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Main Features of India’s Population 

By demographic features we mean the characteristics of population like, size, composition, diversity, 

growth and quality of population etc. To have basic understanding of the population problem of a specific 

country, one should have a complete knowledge regarding the basic features of population of that country. 

The following are features of India’s population: 

1. Large Size and Fast Growth: 
The first main feature of Indian population is its large size and rapid growth. According to 2001 census, the 

population of India is 102.87 crore. In terms of size, it is the second largest population in the world, next 

only to China whose population was 127 crore in 2001. India’s population was 23.6 crore in 1901 and it 

increased to 102.7 crore in 2001. 

In addition to its size, the rate of growth of population has been alarming since 1951. At present, India’s 

population is growing at a rate of 1.9 percent per annum; 21 million people are added every year which is 

more than the population of Australia. This situation is called population explosion and this is the result of 

high birth rate and declining death rate. 

2. Second Stage of Demographic Transition: 
According to the theory of demographic transition, the population growth of a country passes through three 

different stages as development proceeds. The first stage is characterised by high birth rate and high death 

rate. So in this stage the net growth of population is zero. Till 1921, India was in the 1st stage of 

demographic transition. 

The second stage is featured by high birth rate and declining death rate leading to the rapid growth of 

population. India entered the second stage of demographic transition after 1921. In 1921-30 India entered 

the 2nd stage, the birth rate was 464 per thousand and death rate was 363 per thousand. 

In 2000-01, birth rate was 25.8 and death rate declined to 85. This led to rapid growth of population. India is 

now passing through the second stage of demographic transition. While developed countries are in 3rd 

stage. 

3. Rapidly Rising Density: 
Another feature of India’s population is its rapidly rising density. Density of population means to the 

average number of people living per square kilometer. The density of population in India was 117 per 

square km. in 1951 which increased to 324 in 2001. This makes India one of the most densely populated 

countries of the world. This adversely affects the land-man ratio. 

India occupies 2.4 per-cent of the total land area of the world but supports 16.7 per-cent of the total world 

population. Moreover, there is no causal relationship between density of population and economic 

development of a country. For example, Japan & England having higher density can be rich and 

Afghanistan & Myanmar having lower density can be poor. However in an underdeveloped country like 

India with its low capital and technology, the rapidly rising density is too heavy a burden for the country to 

bear. 

4. Sex Ratio Composition Unfavourable to Female: 
Sex ratio refers to the number of females per thousand males. India’s position is quite different than other 

countries. For example the number of female per thousand males was 1170 in Russia, 1060 in U.K., 1050 in 

U.S.A. whereas it is 927 in India according to 1991 census. 

The sex ratio in India as 972 per thousand in 1901 which declined to 953 in 1921 and to 950 in 1931. Again, 

in 1951, sex ratio further declined to 946. In 1981, sex ratio reduced to 934 against 930 per thousand in 

1971. During 1991, sex ratio was recorded 927 per thousand. 

The sex ratio is 933 per thousand in 2001. State wise Kerala has more females than males. There are 1040 

females per thousand males. The lowest female ratio was recorded in Sikkim being 832. Among the union 

territories Andaman and Nicobar Islands has the lowest sex ratio i.e. 760. Therefore, we can conclude that 

sex ratio composition is totally unfavourable to female. 

5. Bottom heavy Age Structure: 
The age composition of Indian population is bottom heavy. It implies that ratio of persons in age group 0-14 

is relatively high. According to 2001 census, children below 14 years were 35.6%. This figure is lower than 

the figures of previous year. High birth rate is mainly responsible for large number of dependent children 



per adult. In developed countries the population of 0-14 age group is between 20 to 25%. To reduce the 

percentage of this age group, it is essential to slow down the birth rate. 

6. Predominance of Rural Population: 
Another feature of Indian population is the dominance of rural population. In 1951, rural population was 

82.7% and urban population was 17.3%. In 1991 rural population was 74.3% and urban population was 257. 

In 2001, the rural population was 72.2% and urban population was 27.8. The ratio of rural urban population 

of a country is an index of the level of industrialisation of that country. So process of urbanisation slow and 

India continues to be land of villages. 

7. Low Quality Population: 
The quality of population can be judged from life expectancy, the level of literacy and level of training of 

people. Keeping these parameters in mind, quality of population in India is low. 

