his Dharmasascra divided 
this span of life into four 'ashramas' or life stages. The first, 'brahmachmya' 
(life of a student) has to be spent at the teachers' (guru) house. Once 
education was complete, the boy (grown into ad ulthood) would be ready tll 
enter the 'grihasta' ashram. This is the li fe of a householder. Later, when a 
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man 's head turns grey and wri nkl es appear, he was to give up thi s life of 
h0useholder and turn to 'Vanaprastha ' whi ch litera lly means 'moving to the 
forest'. A mature and agei ng man wou ld gradua lly give up his worldly 
pm·suits, move away fro m the mundane routine of householder and turn 
inward in search or spiritual growth. Finally, when he was spirituaBy ready, 
he would renoun ce the world completely and enter the stage of 'Sonyaso' or 
asceticism (Prakash 1999). 

Other religio ns also preached lh c respons ibilities of youngsters. AF! 
these traditional cultural values considered old age as the period of rest and 
cultivate the idea that the younger generations a re respons ible to taken care 
of elderly. Parents were to be honoured as gods. It was considered the duty 
of a son to respect an d care for his parents. Indian society is patria rcha l and 
after marriage sons bring their wives to the parental household to live. Th is 
tradition assured that old people would have younger daughter-in-laws and 
grandchildren to care for them. Also, caste and kin group exerted pressure 
on younger members to obey and respect elders (Ibid.) . 

The structure of family was also very supportive to elderly and it was 
the basic agency which cultivate these values to generations. Younger 
gene ration was also more respectful to the older generation. But nowadays 
many cha nges have taken place with regard to these values and family 
structure. Conventionally, the family takes care of the aged and genera lly 
Lhe eldes t son is co nsidered responsible. In rece nt years, with the socia l and 
economi c transformation of the economy, there is a disintegrat ion of the 
joint family sys tem and th is has resulted in iso lation of the elderly, 
especially in urban India (Dak an d Sharm a, 1987, cited in Prasad 2011 ). The 
growth of individualism and des ire of th e indepe ndence and autonomy of 
the young genera ti on (Se rrow 200 1, cited in Prasad 20 l l) ziffected the 
staLUs of th e eld erly. 

The changes 1n th e f am lly slru ct ure ,rnd value syst.em ,tre more 
important ph enom ena in th e co ntex t ol elde rly cMe ,rnd it should be 
cons idered 1n the context of work p<1rt1 cip ,llion ,1lso, bt•c,1use ch,rn ges in the 
value system a nd fami ly -, tru cture crea ted new v,tlu cs ,rnd ;-ittit.udes, wh ich 
aff ect th e elder ly . Th e absence ol cr1re ,rnd prolccllon from th e family , also 
forced th e elderly Lo engage 111 wurl< lorn· p.1rt1 c 1pa t1 0 11 . 

Many of th e ~tudi es report that 011 c of the main reasons for tht~ larger 
r eprese nLa tion or elderly 111 worl< force is p()veny. The condition of poverty 
among th e eld erly has bee n a co ns istent phe nomenon in the third world ,1s 

Lhe older population find s it hard to fu lfil th eir basic needs (Keyfitz ,rnd 
Fli eger, 1990 ci ted in Prasad 2011 ). 

The poverty situation of elderly shows th e ineffective socia l devel
opment programs in the country . The lives of many older peo ple are more 
frequ ently affected by the socia l and economic insecurity that acco mpany 
demographic and development process (World Bank 1994 cited in Prasad 
2011 ). So the government took meas ures to take care of the elderly and 
provide welfare measures for them. It was reported that a majority of the 
elderly work due to economic necess ity and not by chance or choice. India 
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does not have a population -w ide m cchr111i s rn of providing so cia l security 
because of whi ch p('ople work d S long a s poss ible to s upport themselves 
(Mathew a nd Raja n 2000 cited in Singh 201 3). The impact of ris ing in nation 
lowers the income th a t may he a llocated to health (Singh 2013) the r isk of 
s lipping into poverty m ay increase for th e e ld e rly (Reddy 20 16) . Studies 
s uch as th;it of R:1ja11 (2010) ,rnd lnrli ,1 /\ gc ing Hc po rt (20 I 6) a l<;o a rgued 
that pove rty is., mai n rc,1so11 for older persons h,1ving to work. 

