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Abstract 

The establishment of the National Institution for Transforming India (NITI Aayog) in 

2015 marked a major shift in India's approach to development planning. Replacing the 

Planning Commission, NITI Aayog was designed as a policy think tank to promote 

cooperative federalism, innovation, evidence-based policymaking, and sustainable 

development. Unlike its predecessor, it does not allocate financial resources but 

provides strategic policy advice and encourages collaboration among the Union 

Government, State Governments, experts, and other stakeholders. This study examines 

the role of NITI Aayog in India's transformation by analysing its institutional 

framework, major initiatives, and contribution to governance reforms. The study is 

based on secondary data collected from government reports, books, journal articles, 

and publications of international organizations. The findings indicate that NITI Aayog 

has strengthened policy coordination, promoted innovation, encouraged data-driven 

governance, and improved Centre–State cooperation through initiatives such as the 

Aspirational Districts Programme, Atal Innovation Mission, and SDG India Index. 

However, its advisory nature and dependence on implementation by ministries and 

state governments continue to limit its overall effectiveness. The paper concludes that 

NITI Aayog has become an important institution for promoting inclusive, innovative, 

and sustainable development in India. Its future success will depend on stronger 

institutional coordination, effective implementation, and continued collaboration 

among all stakeholders. 
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1. Introduction 

Economic development depends not only on financial resources but also on effective public institutions that can design, 

implement, and evaluate policies. As economies become more complex, governments require institutions that are flexible, 

research-oriented, and capable of responding to changing national and global challenges. In India, one of the most significant 

institutional reforms in public policy was the establishment of the National Institution for Transforming India (NITI Aayog) on 

1 January 2015, replacing the Planning Commission, which had guided the country's development planning since 1950 

(Government of India, 2015). 

The Planning Commission played a vital role in India's early years by preparing Five-Year Plans and allocating resources for 

national development. This centralized planning system was suitable for a newly independent nation facing challenges such as 

poverty, low industrialization, and limited infrastructure. However, after the economic reforms of 1991, India's economy became 

increasingly market-oriented and globally integrated. State governments assumed greater responsibility for development, while 

the private sector emerged as a key contributor to economic growth. These changes highlighted the need for a more flexible 

institution that could provide strategic policy guidance instead of centralized resource allocation (Ahluwalia, 2011) [1]. 
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To address these changing needs, the Government of India 

established NITI Aayog as a policy think tank. Its primary 

purpose is to support governments through policy research, 

long-term planning, innovation, monitoring, and evaluation. 

Unlike the Planning Commission, NITI Aayog does not 

distribute funds to states. Instead, it focuses on providing 

evidence-based recommendations and encouraging 

collaboration among governments, experts, academic 

institutions, industry, and civil society. 

A key feature of NITI Aayog is its emphasis on cooperative 

federalism, which promotes partnership between the Union 

Government and State Governments in the policymaking 

process. Through its Governing Council, which includes the 

Prime Minister, Chief Ministers of all States, and Lieutenant 

Governors of Union Territories, the institution provides a 

platform for discussing national development priorities. It 

also promotes competitive federalism by publishing 

performance-based indices that encourage states to improve 

governance and share successful development practices. 

Another important aspect of NITI Aayog is its commitment 

to evidence-based policymaking. The institution encourages 

the use of reliable data, research, and performance indicators 

to improve public policy. This approach has become 

increasingly important as India addresses challenges such as 

climate change, digital transformation, urbanization, 

healthcare, employment generation, and sustainable 

development. 

Since its establishment, NITI Aayog has introduced several 

important initiatives, including the Aspirational Districts 

Programme, Atal Innovation Mission, SDG India Index, 

India Innovation Index, and the National Multidimensional 

Poverty Index. These initiatives focus on improving 

governance, reducing regional disparities, promoting 

innovation, and monitoring development outcomes through 

measurable indicators (NITI Aayog, 2023). They also reflect 

a shift from input-based planning to outcome-based 

governance. 