(a) Low Literacy Level: 
Literacy Level in India is low. Literacy level in 1991 was 52.2% while male-female literacy ratio was 64.1 

and 39.3 percent. In 2001, the literacy rate improved to 65.4 percent out of which made literacy was 75.8 

and female literacy was 52.1 percent. There are 35 crore people in our country who are still illiterate. 

(b) Low level of Education and Training: 
The level of education and training is very low in India. So quality of population is poor. The number of 

persons enrolled for higher education as percentage of population in age group 20-25 was a percent in 1982. 

It is only one fourth of the developed countries. The number of doctors and engineers per million of 

population are 13 and 16 respectively. It is quite less as compared to advanced countries. 

(c) Low Life Expectancy: 
By life expectancy we mean the average number of years a person is expected to live. Life expectancy in 

India was 33 years. It was increased to 59 in 1991 and in 2001, life expectancy increased to 63.9. Decline in 

death rate, decline in infant mortality rate and general improvement in medical facilities etc. have improved 

the life expectancy. However life expectancy is lower in India as compared to life expectancy of the 

developed nations. Life expectancy is 80 year in Japan and 78 years in Norway. 

8. Low Work Participation Rate: 
Low proportion of labour force in total population is a striking feature of India’s population. In India, 

Labour force means that portion of population which belongs to the age group of 15-59. In other words, the 

ratio of working population to the total is referred to as work participation rate. 

This rate is very low in India in comparison to the developed countries of the world. Total working 

population was 43% in 1961 which declined to 37.6% in 1991. This position improved slightly to 39.2% in 

2001. That means total non-working population was 623 million (60.8 percent) and working population was 

402 million (39.2%). Similarly low rate of female employment and bottom-heavy age structure are mainly 

responsible for low work participation in India. 

9. Symptoms of Over-population: 
The concept of over-population is essentially a quantitative concept. When the population size of the 

country exceeds the ideal size, we call it over-population. According to T.R. Malthus, the father of 

demography, when the population of a country exceeds the means of substance available, the country faces 

the problem of over-population. 

No doubt, food production has increased substantially to 212 million tonnes but problems like poverty, 

hunger, malnutrition are still acute. Agriculture is overcrowded in rural areas of the country which is 

characterised by diminishing returns. This fact leads to the conclusion that India has symptoms of over-

population. Indian low per capita income, low standard of living, wide spread unemployment and under-

employment etc. indicate that our population size has crossed the optimum limit. 

Causes of the Rapid Growth of Population 

In India there are two possible causes of an increase in the population: 
(i) High Birth Rate and 

(ii) Low Death/ Mortality Rate 

Causes of High Birth Rate 

The birth rate in India has not declined significantly due to the number of socio-economic factors: 
Economic Factors 



The economic factors prominent amongst the determinants of population growth are discussed as 
follows: 
 

1. Poverty 

The economic cost of bearing and upbringing an additional child is less than the expected benefits 
for a poor family. An additional child in the family would mean more earning hands as the children 
start earning at a very early age and prove to be an asset for the family. Further, the 
high infant mortality rate among poors because of deficient diet, lack of medical facilities, 
unhealthy living conditions, etc causes the low survival rate. In order to ensure that some children 
survive, poor people tend to have large number of children. 
2. Predominance of Agriculture 

The agrarian country like India adopts primitive techniques of production which is mainly family 
based. Thus an additional child in the family can always be absorbed on the family land. 
3. Slow Urbanization Process 

In India the process of urbanization has not been accompanied by the social change that favors 
low birth rates. The social system and family structure of rural life seem to survive in the city and 
towns. 
Social Factors 

The social factors have contributed significantly to the high birth rate in India. These factors are 
discussed as follows: 
1. Universality of Marriage 

Marriage is both a religious and a social necessity in India especially among women. The 
universal marriage among women directly leads to high birth rate. 
2. Early Marriage of Women 

The marriage of girls take place in early years of youth, and sometimes even in childhood. 
This causes an increase in the fertility rate as women tend to have greater reproductive time span 
in case of early marriage. 
3. Religious and Social Superstitions 

Most Indians on account for religious and social attitudes prefer sons because of the belief that 
certain rites can be performed only by him and none else. Son is also looked upon to provide 
continuity to family lineage. This desire contributes to high birth rate. 
4. Lack of Social Security 

The social security schemes like old age pension, health insurance etc are not available to the 
poor masses in India. The children are expected to look after parents in the old age. The larger 
family is seen as a greater security for the parents. 
5. Illiteracy and Ignorance 

