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‘What we measure affects what we do. If we have the wrong measures, we will strive for the 

wrong things." – Joseph Stiglitz, September 15, 2009 at the release of the Stiglitz Commission 

Report in Paris 

 

1. The Background 
 

India is a large country with over a billion population residing in 28 provinces, some of which are 

larger than some countries  (Figure 1). While India‟s growth story has been often discussed, the 

country‟s tardy progress on key human development indicators such as literacy, infant mortality 

rate and child malnutrition have typically gone unnoticed Table 1).  

 

The Eighth Five Year Plan (1992-1997) explicitly recognized the need for a broader development 

approach and declared that „the ultimate goal of all planning is human development‟. Since then 

the attention paid to improving  human development indicators has been substantial with the  X 

Plan (2004-07) and XI Plan (2008-12) including provincial level monitorable indicators based on 

the Millennium Development Goals. 

 

Though the first Human Development Report for India was prepared only in 2002, the 

momentum began much earlier with the provincial governments taking the lead in the mid-1990s. 

Inspired by release of the Global Human Development Report in India, the provincial government 

of Madhya Pradesh in central India embarked on the preparation of the first ever sub-national 

HDR globally in 1993. The report which was released in 1995 triggered a movement of sorts in 

the country with human development indicators being discussed and used for monitoring progress 

across regions. The provincial governments of Karnataka and Tamil Nadu emulated the example 

set by Madhya Pradesh and prepared their State HDRs.  

 

In response to the demand from other State (provincial) governments, UNDP and the Planning 

Commission, Government of India formulated a project „Capacity Development for Preparation 

of HDRs‟ for the years (1999-2004) which was followed by another project, „Strengthening State 

Planning for Human Development‟ for the years 2005-2010. Over 20 State (provincial) HDRs 
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have been prepared to date (figure 2) covering almost all parts of the country. This was followed 

by the preparation of District level HDRs with over 40 such HDRs being currently under 

preparation and even a city HDR owned by the municipal corporation to be released shortly
2
. 

Given the large size of the Indian provinces, and the great disparity in human development 

indicators, and the fact that the responsibility for much of the social sectors rests with the 

provincial governments under the division of responsibilities between the Centre and the States, 

this was indeed a logical step. 

 

The preparation of HDRs by Indian States (provinces) has certain unique features.  

 Firstly, unlike their predecessors elsewhere, HDRs are completely owned and led by the 

concerned national and sub-national governments.  

 Secondly, they adopt a participatory approach despite being government owned 

products. In fact state governments have set benchmarks for multi-stakeholder 

consultative processes that have become the hallmark of HDR preparation in the country.  

 Thirdly, the involvement of the national and sub-national statistical authorities fully from 

the beginning of the HDR preparation process, forged a strong partnership between the 

data gathering and data using wings of government enabling a better understanding by 

the statistical agencies of the type of data required for policy purposes. In fact, the very 

process of participating in the debates surrounding the draft chapters and data used 

therein educated and awakened the statistical authorities to the importance of the tasks 

that they were carrying out and led to enhanced self esteem and pride in their own work 

all of which contributed to the revitalisation of the state level statistical systems. 

 Fourthly, since the HDRs were state owned, the responsibility for the preparation as well 

as the implementation of the recommendations of the reports rested with the same 

authorities. Given the democratic set up and periodic elections, achievement on human 

development became part of the political agenda of many state governments and 

influenced government policies. As the former Director of the Madhya Pradesh Human 

Development Report, Joint Secretary Planning Commission, Government of India and 

Project Director of the SSPHD project stated,  the Madhya Pradesh HDR advocated a 

“new kind of politics”, which instead of being shrouded in secrecy and forever promising 

a rosier future, took people into confidence, shared information on the realities, and 

sought to be held accountable against defined benchmarks. It recognized that top-down 

policies targeted at “solving” the problem of the poor had not worked and were unlikely 

to work. It was recognized that poor people were not the “problem”, but that working 

with people was the solution‟ (Katoch, 2003). This is reflected at the national level in 

increasing importance given to decentralization and participatory approaches, enhanced  

allocations to human development sectors and innovative schemes aimed at improving 

human development indicators at both the national and provincial levels. 