Despite these achievements, NITI Aayog has faced criticism 

because it functions primarily as an advisory body. It has no 

statutory authority to enforce its recommendations or allocate 

financial resources. As a result, the success of its policies 

depends largely on the commitment and administrative 

capacity of ministries and state governments. This raises 

important questions about the extent to which the institution 

can influence long-term development outcomes. 

Against this background, the present study critically 

examines the role of NITI Aayog in India's transformation. It 

evaluates the institution's evolution, objectives, policy 

initiatives, achievements, and challenges while assessing its 

contribution to governance reform and sustainable 

development. By doing so, the study seeks to provide a 

balanced understanding of NITI Aayog's role in shaping 

India's development strategy in the twenty-first century. 

 

2. Literature Review, Research Gap, Research 

Objectives, Research Questions, and Research 

Methodology 

2.1. Literature Review 

The establishment of NITI Aayog has attracted considerable 

attention from researchers, policymakers, and public 

administration scholars. Most studies agree that replacing the 

Planning Commission marked a shift from centralized 

planning to a more collaborative and flexible approach to 

governance. Instead of controlling resource allocation, NITI 

Aayog functions as a policy think tank that provides strategic 

advice, promotes innovation, and supports evidence-based 

policymaking. 

Ahluwalia (2011) [1] argued that India's changing economic 

environment required institutions capable of addressing the 

challenges of globalization, technological advancement, and 

market-oriented reforms. According to him, the centralized 

planning model that was effective in the early decades after 

Independence became less suitable after the economic 

liberalization of 1991. This view supports the need for an 

institution like NITI Aayog that focuses on long-term policy 

planning rather than financial control. 

The Government of India (2015) [2] describes NITI Aayog as 

an institution established to strengthen cooperative 

federalism by encouraging greater participation of State 

Governments in policymaking. Through its Governing 

Council and regular consultations with states, the institution 

aims to develop policies that reflect regional priorities while 

addressing national development goals. This approach 

represents a significant departure from the centralized 

decision-making process associated with the Planning 

Commission. 

Several studies have highlighted NITI Aayog's contribution 

to evidence-based governance. Reports such as the SDG 

India Index, Health Index, India Innovation Index, and 

National Multidimensional Poverty Index have introduced 

measurable indicators that help governments monitor 

performance and identify development gaps. These indices 

have encouraged greater transparency, accountability, and 

healthy competition among states. 

The Aspirational Districts Programme (ADP) has been 

widely recognized as one of NITI Aayog's most successful 

initiatives. By using real-time data and outcome-based 

monitoring, the programme has improved administrative 

efficiency in several underdeveloped districts. Similarly, the 

Atal Innovation Mission (AIM) has strengthened India's 

innovation ecosystem by promoting entrepreneurship, startup 

incubation, and technological education through initiatives 

such as Atal Tinkering Labs. 

Despite these achievements, scholars have also identified 

certain limitations. Since NITI Aayog functions only as an 

advisory institution, it lacks the statutory authority to enforce 

its recommendations or allocate financial resources. 

Consequently, the implementation of many policies depends 

on the commitment of ministries and state governments. 

Some researchers argue that this institutional limitation 

reduces the overall impact of its policy recommendations. 

Overall, existing literature suggests that NITI Aayog has 

contributed significantly to governance reform and policy 

innovation. However, there remains a need for a balanced 

assessment that examines both its achievements and its 

institutional constraints in the context of India's long-term 

transformation. 

 

2.2. Research Gap 

Most existing studies examine individual initiatives of NITI 

Aayog, such as the Aspirational Districts Programme, Atal 

Innovation Mission, or Sustainable Development Goals. 

Comparatively fewer studies provide a comprehensive 

assessment of the institution's overall contribution to 

governance reform, cooperative federalism, innovation, and 

sustainable development. 

In addition, many studies focus primarily on policy 

descriptions rather than critically evaluating the effectiveness 
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of NITI Aayog's recommendations and their implementation. 

This study attempts to fill this gap by analysing both the 

achievements and challenges of NITI Aayog and assessing its 

role in India's transformation through a broader institutional 

perspective. 

 

2.3. Research Objectives 

The study is guided by the following objectives: 

1. To examine the evolution and institutional framework of 

NITI Aayog. 

