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POVERTY IN INDIA IS ON THE RISE AGAIN 
In the absence of CES data, the Periodic Labour Force Survey shows a rise in the absolute 

number of the poor 
India has not released its Consumption Expenditure Survey (CES) data since 2011-12. Normally a CES 

is conducted by the National Sample Survey Office (NSO) every five years. But the CES of 2017-18 (already 

conducted a year late) was not made public by the Government of India. Now, we hear that a new CES is 

likely to be conducted in 2021-22, the data from which will probably not be available before end-2022. 

Meanwhile, we know that the economy has been slowing for nine quarters prior to the outbreak of 

the novel coronavirus pandemic. Unemployment had reached a 45-year high in 2017-18, as revealed by 

NSO’s Periodic Labour Force Survey (PLFS). 

 

Sufficient to estimate change 

India’s labour force surveys, including the five-yearly Employment-Unemployment Rounds from 

1973-4 to 2011-12, have also collected consumption expenditure of households. The PLFS has maintained 

that tradition. While the PLFS’s questions on consumption expenditure are not as detailed as those of the 

CES, they are sufficient for us to estimate changes in consumption on a consistent basis across time. It 

enables any careful researcher to estimate the incidence of poverty (i.e., the share in the total population of 

those below the poverty line), as well as the total number of persons below poverty. That is exactly what we 

do in the table. 

There is a clear trajectory of the incidence of poverty falling from 1973 to 2012. In fact, since India 

began collecting data on poverty, the incidence of poverty has always fallen, consistently. It was 54.9% in 

1973-4; 44.5% in 1983-84; 36% in 1993-94 and 27.5% in 2004-05. This was in accordance with the Lakdawala 

poverty line (which was lower than the Tendulkar poverty line), named after a distinguished economist, then 

a member of the Planning Commission. 

  

Methodology 

In 2011, it was decided in the Planning Commission, that the national poverty line will be raised in 

accordance with the recommendations of an expert group chaired by the late Suresh Tendulkar (then 

professor of Economics at the Delhi School of Economics). That is the poverty line we use in estimating 

poverty in the table. As it happens, this poverty line was comparable at the time to the international poverty 

line (estimated by the World Bank), of $1.09 (now raised to $1.90 to account for inflation) person per day. 

Based on the Tendulkar poverty line, the poverty estimates for 2004-05 and 2011-12 are to be found 

in the Planning Commission’s own estimates using the CES of those years. Hence, we have extended the 

2011-12 poverty line for each State and used the consumption expenditure reported by the PLFS to estimate 

a consistent poverty head count ratio (i.e., incidence of poverty in the population) as well as the absolute 

number of the poor. We feel confident about using the PLFS, because in the absence of CES data, the PLFS 

can be used to estimate the incidence of poverty. It also collects the household monthly per capita 

consumption expenditure data based on the Mixed Recall Period methodology. Similar to the CES, the PLFS 

(PLFS annual report, 2019-20, page 6) also asks the household questions about expenses on health, clothing 

and bedding, education, footwear and consumer durables for a 365 day recall period — prior to the day of 

the survey; but for non-durable consumption goods/services — including expenses on food, housing and 

conveyance, etc. — its question expects a recall period of 30 days prior to the day of survey. We naturally 

updated the Tendulkar poverty line, using the Consumer Price Index for each State to 2019-20, to arrive at 

the estimate for the last year before COVID-19. 

 

An urban and rural rise 

What is stunning is that for the first time in India’s history of estimating poverty, there is a rise in the 

incidence of poverty since 2011-12. The important point is that this is consistent with the NSO’s CES data for 
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2017-18 that was leaked data. The leaked data showed that rural consumption between 2012 and 2018 had 

fallen by 8%, while urban consumption had risen by barely 2%. Since the majority of India’s population 

(certainly over 65%) is rural, poverty in India is also predominantly rural. Remarkably, by 2019-20, poverty 

had increased significantly in both the rural and urban areas, but much more so in rural areas (from 25% to 

30%). 

It is also for the first time since the estimation of poverty began in India on a consistent basis, that 

the absolute number of poor has risen: from 217 million in 2012 to 270 million in 2019-20 in rural areas; and 

from 53 million to 71 million in the urban areas; or a total increase of the absolute poor of about 70 million. 

It is important here to recall two facts: between 1973 and 1993, the absolute number of poor had 

remained constant (at about 320 million poor), despite a significant increase in India’s total population. 

Between 1993 and 2004, the absolute number of poor fell by a marginal number (18 million) from 320 million 

to 302 million, during a period when the GDP growth rate had picked up after the economic reforms. 

It is for the first time in India’s history since the CES began that we have seen an increase in the 

absolute numbers of the poor, between 2012-13 and 2019-20. 

The second fact is that for the first time ever, between 2004-05 and 2011-12, the number of the poor 

fell, and that too by a staggering 133 million, or by over 19 million per year. This was accounted for by what 

has come to be called India’s ‘dream run’ of growth: over 2004 and 2014, the GDP growth rate had averaged 

8% per annum — a 10-year run that was not sustained thereafter. By contrast, not only has the incidence of 

poverty increased since then, but the absolute increase in poverty is totally unprecedented. 

