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Introduction

Objectives of this Report

In India, as in many countries around the world, most gov-
ernment jobs are allocated through a system of merit-based
exams. Over the past few decades, these exams have become
incredibly competitive, at times receiving over 1000 applica-
tions for each vacancy.

Against a backdrop of rising educational attainment, high as-
pirations, disappointment with private sector opportunities,
and a deep unmet need for income security, it is understand-
able why the demand for public sector employment opportu-
nities is so high.

Yet despite the large footprint that public sector recruitments
have in our social, economic and political life, many basic
guestions about them remain shrouded in mystery. Who ap-
plies? Why do they apply? Are these intense levels of compe-
tition socially productive, or do they make people worse off?
Why are people willing to invest so much in exam prepara-
tion? Why are people willing to gamble on such low odds of
getting selected?

Our lack of understanding limits our ability to formulate sound
labour market policy. As we will see, a large share of college
graduates participate in public sector recruitment exams, and
candidates for these exams make up a disproportionate share
of the overall unemployed population. How can we improve
employment outcomes if we do not understand who the un-
employed are and how they invest their time?

The main reason for the holes in our understanding is a lack
of data. To date, neither private nor public household surveys
include questions on whether individuals are preparing for
competitive exams; and recruitment agencies have histori-
cally been cloistered institutions, understandably concerned
about protecting the integrity of the recruitment process. As a
result, the crores of candidates preparing for competitive ex-
ams around the country remain largely invisible in data, and
by extension in policy.

This report attempts to shine a light on this dark corner of
the labour market. To do so, I use several new sources of
data. First, I draw on administrative data from a recruitment
agency. This data allows us to observe the whole recruitment
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process for the entire universe of applicants—the first time
such data has been made available in the Indian context. Sec-
ond, I use data from a large-scale survey of over 3,000 candi-
dates, which provides information about their investments in
exam preparation, their access to resources, their constraints,
and their beliefs. Third, my research collaborators and I con-
ducted interviews and focus groups with candidates to better
understand them in their own words. These rich data sources
provide us with new insights into the economic and social life
of candidates preparing for competitive exams.

The goal of this report is to demonstrate how both labour
market and recruitment policy can be informed by a better
understanding of candidate application behaviour. This un-
derstanding can, in turn, help us tackle some of the key chal-
lenges in the modern Indian labour market—high levels of ed-
ucated unemployment, a lack of skill development, low levels
of female labour force participation, and more.

Still, I do not expect to have answers to all the important ques-
tions yet. There are important limitations to what I can say
with confidence (which I will highlight throughout the report).
My hope is that this report encourages more engagement be-
tween government testing agencies and researchers to ex-
plore these questions further.

Public Sector Recruitment in Tamil Nadu

This report focuses on Group Recruitments conducted by the
Tamil Nadu Public Service Commission (TNPSC).

TNPSC is one of four recruitment agencies in the state of Tamil
Nadu that are responsible for recruiting state-level govern-
ment employees.! Among these state-level recruitment agen-
cies, TNPSC has a privileged status—both because of its long
history, and because it is established by the Constitution of
India and empowered to conduct its affairs independently of
the state government.?

The Group Recruitments are by far the most popular recruit-
ments that TNPSC conducts. Between FY 2013 and FY 2017,
these recruitments accounted for 94% of all applications re-
ceived and 81% of all vacancies notified. The Group Recruit-
ments are conducted to staff the rank-and-file administrative
posts in the state’s various government departments. These

exams are popular because they have few eligibility requirements

and are known to recruit for particularly desirable posts.

1The other agencies are
the TN Uniformed Service
Recruitment Board
(TNUSRB), which recruits
firefighters, police, and
other uniformed officers;
the Teacher Recruitment
Board (TRB), which
recruits teachers and
other staff for the
Department of School
Education; and the TN
Medical Services
Recruitment Board
(TNMRB), which recruits
staff for hospitals and
clinics.

2TNPSC has the
distinction of being the
oldest of the state PSCs,
established as the then
Madras Public Service
Commissionin 1929.
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TNPSC follows a recruitment procedure that is similar to many
of the other state PSCs in the country. Each recruitment goes
through the following process:

The Recruitment Process

1. Notification. For candidates, the process starts when 3TNPSC has published all
the Commission issues a notification. A notification is notifications since FY
a legally binding document that provides the full terms 2012 on its website.

and conditions for the recruitment.3

2. Registration. Once the notification is released, candi-
dates have 1-2 months to apply for the exam. Candi-
dates apply using an online form.

3. Examination. Depending on the type of exam, recruit-
ment may proceed in either a single stage, or in three
stages. For single-stage recruitments, candidates sit
for a single multiple choice test. For the multi-stage re-
cruitments, candidates are filtered successively through
three stages: first a multiple choice preliminary exam;
then an essay-based main exam; and finally, an oral in-
terview with a panel of judges. In multi-stage recruit-
ments, selection is determined based on the sum of
the main exam score and interview marks; the prelim-
inary exam does not count towards the final score. Oral
test marks can take only one of five values, and, by the
Supreme Court’s ruling in Mohinder Sain Garg v. State of
Punjab [1990], are capped at 15% of the total score.

4. Selection. TNPSC can recruit for several thousand va-
cancies in a single Group Recruitment. Once the scores
are finalized, the top-scoring candidates select the va-
cancy they most prefer, in rank order and according to
the reservation rules.