2. To analyse the major initiatives undertaken by NITI 

Aayog. 

3. To evaluate the role of NITI Aayog in India's governance 

and socio-economic transformation. 

4. To identify the key challenges affecting the institution's 

effectiveness. 

5. To suggest recommendations for strengthening NITI 

Aayog's contribution to India's future development. 

 

2.4. Research Questions 

The study seeks to answer the following questions: 

1. Why was the Planning Commission replaced by NITI 

Aayog? 

2. How has NITI Aayog contributed to policy innovation 

and governance reforms in India? 

3. What role has NITI Aayog played in promoting 

cooperative and competitive federalism? 

4. What are the major achievements and challenges of NITI 

Aayog? 

5. How can the institution strengthen its contribution to 

India's long-term development? 

 

2.5. Research Methodology 

This study adopts a qualitative and descriptive research 

design based entirely on secondary data. Since the research 

focuses on analysing public policies, institutional reforms, 

and governance practices, secondary sources provide an 

appropriate basis for the study. 

Data have been collected from official publications of NITI 

Aayog, Government of India reports, the Economic Survey, 

books, peer-reviewed journal articles, and reports published 

by international organizations such as the United Nations, the 

World Bank, and the OECD. These sources provide reliable 

information regarding the objectives, functioning, and 

performance of NITI Aayog. 

The collected information has been analysed using the 

descriptive and thematic method. Descriptive analysis 

explains the evolution, structure, and initiatives of NITI 

Aayog, while thematic analysis identifies recurring themes 

related to governance, innovation, federalism, and 

sustainable development. To improve reliability, information 

from multiple sources has been compared and interpreted 

critically. 

 
 

Table 1: Summary of Research Methodology 
 

Component Description 

Research Design Qualitative and Descriptive 

Nature of Study Analytical 

Data Source Secondary Data 

Sources Government reports, books, journal articles, NITI Aayog publications, UN, World Bank and OECD reports 

Method of Data Collection Document Analysis 

Method of Data Analysis Descriptive and Thematic Analysis 

Citation Style APA 7th Edition 

3. Evolution, Organizational Structure, Objectives, and 

Functions of NITI Aayog 

3.1. Evolution of NITI Aayog 

The establishment of NITI Aayog in 2015 marked a major 

institutional reform in India's governance system. Before its 

creation, the Planning Commission had been responsible for 

preparing Five-Year Plans and allocating financial resources 

to states since 1950. While the Planning Commission 

contributed significantly to India's development during the 

early decades after Independence, changes in the country's 

economic and political environment created the need for a 

different approach to development planning. 

The economic reforms introduced in 1991 transformed India 

from a centrally planned economy to a more market-oriented 

one. The private sector emerged as an important driver of 

economic growth, while State Governments assumed greater 

responsibility for attracting investment, developing 

infrastructure, and delivering public services. These changes 

reduced the relevance of centralized planning and increased 

the need for an institution that could provide strategic policy 

advice, encourage innovation, and strengthen coordination 

among different levels of government. 

Recognizing these changing circumstances, the Government 

of India replaced the Planning Commission with NITI Aayog 

through a Cabinet Resolution issued on 1 January 2015 

(Government of India, 2015) [2]. Unlike its predecessor, NITI 

Aayog was established as a public policy think tank rather 

than a resource-allocation body. Its primary responsibility is 

to provide policy advice, promote innovation, support 

evidence-based decision-making, and facilitate collaboration 

between the Union Government and State Governments. 

The creation of NITI Aayog reflects a shift from centralized 

planning to a governance model based on participation, 

flexibility, and long-term strategic thinking. Instead of 

controlling development through financial allocations, the 

institution seeks to improve governance by promoting 

research, monitoring policy implementation, and 

encouraging cooperation among governments, experts, 

industry, and civil society. 

 

3.2. Organizational Structure of NITI Aayog 

NITI Aayog has a multidisciplinary organizational structure 

designed to encourage collaboration and expert participation 

in policymaking. 

