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An editorial in theBusiness Standard
(9 July 2026) spoke about ‘India’s
AgeingChallenge’. The piece pointed
out howKerala has begunplanning
for a structural shift. Coincidentally, a
friend ofmywife visited us last
month. She had lived inDubai for
many years andmoved back toKochi
a few years ago.Her fatherwas ailing
and appreciated her presence.While
inKochi, she discovered that the
Kerala healthcare systemwas highly
organised to help elderly citizens. In
fact, a healthcare teamvisited her
father every day to take care of his
medical necessities.
The story doesn’t end there. She

was requested to join a volunteer force
thatwas beingmobilised tohelp live-
alone seniorswhoneededhelp. She
had a travel beat every day, 10 seniors
to be attended towith anurse and a
junior doctor. All pro bono.
Not all seniors are inneedof such

care. There aremanywhoareperfectly
healthy andwilling to engage in some

kindofproductivework.This paper
carried anarticle (3 July 2026) about
‘TheSilver Solvers’. In the article I
cameacross an interesting term:Active
ageing.Wewill come to that in abit.
The narrative around ageing has

been changing over the last two dec-
ades. Inmy book ‘NawabsNudes
Noodles— IndiaThrough 50Years of
Advertising’, published in 2016 (Pan
Macmillan), I had dedicated a chapter
to the Silver Generation, a term that
had come into commonusage just a
decade or two ago. Theway theywere
depicted in advertising had changed,
from ‘goli khake jeeta hoon’ to
‘holiday pe jaatahoon’.
When Iwent back to thedepiction

of the elderly in Indian advertising for
the tenth anniversary edition ofmy
book, I discovered that therewere
manymorewaysmarketers are tap-
ping this SilverOpportunity today.
ClubMahindrahas launched a ‘Bliss
Membership’which offers a ten-year
termaimedat the 50+ or 60+ gener-
ationwanting to go on regular holi-
days. Then there are products like
adult diapers that used to be taboo till
a decade ago, but are nowbeing
actively promoted.
Senior living facilities are coming

up in almost all the big cities of India,
with Pune andCoimbatore having
taken an early lead. The senior care
market is also getting further seg-
mentedwith the emergence of
assisted living as a service, with com-
panies likeAthulya Senior Care
expanding their network.
What about those elders,whomay

be recent retirees, andquite agile in
their thinking?Can they be seen as an
opportunity by certain sectors? Com-
panies likeWisdomCircle are building
anetwork of domain expertswhopro-
vide fractional CXO support: Frac-
tional CMO, Fractional CFO, Fractional
CHROetc. I thought the term ‘active
ageing’ fitted this endeavourwell.
TheBusinessStandard article

spoke about howJapanhad tapped the
‘active ageing’ cohort to create awhole
slewof ‘silver industries’ in a diverse
set of domains including elder care,
assisted living, homehealthcare, elder
nutrition, grooming etc.
Kerala alreadyhas a 60+ cohort that

makes up 20.7 per cent of the total
population of the state (one infive);
TamilNadu is close behind at 16.3 per
cent. States likeUPandBihar are the
laggards in this regardwith 10.3 per
cent and 11.5 per cent. Some state gov-
ernments areworried but,whatever
maybe government influences, as an
article inTheEconomist (June 6, 2026)
argued: “Fertility seems to bedriven
by forces toopowerful for states or
religious leaders to control very easily.
… India’s fertility has beendeclining
for 70 years. The odds of a sudden
reversal are slim”.
Just aswe spoke about the popula-

tion bomb that got transmogrified to
be called thedemographic dividend, it
is possible that the ageing challenge,
too, could get transformed into a
seconddemographic dividend—as
was observed in this paper.
The seconddemographic dividend

will happenonly ifmanyplayers get
actively involved to ensure thatmore
andmore seniors embrace the ‘active
ageing’ agenda. Becoming a fractional
CXO is one route. Becoming anhonor-
ary faculty at a college or school is yet
another option. Taking an active role
in anongovernment organisation or a
RotaryClub is yet anotherway to
actively age.
Ageingposesmanychallenges and

