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Abstract 

 The present study tries to examine the level of unemployment among the different social groups in India. It also analyses the 
factors affecting an unemployed individual in the rural and urban labour market. The tabulation of data has been done from unit level 
data and reports of the Periodic Labour Force Survey to show the change in the pattern of employment and unemployment from 1999-
2000 to 2017-18. The study finds that the unemployment rate is high for males in both rural and urban areas. The unemployment rate 
of urban females is much higher than rural females. The higher unemployment has been found in urban females of all social groups, 
educated and young labour force. The policy should be framed to increase the employment opportunities for female, educated and 
young labourers. 
 
Keywords: Employment, Unemployment, Social Groups, Periodic Labour Force Survey. 
 
1. Introduction 

At the current juncture, when the world economy is suffering from a sluggish growth trajectory and more and more workers 
are getting their ‘pink slip’ from the companies it is difficult to forecast a bright future for any economy. Indian Economy is too going 
through a similar path though the situation is not as bad as other developed economies yet there are various points of concern that need 
to be addressed. Between 1983 to 2007-08 the growth rate of employment is gradual and slower (1.8%) than the population growth 
rate (1.98%) along with the rising Gross Domestic Product (GDP) growth rate (Himanshu, 2011). The main issue of concern is that 
unemployment is high and aggravating rapidly among youth and educated class compared to older age groups and less literates. This 
implies that the larger part of the labour force has not been getting sufficient jobs and the country is not able to utilize the human 
capital which can take the country to a higher development level. On the contrary, a larger reserve army is being created in the country 
which is workless, deprived of social security and vulnerable to poverty. The current situation becomes more critical when the 
problem is analyzed under the purview of the Indian social system.  

 
Caste structure in India decides not only an individual’s position on the social ladder but also decides his/her type and nature 

of work too. The situation becomes more complex when we capture it in the context of social groups in rural and urban India. The 
socially disadvantaged groups are majorly classified into three types i.e. schedule tribes, scheduled caste and other backward classes. 
The rest of the people are termed as ‘Others’ which majorly comprises people at the higher ladder of the caste system. This 
discrimination leads to economic discrimination in the form of providing lesser job opportunities to the marginalized section of the 
society despite possessing equal qualifications and skill sets. Further, the disparity in employment opportunities aggravates differences 
in income and endowments between socially disadvantaged groups and others. The results show that the social and economic gap 
between marginalized social groups and advantage groups has been widened in the post-reform period. Some studies point out that 
there is a decrease in social discrimination but an increase in economic disparity and vice-versa. Various studies claim that economic 
development and economic growth tend to curb social disparity. Yet the economic growth alone may not be a causal factor for 
weakening caste-based discrimination. Most of the low earning jobs are still done by the social disadvantage groups. 

 
As per the latest periodic labour force survey (PLFS) the social disadvantage group belonging to schedule tribes, scheduled 

caste and other backward classes are about 9.3%, 19.6% and 42.8%, respectively. Hence, it is imperative to analyze the structure and 
pattern of employment among the social groups in India when there is a growing trend of privatization in the economy. The current 
paper covers employment and unemployment level among the social groups at gender, education and rural-urban level in India. The 
paper concludes with findings, policy recommendations and conclusion.  

 
1.1 Data Sources and Methodology 

This paper is based on the unit level data of various NSSO rounds on Employment and Unemployment including the Periodic 
Labour Force Survey (PLFS) for the period 2017-18. The tabulation has been done to capture the change in the employment and 
unemployment pattern among social groups during two decades. 

 
2. Unemployment among Social Groups 

The employment figures haven’t been impressive especially in this decade (2011-2020). The economic growth remained 
more than 6 percent yet the employment didn’t grow at a similar pace; nevertheless, unemployment rate jumped to 6.1 percent in 
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2017-18 from 2.2 percent in 2012. The situation was almost similar for the social groups across all states. In the working age group 
(15-64 years) the unemployment rate has remained at 7.5 percent for all social groups. 

