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The Global Professional
Demographic Change and the Rise of India

ARVIN D PANAGARIYA

S
peaking to the young and aspiring students at St.
Xavier's College in Mumbai during his maiden
visit to India, US President Barack Obama
noted, "The United States does not just believe,
as some people say, that India is a rising power;

we believe that India has already risen." As the author of a
recent book titled India: The Emerging Giant, I was no less
delighted at the President's statement than his audience
at St. Xavier's.

How are we to explain this surprisingly
rapid recognition of India as a global power? No
doubt, the potential of India as an economic power
is the most important factor. During the last seven
years, India's GDP has grown between 11 to 12
percent in real US dollars. Making the conservative
assumption that the country's GDP will continue
to grow 10 percent per annum in real dollars in the
next fifteen years, the economy will snowball from
its current size of US$1.3 trillion to US$5.5 trillion
by 2025. Also relevant to the President's estimation
is the recent aggressive posturing by China and
increasingly acquiescent behavior of Japan. The
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United States now sees democratic India as the
power likely to balance the future power equation
in the region.

But these factors remain partial explanations for
the rise of India. A central element making India
what it is today is the emergence of a highly suc-
cessful educated elite. This elite forms an integral
part of the ever-expanding global workforce and
entrepreneurial class.

The Ubiquitous Indian Professional in the US
A key factor shaping the perceptions of India and

Indians around the world, especially in the United States,
has been the rise of the professional Indian—including
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many first-generation immigrants—in nearly every field.
While the presence of Indians outside India is not new,
their phenomenal success is. In the last 15 years, their
influence and visibility in the technology and finance in-
dustries, higher educadon, and even polidcs have grown
unlike those of any other single group.

Consider some broad facts on how Indians stack
up against the general population in the United
States. According to the 2009 American Community
Survey, out of a total population of 307 million
in the United States, 2.6 million currently report
themselves as having exclusively Asian-Indian
origin. Only 27.9 percent among these Indians
are native born compared with 87.5 percent of the
general population. This means that Indians in the
United States are predominantly first-generation
immigrants. Within the population group aged 2 5
years or more, 71 percent of Indians hold a bach-
elor's or higher degree compared with 28 percent
of the entire population. The proportionate differ-
ence is even larger when we consider the holders of
graduate or professional degrees: 39 percent among
Indians compared with 10 percent of the general
population.

The occupational structure and median in-
comes exhibit an analogous split between Indians
in the United States and the US population as
a whole. Among civilians aged 16 years or more
and employed, 67 percent of Indians report
being in "management,
professional, and related
occupations" compared
with only 33 percent of
the general population.
Median annual income
among Indian households
stands at US$90,429 rela-
tive to US$50,221 among
all American households.
The median value of
owner-occupied hous-
ing units is US$367,400
among Indians relative to
US$185,200 in the gen-
eral population.

Indian entrepreneurs,
the vast majority having
received their original
training at one of the
Indian Institutes of Tech-
nology, have also made
their mark in the United
States. According to the
latest data available from
the Survey of Business
Owners, sales of Indian-
owned firms amounted to

US$88 billion in 2002. The number of these firms
rose by 34 percent between 1997 and 2002 com-
pared with 10 percent for all firms in the United
States. Revenues rose 31 percent for Indian-owned
firms compared with 21 percent for all firms over
this period.

In engineering and technology firms, Indian
entrepreneurs played an even more prominent role.
According to a Duke University study, Indian entre-
preneurs had a 26 percent share in the immigrant-
founded engineering and technology companies
that earned US$1 million or more in revenues and
employed 20 or more workers between 1995 and
2005. This share was larger than that of immigrants
from the United Kingdom, China, Taiwan, and
Japan combined.

Even these impressive statistics understate the
visibility Indians have achieved at the top of virtu-
ally every profession. In academia, distinguished
Indian professors can be found in almost all fields
at the top dozen US universities, including math-
ematics, physics, chemistry, engineering, computer
science, economics, medicine, business, and history.
Indian business executives hold top positions in
such leading corporations as Citigroup, PepsiCo,
Hewlett Packard, MasterCard, Deutsche Bank,
Cisco Systems, Motorola, and Adobe Systems. In-
dians in the Silicon Valley have been key drivers of
the information technology industry. In journalism.

Outstanding Outcomes

Business Outcomes by Country of Origin
Canada and the United States, 2000-2001
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Indian Immigrants
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RAND Population Research Center; 2009
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Indians can be found running their own programs
on powerful outlets such as CNN and occupying
prominent positions on the staffs of leading newspa-
pers, magazines, and radio programs. Indians have
also distinguished themselves in such fields as mu-
sic, fiction, arts and entertainment, and politics.

