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India's Growth Story — When GDP Numbers
Clash with Ground Reality

&7 The Hindu 28 March 2026

TH The Hindu 2tags v

INTERVIEW ANGLE

"How credible is India GDP data? What reforms are needed in statistical infrastructure to

restore trust in economic numbers?"

& WHY IN NEWS

The Ministry of Statistics and Programme Implementation (MoSPI) released a new GDP series with base year
2022-23 on February 27, 2026, replacing the 2011-12 series. While the revision bumped real GDP growth to
7.6% for FY2024-25, it simultaneously erased approximately Rs 12 lakh crore from the nominal economy —
raising fresh questions about the credibility of India economic statistics and the widening gap between headline

growth numbers and ground-level consumption indicators.

THE EDITORIAL ARGUMENT

o Higher growth, smaller economy: The new GDP series shows faster real growth but a smaller
nominal economy — FY2025-26 nominal GDP dropped from an estimated Rs 357 lakh crore (old

series) to Rs 345 lakh crore (new series), a contraction of ~3.3% in absolute size.

0 Private consumption vanishes: Over FY2022-23 to FY2025-26, the new series shows Rs 80.7
lakh crore less in private consumption expenditure — a 10.5% reduction compared to the old
series. This raises the fundamental question: were Indians consuming far less than the previous data

suggested?

© statistical discrepancies persist: Despite methodological improvements, the new series carries
forward large statistical discrepancies that undermine confidence in the accuracy of GDP estimates —

the very problem the base year revision was meant to solve.
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L) International credibility at stake: The IMF graded India national accounts a “C” in its
2025 Article IV report, citing outdated base year data, coverage gaps, and weaknesses in informal

sector estimation.

THE BASE YEAR REVISION: WHAT CHANGED

IFrom 2011-12 to 2022-23

The new GDP series, effective from February 27, 2026, brings several methodological changes that affect how

India economic output is measured and reported.

FEATURE OLD SERIES (BASE: 2011-12) NEW SERIES (BASE: 2022-23)

Base year 2011-12 2022-23

Number of deflators ~180 ~600

Deflation method Single deflation in some sectors Double deflation across all sectors

Informal sector estimation Enterprise surveys (infrequent) ASUSE + PLFS (annual, survey-based)
Transport consumption Proxy indicators e-Vahan data (vehicle registration)
Government spending Manual compilation PFMS (Public Finance Management System)
Digital transaction data Not incorporated UPI, GST, e-way bill data integrated

IDouble Deflation: A Long-Overdue Fix

The most significant methodological improvement is the shift from single deflation to double deflation in
all sectors. Under single deflation, only output prices are used to convert nominal to real values. Under double
deflation, both output prices and input prices are deflated separately, and real value added is calculated as the
difference. This is the internationally recommended practice (SNA 2008) and eliminates the bias caused

when input and output prices move at different rates.

The increase in deflators from 180 to 600 allows more granular price adjustments across sub-sectors, reducing

aggregation errors.

THE PRIVATE CONSUMPTION PUZZLE

IRs 80.7 Lakh Crore Missing

The most striking revelation from the new series is the massive downward revision in Private Final
Consumption Expenditure (PFCE). In each financial year from FY2022-23 to FY2025-26, private

consumption is lower by 9.6% to 11.5% compared to the old series.
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FINANCIAL PFCE (OLD SERIES, RS LAKH PFCE (NEW SERIES, RS LAKH DIFFERENC
YEAR CR) CR) E

2022-23 162.8 147.2 -9.6%
2023-24 178.1 160.3 -10.0%
2024-25 (RE) 192.5 170.4 -11.5%
2025-26 (AE) 207.0 185.3 -10.5%

This raises uncomfortable questions. Either the old series was systematically overestimating how much Indians
were spending — or the new series is undercounting. MoSPI attributes the change to better data sources
(ASUSE, PLFS, GST returns), but critics argue that digital data trails inherently undercount the

informal economy where cash transactions dominate.