 
Table. 1 State-wise Unemployment Level among Social Groups in India (Age Group 15-64) 
States ST SC OBC Others States ST SC OBC Others 
A & N Island 19.3 9.7 17.3 17.1 Lakshadweep 22.4 ---- 0 0 
Andhra Pradesh 3.9 6.8 5.5 6.5 Madhya Pradesh 3.1 5.6 5.5 6.7 
Arunachal Pradesh 8.3 12.3 8.2 5.3 Maharashtra 4.1 7.5 4 5.9 
Assam 8.1 8.9 8.6 10.4 Manipur 13.5 10.1 9.6 9.3 
Bihar 3.9 8.3 8.1 9.1 Meghalaya 2.2 0 0 5.8 
Chandigarh 11.1 12.9 6 10.5 Mizoram 13.3 18.8 14.3 0 
Chhattisgarh 3 5.4 3.3 5.8 Nagaland 23.4 0 50 10 
D & N Haveli 2.5 0 2 0 Odisha 4.5 9.7 8.6 8.8 
Daman & Diu 3.3 0 3.4 6 Puducherry ---- 15.3 10.5 12.8 
Delhi 20 10.8 10.6 9 Punjab 22.2* 9.1 9.4 7.2 
Goa 11.6 0 12.8 13.1 Rajasthan 4.2 7 5.6 7.8 
Gujarat 3.9 7.8 5.8 4.3 Sikkim 4.3 3.1 3.8 6.7 
Haryana 4.3 5.9 6.4 9.6 Tamil Nadu 6.9 9.2 8.2 8 
Himachal Pradesh 12.6 3.9 7.1 3.5 Telangana 5.6 10.9 8.4 8.7 
Jammu & Kashmir 7.7 6.5 9.6 7.9 Tripura 6.8 10.7 7.3 8.9 
Jharkhand 7.1 11.1 9.6 10.1 Uttar Pradesh 6 7.1 6.6 7.9 
Karnataka 4 6 5.4 5.6 Uttrakhand 12 6.9 10.7 8.5 
Kerala 9.3 10.1 14.5 11.6 West Bengal 3.5 6 6.6 6.7 
All India 7.5 7.5 7.3 7.5  

 Source: Author’s Calculation from PLFS, 2019 Unit Level Data 
 

The major and developed states like Maharashtra (7.5 percent), Gujarat (7.8 percent), Tamil Nadu (9.1 percent), Andhra 
Pradesh (6.8 percent), Karnataka (6.0 percent), Himachal Pradesh (12.6 percent) and Arunachal Pradesh (12.3 percent) witnessed a 
higher unemployment rate among Scheduled Castes (see table.1) compared to other social groups. The socially advantageous group 
(Others category) to have a higher level of unemployment in the states like Assam (10.4 percent), Bihar (9.1 percent), Haryana (9.6 
percent), Madhya Pradesh (6.7 percent), Rajasthan (7.8 percent), Uttar Pradesh (7.9 percent) and West Bengal (6.7 percent). The OBC 
too has a higher unemployment level than other social groups in states like Kerala (14.5 percent), Punjab (9.4 percent) and J & K (9.6 
percent) as per PLFS round report, 2019. It has been observed that the large states which are also developed have a higher number of 
unemployed scheduled castes in the state. The states with moderately developed have more ‘Others Category’ people who are being 
unemployed. The high level of unemployment of different social groups in respective states also shows a low level of Human 
development for these social groups.  

 
The prime reason for the high unemployment rate is the inability to create jobs for the literate ones. The educated individuals 

belonging to developed states have a higher probability of being unemployed. According to Bairagya (2018), “This could be beacuse 
developed states account for a large number of educated people compared to developing and underdeveloped states because their 
social sectors such as education and health are better developed, and also because of in-migration of educated people, which creates 
more supply of educated labour for better paying jobs than the demand for such jobs”. The situation is similar in low developed states 
which have low employment rates among all social groups (except Schedule Tribe) due to less education and health facilities. 