theyare self-evident.Ageing alsooffers
opportunities for companies that can
createproducts and services for sen-
iors. For instanceSaregamaCaravaan
—digital audioplayerswithvintage
music— is a runaway success, thanks
to its terrific targeting. There aremany
more ideas tobe explored like ‘Bliss
Membership’ ofClubMahindra.
What nowneeds the attention of

companies (and policymakers) is the
opportunity offered by elders and the
way to tap the active ageingmindset.
If 60-year-olds can become a volun-
teer army to help the 80+, or volunteer
in schools to lend a helping hand to
overworked teachers, wemay actually
be able to turn a silver lining into a
silvermine.
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv
Thewriter isanauthor, independent
brandstrategistandfounderofbrand-
building.com.His latestbookis ‘Nawabs
NudesNoodles—Indiathrough60Years
ofadvertising’.Hecanbereachedat
ambimgp@brand-building.com

ambi parameswaran

Ageing challenge,
andopportunity

OPINION

surajeetdasgupta
NewDelhi, 28 July

InJune2005, twodeterminedIndian
entrepreneursplacedorders for100
Airbusplanesat theParisAirShow—
makingtheglobalaviationindustrysit
upandwatch.
RahulBhatia,whosefamilyrana

travelbusiness,convincedaninitially
reluctantKolkata-bornRakeshGangwal,
whoranUSAirways for fouryearsas
chairmanandCEO, toco-promote
IndiGoAirlines.
Thedealwasstruckaftersomehard

bargaining inmeetings inaMexicanfast-
food joint rather thanafancyrestaurant.
Theywereable tonegotiateaheftydis-
count—better thanwhatAirbusoffered
itsbestcustomers.
Bhatiahadearliermadeanabortive

attempttosetupanairlinewiththeKan-
sagras,awealthyBritish-Indianfamily,
whohadbought the licencefor theLalit
Modi-headedModiluftairline,now
defunct.TheKansagrasdidnotaccept
Bhatia’sdemandforequalequityand,
instead, launchedSpiceJetwithAjay
SinghinMay2005. IndiGolaunchedwith
anAirbusA320flightonAugust4,2006,
betweenDelhiandImphalviaGuwahati.

Thejourneysofar
Twentyyearson,IndiGowithits430-
strongfleet(one-and-a-halftimesAir
India’s) isnotonlyadominantplayerin
theIndianskiesbutaglobalplayerto
reckonwith.InJulythisyear,OAGranked
itamongthe10largestairlinesinthe
worldintermsoffrequencyofflights. In
June,theresearchagencysaiditwasthe
world’sthirdmostpunctualairlinewith
anon-timeperformanceof86.64percent.
IndiGolordsover theIndianmarket.

InJune, ithitanewrecord,grabbinga
66.3percentshareofwhat is thethird-
largestdomesticairlinesmarket inthe
world—behindonlytheUSandChina—
accordingtotheDirectorateGeneralof
CivilAviation(DGCA).Anditwidenedits
marketsharegapwith itschief rival, the
Air Indiagroup,byover5percentage
pointsbetweenJanuaryandJune2026.
In internationalskies,witha20percent
shareofflights fromIndia, it isneck-and-
neckwiththerival.
Afewdaysago, IndiGosignedan

order for1,000engines—the largest in
theworld—withCFMInternational,
whichwillpartlypower510newAirbus
planesorderedin2023.
But theairline’sdominancehasalso

triggeredattacks fromrivalsandfliers,
whoallege itsqualityofservicehas
declinedsharply.Competingairlines
allegethat ithasexploited itsclout to
grabthebestslotsandtimings inairports
anduseditspricingpowertoweaken

competition.Butgovernmentregulators
andtheCompetitionCommissionof
Indiahavebeensoft in takingaction.Said
aseniorexecutiveofanairline: “Intele-
com,whichisalsoastrategic industry,
there isa50percentcaponmarketshare
ineachcircle.Butevenatover65per
cent, IndiGofacesnosuchissue—so
therearedouble-standards.”
YetnoonecandenyIndiGo’ssuccess

inanindustrywheremanyof thebig
boys—fromJetAirwaysandVijay
Mallya’sKingfisher toWadia’sGoFirst—
havefallen likeninepins.