The Prime Minister of India serves as the Chairperson of 

NITI Aayog and provides overall policy direction. The Vice-

Chairperson, appointed by the Prime Minister, offers 

strategic leadership and guides the institution's policy agenda. 

The Chief Executive Officer (CEO) is responsible for the 

day-to-day administration and coordination of the 

organization's activities. 

The institution also includes full-time members, part-time 
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members, and special invitees, who are selected from diverse 

fields such as economics, agriculture, education, healthcare, 

technology, public administration, and environmental policy. 

Their expertise helps ensure that policy recommendations are 

based on research and practical experience. 

An important feature of NITI Aayog is its Governing 

Council, which consists of the Prime Minister, Chief 

Ministers of all States, and Lieutenant Governors of Union 

Territories. The Council serves as a platform for discussing 

national development priorities and strengthening 

cooperative federalism. 

 
 

 
 

Fig 1: Organizational Structure of NITI Aayog 

 

3.3. Objectives of NITI Aayog 

NITI Aayog was established with the objective of improving 

governance and supporting India's long-term development 

through policy innovation and institutional collaboration. Its 

major objectives include: 

● Promoting cooperative federalism by strengthening 

collaboration between the Union Government and State 

Governments. 

● Encouraging competitive federalism through 

performance-based rankings and sharing of best 

practices. 

● Supporting evidence-based policymaking by promoting 

research, data analysis, and policy evaluation. 

● Encouraging innovation and entrepreneurship through 

initiatives such as the Atal Innovation Mission. 

● Promoting inclusive development by reducing regional 

disparities and supporting backward districts. 

● Advancing sustainable development by monitoring 

India's progress towards the Sustainable Development 

Goals (SDGs). 

 

3.4. Functions of NITI Aayog 

NITI Aayog performs several important functions that 

contribute to India's governance and development. 

First, it provides policy advice to the Government of India in 

sectors such as agriculture, healthcare, education, 

infrastructure, digital economy, manufacturing, energy, and 

climate change. These recommendations support informed 

decision-making and long-term planning. 

Second, the institution undertakes research and policy 

analysis by examining national and international best 

practices. This enables governments to design policies that 

are evidence-based and suited to India's changing 

development needs. 

Third, NITI Aayog monitors and evaluates the performance 

of major government programmes using measurable 

indicators. This improves transparency, accountability, and 

administrative efficiency. 

The institution also promotes knowledge sharing by 

identifying successful initiatives implemented by different 

states and encouraging their adoption elsewhere. In addition, 

it collaborates with national and international organizations 

to strengthen India's policy framework and incorporate global 

best practices. 

 

 

Table 2: Major Objectives and Functions of NITI Aayog 
 

Objective Related Function 

Cooperative Federalism Consultation with States through the Governing Council 

Competitive Federalism Publication of performance indices and rankings 

Evidence-Based Governance Policy research, monitoring, and data analysis 

Innovation Support for startups and entrepreneurship through AIM 

Sustainable Development Monitoring SDGs and long-term policy planning 

Inclusive Growth Development strategies for backward regions and vulnerable communities 
Source: Compiled by the author from Government of India (2015) and NITI Aayog reports. 
 

3.5. Planning Commission and NITI Aayog: A 

Comparison 

Although both institutions aim to support India's 

development, they differ significantly in their approach and 

functioning. The Planning Commission operated through 

centralized planning and financial resource allocation, 

whereas NITI Aayog focuses on strategic policy advice, 

innovation, and collaboration. This change reflects India's 

transition towards a more decentralized and participatory 

model of governance. 
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Table 3: Comparison between the Planning Commission and NITI Aayog 
 

Aspect Planning Commission NITI Aayog 

Year Established 1950 2015 

Nature Central Planning Body Policy Think Tank 

Primary Role Five-Year Plans and Fund Allocation Policy Advice and Strategic Planning 

Financial Powers Yes No 

Planning Approach Centralized Collaborative and Evidence-Based 

Role of States Limited Participation Active Participation through Cooperative Federalism 

Source: Government of India (2015) [2]. 