 
3. Rural-Urban Scenario 

The employment survey data shows a downward trend in workforce participation from 1993-94 to 2017-18. No doubt, there 
is a fall in the workforce but it is varied in magnitude for all the social groups in the country which is resulting in a rise in the 
unemployment rate shows a rising trend for the social groups in both rural and urban sector. The rural males have a higher 
employment rate compared to rural females during all periods (see Table.2). On the contrary, the unemployment rate has increased 
higher for rural males compared to rural females. Though, the trend shows an upward movement in unemployment for both rural 
males and females. In the schedule caste group the rural males and females show an upward trend in unemployment from 1993-94 to 
2017-18 but in the urban areas the unemployment rate is falling in the corresponding period except 2017-18.  
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Among the social groups, the ‘Other’ category has witnessed a higher rise in unemployment rate for both rural males and 
females than Schedule tribe, Schedule caste and other backward classes in the whole study period. The urban sector too shows a 
similar male-female employment gap as in the rural sector. Despite the better urban female literacy rate than the rural sector, the 
employment rate for females is lesser than the urban male. The survey data shows a steep jump in the unemployment rate in 2017-18 
for both rural and urban male-female labour force. The unemployment rate has increased for all social groups in the urban sector. 
Though among the urban males, the Scheduled caste male has a higher unemployment rate (8.2% in 2017-18) compared to other 
social categories (see Table.2). 

 
Table.2 Employment & Unemployment rate (%) according to usual status (ps+ss) for different social groups 

rural 
male 

Years 1993-94 1999-2000 2004-05 2009-10 2011-12 2017-18 
Schedule Tribe 59.1 ( 0.8 ) 55.8 ( 1.1 ) 56.2 ( 1.1 ) 55.9 ( 1.7 ) 55.7 ( 1.3 ) 53.8 (6.6 ) 
Scheduled Caste 55.4 ( 1.2 ) 53.1 ( 1.8 ) 54.5 ( 1.7 ) 54.8 ( 1.7 ) 53.9 ( 2 ) 52.3 ( 7.7 ) 
Other Backward 
Class - ( - ) 53.2 ( 1.5 ) 53.7 ( 1.5 ) 54 ( 1.4 ) 53.8 ( 1.7 ) 50.5 ( 6.5 ) 

Others 54.7 ( 1.6 ) 52 ( 2.3 ) 55.7 ( 2 ) 55.2 ( 2 ) 55.2 ( 1.8 ) 52.2 ( 6.9 ) 
All 55.3 ( 1.4 ) 53.1 ( 1.8 ) 54.6 ( 1.6 ) 54.7 ( 1.6 ) 54.3 ( 1.7 ) 51.7 ( 6.8 ) 

rural 
female 

Years 1993-94 1999-2000 2004-05 2009-10 2011-12 2017-18 
Schedule Tribe   48.2 ( 0.3 ) 43.8 ( 0.5 ) 46.4 ( 0.4 ) 35.9 ( 0.9 ) 36.4 ( 1.1 ) 27 ( 6.8) 
Scheduled Caste 35.5 ( 0.4 ) 32.5 ( 0.6 ) 33.3 ( 1.4 ) 26.9 ( 1.5 ) 26.2 ( 1.4 ) 17.4 ( 5.1 ) 
Other Backward 
Class - ( - ) 30.2 ( 1 ) 33 ( 1.9 ) 26.7 ( 1.4 ) 23.9 ( 1.7 ) 16.8 ( 6.2 ) 

Others 29.7 ( 1 ) 22.3 ( 2.2 ) 26.2 ( 2.9 ) 19.9 ( 2.5 ) 20.1 ( 2.4 ) 14.1 ( 7.3 ) 
All 32.8 ( 0.8 ) 29.7 ( 1 ) 32.7 ( 1.8 ) 26.1 ( 1.6 ) 24.8 ( 1.7 ) 17.5 ( 6.3 ) 

urban 
male 

Years 1993-94 1999-2000 2004-05 2009-10 2011-12 2017-18 
Schedule Tribe 52 ( 4.7 ) 48 ( 4.4 ) 52.3 ( 2.9 ) 51 ( 4.4 ) 52 ( 3.4 ) 49.9 (11 ) 
Scheduled Caste 50.5 ( 4.6 ) 50.3 ( 5.1 ) 53.7 ( 5.5 ) 55 ( 3.1 ) 54.5 ( 3.2 ) 52.5 ( 9.5 ) 
Other Backward 
Class - ( - ) 53 ( 4 ) 55.4 ( 3.3 ) 54.3 ( 2.8 ) 54.6 ( 2.5 ) 53.2 ( 8.0 ) 