The widespread illiteracy among people in general and women in particular has caused ignorance 
about benefits of small family size and the use of devices of birth-control among the 
masses. People will not shed irrational ideas and religious superstitions like child is a god gift 
unless there is a spread of education. 
6. Joint Family System 

Joint family system prevails in many parts of the country. In the joint family system the resources 
are pooled up and expenses are shared. This system is a sort of security to the old, the invalid 
and the unemployed as each member shares the responsibility of others. The children are not 
burden on the parents individually and so pressure to limit the family size is not felt. 
7. Limited use of family planning methods 

The use of family planning methods continues to be restricted to urban areas.The facilities for 
family planning are very limited in rural areas. The non-availability of birth control devices has 
been an important contributory factor in keeping the birth rate high. Thus high birth rate in India is 
the result of a whole lot of social, economic religious and cultural factors. The social and cultural 
changes by spread of education and economic growth can be expected to bring down the high 
birth rate in India. 
Causes of Low Death/ Mortality Rate 



The decline in death rate since 1951 has been progressively sharper.The factors that contribute to 
the decline in death rate are as follows: 
1. Control of Epidemics 

In the early years of the 20th century, epidemics took a heavy toll of life in India. The increased availability 

of effective medicines and improvement of healthcare facilities have controlled the occurrence of epidemics 

like plague, small pox, malaria etc. This has contributed to substantial reduction in the death rate. 

2. Control of Famines 

Famines were almost a regular occurrence in India in the early years of planning which causes large number 

of starvation deaths.The improvement in the means of transport and communication has effectively 

managed the spread of famines. 

3. Improved Medical Facilities 

The increased investment in health and medical care facilities and development of health centers in the far-

flung rural areas has prevented deaths due to timely availability of medical aid. 

4. Impact of Economic Growth 

Economic growth of the country has a significant impact on the fall in the death rate. The improved incomes 

and living standards of people have improved their health and nutritional levels. The improvement in 

personal hygiene and sanitary conditions has prevented the spread of communicable diseases. The improved 

literacy level has created a awareness on preventive measures for better health. The life expectancy of an 

average Indian has increased. The special poverty alleviation and social welfare programmmes that aimed at 

providing basic needs such as pure drinking water, healthcare facilities, and wage employments have 

contributed to better life and lower death rate. 

 

National Population Policy (NPP) 2000: 

NPP, 2000 has laid down three objectives; immediate, medium and long term goal called 

the national socio-demographic goals. The immediate objectives are to meet the needs of 

contraception, health infrastructure, and health personnel and to provide integrated services for 

basic reproductive and child health care. The medium term objective is to lower down the total 

fertility rates to the replacement level (i.e. 2.1) by 2010. The long term objective is to achieve a 

stable population by 2045. NPP 2000 has set the following broader goals for 2010: 

 Universal access to quality contraceptive services in order to lower the total Fertility Rate to 2.1 by 

adopting small family norm. 

 To reduce Infant Mortality Rate to below 30 per thousand live births. 

 Promote delayed marriage for girls, not earlier than age 18 and preferably after 20 years of age. 

 Reduction in Maternal Mortality Rate to less than 100 per one-lakh live births. 

 Universalisation of primary education and reduction in the drop out rates at primary and secondary levels. 

 Universal immunizations of children against vaccine preventable diseases. 

 Access to information/counseling and services for fertility regulation and contraception with a wide 

basket of choices. 

NPP, 2000 has laid down the emphasis on the decentralized planning and execution of programmes and 

seek the role of NGOs and private sector to improve its implementation. The National Commission on 

Population has been set up to improve the coordination of work between the ground level machinery and 

Government. The commission will review the implementation of NPP from time to time. The policy also 

involves the promotional and motivational measures for popularizing the small family norms. 

India's Demographic Achievement 

Half a century after formulating the national family welfare programme, India has: 

 Reduced crude birth rate (CBR) from 40.8 (1951) to 24 (2008); 

 Reduced crude death rate from 27.4 in 1951 to 8 in 2008; 

 The infant mortality rate (IMR) from 146 per 1000 live births (1951) to 58 per 1000 live births (2008); 

 Quadrupled the couple protection rate (CPR) from 10.4 percent (1971) to 44 percent (1999); 



 Added 28 years to life expectancy from 37 years to 65 years in 2008 

 Achieved nearly universal awareness of the need for and methods of family planning, and 

 Reduced total fertility rate from 6.0 (1951) to 2.8 (2008) 

Measures to Control Population of India 

Population of India is quite large and rapidly increasing. One percent growth rate means an addition of 1 

crore people every year but actually speaking 2 crore persons are being adding every year. 

