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INTERVIEW ANGLE

"If citizens no longer trust a government statistic, is that a failure of the data or a failure of the
institution that produced it, and how would you rebuild that trust?"

Source: Original editorial #  Business Standard

® Every fact web-verified against primary sources (https://ujiyari.com/how-we-verify/)

WHY THIS MATTERS NOW

The Ministry of Statistics and Programme Implementation (MoSP]I) is building the next layer of India’s data
infrastructure. In February 2026 the National Statistics Office (NSO (https://ujiyari.com/terms/nso-mospi-statistical-ar
chitecture/)) opened a beta Model Context Protocol (MCP) server on its e-Sankhyiki portal, letting users plug
official statistics directly into Al and analytics tools without downloading bulky files. It sits inside a broader
Al-enabled, unified data platform push, with a Data Innovation Lab, chatbots and a growing repository of Al

use cases.

This looks like a plumbing story. It is really a trust story. An Al front-end can make official data instantly
queryable, but it cannot manufacture the one thing that makes a statistic worth quoting: confidence that the
number is produced honestly, independently and by a method anyone can inspect. India’s recent past, the

GDP back-series row, the delayed labour-force and consumption surveys, shows how quickly that confidence

erodes. The lesson of this edition: trust is not a mood to be won. It is infrastructure to be built.

THE CRUX IN 60 WORDS

Trust in public institutions and in official data is not sentiment but infrastructure. A modern Al data platform
is only as credible as the methodology and independence behind it. India must build transparency,
methodological independence, auditability and accountability into its statistical, financial and regulatory

bodies by design, not bolt them on after a credibility crisis. Trustworthy statistics are a public good.
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THE ISSUE, DECODED

CONCEPT WHAT IT MEANS WHY IT MATTERS

Trust as Trust is a system property built through rules, Institutions that treat trust as PR

infrastructure independence and audit trails, not a feeling repair the surface while the
produced by messaging foundations crack

Official statistics as a Non-excludable, non-rival knowledge that If left to political convenience it is

public good underpins every evidence-based policy and under-produced or distorted, so it
market decision must be protected

Methodological The producer of a statistic is insulated from Removes the incentive to flatter

independence those whom the number judges growth, jobs or welfare figures

Auditability by The method, sample and micro-data are open Converts “trust me” into “check me”,

design enough for outsiders to reproduce and the only durable basis for confidence
challenge the result

Accountability Clear ownership and consequences when data is Without it, credibility failures carry no
delayed, distorted or withheld cost and repeat

THE ANALYSIS

O An interface is not a guarantee of integrity. The MCP server and Al chatbots solve a real
problem, discovery and access. India’s e-Sankhyiki now hosts many statistical products and a large
volume of records. But speed of access is orthogonal to trust. A dashboard that serves a contested
GDP number instantly only makes the contested number travel faster. The trust question is

upstream of the interface, in how the number was made.

o India’s credibility crises were design failures, not integrity failures. The withholding of
the 2017-18 Periodic Labour Force Survey, the shelving of the 2017-18 Household Consumption
Expenditure Survey, and the disputes over the GDP back-series were not primarily stories of
dishonest statisticians. They were stories of an institutional arrangement in which the government
could delay, revise or suppress inconvenient data, so the mere possibility of interference poisoned

confidence in everything.

© The National Statistical Commission is the missing load-bearing wall. Set up in 2006 on
the Rangarajan Committee’s recommendation, the NSC was promised statutory (https://ujiyari.com/voc
ab/statutory/) backing “within a year”. Two decades on, it remains a non-statutory body whose
members are picked by a government search committee. In 2026 the government reaffirmed it had
no plan to enact enabling legislation. A body that can be reconstituted or overruled at will cannot

underwrite trust, however capable its members.
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0 The same principle governs financial and regulatory bodies. The credibility of the Reserve

Bank of India and the Securities and Exchange Board.of dndia rests eninsmlation from short-term

political pressure. Markets price in central-bank independence; erode it and the cost shows up in

higher risk premia. Trust here is not goodwill, it is a designed distance between the referee and the

players.

5] Community-maintained public knowledge shows the design principle at civilian scale.
Open, community-curated reference platforms are trusted not because contributors are saintly but
because every edit is logged, sourced and reversible. The process is auditable by anyone. That is
precisely the property official statistics need: not a promise of honesty, but a mechanism that makes

dishonesty visible and costly.

o Data governance and data protection are two halves of the same trust problem. As the
state pools and platforms citizen data, the Digital Personal Data Protection Act, 2023 (https://ujiyari.co
m/legislation/dpdp-act-2023/), with its Rules notified in late 2025, must ensure the pipeline that feeds
official statistics respects consent and security. A unified data platform without credible privacy

safeguards simply trades one trust deficit for another.
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DATA AND INSTITUTIONS VAULT

CARRY THESE INTO THE EXAM HALL.