Others 52.3 ( 3.9 ) 51.8 ( 4.8 ) 55 ( 3.7 ) 54.2 ( 2.7 ) 54.9 ( 3.4 ) 53.1 ( 7.1 ) 
All 52.1 ( 4 ) 51.8 ( 4.6 ) 54.9 ( 3.8 ) 54.3 ( 2.8 ) 54.6 ( 3 ) 53 ( 8.1 ) 

urban 
female 

Years 1993-94 1999-2000 2004-05 2009-10 2011-12 2017-18 
Schedule Tribe 23.4 ( 1.7 ) 20.4 ( 2.8 ) 24.5 ( 3.4 ) 20.3 ( 4.3 ) 19.2 ( 4.8 ) 17 ( 17.0 ) 
Scheduled Caste 19.9 ( 4.4 ) 18.5 ( 3.1 ) 20 ( 4.6 ) 17.8 ( 4.2 ) 17.2 ( 4.5 ) 17.2 ( 12.3 ) 
Other Backward 
Class - ( - ) 15.9 ( 5.4 ) 18.5 ( 6.7 ) 14.5 ( 6.2 ) 15.1 ( 4.7 ) 14.3 ( 15.3 ) 

Others 14.5 ( 6.9 ) 10.8 ( 7.7 ) 13.4 ( 8.5 ) 11.3 ( 6.2 ) 12.9 ( 6.3 ) 12.6 ( 15.9 ) 
All 15.5 ( 6.2 ) 13.9 ( 5.4 ) 16.6 ( 6.9 ) 13.8 ( 5.7 ) 14.7 ( 5.2 ) 14.2 ( 15.2 ) 

Source: Periodic Labour Force Survey, 2019 Figures in parenthesis is unemployment rate 
 

The story is the same for the scheduled caste in other survey rounds too. In the case of urban females, the females belonging 
to the ‘Others’ category have a higher unemployment rate (11.2% in 2017-18) compared to other social groups. The other main 
observation from the study comes out that the position of female rural labour is better than the urban female labour. There can be 
various reasons for the phenomenon like there are many instances where the urban female is more educated and hence she is not ready 
to do a less qualified job or she anticipates a job which is related to her acquired education. The other reason is the supplementary role 
of the female in terms of work. Most of the females don’t feel a need to work as their spouse is earning well or the family income is 
sufficient. The contribution of the female labour force in the family is expected to be supplementary not as a bread-winner. In the rural 
areas, the story is different as the family income is low in rural areas, hence the females have to work to supplement the income for the 
survival of the family. 

 
4. Educated Unemployed vs. Uneducated Unemployed 
 There is a growing concern among the academicians and intellectuals about the unemployment among the literates. There are 
various instances where there is a lack of demand for skilled and educated workers, mismatch in aspirations of educated workers and  
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Table.3 Educational Attainment wise Unemployment Level among Social Groups in India 
Education-al Level ST SC OBC Others ST SC OBC Others 
  RM UM RM UM RM UM RM UM RF U F RF U F RF U F RF U F 
Illiterate      0.9 0.9 2.0 3.0 1.3 2.4 1.8 2.9 0.3 0.7 0.4 0.5 0.1 0.8 0.3 2.0 
below  
primary 1.6 1.8 2.4 3.6 1.4 3.5 0.6 2.5 0.8 0.0 0.0 2.1 1.3 0.4 0.5 0.7 

Primary 2.7 5.9 4.1 5.5 3.0 2.8 3.1 4.6 2.6 1.6 1.0 1.4 1.6 2.2 0.9 3.6 

Middle 7.0 8.6 6.8 7.2 5.3 5.4 5.8 6.1 7.2 12.
8 6.0 8.1 4.9 4.9 4.8 9.8 

secondary 7.1 10.
5 8.7 7.8 6.0 6.3 6.8 5.8 10.

8 
16.
7 8.8 13.

7 7.6 11.
3 5.5 14.

4 

higher secondary 12.
9 

12.
0 

13.
7 

14.
3 

10.
1 

10.
7 

10.
6 8.5 22.

5 
20.
5 

17.
4 

19.
9 

19.
8 

23.
6 

15.
7 

19.
2 

diploma/ 
certificate 

14.
3 

20.
3 

29.
7 

20.
6 

26.
3 

13.
9 

25.
5 

10.
8 

34.
8 

13.
6 

27.
7 

32.
8 

31.
9 

35.
9 

25.
4 

22.
4 

graduate 21.
1 

18.
3 

21.
8 

20.
3 

22.
1 

15.
9 

13.
2 

10.
2 

36.
7 

28.
4 

36.
5 

32.
8 

39.
1 

35.
7 

31.
8 

23.
4 

postgraduate and 
above 

11.
4 

17.
2 

20.
3 

13.
4 

16.
6 

11.
6 

19.
7 7.9 37.