IThe Informal Sector Blind Spot

Research by the Peterson Institute for International Economics (PIIE) in a March 2026 working paper
titled “India 20 Years of GDP Misestimation” highlights a critical gap: formal sector sales averaged 10.0%
annual nominal growth after 2015, while the informal sector grew at just 6.8%. The GDP methodology,
increasingly reliant on digital registries (GST, e-way bills, UPI), may structurally undercount the informal

economy that still employs ~90% of India workers.

THE BACK-SERIES CONTROVERSY

IA Recurring Pattern

This is not the first time a GDP base year revision has triggered credibility concerns. When MoSPI shifted from
the 2004-05 base to the 2011-12 base in January 2015, the back-series data showed India growing at 6.9%
during UPA-II (2013-14) — revised up from the earlier estimate of 4.7% — while the NDA-I years (2003-04 to

2007-08) were revised downward.

Over 108 economists signed a letter questioning the methodology, and the controversy led to the resignation
of the then Chief Statistician, T.C.A. Anant. Two contradictory back-series were published — one by MoSPI and

another by the National Statistical Commission — without resolution.

IThe Suppressed Surveys
The credibility crisis deepened when the Household Consumer Expenditure Survey (HCES) of 2017-18

was suppressed because it showed a decline in real consumer spending for the first time in four decades — data
that contradicted the GDP narrative. The Periodic Labour Force Survey (PLFS) of 2017-18 was withheld

until after the 2019 General Elections because it showed a 45-year high unemployment rate of 6.1%.

The HCES of 2022-23 was eventually released in 2024 and showed a recovery, but the suppression of the 2017-

18 data irreparably damaged trust in India statistical ecosystem.
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INTERNATIONAL ASSESSMENT

IThe IMF “C” Grade

In its 2025 Article IV Consultation report, the IMF assigned India national accounts data a grade of “C” —

indicating significant shortcomings. The report specifically flagged:

e Outdated base year (the 2011-12 base was over a decade old at the time)
e Coverage gaps in the informal sector

® Weaknesses in how consumption and savings are estimated

e Lack of timely revision protocols

India is now one of the few major economies with a “C” grade; China, despite its own data controversies,

receives a “B.”

IComparison with Peer Economies

COUNTRY IMF DATA BASE YEAR REVISION STATISTICAL AGENCY
QUALITY GRADE FREQUENCY INDEPENDENCE

India C Irregular (2004-05 to 2011-12: 10 years; Low (MoSPI under executive
2011-12 to 2022-23: 11 years) control)

UK A Every 5 years (Blue Book) High (ONS is independent)

USA A Annual revisions; comprehensive High (BEA is independent)
benchmark every 5 years

China B Every 5 years Low (NBS under State

Council)

WHAT NEEDS TO CHANGE

Ilnstitutional Independence for MoSPI

The most critical reform is granting statutory independence to MoSPI or creating an autonomous
National Statistical Authority — analogous to the RBI autonomy in monetary policy. The current structure,
where MoSPI is a ministry under the executive, creates inherent conflicts of interest when data contradicts

government narratives.

The National Statistical Commission (established 2005 under MoSPI) was meant to provide independent
oversight, but its recommendations are advisory, not binding. Multiple members have resigned citing political

interference.
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IRegular Revision Cycles

India should adopt a 5-year base revision cycle (like the UK) with transparent methodology papers
published at least 12 months before the new series is introduced. The current pattern — 10-11 year gaps between

revisions, released without adequate consultation — undermines stakeholder confidence.

IRestore Suppressed Surveys

The government should commit to publishing all statistical surveys regardless of findings, with a clear protocol

that separates data collection from policy interpretation. The suppression of the 2017-18 HCES and PLFS must

be treated as a cautionary episode, not a template.