  

This note seeks to explain some of the issues faced in this unique national effort involving 

statistical agencies and policy makers at various levels in an effort to measure and monitor human 

progress in a country with over a billion population.  The next section highlights some of the data 

                                                 
2
 Two DHDRs for the districts of Malda and Bankura in West Bengal have been released. They are available at 

http://wbplan.gov.in/htm/HumanDev/docs/Human%20Development%20Bankura.pdf and 

http://wbplan.gov.in/htm/HumanDev/Human%20Development%20Malda.pdf. The Mumbai city HDR is expected to be 

released in-November 2009. 
 

http://wbplan.gov.in/htm/HumanDev/docs/Human%20Development%20Bankura.pdf
http://wbplan.gov.in/htm/HumanDev/Human%20Development%20Malda.pdf
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challenges faced and solutions sought, while the third section outlines some major initiatives to 

make the data collection process itself an exercise in application of the human development 

paradigm.  

 

2. Challenges of  Data 
 

The production of HDRs brought into sharp focus the lacunae in the national and state level  

statistical system which for long has been considered to be among the best in the developing 

world. Apart from the decennial census, the system developed during the pre-independence 

period by the British was geared almost exclusively to the monitoring of revenue collection and 

hence had elaborate mechanisms for collection of data on various aspects of agriculture and 

livestock production, assets and physical infrastructure. The only social sector related data 

reported regularly was with respect to the number of schools, primary health centres and 

personnel employed therein. 

 

After Independence, efforts were made to build a full fledged statistical system. While the 

decennial Census continued to be an important source of data, the data system included National 

Sample Surveys conducted every five years, and departmental data. The Census conducted 

decennially has a wealth of information on certain aspects like literacy and work force 

participation and infant mortality at all levels including village and district level which makes is a 

very valuable source of information. However, the long time gap between two censuses as well as 

the time taken for processing the voluminous data (3-4 years) makes it unsuitable for monitoring 

human development. The National Sample Survey is conducted periodically with specially 

designed schedules to collect data on access to education, health and nutrition. However, its small 

sample size renders it unsuitable for reporting data at the district level and its use is mainly 

restricted to State (provincial) level analysis.  

 

The voluminous departmental data collected at the provincial level has information on a variety 

of indicators. However, this data is subject to reporting bias in view of the fact that the very 

personnel who administer the programme also report the data which leads them to project an 

optimistic picture of the achievements. This data has generally not been relied upon for analysis 

in the HDRs. 

 

Thus the two main limitations of the available data from the point of view  of human 

development monitoring was that the (a) data is not available at the required periodicity and (b) 

data is not available at the required level of disaggregation. 

 

2.1 Computing the HDI  
 

As the process of preparation of HDRs gained momentum, the search for appropriate data and 

methodologies for construction of the HDI at the district level became intense. Being owned by 

the respective state governments, HDR data was increasingly being used for planning as well as 

resource allocation across districts Given this imperative of making the HDI relevant for policy 

decisions in order to fulfill the demand emerging from policy makers, the state level teams, 

undeterred by data challenges, sought to develop new proxy indicators and techniques in order to 

be able to compute the HDI.  
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The main challenge in the construction of a district level HDI was the non availability of data on 

district level per capita income and life expectancy. The methodology adopted by the Madhya 

Pradesh HDR team of apportioning the State Domestic Product across 16 sectors using 

appropriate indicators was advocated by the UNDP and adopted by the Central Statistical 

Organisation.  

 

In lieu of life expectancy, which cannot be computed in the absence of life tables at the district 

level, most of the HDRs used the reciprocal of the infant mortality rate as an indicator to capture 

the longevity dimension. Since data on infant mortality rate based on the civil registration system 

is not very reliable due to under-reporting, appropriate methodologies for the estimation of infant 

mortality rate combining the data from civil registration system and data emerging from the 

National Sample Survey were developed with UNDP support. 

 

In keeping with the trend of provincial governments taking the lead, the West Bengal HDR 

estimated for the first time district level poverty using the small area estimation technique. 

Responding to the demand for district level estimates of poverty, the Planning Commission 

constituted a working group to consider alternative methodologies to make such estimates from 

existing data  and make recommendations. Once this report is submitted, the methodology for the 

estimation of district poverty would also be in place leading to a more meaningful analysis of the 

human development situation at the disaggregated level. 