Long-termplanning
SowhatdidIndiGodoright?SaidSanjay
Kumar,whohasworkedatvariousair-
lines, includinga longstint inIndiGoas
partof its topmanagementteam:“The
bigdifference is IndiGofromthebegin-
ninghadalongtermconsistentplanof
10-20years—withtheclearbelief that
Indiawasahigh-growthbutunder-pen-
etratedmarket.Competitorshowever
wereplanningtheirbusiness for justa
fewquartersahead.”
AviationanalystAmeyaJoshiadded:

“IndiGowasnimblewhenlargercom-
petition intheformofJetAirwaysand
Kingfisherexistedandagilewhen

theywentdowntomakethemostof
thesituation”.
Clearly IndiGo’sdominantposition

wasnotbydesign. Ithappenedbecause
theairlinewasnimbleenoughtograb
everyopportunity togainmarketshare
—whenitscompetitorsconfrontedwith
financial troublecloseddownor

trimmedcapacity. IndiGowasable tofill
thegapbecause ithadaconsistentpipe-
lineofaircraftondeliverymonth-on-
monthaspartof itsAirbusmega-deals.
SowhenJetAirwayswas introubleat

thebeginningof2019andclosedflight
operations inMay, IndiGo’sdomestic
marketsharezoomedfrom42.5percent

inJanuaryto49percent inMayand
crossedthehalfwaymarkfor thefirst
timeat50.6percentwithinayear.
After thepandemic,GoFirst faced

seriousengineshortagesandclosed
downitsoperations inMay2023while
SpiceJet, too, facedfinancialproblems
andcutcapacity.Thisofferedadouble
bonanzafor IndiGo—anditsmarket
share jumpedfrom57.5percent inApril,
justonemonthbeforeGoFirst stopped
flights, to63.2percent inJuly. Inthe
sameperiod,SpiceJet lost itsmarket
share from4.2percent to1.9percent.
ThechiefbeneficiarywasIndiGo.
Eveninnewairports likeNavi

Mumbai, IndiGohasbeenable tograb65-
70percentof thetotaldeparting
domesticflightswith400weeklydepar-
tures to42destinations—evenasAir
Indiadecidednot tousetheairport for
thetimebeing,citinghighercostsof
flyingfromNaviMumbai.
IndiGocouldoperationalisesucha

strategybecause ithadnewplanes. Ithas
added22planes to itsfleet thisyear,
accordingtoplanespotters.net,partof40
thatareexpectedtocomebytheendof
thisyear. IncontrastAir Indiaadded just
twoBoeingDreamliners787-9,meant for
longhauldestinations.
Foranairline,asubstantialpartof the

operationalcost ispeggedtothepriceof
fueloverwhichithasnocontrol.Thus,
profitability isalwaysachallenge.But
IndiGohasshownprofit insixof the11
yearsendingFY26,with lossesmostly
duringthepandemic.
Air India,ontheotherhand,has lost

moneyeveryyear throughtheseeleven
years—evenafter theTatas tookover the
company,promptingTataTrustschair-
manNoelTata toquestiontheirperform-
ance.EvennewplayerAkasa,despite
havingasmall,40-aircraftfleet,hasnot
gotoutof thered inthe last fouryearsof
itsoperations.
Clearly thesaleandlease-backofair-

crafthavehelpedIndiGo—accordingto
industryexperts, theprofitanairline
makes fromsellinganaircraft toa leasing
companyisaround$3-5million,which
wouldshoreupprofit.