 

The contributory factors 

 The reasons for increased poverty since 2013 are not far to seek. While the economy maintained 

some growth momentum till 2015, the monumental blunder of demonetisation followed by a poorly planned 

and hurriedly introduced Goods and Services Tax, both delivered body blows to the unorganised sector and 

Micro, Small and Medium Enterprises. The economic slowdown followed. None of the four engines of growth 

was firing after that. Private investment fell from 31% inherited by the new government, to 28% of GDP by 

2019-20. Public expenditure was constrained by a silent fiscal crisis. Exports, which had never fallen in 

absolute dollar terms for a quarter century since 1991, actually fell below the 2013-14 level ($315 billion) for 

five years. Consumption stagnated and household savings rates fell. Joblessness increased to a 45-year high 

by 2017-18 (by the usual status), and youth (15-29 years of age) saw unemployment triple from 6% to 18% 

between 2012 and 2018. Real wages did not increase for casual or regular workers over the same period, 

hardly surprising when job seekers were increasing but jobs were not at anywhere close to that rate. Hence, 

consumer expenditure fell, and poverty increased. 

 Poverty is expected to rise further during the COVID-19 pandemic after the economy has contracted. 

 

 on the rise (phrase) – increasing. 

 in the absence of (phrase) – without, lacking, 

notwithstanding. 

 Consumption Expenditure Survey (CES) (noun) – 

The Consumer Expenditure Survey (CES) is 

usually conducted at quinquennial (recurring 

every five years) intervals by The National 

Sample Survey Organisation (NSSO). The NSS 

Consumer Expenditure Survey generates 

estimates of household Monthly Per Capita 

Consumer Expenditure (MPCE) and the 

distribution of households and persons over the 

MPCE classes. It is designed to collect 

information regarding expenditure on 

consumption of goods and services (food and 

non-food) consumed by households. The results, 

after release, are also used for rebasing of the 

GDP and other macro-economic indicators. 

 Periodic Labour Force Survey (PLFS) (noun) – 

National Sample Survey Office (NSSO) had been 

conducting surveys on employment and 

unemployment on quinquennial (five-yearly) 

basis. However, considering the need for 

availability of such statistics at more frequent 

intervals, Ministry of Statistics and Programme 

Implementation has launched a regular 

employment-unemployment survey, namely, 

‘Periodic Labour Force Survey (PLFS)’. The PLFS 

has been launched from April, 2017 with the 

objective to provide quarterly changes of various 
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indicators of the labour market for urban areas 

and the annual estimates of different labour 

force indicators for both rural and urban areas, at 

State/UT and all India level. 

 absolute (adjective) – total. 

 National Sample Survey (NSS) (noun) – It is one 

of the oldest continuing household sample 

surveys in the developing world. The survey is 

conducted on a regular basis by the National 

Sample Survey Organisation (NSSO), India’s 

premier data collection agency. Since 1972, the 

NSSO has fallen under the Ministry of Statistics 

and Program Implementation of the Government 

of India (GOI). 

 make public (phrase) – announce, release, 

publish. 

 probably (adverb) – most likely, in all likelihood, 

all things considered, perhaps. 

 quarter (noun) – a period of three months 

(considered as one-fourth of a year). 

 reveal (verb) – show, display, exhibit, disclose, 

uncover. 

 private consumption or consumption 

expenditure (noun) – the spending by 

households (consumers) on goods and services, 

excluding new housing. 

 household (noun) – family, house. 

 the incidence of poverty (noun) – the 

share/proportion in the total population of those 

below the poverty line. 

 Below Poverty Line (BPL) (noun) – a benchmark 

used by the government of India to indicate 

economic disadvantage and to identify 

individuals and households in need of 

government assistance and aid. 

 trajectory (noun) – way, path, track/course, 

route, direction, approach. 

 consistently (adverb) – always, each time, 

invariably. 

 in accordance with (phrase) –in agreement with, 

in conformity with, in line with, in compliance 

with. 

 Lakdawala Method (noun) – Lakdawala method 

of poverty line is a recommended by the 

Lakdawala committee (1993). This committee 

estimated poverty line based on “calorie intake”. 
 Tendulkar Method (noun) – Tendulkar method 

of poverty line is recommended by the Suresh 

Tendulkar Committee (2005). This committee 

estimated poverty line based on “monthly per 

capita expenditure”. 
 distinguished (adjective) – eminent, famous, 

renowned, prominent. 

 poverty threshold/line (noun) – the minimum 

level of income considered sufficient in a 

particular country. 

 account for (phrasal verb) – constitute, make up, 

comprise. 

 inflation (noun) – simply meaning “cost of 

living”; increase of price level of goods & services 

and vice versa decrease of currency value. 

 head count ratio (HCR) (noun) – the population 

ratio/proportion that exists, or lives, below the 

poverty threshold. (i.e., incidence of poverty in 

the population). 

 per capita (adverb & adjective) – per person, for 

each; relating to each person. 