 

The efforts at the provincial level were sought to be supplemented and complemented by the 

Planning Commission at the national level. The National Human Development Report undertook 

a massive exercise of examining the relevance of various indicators and their definitions and 

compiled an extensive database for at least two and in some cases three points of time since 1980, 

covering nearly 70 distinct social indicators on various aspects of the quality of life and wellbeing 

of the people. In view of the sharp rural-urban and gender based disparities, the NHDR 

highlighted these concerns by estimating the „Gender Gap‟ and the „Rural-Urban Gap‟ in all 

indicators where the data was available. A core set of composite indices, namely the Human 

Development Index and the Human Poverty Index, and a Gender Equality Index were 

constructed. 

 

As the then Joint Secretary, Planning Commission Katoch, (2003) remarked, „The Report sought 

to outline the human development agenda ahead, and identify instruments that needed to be 

pursued for improving governance in the country. Just as happened with the State-level Reports, 

this Report became a fulcrum around with initiatives of engaged governance for human 

development began to revolve‟. 

 

2.2 Extending the HDI to Vulnerable Groups: 
 

While the momentum to compute the HDI was contagious and spread to a large number of States, 

it still ignored the sharp disparities across groups. The HDRs continued to analyse the human 

development situation mainly with respect to geographical regions (districts and talukas within a 

district) rather than people and various social groups as the requisite data was available mainly 

for geographical regions. 
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In a pioneering effort, supported by UNDP, poverty ratios for informal sector workers were 

estimated, across various states (Sastry, 2004) followed by HDI for socially excluded groups such 

as scheduled castes and scheduled tribes (Thorat, 2007).  

 

Simultaneously, there were attempts to modify the HDI by including other missing dimensions 

such as participation, housing, environmental indicators such as pollution created by factories, 

degradation of land and the like which have been considered in the Gujarat HDR (MGLI, 2004). 

This in turn triggered a debate on the dimensions that need to be included/excluded in measuring 

human progress. A more recent attempt has been to Indianise the GDI and GEM with the 

Ministry for Women and Child Development undertaking an exhaustive exercise to compute 

gender related indices across Indian States
3
. While the dimensions of the GDI and GEM have 

been retained as in the UNDP reports, the indicators that represented the dimensions were 

enlarged and made more appropriate to the Indian situation
4
.  

 

This process of exploring new dimensions and indicators brought to the fore the fact that data on 

several vital aspects affecting well being are simply not collected and hence it is not possible to 

focus policy attention on them. Glaring examples include amount of vehicular and industrial 

discharges into the environment, violence against women and other socially deprived sections of 

the population gender disaggregated data on asset holding, participation in community level 

institutions etc. 

 

The focus of  attention was on computing the HDI at progressively lower levels of geographical 

disaggregation in spite of the challenges posed by availability of data. As Shahrbanou (2005) 

commented, „The human development message in India seems to have fallen victim to the goal of 

improving the HDI, hence, overly concerned with the three sectors that make up the index:  

health, education and livelihoods.   What is missing is intra-sectoral, „agency‟ approach and 

principled approach.  The evaluative aspect of human development seems to have received a 

more favorable ear than the „agency‟ aspect of the concept‟. 

 

 2.3 Going beyond the HDI 

 
Even as the HDI remained the main index that was used to measure human progress, several 

other tools have been used in an attempt to overcome the limitations of the HDI. One such tool is 

the Human Development Radars first used in the National Human Development Report (Plannng 

Commission, 2002). Developed as a supplement to the composite index, the HD radar is basically 

a graphical depiction of a region‟s status on a number of indicators simultaneously. The radars 

were also used in the Human Development Report for the district of Bankura  (Planning 

Commission and Government of West Bengal, 2007) as a way of depicting disparities in human 

development achievements at the sub-district level units called talukas.  

 

3. Humanising Data Collection 
 

The spread of the human development concept emphasizing participation at all levels found 

strong resonance in new initiatives taken to make human development reporting a truly 

                                                 
3
 The summary report is available at http://data.undp.org.in/governance/GHDI_SummaryReport.pdf 
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participatory exercise. The very process of preparation of these documents was viewed as both an 

advocacy as well as planning tool. In keeping with the ongoing thrust on decentralization and 

devolution of power to lower administrative levels, involving people in assessment of the status 

of human development was considered crucial for any lasting change to take place.  