So effective population control measures is the need of the hour. We know that birth rate is mainly 

responsible for rapid population growth. 

Hence measures which can reduce the birth rate should be adopted. These measures can be classified into 3 

heads. 

 
A. Social Measure: 

Population explosion is a social problem and it is deeply rooted in the society. So efforts must be done to 

remove the social evils in the country. 

1. Minimum age of Marriage: 
As fertility depends on the age of marriage. So the minimum age of marriage should be raised. In India 

minimum age for marriage is 21 years for men and 18 years for women has be fixed by law. This law should 

be firmly implemented and people should also be made aware of this through publicity. 

2. Raising the Status of Women: 
There is still discrimination to the women. They are confined to four walls of house. They are still confined 

to rearing and bearing of children. So women should be given opportunities to develop socially and 

economically. Free education should be given to them. 

3. Spread of Education: 
The spread of education changes the outlook of people. The educated men prefer to delay marriage and 

adopt small family norms. Educated women are health conscious and avoid frequent pregnancies and thus 

help in lowering birth rate. 

4. Adoption: 
Some parents do not have any child, despite costly medical treatment. It is advisable that they should adopt 

orphan children. It will be beneficial to orphan children and children couples. 

5. Change in Social Outlook: 
Social outlook of the people should undergo a change. Marriage should no longer be considered a social 

binding. Issueless women should not be looked down upon. 

6. Social Security: 
More and more people should be covered under-social security schemes. So that they do not depend upon 

others in the event of old age, sickness, unemployment etc. with these facilities they will have no desire for 

more children. 

B. Economic Measures: 

The following are the economic measures: 

1. More employment opportunities: 
The first and foremost measure is to raise, the employment avenues in rural as well as urban areas. 

Generally in rural areas there is disguised unemployment. So efforts should be made to migrate unemployed 

persons from rural side to urban side. This step can check the population growth. 

2. Development of Agriculture and Industry: 
If agriculture and industry are properly developed, large number of people will get employment. When their 

income is increased they would improve their standard of living and adopt small family norms. 

3. Standard of Living: 
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Improved standard of living acts as a deterrent to large family norm. In order to maintain their higher 

standard of living people prefer to have a small family. According to A.K. Das Gupta those who earn less 

than Rs. 100 per month have on the average a reproduction rate of 3.4 children and those who earn more 

than Rs. 300 per month have a reproduction rate of 2.8 children. 

4. Urbanisation: 
It is on record that people in urban areas have low birth rate than those living in rural areas. Urbanisation 

should therefore be encouraged. 

C. Other Measures: 

The following are the other measures: 

1. Late Marriage: 
As far as possible, marriage should be solemnized at the age of 30 years. This will reduce the period of 

reproduction among the females bringing down the birth rate. The govt. has fixed the minimum marriage 

age at 21 yrs. for males and 18 yrs. for females. 

2. Self Control: 
According to some experts, self control is one of the powerful methods to control the population. It is an 

ideal and healthy approach and people should be provided to follow. It helps in reducing birth rate. 

3. Family Planning: 
This method implies family by choice and not by chance. By applying preventive measures, people can 

regulate birth rate. This method is being used extensively; success of this method depends on the availability 

of cheap contraceptive devices for birth control. According to Chander Shekher, “Hurry for the first child, 

Delay the second child and avoid the third.” 

4. Recreational Facilities: 
Birth rate will likely to fall if there are different recreational facilities like cinema; theatre, sports and dance 

etc. are available to the people. 

5. Publicity: 
The communication media like T.V., radio and newspaper are the good means to propagate the benefits of 

the planned family to the uneducated and illiterate persons especially in the rural and backward areas of 

country. 

6. Incentives: 
The govt. can give various types of incentives to the people to adopt birth control measures. Monetary 

incentives and other facilities like leave and promotion can be extended to the working class which adopts 

small family norms. 

7. Employment to Woman: 
Another method to check the population is to provide employment to women. Women should be given 

incentive to give services in different fields. Women are taking active part in competitive examinations. As 

a result their number in teaching, medical and banking etc. is increasing rapidly. In brief by taking, all there 

measures we can control the growth of population. 

 
 


