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Unemployment Statistics in India 
V R K Tilak 

This article refers to the various sources of information regarding unemployment in India and examines the 
estimates that are available from each of these sources. The figures of unemployment are examined particularly 
with reference to the period 1951-61, the first decade of economic planning. 

HOW many persons are unemployed? 
The answer to this question de

pends primarily on the concept used 
in regard to unemployment. Among the 
various characteristics of human popu
lation, it is perhaps the most difficult 
of measurement. In developing coun
tries where rapid population growth is 
accompanied by a large number of new 
entrants to the labour market, the 
structural unemployment is growing in 
size. In most of these countries where 
agriculture is the predominant econo
mic activity, employment is govern
ed by seasonal fluctuations. Even em
ployment in the manufacturing sector 
is highly sensitive to seasonal changes 
as it is mostly confined to the proces
sing of agricultural products. Employ
ment in construction activity is also 
seasonal in character. The seasonal 
aspect of the problem adds to the diffi
culties of measurement of unemploy
ment. Experience shows that it is pre
cisely in countries where unemploy
ment is assuming large dimensions, 
there is no systematic basis for estimat
ing unemployment, while on the other 
hand, unemployment is measured wi th 
more frequency and greater accuracy 
in countries where the problem is not 
so acute. In the latter, there are also 
several sources to check the estimate 
of unemployment?—unemployment " i n 
surance records, trade union returns, 
labour force surveys, Employment Ex
changes, etc. 

It is the purpose of this paper to 
refer to the various sources of informa
t ion regarding unemployment in India 
and to examine the estimates that are 
available from each of these sources. 
The figures of unemployment are ex
amined here particularly wi th reference 
to the period 1951 to 1961 which re
presented the first decade of our eco
nomic plannings The number of per
sons unemployed in our country is 
provided by the following sources: 

(a) Population,census; 

(b) National Sample Survey; 

(c) Employment Exchanges; and, 

(d) Plan estimates. 

(a) Population Census 
A beginning was made in the 1951 

census when the optional question left 

to the discretion of States was devoted 
to the problem of unemployment in 
Mysore, U P and Bombay (now Maha
rashtra). Information was collected re
garding age, sex and educational quali
fications of the unemployed besides 
the duration of unemployment and the 
type of work sought by them. How
ever, in the 1961 census, a total count 
of the unemployed was made for the 
first time throughout the country. Un
employed persons were classified into 
two groups, new entrants to the labour 
market seeking employment, and per
sons who were employed before but 
were out of employment and seeking 
work at the time of the census. 

According to the 1961 census, the 
number of unemployed persons was 
0.57 millions in rural areas and 0.83 
millions in urban areas making a total 
of 1.4 mill ion in the country as a 
whole. To what extent there has been 
an increase in the volume of unemploy
ment between 1951 and 1961 is not 
known for the country as a whole but 
there is some indication in regard to 
the States of Mysore, U P and Maha 
rashtra for which figures are available 
in the 1951 and 1961 census as shown 
below : 

Table I : Number of Persons 
Unemployed in Mysore, UP and 

Maharashtra 

State 1951 1961 

Mysore 6,376 44,130 
UP 33,155 84,472 
Maharashtra 80,460 1,73,281 

This related to the then Bombay State. 

It is obvious that the total figure of 
unemployment obtained from the 1961 
census is on the low side mainly be
cause it is not practical in a massive 
operation like the census to identify 
all unemployed persons and partly 
because of the concept used in the 
census. For the same reason there is 
no point in comparing the figures of 
unemployment between 1951 and 1961 
even in the States for which informa
tion is available. Although it may be 
too early to think of the next census, 
it is a matter for consideration in 
what manner better results could be 

obtained in the 1971 census in regard 
to unemployment. 

(b) National Sample Survey 
The National Sample Survey has 

provided the proportion of unemployed 
persons separately in the rural and the 
urban population in the country as a 
whole since its fourth round of en
quiry in 1952. The following are the 
estimates of unemployment on the 
basis of the National Sample Survey 
rounds of enquiry as applied to the 
total population interpolated between 
the period 1951 and 1961 on the as
sumption of rural-urban composition as 
observed in 1961 : 

Table 2 : Estimate of Unemployment 
on the Basis of N S S Data 

From the above table it may be seen 
that the figure of unemployment has 
not moved in one direction, but this 
could be explained by changes in defi
nitions and concepts used in the 
various rounds of enquiry. However, 
I he number unemployed went up from 
4.26 to 6.48 millions between 1956 
and 1961. With the standardisation of 
concepts and definitions of unemploy
ment, it may be expected that the 
future rounds of enquiry wi l l provide 
comparable estimates over a period of 
time. There is, however, need to 
examine in what direction these con
cepts could be improved and better 
adopted to yield more reliable esti
mates of unemployment.. 

(c) Employment Exchanges 
Another source is provided by the 

number of applicants seeking work at 
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employment exchanges. Al though there 
is no difficulty of concepts or defini
tions here, the estimate of unemploy
ment provided by the exchanges has to 
take into consideration a number of 
factors, most important of which are 

4he proportion of unemployed persons 
registering at exchanges on the one 
hand and the proportion of employed 
persons on the live registers on the 
other. The following table shows the 
number of applicants on the Live 
Register of employment exchanges in 
the country as a whole at the end of 
March in each year from 1951 to 1964 ; 

Table 3 : Applicants for Jobs on the 
Live Register of Employment 

Exchanges 

No of No of Persons 
Year Exchanges on the Live 

Functioning Register 
(in mil l ion) 

The above figures indicate a conti
nuous increase in the number of per
sons remaining unemployed at ex
changes, but it is not clear to what 
extent it is due to an actual increase 
in unemployment and to what extent 
it is due to the opening of additional 
exchanges, increasing popularity of ex
changes following the Employment 
Exchanges (Compulsory Notification of 
Vacancies) Ac t , 1959 and so on. How
ever, it is known that the proportion 
of unemployed in urban areas who 
registered at exchanges increased from 
27.0 per cent in 1953 to 33.5 per cent 
in 1951 as observed by the National 
Sample Survey. It is also known that 
nearly one-third of the applicants who 
are registered at exchanges are already 
employed and are seeking better 
avenues of employment as revealed by 
the survey conducted by the State 
Statistical Bureaux in a number of States. 
These proportions however require a 
constant review and uniform practices 
arc required to be followed by ex
changes in all the States to keep the 
live register uptodate. 

