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Executive Summary

The Aspirational Districts Programme (ADP) represents an ideal shift in Indian governance,
moving from top-down planning to “competitive federalism”. While the programme has
successfully utilised the “3Cs” framework of convergence, collaboration, and competition to
accelerate the development and improve the disparity that exists between infrastructure
gains and human development outcomes. The official document indicates that “hard”
infrastructure targets, such as rural electrification and road connectivity, often reach near-
total saturation because they are one-time physical investments. In contrast, “soft” human
development indicators like health, nutrition, and education show slower, incremental
progress as they require consistent behavioural change and service delivery reaching each of
them. This brief identifies a critical policy gap: the current Delta Ranking System may
inadvertently prioritize easily achievable infrastructure wins over complex human outcomes.
To ensure long-term equity this brief recommends re-thinking ranking criteria and favoring
health and education alongside institutionalising third-party data audits to verify qualitative
improvements at grassroot level. 
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1.Background and Problem Statement

The Aspirational District Programme
(ADP), launched in January 2018, marks a
significant departure from traditional, top-
down approach of developmental models
in India. By targeting 112 of the country’s
most underdeveloped districts, the
initiative seeks to localise the Sustainable
Developmental Goals (SDGs) through a
framework of “competitive federalism”.
The programme is anchored tiers, and
monthly competition driven by data. This
framework aims to ensure no region is left
behind in India’s journey towards
becoming a developed nation by 2047. 

1.1 Problem Description

Despite the programme’s success in
mobilising local administration, critical
“outcome gap” has emerged between
infrastructure and human development.
While “hard” infrastructure targets such as
road connectivity and household
electrification often reach a 100%
saturation point, whereas “soft” human
development indicators like maternal
health and learning outcomes somehow
show slower progress. The infrastructure
projects are one time investment projects
and are easier to monitor thus 

improvement shows immediately
whereas in human developmental
initiatives there is a need of continuous
push and monitoring when it comes top
health, literacy rates, and behavioural
change need long-term institutional
capacity. So, the district may appear
highly ranked due to its infrastructural
development while still facing
significant problems in child nutrition
or literacy.

1.2 Why Existing Frameworks Fall
Short

Prior to ADP, development
interventions were often fragmented
and this affected the lack of real-time
monitoring. Traditional “one size fits
all” schemes or the top-down approach
failed to account for the unique
geographical and social barriers faced
by most of the remote districts. Adding
on to this there is also the lack of a
competitive element meant that district
administrations have little incentives to
innovate and improve to resource
allocation. While the ADP introduced
data-driven governance, the current
system still allows easy infrastructure
“wins” to potentially mask deeper
realities that failed in essential human
services.



2.Regulatory and Analytical Framework

The ADP operates as a centrally sponsored
intervention that is executed through the
principle of “competitive federalism”. It is
not governed by a single act but by
executive guidelines from NITI Aayog that
mandates the “3Cs” strategy to harmonise
governance where the framework ensures
districts are evaluated against their past
performance rather than comparison to
other districts or national level. There is
competition within the district’s past to
present performance focusing on a
balanced approach.

2.1 Key Definitions and Classifications 

Convergence: entails the alignment of
prevailing central and state
government schemes and policies to
amplify their influence.
Collaboration: spurs alliances among
governmental entities, non-
governmental organisations and
diverse stakeholders to consolidate
resources and expertise. 
Competition: fuels a positive
competition among districts,
stimulating them to draw inspiration
from each other’s achievements.

2.2  Relevant Legislation and Rules  



3.Policy Options Analysis

4.Recommendations
4.1 Dynamic Weightage Adjustment:
NITI Aayog should increase the
weightage of “Nutrition and Health”
and “Education” from 60% to 70% for
the districts with > 95% infrastructure
saturation.
4.2 Third-Party Social Audits: Partner
with academic institutions to conduct
physical verifications of “human”
outcomes to ensure quality matches the
dashboard data.

4.3 Gender-Responsive Allocation:
Prioritise SHG (Self-Help Group)
resources within Aspirational Blocks
Programme to bridge the gap between
livelihoods and women’s health.

4.4 Technical Capacity Building for
Block-Level Frontline Workers: Even
in the 2025 report the highlights of
successful health and reach is done by
empowering frontline workers and staff
by better technology and clear data-
entry protocols.



5.Conclusion:

The ADP has redefined Indian
Governance, but its impact and legacy
depend on moving from “building” to
“nurturing”. While infrastructure serves
the foundation, the true measure of
success for “Viksit Bharat 2047” will be
great development and improvement in
lives of India’s most vulnerable citizens.
There needs to be no question of whether
its infrastructure vs human development
but a balanced approach to it. There can be
a development lag; however, with refined
focus, this balance in the model can serve
as a global example and blueprint for
inclusive development. 

 NITI Aayog. 2025. Stories of Change: Aspirational D can serve
as a globalistricts and Blocks. New Delhi: Government of India.
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