Indian medical professionals have, of course,
been in the US consciousness for several decades
now. Few living in the United States, whether on

eminent Atul Gwande of Harvard Medical School
and Sanjay Gupta of CNN, both of whom earned
their degrees in the United States.

Finally, it is important to mention the enor-
mous prominence Indian professional women have
achieved in the United States and worldwide. This
is best illustrated by a recent list of the world's top
50 businesswomen that the Financial Times recently
published. Atop this list, appearing on the cover

"In what may be called the phenomenon of reverse stereotyp-

ing, US companies, especially in areas of engineering, man-

agement, and information technology, have come to consider

having Indian faces on their teams a key to success."

the coasts or in the interior of the country, have page of the supplement that the Financial Times
gone without encountering an Indian medical issued, was first-generation Indian immigrant In-
provider some time in their lives. According to a dra Nooyi, chairwoman and CEO of PepsiCo. And
2005 study published in the New England Journal Nooyi was not an isolated phenomenon: no less than
of Medicine, physicians with medical degrees from six Indian women were among this elite group.
India account for 20 percent of the international In what may be called the phenomenon of
medical graduates working in the United States. reverse stereotyping, US companies, especially in
They also account for a hefty five percent of the areas of engineering, management, and information
total number of physicians in the United States. technology, have come to consider having Indian
These figures do not include the children of In- faces on their teams a key to success. A recent Intel
dian immigrants in the United States, such as the television commercial best illustrates this point.

Two years ago, the micro-
• k. • processor giant decided to

Measuring Migration feature its employees in
~ ~ ~ its television commercials.

Estimated Overseas Indian Population, by Region The first person it chose to
feature in such a commer-

1. K089^5 cial was Ajay Bhatt, the co-
^ ^ ^ ^ H inventor of the USB port,
g ^ ^ ^ H who had received his first
= ^ ^ ^ H engineering degree at the
^ ^ ^ ^ H Maharaja Sayajirao Univer-
w 10 ^ ^ ^ H ^ sity of Baroda in India. To
.0 ^^^^H be absolutely sure that his
j5 8 ^ ^ ^ ^ 1 Indian origins would not
g- ^ ^ ^ H ,,Annnn be lost upon the audience,
°- c ^ ^ ^ H ^ ^ a ^ ^ cnfoon Intel even replaced the real
.S ^^^^H ^^^^H ^^^^B Dhatt by an Indian actor
J . ^^^H ^^^H ^^^H with a distinctly Indian
13 ~^^H ^^H ^^H '.^s,A\a•) moustache.
<u ^^^H ^^^H ^^^H 2,784,182 „, ., ... . J
£ ^^^^H ^^^H ^ ^ ^ H HHHi visibility attained
> ^ ^^^M-~~^^^H- ^ ^ ^ H ^ ^ ^ H ^^ Indians in the United

^ ^ ^ H ^ ^ ^ H ^ ^ ^ 1 ^ ^ ^ H ^^^i States has permitted them to
0 ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ have an effective voice in the

Asia Europe Americas Africa Oceania political process. This was
Region best illustrated during the

MinistVy ôf'o'vêrseas Indian AffaVs;'2Ô09 negotiations for the India-
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United States nuclear cooperation agreement.
Well-funded lobbying efforts by Indian-Americans
successfully countered the non-proliferation
groups, pro-Pakistan lobbies, and the conventional
opponents within the State Department to accom-
plish this agreement. Indian-Americans organized
fundraising events for prominent politicians and
briefings on Capitol Hill. They lobbied Congress-
men and their staff by phone and written petitions
to muster the necessary votes for the deal.

In the end, the nuclear deal proved the most
important stepping-stone to the visit by President
Obama, which heralded the emergence of India as
a global power. Those who remember the single-
minded effort by the Clinton
administration to get India
to sign the Comprehensive
Test Ban Treaty in the 1990s
would recall how important a
stumbling block the nuclear
issue had been in the de-
velopment of friendly ties
between the United States
and India. The nuclear co-
operation treaty removed
that stumbling block once
and for all.

Workers Around the Globe
The presence of Indian

professionals is not limited
to the United States. Their
influence extends to other
parts of the world as well,
especially in English-speak-
ing countries. Non-resident
Indian (NRIs), defined as
including Indian citizens liv-

the local population in the United Arab Emirates
(UAE). According to a 2008 study conducted by
Agency for Developing Human Resources and Re-
cruiting UAE Nationals, Indians account for 42.5
percent ofthe UAE workforce. Indians also have a
significant presence in Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, Oman,
Bahrain, and Qatar. Closer to home, within Asia,
large Indian populations exist in Nepal, Malaysia,
Burma, Sri Lanka, and Singapore.