Thebigfocus
For IndiGo, thebig focushasbeenon
operationalefficiencyandcosts. Its
aircraftutilisation-per-plane,basedon
revenueflyinghours, inFY25wasdouble
thatofSpiceJet, 27percentmorethan
Air IndiaExpressand5percentmore
thanAir India.
But its totalemployee-per-aircraft

ratio inFY25at96 is lower thanAir India’s
at 125andAkasa’sat 166.Thesameis
reflectedspecifically inthepilot-to-air-
craft ratio,which,at 12.5 is far lower than
17.3 forAir Indiaand29.8 forAkasa.

Ofcourse theairlinehas facedsome
toughchallenges.Abitterbattlebetween
GangwalandBhatia in2019ontheway
theairlinewasruneventuallyendedwith
theformer leavingtheboard—hehas
alsosolda largepartofhisstake. Itdid
not impactbusiness,however.
LastDecemberagain, IndiGo faced

itsbiggest crisiswhen itwas forced to
cancelover4,500flights in10days,
affectingoveronemillionpassengers,
creatingchaos inairportsacross the
countryandpromptingangrycustomers
todemandrefunds.
Theairlinewasunable toschedule its

flightsas ithadfailedtohireenough
pilots to implementanewroster inwhich
pilotswererequiredtobegivenmorerest
hours.This,despite themanagement
knowingfullywellof therequirement
nearlyayear inadvance.
But inarearguardaction,headsrolled

intheairline—PeterElbersquitasCEO
andBhatiawasbrought inas the interim
managingdirectoraheadofWillieWalsh,
formerCEOofBritishAirways, joiningas
thenewCEOof IndiGo.

Thechallenges
It isalsofacingheadwindsininternational
skies.TheIran-USwarandtheblockadeof
Hormuzsawfuelpriceshittheroof, forc-
ingairlinestocancelalargenumberof
flightsinthewarzoneofWestAsia.
However,hopesroseafter theUSand

Iranagreedonafragilepeacedealbuta
resurgence infightinghasseenpilots
petitionthegovernmenttosuspend
flights toWestAsia. InMarch,according
todata fromCirium,whichtracksflight
operationsglobally, IndiGocancelled10
percentof its internationalflights.
AccordingtoOAG, theairlinecut its
internationalcapacity inMayby17per
cent—oneof thesteepestamongthetop
globalairlinescomparedwithFebruary.
But IndiGohasnegotiatedmanysuch

challenges. Ithasclearlychartedout its
flightpathtill 2030: Itwants toruna
550-planefleet,handling200million
passengersperannum(124million in
FY26),with3,000dailyflights (from
2,200currently)and40percentof its
capacitycomingfrominternational
routes.Goingbyitspastperformance,
that isanachievable target.By2030, the
Indianskiesareunlikely tochangemuch
despite thegovernmentpromisingmore
competition. IndiGolooksset tocon-
tinue itsdominance,withtheAir India
groupadistantsecondinaduopoly.
Outliningthefuture,promoter-

managingdirectorRahulBhatiasaid,
in theIndiGoannual report released
onTuesday, that theairlinewill
witness themostsignificantphase
of internationalexpansionin itshistory
over thenextdecade.

Domestic International Pilot and
Fleet market share market share co-pilot Pilot-to-aircraft
size inMarch (%) in Jan-Mar (%) strength ratio

FY16 107 30.3 3.2 1,747 16.3
FY17 131 39.9 4.0 2,094 15.9
FY18 159 39.5 5.8 2,350 14.7
FY19 217 46.9 8.8 3,187 14.6
FY20 262 48.9 13.0 4,017 15.3
FY21 281 53.5 14.0 3,734 13.2
FY22 275 54.5 3.8 3,791 13.7
FY23 304 56.8 15.8 4,407 14.4
FY24 366 60.5 16.9 5,038 13.7
FY25 437 64.0 20.3 5,445 12.4
FY26 441 63.3 20.0 5,200 11.7
FY27 430* 66.3** NA NA NA
*current fleet; **as in June 2026 Sources: DGCA, Government of India data

The growth trajectory

IndiGo’s flight path,
20years on

A clearmarket leader now, global headwinds have forced
the airline tomake steep cuts in capacity
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