 Mixed Reference/Recall Period (MRP) (noun) – 

Under this method, data on five less-frequently 

used items are collected over a one-year period, 

while sticking to the 30-day recall for the rest of 

the items. The low-frequency items include 

expenditure on health, education, clothing, 

durables etc. Currently, all poverty line data 

(since 1999-2000) are compiled using the MRP 

method. These include the most recent 

estimates by the Suresh Tendulkar and 

Rangarajan Committees. 

 Uniform Reference/Recall Period (URP) (noun) – 

Up until 1993-94, the poverty line was based on 

URP data. This involved asking people about their 

consumption expenditure across a 30-day recall 

period. In other words, the information was 

based on the recall of consumption expenditure 

over the last month alone. 

 Modified Mixed Reference/Recall period 

(MMRP) (noun) – In this method, for some food 

items, instead of a 30-day recall, only a 7-day 

recall is collected. Also, for some low-frequency 

items, instead of a 30-day recall, a 1-year recall is 

collected. This is believed to provide a more 

accurate reflection of consumption expenditures. 

 consumer durables (noun) – manufactured 

products/goods (such as TV, fridge, AC, 

motorbike, car & etc) which last for an extended 

period of time. 

 consumer non-durables (noun) – products/ 

goods (such as food, clothing, fuel, etc.) which 
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are produced for immediate use and frequently 

replaced by the consumer. 

 conveyance (noun) – transportation. 

 Consumer Price Index (CPI) (noun) – The CPI 

looks at the basket of consumer goods and 

services and  it measures the change in price of 

this basket over a period of time. To put it 

simply, the CPI monitors retail prices at a certain 

level for a particular commodity. 

 arrive at (verb) – attain, reach, gain, accomplish 

(a decision/conclusion). 

 predominantly (adverb) – mainly, mostly. 

 more so (phrase) – to a greater degree or extent. 

 absolute poverty (noun) – a condition where 

household income is below a necessary level to 

maintain basic living standards (food, shelter, 

housing). 

 recall (verb) – remember, recollect, call to mind, 

think of. 

 Gross domestic product (GDP) (noun) – a 

measure of economic activity in a country. It is 

the total value of a country’s annual output of 

goods and services. 

 pick up (phrasal verb) – improve, get better, 

recover, progress. 

 staggering (adjective) – astonishing, shocking, 

surprising. 

 dream run (phrase) – used to mention a 

spell/period in which everything is going 

perfectly. 

 sustain (verb) – continue, carry on, keep up, 

maintain, bolster up. 

 thereafter (adverb) – after that, afterwards, 

subsequently. 

 unprecedented (adjective) – not done or 

experienced before. 

 far to seek (phrase) – out of reach. 

 momentum (noun) – driving power, strength, 

impetus. 

 monumental (adjective) – huge, terrible, 

dreadful, awful, colossal.  

 blunder (noun) – mistake, error, gaffe, fault. 

 demonetisation (noun) – the act of depriving a 

currency unit (note/coin) of its status as money. 

 hurriedly (adverb) – quickly, hastily, speedily, in a 

hurry. 

 body blow (noun) – problem, difficulty, issue, 

upset, disappointment, misfortune, mishap. 

 unorganised sector/workforce (noun) – 

unorganized sector means an enterprise owned 

by individuals or self-employed workers and 

engaged in the production or sale of goods or 

providing service of any kind whatsoever, and 

where the enterprise employs workers, the 

number of such workers is less than ten. 

 formal/organised sector (noun) – formal 

economy; it is the part of an economy that is 

taxed and monitored by the government. 

 Micro, Small and Medium Enterprise (MSME) 

(noun) – MSME stands for Micro, Small and 

Medium Enterprise (MSME), introduced by 

Government of India in agreement with Micro, 

Small & Medium Enterprises Development 

(MSMED) Act, 2006. It includes Enterprises 

engaged in the manufacture or production, 

processing or preservation of goods & 

Enterprises engaged in providing or rendering of 

services with some specific requirements. 

 slowdown (noun) – economic decline, recession, 

slump/depression. 

 four engines of growth (noun/phrase) – private 

investment, private consumption, exports and 

government expenditure are the four engines of 

growth. 

 fire (verb) – inspire, motivate, spur on, galvanize. 

 inherit (verb) – assume, take over, receive 

something (e.g. a situation & etc.) from a 

predecessor (previous holder of the post). 

 public expenditure/spending or government 

expenditure/spending (noun) – money spent by 

the government. 

 constrain (verb) – restrict, limit, control, restrain. 

 fiscal crisis (noun) – an inability of the 

government to bridge a deficit between its 

expenditures and its tax revenues.  

 in absolute terms (phrase) – measured by itself, 

not in comparison with other things. 

 stagnate (verb) – be sluggish, languish, decline, 

deteriorate, fall. 

 joblessness (noun) – unemployment. 

 triple (verb) – increase by three (times). 

 hardly (adverb) – barely, almost not. 

 consumer expenditure/spending (noun) – the 

acquisition (buying/procuring) of goods and 

services by individuals or families. 

 contract (verb) – decline, decrease, diminish, 

reduce. 
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