 

4. Major Initiatives of NITI Aayog and Its Role in India's 

Transformation 

Since its establishment in 2015, NITI Aayog has introduced 

several initiatives to improve governance, promote 

innovation, reduce regional disparities, and support 

sustainable development. Unlike the Planning Commission, 

which mainly focused on centralized planning, NITI Aayog 

emphasizes policy innovation, performance monitoring, and 

collaboration between the Union and State Governments. Its 

programmes have contributed to improving administrative 

efficiency and encouraging evidence-based policymaking. 

 

4.1. Aspirational Districts Programme (ADP) 

The Aspirational Districts Programme (ADP), launched in 

2018, is one of NITI Aayog's flagship initiatives. The 

programme aims to accelerate the development of India's 

most backward districts by improving outcomes in health, 

education, agriculture, financial inclusion, skill development, 

and basic infrastructure (NITI Aayog, 2023). 

The programme follows the principles of convergence, 

collaboration, and competition. Government departments 

work together to implement schemes effectively, while 

district administrations regularly monitor progress using real-

time data. Performance rankings encourage healthy 

competition among districts and promote the adoption of 

successful practices. The programme has helped improve 

governance by focusing on measurable outcomes rather than 

simply increasing expenditure. 

 

4.2. Atal Innovation Mission (AIM) 

Innovation is essential for achieving long-term economic 

growth. To strengthen India's innovation ecosystem, NITI 

Aayog launched the Atal Innovation Mission (AIM) in 2016. 

The mission promotes creativity, entrepreneurship, and 

technological development across the country. 

One of its major achievements is the establishment of Atal 

Tinkering Labs (ATLs) in schools, where students gain 

practical experience in robotics, coding, artificial 

intelligence, and design thinking. The mission also supports 

startups through Atal Incubation Centres, which provide 

mentoring, infrastructure, and networking opportunities. 

These initiatives encourage innovation-led growth and 

prepare young people for the knowledge-based economy. 

 

4.3. SDG India Index and Other Policy Indices 

NITI Aayog plays a central role in monitoring India's 

progress towards the United Nations Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs). The SDG India Index evaluates 

the performance of States and Union Territories across 

indicators related to poverty, education, healthcare, gender 

equality, clean energy, water conservation, and climate 

action. 

In addition, NITI Aayog publishes the India Innovation Index 

and the National Multidimensional Poverty Index (MPI). 

These reports help governments identify development gaps, 

monitor progress, and design more effective policies. By 

encouraging data-driven governance, these indices have 

improved transparency and accountability in public 

administration. 

 

4.4. NITI Aayog's Role in India's Transformation 

NITI Aayog has made an important contribution to India's 

transformation by promoting cooperative and competitive 

federalism, evidence-based policymaking, innovation, and 

sustainable development. 

Through its Governing Council, the institution provides a 

platform where the Union Government and State 

Governments discuss national development priorities and 

share best practices. At the same time, performance-based 

rankings encourage states to improve governance and learn 

from one another. 

NITI Aayog has also strengthened evidence-based 

policymaking by encouraging the use of reliable data, policy 

research, and performance evaluation. This approach has 

improved decision-making in sectors such as healthcare, 

education, agriculture, digital governance, and infrastructure. 

The institution has further supported India's economic 

transformation by promoting startups, entrepreneurship, 

digital technologies, and innovation. Its policy 

recommendations have contributed to reforms in 

manufacturing, infrastructure, renewable energy, artificial 

intelligence, and skill development. 

Another significant contribution is its focus on inclusive and 

sustainable development. Through programmes targeting 

backward districts and by monitoring progress towards the 

Sustainable Development Goals, NITI Aayog has 

encouraged governments to balance economic growth with 

social equity and environmental sustainability. 

Despite these achievements, NITI Aayog faces certain 

limitations. Since it functions primarily as an advisory body, 

it does not possess financial powers or legal authority to 

enforce its recommendations. Consequently, the success of 

many initiatives depends on the commitment and 

administrative capacity of ministries and state governments. 