8 
23.
8 

44.
2 

35.
7 

41.
5 

26.
0 

33.
3 

20.
3 

Total 6.6 11.
0 7.7 9.5 6.5 8.0 6.9 7.1 6.8 17.

0 5.1 12.
3 6.2 15.

3 7.3 15.
9 

Source: Author’s Calculation from PLFS, 2019 Unit Level Data 
 
availability of suitable job opportunities may lead to insecurity among job seekers and may also result in unemployment among the 
educated class. The unemployment among the labour force educated up to higher secondary, graduates and post-graduates is higher 
than the overall unemployment among all classes (see table.2). Overall, the unemployment level is higher for urban areas and females 
compared to rural areas and males. Among females, the unemployment rate is higher for urban females. The Scheduled tribes’ males 
in both rural and urban areas have positive relation between unemployment and education attainment. Among the graduates, Other 
Backward Classes have the highest amount of unemployment among rural males (22.1 percent) and Scheduled Caste urban males 
have the highest unemployment (20.3 percent). Among females, the unemployed rate is highest for OBC rural female graduates (39.1 
percent) followed by ST rural females (36.7 percent). In the post-graduate and above category, the unemployment level is higher for 
SC rural females (44.2 percent) followed by OBC rural females (41.5 percent). The unemployment level is higher for urban females 
for SC, OBC and Others who are literate up to above secondary.  
 

 
Source: ibid 
 

The unemployment level shows an increasing trend with an increase in education level. The gravity of the situation can be 
observed by the fact that the unemployment level is more in ‘graduate’ compared to the unemployment in the ‘higher secondary level’ 
category.  
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The key point is that unemployment is found among the educated labour force in a larger magnitude compared to the 
uneducated labour force. It is interesting to see that most of the workforce of illiterates are engaged in work as own account workers 
and casual workers which require less education and skill (see Figure.1). One of the reasons for the higher unemployment rate among 
the educated as against the uneducated is that the educated do not take up informal jobs such as own account work, casual wage 
labour, helper in household enterprises, and so on (Bairagya, 2018). The regular jobs are not able to absorb the educated workforce 
entirely. Hence, it raises a question on the perception that attaining higher education creates more occupation opportunities for people. 

 
5. Unemployment among Youth 

The unemployment rates show an upward movement for all the social groups across all age groups. Importantly, the young 
age group of 15-19 and 20-24 shows a higher unemployment rate in 2017-18 compared to 1999-2000. The rural unemployment across 
all social groups in the young age group of 20-24 shows high unemployment (ST-8.1 percent, SC-9.4 percent, OBC-9.9 percent and 
Others-11.1 percent) in 2017-18. The urban unemployment for the same age group shows higher figures for socially disadvantage 
groups. 
Table.4 Age-wise rural-urban unemployment rate (UR) according to usual status (ps+ss) for different social groups in India 
Year 1999-2000 2017-18 

Social 
Group 

Scheduled 
Tribe 

Scheduled 
Caste 

Other 
Backward 
Class 

Others Scheduled 
Tribe 

Scheduled 
Caste 

Other 
Backward 
Class 

Others 

Age Group R U R U R U R U R U R U R U R U 
15-19 1.8 3.7 2.4 4.4 2.1 3.6 2.3 3.7 5.4 3.1 5.3 5.4 3.5 3.4 3.8 3.2 

20-24 1.9 6.9 3.1 7.6 3.1 6.4 4.9 7.8 8.1 8.8 9.4 12.
6 9.9 12.

