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At the centre of job creation 

The government should re-establish its role as the principal employment generator. 

Announcement and signals: 

With his announcement that 10 lakh government jobs will be provided over the next 18 

months on a “mission mode”, Prime Minister Narendra Modi sent a few messages.  

• One, the creation of employment is indeed a problem and can no longer be hidden from 

the public discourse.  

• Two, the private sector, especially modern sectors such as the service and 

manufacturing sectors, which are dominated by multinational companies, have not 

created many jobs. Even if the Information Technology sector or the modern gig 

economy have created jobs, these are either very high-skilled jobs or low-skilled ones.  

• Three, the government occupies an important place in the labour market. The 

government is now stepping up as persistently rising inflation, unemployment and 

underemployment threaten to politically affect it.  

Employment trends 

First, the last year for which we have information on employment in the organised sector 

from the Directorate General of Employment and Training is 2012. The government is at 

present relying on the Employees’ Provident Fund Organisation/National Pension 

System/Employees’ State Insurance Scheme registrations and exits as indicators of the 

formal labour market.  

• This could be misleading as companies may be increasing registrations to cross the 

threshold to become eligible to fall under any of these. Hence, this might be more a case 

of formalisation rather than employment generation.  

• Second, media reports show that more than 85% of those aspiring for those 10 lakh jobs 

could be consumed by existing vacancies in Central government departments 

(8,72,243). In that sense, the pronouncement possibly does not indicate 10 lakh new 

jobs.  

• Third, 241 central public sector enterprises (CPSEs) have been shedding jobs in recent 

years — jobs declined from 10.84 lakh in 2017-18 to 10.71 lakh in 2018-19 and to 9.22 

lakh in 2019-20. The government did not speak of employment creation by the CPSEs 

though this downward trend is a cause for concern. 
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The 10 lakh jobs creation also needs to be seen in the context of the labour market. Even 

though the labour force and workforce participation rates have increased marginally, there 

is a decline in the quality of jobs, viz.  

• There is a rise in the unpaid segment of the self-employed  

• A rise in the share of the agricultural sector in total employment over the last three 

Periodic Labour Force Surveys (43% to 47%). This is a historical retrogression.  

• This huge mass of workers contributes, thanks to low productivity, to about one-sixth 

of our national income, which does not augur well for a healthy economy.  

• On the other hand, the manufacturing sector’s share of national income has declined in 

2020-21 (10.9%) compared to that in 2018-19 (12.1%). 

• Again, even though the aggregate usual status unemployment rate has slightly declined 

by a few percentage points (4.8% in 2019-20 to 4.2% in 2020-21), the current daily 

status unemployment figure (internationally used statistic) is at 7.5% for all persons in 

2020-21.  

• The educated unemployment rate (secondary school and above) in general and youth 

unemployment (15-29 years) in particular in the urban areas have very marginally fallen 

from 2019-20 to 2020-21, but they are still high enough to cause concern (in double 

digits).  

• Employment shares in the informal enterprises have increased — for men (71% to 

75%), women (55% to 57%) and all persons (68% to 71%) from 2017-18 to 2020-21.  

• Even though the share of regular salaried workers who did not have a formal 

employment contract, paid leave and eligibility for any form of social security has 

declined for both genders, the level is still high.  

• The government could score a point or two by showing that there is a declining tendency 

in several labour market variables. But an honest government would concede that the 

levels of several variables remained discomfortingly high even after three decades of 

economic reforms. 

Role of the private sector 

• The private sector creates jobs in response to market forces while taking into 

consideration radically altering technological developments. We cannot rely on the 

projections about employment generation by the gig economy.  
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• They are estimates computed by a trade body or by consulting agencies which have 

vested interests. As they are political economy agents influencing government policies, 

their predictions need to be read with many pinches of salt.  

• Projects in the modern private sector consume a lot of capital to generate very few jobs. 

For instance, recently, there was a report that the Adani Group has invested ₹70,000 

crores (or ₹700 million) in Uttar Pradesh to create merely 30,000 jobs.  

• Foreign Direct Investment, which at any rate is highly capital-intensive, goes mostly 

into the non-manufacturing sectors. 

Quantity and quality of jobs 

• Employment are not merely about numbers and growth figures. We need to concentrate 

on enabling the creation of decent work and a sustainable labour market to which India 

is committed as a member of the United Nations and the International Labour 

Organization.  

• Wittingly or otherwise, the government’s role in employment generation has entered 

into popular discourse and discussions on policy formation.  

• The government should play a significant role soon. A lean and mean government, 

which is often prescribed by the neoliberal project, often results in a governance deficit.  

• The government should re-establish its role as the principal employment generator 

through jobs in its ministries and CPSEs and through assured employment generation 

programmes like MGNREGA. 

 

The jobs puzzle 

Let us look at three reports that have appeared recently on the issue of jobs.  

• The first pertains to start-ups that have begun issuing firing their employees. The 

number given for this year so far is above 10,000 and more could be in the offing.  

• The second pertains to the NSO survey which says that the unemployment rate in 2020-

21 (July to June) was at 4.2 per cent, down from 4.8 per cent in 2019-20. This sounds 

good because it seems that even though start-ups are retrenching staff, somewhere in 

the country, opportunities are being created.  

• And the third is the determination shown by the government in creating opportunities 

— it has assured the creation of one million jobs over the next one-and-a-half years. 
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This may be optimistic, but if it does materialise, the employment landscape will change 

dramatically. 

NSO data challenges: 

• The NSO data which talks of the unemployment rate coming down to 4.2 per cent in 

2020-21 sounds like good news because it says that during the height of the pandemic 

there was a decline in the unemployment rate.  

• But this does not seem in sync with those times when several people had lost their jobs 

and when migrants were forced to go back home with their workplaces closing down. 

In fact, the PLFS data does throw up some anomalies.  

• From 2018-19 onwards, the unemployment rate has been coming down — from 6.1 

per cent in 2017-18 to 5.8 per cent in 2018-19 to 4.8 per cent in 2019-20 and then to 

4.2 per cent in 2020-21.  

• But, during this phase, the GDP growth rate declined from 6.8 per cent in 2017-18 

to 6.5 per cent and 3.7 per cent in 2018-19 and 2019-20 respectively, contracting 

thereafter by 6.6 per cent in 2020-21.  

• Therefore, there does seem to be something amiss here as lower GDP growth is 

being associated with a decline in the unemployment rate which should be the other 

way.  

• This is something that requires further examination given that CMIE’s 

unemployment rates have been between 7-10 per cent during the Covid period. 

• Also, Consumer durable goods have been registering negative or slightly positive 

growth for the last five years or so — this is a reflection of the purchasing power of 

the people that ultimately can be linked to job creation. 

 