As India gains prominence globally, these Indi-
ans abroad will effectively become the face of India
in the countries of their residence. They will also be
helpful in promoting good relations between their
resident countries and India. In turn, such rela-

Indian migrant workers enjoy a day off at the Marina Bay Sands resort in Singapore
on August 7,2010.The Indian Ministry of External Affairs estimates that Singapore
hosts 217,000 PIOs (Person of Indian Origin) and 90,000 Indian citizens.

ing abroad and persons of Indian-origin born and
living outside India, are spread all over the world
and estimated to be more than 20 million. In the
fiscal year 2009-2010 (April 1, 2009 to March 31,
2010), remittances from overseas Indians into India
amounted to an impressive US$52 billion, or almost
five percent of India's GDP.

Numbering approximately 1.5 million, Indians
are the single largest ethnic minority population
in the United Kingdom. The country's richest
resident, Lakshmi Mittal of Mittal Steel, is an In-
dian citizen. According to a 2007 Joseph Rowntree
Eoundation report, British Indians formed the eth-
nic minority group with the lowest poverty rates.
Indians also have a significant presence in Canada,
Australia, and New Zealand.

Indians have a particularly large presence in the
oil-rich Middle Eastern countries. They number
more than a million and form a third or more of

tions even with small countries can yield a concrete
dividend in terms of votes for Indian candidates in
forums such as the United Nations. Warming of
ties between India on the one hand and countries
such as the United Kingdom and the UAE can be
partially attributed to the role played by Indian
communities in these nations.

Impending Demographic Transition and India
Insofar as one can predict the future, the con-

tribution of the global Indian professional to the
rise of India will significantly expand over the next
fifteen years. The Indian economy is expected to
expand fourfold during this period. This will, by
itself, make professionals possessing an intimate
knowledge of India valuable. Much more impor-
tantly, Indian professionals will be able to fill a void
likely to be created by the impending demographic
transition in the forthcoming years. Because de-
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mographic change with respect to the workforce
depends on the existing population below working
age, predictions on it are quite reliable.

According to "Population Eacts," issued by the
United Nations Population Division in November
2010, international migrants today represent 12.6
percent of the developed country working-age
population, which consists of people aged 20 to
64. There is a consensus that in the coming years,
the proportion of working-age individuals in the
total population will sharply decline in developed
countries, further expanding the scope for migrant
workers. Given that China is also expected to age
due to its one-child policy, in effect since 1979,
India is left as the only large country capable of
filling the void.

Table 1 provides some demographic data com-
puted from the projections by the Population Divi-
sion of the United Nations Department of Social
and Economic Affairs. The first point to note is
that in developed countries, the proportion of the
working population to the total population will
decline from 61 to 58 percent between 2010 and
2025. The proportion will also marginally decline
in China from 64 to 63 percent over the same pe-

Table I
Demographic Transition and India: 2010-25

In millions unless otherwise specified

Age group

Developed Countries

20-39

20-49

20-64

All ages

20-64 as % of All Ages

China

20-39

20-49

20-64

All ages

20-64 as % of All Ages

India

20-39

20-49

20-64

All Ages

20-64 as % of All Ages

2010

343

521

761

1237

61.5

433

655

867

1354

64

390

526

659

1214

54.3

2025

311

484

737

1277

57.7

403

592

909

1453

62.6

469

656

850

1431

59.4

Change

-32

-37

-24

40

-3.8

-30

-63

42

99

-1.5

79

131

191

217

5.1

United Nations; 2009

riod. On the other hand, it will rise in India from
54 to 59 percent.

The second point to note is that the working
population is expected to age in both developed
countries and China, while it is predicted to get
younger in India. Workers aged 20 to 49 years are
expected to decline by 37 million in developed
countries and 63 million in China between 2010 and
2025. In India, they are predicted to increase by a
gigantic 131 million. Within the 20 to 49 age group,
India will come to account for 19 percent of the
world population by 2025, relative to 14 percent for
the developed countries and 17 percent for China.
No matter how we look at it, India is extremely
well-positioned demographically to be the source
of a very large, mobile, global workforce.

Can India Deliver?
Being demographically well-positioned is nec-

essary but not sufficient to convert the potential
populace into an actual global workforce, however.
While India has some factors working in its favor,
there remains one important question: Can India
carry out a wholesale reform of its higher educa-
tion system, necessary to ensure that a substantial
part of its burgeoning young population receives
quality education?