 

The State of Chhattisgarh in central India took the lead in preparing a HDR which was built 

„bottom up‟ from villages. Released in 2005 the provincial Chhattisgarh HDR was conceived 

from the start as a participatory process. The HDR was prepared from below with people in each 

of the more than 17,000 villages preparing their own HDRs in a participatory manner. The 

Reports covered the situation with respect to key human development indicators, the progress 

made thus far, the lacunae and the aspirations of the people with respect to the future. The Village 

Reports were presented to the village assembly and duly ratified therein. The district Reports, 16 

in number, were written from the village Reports by teams of people, often numbering about 40, 

over a period of two months. These have been duly ratified by the elected District Councils. The 

State Report was prepared by the NGO, Sanket. UNDP has facilitated the process along with the 

Planning Commission, Government of India, by providing financial and technical assistance. 

 

A similar example emerges from the state of Kerala where a HDR for Panchayats (local bodies) 

was prepared with the active participation of women from Self Help Groups who collected 

household data for the HDR.  

 

The examples are important not merely from the point of view applying a human development 

approach to data collection but also for more sustainable development outcomes. For example, 

the state of Chhattisgarh has forged ahead of other States in the past two years in improving the 

reading skills of students in schools. The Annual Status of Education Report (ASER, 2009) 

authored by an independent NGO PRATHAM, states, „Chhattisgarh has shown a dramatic 

improvement in children‟s reading ability since 2007. The proportion of children in Std III who 

can read a Std I level text has increased from 31% in 2007 to 70% in 2008. The proportion of Std 

V children who could read a Std II level text in 2007 was 58%. This figure had gone up to 75% in 

2008. Reading levels inChhattisgarh have improved dramatically across the board‟. This is a 

remarkable achievement for a State which is poor and comprises a large proportion of indigenous 

population. The massive involvement of people in the HDR exercise and their comprehension of 

what the data indicates has obviously led to greater interest in improving their own development 

outcomes.  

 

As a logical step in ensuring people‟s participation in monitoring their own status on human 

development and drawing on the growing popularity of report cards as a tool for such purposes, 

UNDP and UNICEF supported in 2006 a People’s Audit of Health, Education and Livelihoods 

(PAHELI ) in select districts of India
5
.  

 

The aim was to develop a simple „toolkit‟ as well as a process that enabled ordinary citizens and 

communities to monitor their own progress on human development.  PAHELI was designed to 

enable people to conduct a rapid assessment of with respect to life and livelihoods, water and 

sanitation, mother and child health and education and literacy. These MDG based indicators 

                                                 
5
 For more details on the methodology and tools used see 

http://asercentre.org/activities/paheli/pahelidoc.pdf 
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would enable the local population to understand the state of human development based on 

primary data and enable them to take local  action to improve the situation.  

 

The survey used several modes of engaging the local population in the data collection process 

ranging from involving the woman of the household in answering questions to conducting 

activities that engaged all sections of the population in gathering data and interpreting it. The 

pictorial nature of the survey (Annexure 1) meant that it could be easily comprehended by even 

the illiterate members of a village. The conduct of the survey by local NGOs, volunteers, 

university students and local youth enabled their engagement in subsequent activities aimed at 

improving the situation. 

 

4. Extending the Human Development Approach to Statistics 
 

The Indian experience demonstrates the feasibility of combining government ownership with 

independence of analysis and participatory processes enable people to understand their own 

reality so as to be able to act on it, government ownership enables the initiation of large scale 

measures to mitigate the situation. In a democracy, where the government and the people work 

together, the processes of decentralization, right to information and emphasis to accountability 

can facilitate the acceleration of progress on human development outcomes.  

 

Measures and what is being measured cannot be unrelated to each other. The fact that the 

phenomenon to be measured is well-being‟ or „human progress‟ in itself influences the data 

collection mechanisms and brings into question the appropriateness of traditional methods of data 

collection based on interviews and surveys. If the aim is to empower people and enlarge the range 

of opportunities, the measurement of human progress and well-being need to adopt  

methodologies which enable people to act as „agents‟ rather than respondents or beneficiaries. It 

is time to move beyond traditional techniques of data collection and reporting to consider how 

people can be involved in measuring their own „progress‟. The examples cited in this note 

provide some pointers for a human development way to measure human progress. 
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