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neof the strongpoints of
the Indian statistical
system is theavailability
of information from
multiple sourceson

important key socioeconomic
indicators. Information from
independent sample surveys, carried
out throughanestablished
institutional system, suchas thoseof
National SampleSurvey (NSS) and
National FamilyHealthSurvey
(NFHS), haveoftenbeenused to
cross-validate statistics, available
fromofficial ordepartmental sources
andmajor governmentprogrammes.
The latter canbeaccessed through
dashboardson thewebsites of the
differentdepartments. Theprogress
ofmajornational programmes is also
widelypublishedby theofficial
agencies, unlike in thepastwhere
suchprogresswas reportedonly in
their annual reports.

Understandably, there are
differences in themagnitudeand
even thedirectionof change in the
information fromgovernment
departments and those from
established institutional surveys.
Thesediscrepancies in
the statisticsproduced
bydifferent agencies are
generallydue to issuesof
definitions, coverage,
anddifferences in
statutory and
procedural
requirements. The
degreeof autonomyof
theagency involved in
data collectionand
employmentof
temporary and
semiskilledpersonnel
withdifferential
capacity, as against thewell-trained
permanent survey staff byan
establishednational organisation,
contribute to thesedifferences. The
data, generatedas aby-product of
statutes throughadministrative
interventions, often turnsout tobe
incompleteor inaccurate. The
differences aremostlynotdue toany
explicit ordeliberate agencybias,
influencingdata collection to
produce certainoutcomes, but from
inherentprocedural differences.

Thenational surveys conducted
by theestablished institutions,
however, are verydifferent. These are
notdesigned in the context of any
specific programmeandhence
develop the concepts, sampling
frame,methodology, etc. through
wider consensus amongprospective
user agencies, including researchers
andcivil society. TheNFHSandNSS
arenowacknowledgedasproviding
comparabledata to assess socio-
economicdevelopment andarebeing
used inmainstreamresearchand
policydeliberations.Their results are
mostly acceptedbydatausers, not
onlydue to the robustness of their
methodologybut also forholistic
coverageof several relatedvariables
withina consistent frame.

The situationhasbeenchanging
over thepast coupleofdecadeswith
theemergenceof several agencies
conducting surveys at thenational
level. This, however, has resulted in
conflicting trendsandpatterns in
certainparameters.NFHS, for
example, has reportedadecline in
nutritional level for certaingroups
against claims to the contraryunder
governmentmissions.The
differenceshave led to ahealthy
debateonmeasurement issues. The
wideavailability ofunit-level data
fromNFHSanduseof advanceddata
analytics softwarehavepermitted
furtherprobing into conceptual
issues.

Thediscrepancies in thedata,
nonetheless, have remaineda

nudgingproblem.Thegovernments,
bothatnational and state levels, have
sometimes referred to the statistics
fromthenational-level surveyswhile
launchingcertainprogrammesor
claiming success in their
interventions.Researchersusing the
national surveydata, on theother
hand,haveoften shown that the
progress indevelopmentparameters,
after adjusting for thedefinitions,
coverageand timing issues, is
significantlybelow theclaimsby the
ministries. In such situations,
officials generallyhave chosen to
ignore thedata fromthenational
surveys and trust thedepartmental
informationcollected through the
samesystemthat is responsible for
implementing theprogrammes.

Thediscrepanciesbetween the
surveyandofficial datahavebecome
more serious in recent years.
Although the samplingandnon-
sampling issues in thenational
surveys canexplainapart of the
discrepancies,muchof it is being
attributed toagencybias, puttinga
questionmarkon the robustness of
theofficial data.Recently, therewas

controversyon the
female-male ratio,
thrownupby the
NFHS,whichwas
notedasbeingmuch
higher than theCensus
estimates. Itwas,
however, promptly
explained that the
former excludes the
non-household
population from its
coverage thathave
predominanceofmen.

Thenational
surveys, thus, are

believed toprovideamoreobjective
pictureof theground reality, since
neither the respondentnor the
enumeratorhas anypersonal gain
fromthe recorded information.The
departmental data, on theother
hand, comes from implementing
agencies through reportingof
achievements against targets. These
achievements areoften thephysical
completionof facilities andnot
necessarily their usageor access of
the respondents. It is important to
note that the individual responses—
basedon the respondents’ perception
cross-verifiedby the investigator—
are likely tobeunbiasedwhenboth
havenopersonal stake in theactual
response, as is the case innational
institutionalised surveys.

The socio-economic caste census,
for example, overstateddeprivation
of several caste groupsas the
respondentswere aware that the
informationwouldbeused to
determine thepoverty entitlements
of their caste. Similarly,
administrative
reporting,meant to aid
implementation,
monitoringand
evaluation, is likely to
haveagencyor
enumerators’ bias. The
programme-based
information isusually
reported
by theofficials
responsible for
implementationagainst
theassigned targets.

Given the scepticismwith regard
toofficial data, survey-based
validation isnowgettingbuilt into
governmentprogrammes. Such
evaluative surveys are, however, very
different fromthenational surveys
mentionedabove, as these aremostly
outsourced toprivate agencies or
publicundertakings inamanner that
thepossibility of agencybias isnot
ruledout.Most of thesedata
gatheringagencieswork ina

competitive environment andare
willing tonegotiate the costs,
duration, etc, that tend toaffect the
quality of the staff, their emoluments
andultimately that of the
information.Consequently, the
official claimsonoutcomesof
projects ormissionsmostlyhavean
underlying credibilityquestion.