MoSPI and the NSO run India’s official statistical system; the NSO was formed by merging the CSO
and NSSO. Flagship products include National Accounts (GDP), the CPI, the IIP, the PLFS and the
HCES.

e-Sankhyiki portal is MoSPT’s unified data dissemination platform; in 2026 the NSO added a beta
MCP server to plug official data directly into AI and analytics tools.

National Statistical Commission (NSC) was set up in 2006 (Rangarajan Committee); it remains a
non-statutory body, chaired from June 2026 by Saibal Chattopadhyay. The government reaffirmed
in 2026 there is no plan for statutory autonomy.

GDP back-series debate: the base-year revision (base 2022-23) and back-series recalculation raised
questions about method, especially using the formal sector as a proxy (https://ujiyari.com/vocab/prox
y/) for the informal economy.

PLFS was revamped from January 2025 with a larger sample and monthly bulletins alongside
quarterly and annual reports, shifting to a calendar-year basis.

HCES 2022-23 and 2023-24 were conducted back to back after the 2017-18 survey was not released,
feeding CPI base revision and poverty estimation.

RBI and SEBI independence: statutory regulators whose credibility rests on insulation from political
and market pressure.

Digital Personal Data Protection (DPDP) Act, 2023: Rules notified 13 November 2025, phased
rollout; governs consent-based processing and creates the Data Protection Board.

Official statistics as a public good: non-excludable, non-rival, foundational to evidence-based policy,
hence prone to under-provision without institutional protection.

THE DEBATE

Argument for (trust must be engineered): Public confidence collapses through design flaws, a producer

who can be leaned on, a method that cannot be checked, a release that can be delayed. Fix the design,
statutory NSC, open micro-data, audit trails baked into the platform, and trust follows. A credible number

survives a change of government; a well-communicated but unauditable one does not.

Argument against (design is overrated): Elected governments are accountable to voters, a stronger
check than an unelected expert body that can itself drift into capture or complacency. Granting statistical
bodies full autonomy risks technocratic overreach (https://ujiyari.com/vocab/overreach/) without democratic
accountability. Timely releases and a modern Al platform, the argument runs, already rebuild confidence;

heavy statutory reform is a solution in search of a problem.
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Balanced verdict: Democratic accountability and institutional independence are not rivals; they are

complementary layers. Vofers check the government: independence checksthe temptation to distort the very
data by which the government is judged. The Al platform is genuinely valuable, but it amplifies whatever

integrity, or its absence, sits behind the numbers. The right sequence is independence and auditability first,

interface second. Design the trust, then ship the dashboard.

HOW TO THINK ABOUT THIS (TRANSFERABLE SKILL)

When a problem is described as a mood, low trust, poor morale, lack of confidence, ask what mechanisms
produce that mood. Trust is produced by rules, incentives, transparency and accountability. In any answer
on institutions, do not write “the government must restore public faith”; write “the government must change
the design features, independence, disclosure, audit, that generate faith”. This converts a vague, unmarkable
claim into a specific, examiner-friendly one, and it works for RBI credibility, judicial independence, police

reform and electoral trust alike.

DIAGRAM-IN-WORDS

Weak institutional design (non-statutory NSC, opaque method, possible suppression) ->

credibility crises (GDP back-series, withheld PLFS and HCES) -> eroded public trust ->
distorted policy and market signals -> reform by design (statutory independence + open
micro-data + auditable AI platform) -> trustworthy official statistics as a public good

-> evidence-based policy

THE WAY FORWARD

0 Legislate NSC autonomy. Give the National Statistical Commission statutory backing, fixed

tenures and control over the release calendar, so no single release can be delayed for convenience.

2 Open the method, not just the number. Publish sampling design, questionnaires and

anonymised micro-data by default, making every headline statistic independently reproducible.

3 Build audit trails into the platform by design. The Al-enabled data platform should log data

lineage, revisions and versions, so any user can trace a number to its source and see what changed.

o Fix release discipline. Adhere to a pre-announced advance release calendar, aligned with IMF

data dissemination standards, and treat missed or altered releases as accountable events.