India has had a longstanding intellectual tradi-
tion dating back three to four millennia, when the
Vedas were originally composed. Indians today con-
tinue to value education, with the poor often seeing
it as the only realistic way out of poverty for their
children. Whereas Mao Zedong almost entirely
wiped out China's higher education system during
the Cultural Revolution of 1966-1968, India has
had an uninterrupted history of modern universi-
ties since 1857, when the Universities of Calcutta,
Mumbai, and Madras were founded. After indepen-
dence, political pressures led to the carving out of
the states along linguistic lines, and the hostility
among them toward each other's languages ironical-
ly but fortuitously led to the acceptance of English
as the common language of communication between
states. At independence, India also strengthened
the higher education system, institutionalizing it
along the prevailing British lines. Above all, because
the then Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru saw sci-
ence, technology, and industrialization as the keys
to modernization, India also opened and nurtured
some world-class institutions of higher learning
in technology and management, most notably the
aforementioned Indian Institutes of Technology
(IITs) and Indian Institutes of Management (IIMs).
An extremely large proportion of the highly suc-
cessful Indians in the United States has come from
the IITs and IIMs. During the six decades following
independence, the education system in India also
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expanded considerably at all levels.
Despite these favorable features, the higher

education system in India is today subject to serious
deficiencies, unfortunately. At the purely quantita-
tive level, it has been unable to keep up with the
demand. The gross enrollment ratio in higher edu-
cation, which measures the number of individuals
going to college as the percentage of college-age
population, has risen from a low of 10 percent in
2000 to a little below 13 percent currently. Of 113
million individuals aged 20 to 24, only 14 million
are currently in colleges and universities. The
story is similar along the quality dimension: the QS
World University Rankings,
which are designed to assess
the all-around quality of uni-
versities across all disciplines
and levels, listed no Indian
university in its list of top
100 worldwide. India does
have institutions of excel-
lence in teaching in the IITs
and IIMs, but they are not
full-fledged universities.

Owing to both the short-
age of quality education in
India outside of the IITs and
IIMs and the near absence
of world-class training at
the Ph.D. level, with the
Indian Institute of Science
in Bangalore being perhaps
the only exception, bright
Indian students have increas-
ingly sought higher educa-
tion abroad in the United
States, United Kingdom,
and Australia. According to
the "Open Doors Report 2010" published by the
Institute of International Education, there were
104,897 students from India in the United States in
2009-2010 in total, with 65 percent of them being
graduate students. A recent article in Time magazine
placed the number of Indian students in Australian
colleges and universities at 93,000. According to a
Times of India article, the number of fresh visas for
entry into UK colleges in 2010 alone was 57,500
compared with 32,000 for the United States. This
suggests that the number of Indian students study-
ing in the United Kingdom is likely to be in excess
of 100,000.

Putting these numbers together, approximately
300,000 bright young Indians currently study in
foreign universities. While this is an impressive
figure, far too many of 113 million Indians aged
20 to 24 in 2010 went without higher education.
With the number of Indians aged 20 to 24 predicted

to rise to 123 million by 2025, absent fundamental
reforms, the problem of lack of access to higher
education and wasted talent will be exacerbated.

If India's ambition to be a truly global power
is to be realized, it needs to substantially increase
public investment in higher education. The country
must make it attractive for private domestic and
foreign universities to enter the market on a larger
scale, allow the universities to charge reasonable
tuition fees with the government offering student
loans at generous terms, and free up the system
from the current stranglehold of the University
Grants Commission, which centrally controls al-

Indian Prime Minister Manmohan Singh (right) addresses graduates at the University
of Jammu on July 17,2007. Established in 1969, the university offers degrees in the arts,
humanities, sciences, and languages, as well as medicine, law, and management.

most all aspects of higher education today.

Conclusion
The educated Indian has played a critical role

in the rise of India as an educator, business pro-
fessional, entrepreneur, and promoter of Indian
interests abroad. But as India grows economically
and aspires to be a greater geopolitical power, it
will need to multiply the educational opportuni-
ties manifold to convert the potential demographic
dividend into effective gain. With much of the
rest of the world predicted to grow older and the
process of globalization proceeding apace, India
has the opportunity to become the major source
of the internationally-mobile, professional, global
workforce in the next fifteen years. But this will
not happen automatically: India must undertake
far-reaching reforms of its education system to
offer both a larger quantity and better quality of
higher education. IH
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