Understandingdataanomalies
It is important thatweprobedeeper
into theanomalies between thedata
coming from institutionalised
surveys andofficial sources.

TheJal JeevanMission (JJM) is a
keynational initiative toprovide tap
water connection to every rural
household.TheJJM,which startedon
August 15, 2019, considered that only
17per cent of the rural households
had tapwater connections.The
Multiple Indicator Survey (MIS) of
NSS, as apart of its regular surveyon
housing conditions, covering the
period fromJuly toDecember 2018,
however, had reported that 21.6per
cent of the rural householdshave
pipedwater,muchhigher than
whatwas reportedbyJJMa few
monthsback.

TheNSSestimate for 2020–21 is
24.8per cent,much less than the
figure givenby theministry, asnoted
below.TheNFHS-5, conducted
during2019–21, estimated the rural
households getting improved
drinkingwater fromtapswithin the
dwellingor yard/plot tobe 22.6per
cent for the country, very close to the
NSSestimate fromtheMIS.

Interestingly, against theMISof
NSS,which suggests that 24.8per
cent of the rural householdshad
access topipedwater in 2020–21
(though the results in the report
mentionpersons), the figure fromthe
MinistryofDrinkingWater and
Sanitation forDecember 31, 2020 is
32.5per cent.According to JJM, 54
per cent among the rural households
hadaccess to safedrinkingwaterby
theendofMarch2023.Thismustbe
considered in the context of the
mission’s goal of providing safe and
adequatedrinkingwater through
individual tap connectionsby2024 to
all rural houses.However, goingby
the recent trend, asdiscussedabove,
this looks extremely ambitious. If
true, theachievement is
commendable, but thiswouldbe
partlydue to thegovernment’s
baseline figureof 17per cent,which is
much less than thoseofNSSorNFHS,
asnotedabove.

Similarly, theNFHSandNSS
estimates of rural sanitationcoverage
aremuchbelow theclaimsmade
under SwachhBharatMission (SBM),
basedon theNationalAnnualRural
SanitationSurvey (NARSS) (2019–20)
conductedby theMinistryof

DrinkingWater and
Sanitationat the
behest of theWorld
Bank.Anon-
governmental agency
was taskedwith the
survey tomeasure the
performanceof each
statewith respect to
disbursements linked
to incentives. There
waswidespread
awareness and

enthusiasmfor theSBMat theground
level to get their villagedeclaredas
opendefecation free (ODF). This
couldbea factor in theoverestimation
of the coverage.

TheNSS2018estimated the
percentageof rural households
reporting toilet access as 71.3per cent,
ofwhich69.3per centwas in the
categoryof improved latrine.The
NFHS (2019–21), too, reported 71per
cent of the rural householdshaving
access to improved sanitation
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facilities that included7.4per cent of
householdsmentioning these asbeing
shared.Both theNSSandNFHS
estimates fall short of thegovernment
claimsof rural IndiabecomingODFor

theNARSScoverageof 93.5per cent.
Undoubtedly, therehasbeena
significant reduction inhouseholds
without access to a latrinedue to the
mission.Thisnotwithstanding, both

NSSandNFHSshow lower
achievements than theofficial claims.

Theeconomicadvisory committee
to theGovernmentof Indiahas tried to
reconcile suchdivergences in thedata
ondrinkingwater. It argues that
timely releaseofdata and
standardisationofdefinitions and
questionnaireswould remove such
anomalies. There canbeno two
opinionson theneed for timely release
ofdata.However, there is some
inevitabledelay in collatingand
scrutinising the fielddatabyNSSand
NFHS.The situation,however, has
improvednow.

Thequestionof standardisationof
definitions andquestionnaires in
surveys tomatch theadministrative
yardsticks isnot easy.Administrative
yardsticksoftengive aone-
dimensional viewof theprogramme
achievements.NFHSandNSS, on the
otherhand, employ standard
definitions, ensuring comparability
withprevious results. These
definitions andconcepts generally
adopt internationally followed
conventions.Theadministrativedata,
however, donot oftenhave complete
coverageand isdesigned for
monitoringandevaluationof the
specific programme in termsof
outputs/achievement, set in the
project documents.

Theestimatesbasedon the
national surveys are, therefore,
helpful to cross-validate the claims
of administrative agencies, but their
utility goesmuchbeyond that. The
robustness andquality ofNFHS
datamust, therefore, be judged
by the robustness of statistical
parameters and their temporal and
cross-sectional comparability andnot
by the recent controversies regarding
its fundingagency.
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Addressing discrepancies in
official statistical system
Thediscrepancies in
thestatisticsproduced
bydifferentagencies
aregenerallydueto
issuesofdefinitions,
coverage,and
differences instatutory
andprocedural
requirements,writes
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National surveys are
believed to provide a
more objective
picture of the
ground reality, since
neither the
respondent nor the
enumerator has any
personal gain from
the recorded
information

Administrative
reporting, meant to
aid implementation,
monitoring and
evaluation, is likely to
have agency or
enumerators’ bias
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