(d) Plan Estimates 
For any estimate of unemployment, 

the three sources mentioned above 
provide the raw material which requires 
to be processed for use in planning. 
The estimates of unemployment given 
in different plans are mentioned below: 

Table 4 : Estimates of Unemployment 

At the No Unemployed 
Year Beginning 

of (in millions) 

1951 First Plan Not available 
1956 Second Plan 5.3 
1961 Thi rd Plan 9.0 (original) 

8.0 (revised) 
1966 Fourth Plan 12.0 (anticipated) 

It w i l l be interesting to examine 
how the procedures in estimating un
employment have been evolved from 
Plan to Plan partly based on the results 
available from the various sources and 
partly on the basis of the "carry for
ward" effect of the previous plans. To 
start w i th , the First Plan did not 
make any estimate of unemployment. 
The Second Plan estimated unemploy
ment at 5.3 millions which comprised 
2.8 millions in rural areas and 2.5 m i l 
lions in urban areas, the former on the 
basis of the findings of Agricul tural 
Labour Enquiry 1950-51 and the latter 
on the basis of National Sample Survey 
in 1953. The latter figure was also 
corroborated by live register of em
ployment exchanges after making due 
allowance to the proportion of the 
total unemployed registered at ex
changes. At the time of formulating 
the Th i rd Plan, however, there was no 
direct reference to the N S S or em
ployment exchange figures; but the 
backlog of unemployment from the 
Second Plan (5.3 millions) was carried 
forward after adding to it 1,7 millions 
to make up for the under-estimate pre
viously made of the new entrants to 
the labour market during the plan 
period and 2 millions for the short fall 
in the previous plan achievements. 
Thus the total unemployment at the 
beginning of the Th i rd Plan was esti
mated at 9 millions. This figure has 
been subsequently revised to 8 millions 
taking into consideration the results of 
N S S since available and the earlier 
over-estimate. It is now anticipated 
that: the Fourth Plan w i l l start w i th 
a backlog of 12 mil l ion unemployed 
persons which is again obtained by the 
"carry forward' ' of 8 mil l ion from the 
Thi rd Plan to which the short-fall of 
the Plan achievements in relation to 
the new entrants to the labour market 

to the extent of 4 mil l ion has. been 
added on. 

Educated Unemployed 
A brief mention may be made here 

with regard to unemployment among 
educated persons, i e, those who have 
passed High School or higher examina
tions. The Study Group ^on Educated 
Unemployed set up by the Planning 
Commission in 1955 estimated the 
educated unemployed at 0,5 mi l l ion in 
1956 which was also the figure referred 
to in the Second Plan. This estimate 
was based on employment exchange 
figures after necessary adjustment for 
the proportion of unemployed register
ed at exchanges as revealed by the 
N S S , Subsequently, the Thi rd Plan 
put this figure at 1.0 mil l ion in 1961 
on the same basis as that adopted by 
the Study Group. In this context, it 
may be relevant to refer to the num
ber of educated applicants remaining 
on the Live Registers of exchanges. 

Table 5 : Number of Applicants on the 
Live Register of Employment 

Exchanges * 

As already mentioned, the above 
figures require to be examined taking 
into consideration inter alia the pro
portion of the total unemployed 
registering at exchanges. It is known 
from the National Sample Survey that 
the proportion of unemployed matricu
lates and intermediates registered at 
exchanges went up from 40 per cent 
in 1953 to 64 per cent in 1961 and 
of graduates from 22 per cent to 60 
per cent during the same period. 

Conclusion 
The following are some of the broad 

conclusions that may follow from the 
above analysis of the sources of infor
mation on unemployment and the 
figures provided by t h e m : 

(i) A l l the three available sources, 
viz, the Census, National Sample 
Survey and Employment Ex-
changes have yielded valuable 
information on unemployment, 
but the activities of these 
agencies require to be correlat
ed and their results analysed to 
yield f i rm estimates of unem
ployment. For this purpose 
these sources should be streng
thened and properly co-ordinat
ed. 
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(ii) There is need to make one 
agency responsible for estimat
ing the figure of unemployment 
and for reviewing it on a a m i i -
nuous basis at the national 
level. 

( i i i ) The figures of unemployment 
now available do not perm if a 
time-series to be developed 
partly owing to difference in 
the concepts used by the same 
agency or by different agencies 

and partly due to other factors. 
It is absolutely essential that a 
scries of unemployment esti
mates is built up as it is one 
of the most important economic 
indicators. 

(iv) While the plan estimates are 
based on the best possible judg
ment of available information 
at the beginning of each plan, 
there is need to make more 
frequent estimates during the 

course of each plan. This would 
enable a review of the unem
ployment situation even before 
the plan comes to a close in 
order that remedial action, if 
any, could be taken in time. 

(v) The estimates of unemployment 
have to be developed not only 
at the all-India, level but also 
at the State and regional level 
on a continuing basis. 
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