Nevertheless, the institution has established itself as an 

important platform for policy innovation and long-term 

strategic planning. 
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Table 4: Major Initiatives of NITI Aayog 
 

Initiative Year Purpose 

Atal Innovation Mission 2016 Promote innovation and entrepreneurship 

Aspirational Districts Programme 2018 Improve development in backward districts 

SDG India Index 2018 Monitor progress towards Sustainable Development Goals 

India Innovation Index 2019 Measure innovation performance of States 

National Multidimensional Poverty Index 2021 Assess poverty using multiple indicators 
Source: Compiled by the author from NITI Aayog reports. 

 

 
Source: Developed by the author. 
 

Fig 2: NITI Aayog's Contribution to India's Transformation 

 

5. Challenges, Recommendations, Conclusion, and 

References 

5.1. Challenges Faced by NITI Aayog 

Although NITI Aayog has made significant contributions to 

India's governance system, it faces several institutional and 

operational challenges. 

The most important limitation is its advisory role. Unlike the 

Planning Commission, NITI Aayog does not have the 

authority to allocate financial resources or enforce its 

recommendations. As a result, the implementation of its 

policies depends largely on the willingness and 

administrative capacity of ministries and State Governments. 

Another challenge is the uneven development capacity across 

states. While some states have effectively implemented NITI 

Aayog's recommendations, others continue to face financial, 

administrative, and infrastructural constraints. These 

differences often result in uneven development outcomes. 

The institution also depends heavily on accurate and timely 

data. Inconsistent reporting, delays in data collection, and 

differences in statistical capacity among states can affect the 

quality of policy analysis and programme evaluation. 

Strengthening India's data systems will therefore be essential 

for improving evidence-based policymaking. 

Finally, rapid technological change, climate change, 

urbanization, and demographic shifts present new policy 

challenges. NITI Aayog must continuously update its 

strategies to respond effectively to these emerging issues. 

 

5.2. Recommendations 

Based on the findings of this study, the following 

recommendations are suggested to strengthen the role of 

NITI Aayog: 

1. Strengthen Cooperative Federalism: Increase regular 

consultations with State Governments and encourage 

greater participation in national policymaking. 

2. Improve Monitoring and Evaluation: Expand the use 

of digital dashboards, independent evaluations, and 

outcome-based performance indicators for government 

programmes. 

3. Enhance Institutional Coordination: Strengthen 

coordination among ministries, state governments, 

district administrations, and local bodies to improve 

policy implementation. 

4. Promote Innovation and Research: Increase support 

for research institutions, startups, universities, and 

emerging technologies to strengthen India's innovation 

ecosystem. 

5. Improve Data Governance: Develop standardized data 

collection systems and improve collaboration with 

statistical agencies to support evidence-based 

policymaking. 

6. Focus on Sustainable Development: Continue 

promoting renewable energy, climate resilience, digital 

inclusion, skill development, and balanced regional 

growth in line with the Sustainable Development Goals. 

 

5.3. Conclusion 

The establishment of NITI Aayog in 2015 marked a 

significant shift in India's development planning. By 

replacing the Planning Commission, the Government of India 

introduced an institution that emphasizes policy innovation, 

cooperative federalism, and evidence-based governance 

rather than centralized planning and financial control. 

This study finds that NITI Aayog has played an important 

role in improving governance through initiatives such as the 

Aspirational Districts Programme, Atal Innovation Mission, 

SDG India Index, and India Innovation Index. These 

initiatives have encouraged innovation, strengthened Centre–

State cooperation, promoted data-driven policymaking, and 

supported inclusive development. 

At the same time, the institution faces important challenges. 

Its advisory nature limits its ability to ensure implementation, 
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while differences in administrative capacity across states 

continue to affect policy outcomes. Addressing these 

challenges will require stronger institutional coordination, 

better monitoring systems, and greater investment in research 

and innovation. 

Overall, NITI Aayog has emerged as a key policy institution 

in India's governance framework. Although it cannot 

independently drive development, it has significantly 

influenced public policy by encouraging collaboration, 

innovation, and long-term strategic planning. As India 

progresses towards the vision of Viksit Bharat 2047, NITI 

Aayog is expected to play an increasingly important role in 

supporting inclusive, sustainable, and technology-driven 

development. 
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