2 11.1 10.
7 

25-29 0.9   3.9 1.8 3.9 1.4 4.9 3.4 5.1 3.3 8.1 5.3 8.6 5.3 8.6 6.3 8.8 
30-34 0.4 1.5 0.5 1.6 0.6 1.7 0.9 1.6 0.6 4.2 1.2 3.4 1.3 3.4 2.4 3.1 
35-39 0.3 0 0.1 0.7 0.2 0.6 0.5 1 0.2 1 0.4 1.6 0.8 1.6 0.8 1.8 
40-44 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.2 0.2 0.5 0.1 0.6 0.1 1.1 0.2 0.8 0.2 0.8 0.2 1.5 
45-49 0.1 0.5 0.1 0.2 0 0.2 0.1 0.5 0.1 0.4 0.7 0.5 0.2 0.8 0.5 1 
50-54 0 0.9 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.3 0 0.3 0.1 0.1 0.2 0.6 0.5 0.7 0.2 0.5 
55-59 0 0 0.1 0.1 0 0.1 0 0.2 0 0.4 0.3 0.9 0.2 0.6 0.4 0.7 
60 & above 0 0 0.1 0 0 0 0 0 0 1.3 0.5 0.4 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.3 
Source: Author’s Calculation unit level data from NSSO 55th Round & Periodic Labour Force Survey, 2019       *R=Rural, *U=Urban 
  

One way to see this situation is that this study age group may be attaining education and hence they are not working but 
going to educational institutions. If they are getting an education then it is a good sign for the economy but at the same time 
macroeconomic indicators show a decline in education expenditure. The nation would be unable to reap demographic dividends in 
absence of public funded education. Bhaduri and Patkar (2009); Kumar and Prakash (2017) explained the current pattern of growth 
and observed high growth is anti-development in nature causing fewer job generation in the economy and reducing the living 
standards of the poor section of the society. The major concern is the unemployment rate among the ‘young workforce’ group i.e. 
(people falling in 25-29 to 35-39 age group) which contributes to the major chunk of the labour force. There has been a substantial rise 
in the unemployment rate under this age group. The most active a productive age group isn’t being utilized in the economy. This 
comparison poses an alarming situation in front of the policymakers who are advocating the campaigns like ‘start-up India, make in 
India and Skill India’. The beneficiaries of these campaigns are not benefitting from the economic growth. This leads to the two major 
questions, if growth happened, is there any sign of employment generation. Secondly, if the growth happened then is it inclusive? If 
the growth is experienced by the economy then it would have raised the income level of the existing workers, not the profits of the 
‘bourgeoisie’.  

 
6. Findings, Policy Recommendations and Conclusion 

The study finds a high level of illiteracy among the workers in schedule tribes, schedule castes and other backward classes. 
Moreover, the employment rate is high among the illiterates and less literates. This shows the nature of work that has been generated 
for these workers. The jobs which require less skill are being generated in the economy and these jobs are done by a less educated 
workforce. Fewer jobs are being generated which requires better skills and educated persons than the jobs with fewer skills and less 
educated persons. The other main issue which is quite evident is the growing unemployment rate among the labour force. The 
unemployment rate is higher for males compared to females in both rural and urban sectors. Though, the unemployment rate of rural 
females is much lesser than the urban females.  
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All these issues cry for strong and effective policy measures on the part of policy makers. An adequate focus should be given 
to the problem of illiteracy among workers and efforts should be made to enhance the educational level among the workers. This will 
not only raise their understanding about work but also help them to better their living conditions by getting a wage hike due to their 
enhanced educational level. The other issue of unemployment among the labour force is a worrying factor, especially in the last five 
years the employment generation capacity has deteriorated. The industries which require more labour must be given subsidies and tax 
exemptions rather than giving it to large, capital intensive firms. The employability capacities of small units are higher than the large 
industrial units. The problem of ‘missing half’ (low female work participation) is also there in the work force participation. The trend 
results hardly show substantial rise in female employment for all social groups. Female centric work units like‘BharatiyaMahila Bank’ 
should be boosted to promote female work participation.  

 
Minimum wages for the casual workers should fix so that they can maintain a decent lifestyle and develop. Social security 

arrangements must be assured by the employer for the casual workers. The low earning self-employed should also be covered under 
the canopy of social security though various income guarantees and insurance schemes for all social groups. 

 
In nutshell, the economy cannot work to its optimum level until all the sections of society are not working at an equal pace. 

All social groups must work in tandem so that higher growth and development can be achieved. Much progress has been done to 
achieve the goal of equal job opportunities for all sections but still the results are far from the desired outcome. The first problem 
which is imperative to answer is how the employment will be generated and the second is for whom it will be generated? All the 
section should get their employment share in all the sectors of the economy.  
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