In d eveloping countries like lndi ,1, o ld ,1gc socia l security s upport c;ys tem 
1s al most negligible .ind th e tr,Hlllion.il <; lru clu res of family care for the old 
people ,lrc crodi np, (lll•ddy 2016 ). Th ere is ,1 view thc1t in d eveloped cou ntries, 
many older pcrsnn s r.m ,1llord to re t ir<' c,1rly ber .. 1usc of the availability of 
pens ions or soci.11 senirit y, w hich ,,re o lt f'n mi sc; ing in developing countries 
(Kinscll,1 .rnd Vl'lkoll 200 I cited in H.1j,111 LO I 0) . T here 1s c1l c; o an argument 
th,H Libou r to rce p,1rtici pa t ion is .is soc1ated with a country's w ealth, 1.e. 
countncs w ith high gross na tio na l produ ct tend to have lowe r lc1bo ur fo rce 
parl1c1p,1t1011 ,rnwng th e e lde rly th.111 countri es w ith lowe r gross national 
producl (Clark. York and /\nke r 1997, cited in Ra Jan 2010). Thus the absence 
o f securi ty meJsures in the coun try a lso lorced e lde rly to work. 

In the case of e lde rly poverty, Jbsc 11 cc of resources 1s on e of the maier 
reason to increase work pJrlicipat. ion. But J nothc r as pect connected with 1t 
1s the physical capacity to work. Em ployrn e nt o f the e ld e rly can be inter 
rupted by retrenchment, sickness a nd di sability. Howe ver, Raia n (20 10] 
observed that while opportunities for gainfu l employment d ecl111e as age 
advances into the 70s and 80s, ma ny o lder persons need empl oymen t. Even 
chose retiring with a pension tend to search for contract- based 
re-employment in the formal sector or join the informal sector. 

Thus, poverty, changes in the family structure, values and a bsence of 
security measures cause the increase in the work participation of e lderly 
and this situation is worse as the presence of elderly is high in the uno rga
nized sector. It is important to note that the above socio-econom ic and 
political dimensions are affecting the work participa tion o f e lderly 
negatively. In this context, work participation is a problem, because these 
socio-economic and political conditions are not favourab le to elderly . They 
are forced to work and there is no security of work or social security. 

Other side of work participation of e lderly is tha t it is a solution. That 
means those who a re interes ted to work without any physical hurdles, 
positive impact can be see n. I le nce, it brings more socia l re lationships, 
socia l exposure and social mobilily. The improved social e nvironment 
makes them to be healthy till the end of their lives. There is no boredom, 
loneliness, isolation and unhappiness. 

Conclusion 

Increase in elderly population tempts to think of e lderly protection .rnd 
care. The urge ncy is to e ns ure a bette r social environme nt to o lder people in 
the changing social s ituations. The issue of work participc1tion of elderly 
should be cons idered serious ly as a proble m as w e ll as a solution. Whe n ic 
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considered as a problem, the policy makers should impleme nt measures to 

overcome the difficu lti es of work as a burden. The thing is that if aged 

people are forced to work in the abse nce of unfavourable socio-economic 

and political situations, should consider seriously. When the work partici

pation of elderly is considered as a solution, active life provides more 

advantages to them. They ca n even contribute whatever they ca n to the 

develop ment and financia l growth of the society. Moreover they can achieve 

social recognition and can fulfil their own needs. So the very urgency is to 

think of elderly work participation in the above discussed contexts also. 
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