WAY FORWARD

India aspires to become a $5 trillion economy and a credible voice in global economic governance. Neither
ambition is achievable with a statistical infrastructure that even the IMF rates poorly. The February 2026 GDP
revision, with its improved methodology (double deflation, 600 deflators, annual surveys), represents genuine

technical progress — but it also exposes how much was wrong with the old data.

The path forward requires three things. First, institutional reform: create a statutory, independent statistical
authority with a fixed-tenure chief statistician who cannot be removed except by parliamentary process. Second,
methodological transparency: publish working papers, hold public consultations, and invite peer review
from institutions like the PIIE and the World Bank before major data revisions. Third, honest public
communication: acknowledge that the Rs 80.7 lakh crore consumption gap means either the old data

overstated prosperity or the new data understates it — and investigate which, openly.

A nation that does not trust its own numbers cannot make sound policy. India statistical credibility is not just an
academic concern — it affects investment decisions, credit ratings, fiscal planning, and ultimately the welfare of

1.44 billion citizens.
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UPSC RELEVANCE

MoSPI; National Statistical Commission; GDP at market prices vs. GDP at factor cost; base year revision
history; PLFS; HCES; SNA 2008; double deflation method

MAINS GS-3:

Indian economy — growth, development and employment; Government budgeting; Effects of

liberalisation on the economy; Inclusive growth and issues arising from it

INTERVIEW:

Statistical credibility and governance; political economy of data suppression; reform of statistical

institutions

India's Growth Story — When GDP Numbers Clash with Ground Reality 7110


https://ujiyari.com/

\\ \
& ujivari UPSC & STATE PGS CURRENT AFFAIRS

FACTS CORNER — KNOWLEDGEPEDIA

I GDP BASE YEAR REVISION 2026 — CORE DATA:

New base year: 2022-23 (replaced 2011-12)
Released: February 27, 2026 by MoSPI
Deflators increased: ~180 to ~600
Deflation method: shifted to double deflation (SNA 2008 compliant)
FY2024-25 real growth (new series): 7.6%
Nominal GDP FY2025-26 (new): Rs 345 lakh crore (old: Rs 357 lakh crore) — ~3.3% smaller
Private consumption gap: Rs 80.7 lakh crore less over FY2022-23 to FY2025-26 (10.5% lower)
| PREVIOUS BASE YEAR REVISIONS:
1993-94 to 2004-05: shifted in 2010
2004-05 to 2011-12: shifted in January 2015 (controversial back-series)
2011-12 to 2022-23: shifted in February 2026
| INTERNATIONAL ASSESSMENT:
IMF Article IV (2025): graded India national accounts “C”
Issues flagged: outdated base year, informal sector gaps, consumption estimation weaknesses
India informal sector: ~90% of workforce; ~50% of GDP
| SUPPRESSED SURVEYS:
HCES 2017-18: suppressed (showed first decline in real consumer spending in 40 years)
PLFS 2017-18: withheld until after 2019 elections (showed 45-year high unemployment of 6.1%)
HCES 2022-23: released in 2024 (showed recovery)
I NEW DATA SOURCES IN 2022-23 SERIES:
ASUSE (Annual Survey of Unincorporated Sector Enterprises)
PLFS (Periodic Labour Force Survey) — annual
e-Vahan (vehicle registration data)
PFMS (Public Finance Management System)
GST and e-way bill transaction data

I OTHER RELEVANT FACTS:

India's Growth Story — When GDP Numbers Clash with Ground Reality 8/10


https://ujiyari.com/

\\ \
& ujivari UPSC & STATE PGS CURRENT AFFAIRS

National Statistical Commission: established 2005; advisory role under MoSPI
PIIE Working Paper (March 2026): “India 20 Years of GDP Misestimation”
Formal sector sales growth (post-2015): 10.0% annual; informal: 6.8%

India target: $5 trillion economy

Chief Statistician T.C.A. Anant resigned amid 2015 back-series controversy

Sources: TheHindu , PIB , BusinessStandard , Newslaundry
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