> Protect the pipeline. Enforce DPDP-consistent consent and security across the data that feeds

official statistics, so wider access does not become wider exposure.

o Insulate the referees. Preserve and strengthen the operational independence of the RBI and

SEBI, and extend the same design logic across regulatory bodies.
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THE TAKEAWAY BOX

Frame official statistics as a public good whose credibility is a function of institutional design, independence,
transparency, auditability, not of the goodwill of the government of the day. Use the NSC’s non-statutory
status and the GDP or PLFS or HCES episodes as evidence, and the Al data platform as the modern test case.

“An Al interface can make a number travel faster, but only institutional design, independence, transparency

and auditability, can make it worth quoting.”

NSC (2006, Rangarajan Committee, non-statutory); NSO (CSO plus NSSO merger); e-Sankhyiki and the
beta MCP server; PLES revamp (monthly bulletins from 2025, calendar-year basis); HCES 2022-23 and
2023-24; GDP base-year 2022-23 revision; DPDP Act 2023 and Rules notified 13 November 2025; RBI and
SEBI as statutory regulators.

Public trust rests on the integrity and transparency of institutions. Is it ethical for a government to control
the release timing of data that judges its own performance? How do you reconcile democratic accountability

with the need for independent, apolitical statistics?

Relate to past questions on the role of institutions and civil services in a democracy (GS2), on inclusive
growth and the reliability of data for planning (GS3), and on transparency and accountability as ethical

values in governance (GS4).

data governance and Digital India; DPDP Act 2023; RBI and SEBI autonomy; evidence-based

policymaking; poverty and unemployment estimation; India’s data ecosystem and open government data.

Sources: Business Standard (https://www.business-standard.com), Ministry of Statistics and Programme

Implementation (https://www.mospi.gov.in), PRS Legislative Research (https://prsindia.org)

Source: Trust Is a Design Problem — Ujiyari.com | Free UPSC & State PCS Editorial Analysis
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Trust in public institutions and official data is not a sentiment but
infrastructure that must be engineered with transparency,
methodological independence, auditability and accountability
built in from the start.

v SUPPORTING

* MoSPI's Al-enabled data platform can democratise access to official statistics, but an
interface is only as trustworthy as the methodology and independence of the numbers
flowing through it.

* India’s statistical credibility crises, over the GDP back-series and the withheld PLFS and

HCES, were failures of institutional design, not of individual honesty.

* Independence of statistical, financial and regulatory bodies, the National Statistical
Commission, RBI and SEBI, is the load-bearing wall on which trust rests.

A COUNTER

Full statutory autonomy for statistical bodies is unnecessary and even risky: elected
governments are accountable to voters, unaccountable expert bodies can drift, and a modern
Al platform plus timely releases already rebuild public confidence without deeper structural
reform.

— WAY FORWARD

Grant the National Statistical Commission statutory backing, publish methodology and micro-
data openly, build audit trails into the data platform by design, and treat official statistics as a
protected public good.
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QUESTION

Trustworthy official statistics are a public good that underpins evidence-based policy. In this light,
examine the institutional reforms needed to make India’s statistical system credible and independent by
design. (250 words)

INTRODUCTION

Public trust is often treated as a mood that governments can win with communication. In reality, trust in
institutions and in official data is infrastructure: it is built, audited and repaired by deliberate design.

The statistics ministry’s move toward an Al-enabled data platform makes this visible.

BODY

An Al interface that plugs official data directly into analytics tools, as the National Statistics Office is
piloting on e-Sankhyiki, widens access and speed. But access is not credibility.

Credibility depends on what sits behind the interface: transparent methodology, independent producers,
and the ability of any outsider to audit the numbers. India has learned this the hard way.

The controversy over the GDP back-series, the delayed release of the 2017-18 Periodic Labour Force
Survey, and the withheld 2017-18 Household Consumption Expenditure Survey damaged confidence not
because statisticians lied, but because the institutional design allowed the appearance of political control.
The National Statistical Commission, promised statutory backing since 2006, remains a non-statutory body
whose members are chosen by a government search committee; in 2026 the government reaffirmed it had
no plan to legislate autonomy.

The same logic extends to the RBI and SEBI, whose credibility rests on insulation from short-term political
pressure, and to community-maintained public knowledge, whose reliability comes from open, auditable

processes. Trust, in each case, is a property of the system, not the sincerity of individuals.

CONCLUSION

Trustworthy official statistics are a classic public good: non-excludable, foundational to evidence-based
policy, and systematically under-produced if left to political convenience. The task is not to persuade
citizens to trust, but to design institutions worthy of it, with independence, transparency and auditability

wired in from the start.
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