To match candidates to vacancies, TNPSC conducts
what is known as its “counselling” process. In coun-

selling, the top-scoring candidates—about 2-3 times the 4candidates can also
number of available vacancies—come to the TNPSC of- choose not to take a post.
fice in Chennai to participate. (Those who do not come This may happen, for

forfeit their post.) During counselling, candidates are example, if the candidate
already has a government

call.ec.j in rank Ofder and asked to ch.oose among the re- job and prefers to keep it
maining vacancies that apply to their reservation cate- over choosing one of the
gory, as shown on a large screen.? The whole process is remaining options.
recorded on video and is conducted in public.
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Between FY 2013 and FY 2019, TNPSC conducted 5 different
types of Group Recruitments. Table 0.1 (below) summarizes
the differences between these types. (Note that, starting in
FY 2017, Group 2 was combined with Group 2A; and Group 4
was combined with VAO.)

Table 0.1: Types of Group Recruitments Conducted through TNPSC

Group 1 Group 2 Group 2A Group 4 VAO
# Exams in 4 3 3 5 2
Sample
Minimum 21 21 21 18 21
Age
Minimum UG UG UG 10th Std 10th Std
Qualification
Selection 3 3 1 1 1
Rounds
Vacancy 74 - 139 1,064 - 1,807 - 4,963 - 813 -
Range 1,241 2,269 9,351 2,342
Select Deputy Revenue Assistant Junior Village
common Collector, Assistant, Assistant, Adminis-
posts DSP Inspector Typist, trative

Stenotypist Officer

Notes: The table covers Group Recruitments notified between FY 2013 and FY 2019. The combined Group
4/VAO exams conducted in FY 2017 and FY 2019 are included in the Group 4 category. The combined Group

2/2A exam conducted in FY 2018 is included in the Group 2 category.

Abbreviations: UG = Undergraduate Degree; DSP = Deputy Superintendent of Police

Group 1 recruits for the highest level of the bureaucracy within
the state cadre.®> Group 4 and VAOs are the most junior offi-

cers recruited through state-level exams.®

An Overview of the Data Used in this Report

There are three main sources of data that are used throughout
the report.

Administrative Data

TNPSC maintains a set of databases that track candidates as
they go through the recruitment process. These datasets will

5Group 1 officers report to
officers selected through
the Union Public Service
Commission (UPSC) exam.
After an extended period
of service, Group 1 officers
can be promoted to
UPSC-level Service, such
as the Indian
Administrative Service.

6The Village
Administrative Officer
(VAO) is responsible for
maintaining village land
records. In other states,
these officials are known
as patwaris or talathis,
among other names.
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be collectively referred to as Administrative Data. This data
is available for all Group Recruitments conducted between
FY 2013 and FY 2019. In total there were 17 Group Recruit-
ments conducted during this period.

The Administrative Data includes:

e Application data: This is information that candidates
submit to TNPSC when they fill out the online applica-
tion.

e Exam performance: This data provides the total num-
ber of marks candidates have obtained at each stage of
the exam process.” In some cases, I also observe which
candidates answered which question correctly.

e Selection: This data provides the final outcome of the
counselling process, i.e. which candidates obtained
which post.

Candidate Survey

Although the administrative data covers the universe of ap-
plicants, it provides limited information on candidates’ ex-
perience with the exam process. To complement the admin-
istrative data, I ran a survey of 3,574 candidates who were
preparing for a future TNPSC exam. The survey data provides
rich information on candidates’ social and economic back-
ground, their beliefs about cut-offs and selection rates, and
their investments in exam preparation—all variables that are
not found in the administrative data.

The survey was conducted between May 2022 and July 2022—
after the notification for the 2022 Group 4 exam was released.
Consequently, 90% of our sample consists of candidates who
were planning to appear in that year’s Group 4 exam, which
was conducted on July 24th.

The survey was conducted entirely online, and respondents
filled out the survey on their own. Respondents were recruited
mostly through Facebook advertising.? To encourage partici-
pation and survey completion, candidates were promised a
Rs. 50 Amazon gift card and/or study material.

At the end of the survey, candidates made a choice of which
gift they wanted to receive: either 1) the Rs. 50 Amazon gift
card; or 2) a soft copy of an information card shown to can-
didates as part of the survey. In addition, all candidates, re-

7Preliminary score marks
were not available for the
2016 Group 1 recruitment,
but we can identify which
candidates appeared for
the exam.

8see Appendix A.2 fora
detailed breakdown of
how respondents were
sourced.
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gardless of their gift choice, received a link to an online prac-
tice test that we created, which replicated actual past TNPSC
Group exams.’

Follow Up Phone Survey Between October 2022 and Jan-
uary 2023, I conducted a follow-up survey with 1,749 can-
didates who said they were planning on participating in the
Group 4 exam. In contrast to the baseline survey, this one
was conducted over the phone by an enumerator.

The follow-up survey was designed to capture both how can-
didates’ economic activity may have changed after they took
the exam, and what their expectations might be for future ex-
ams.

Sampling weights Survey respondents are not sampled in a
representative manner. As a result, the sample looks different
from the population as a whole.

Table 0.2 compares the characteristics of survey respondents
with the broader population. Given that the data came from a
convenience sample, the Candidate Survey does a remarkably
good job of matching the variation in geography, caste, gen-
der, age, and marital status. The major difference between
the two groups is in their educational profile: survey respon-
dents are more likely to be college graduates, and less likely
to have completed their schooling under the Tamil Nadu State
Board.

To adjust for the sampling bias, I re-weight observations ac-
cording to their relative frequency of certain candidate char-
acteristics in the population.19 All estimates in the report that
use the Candidate Survey data use these weights, unless oth-
erwise noted.

Interviews and Focus Groups

At times, I quote candidates directly. These quotes are based
on a set of 3 interviews/focus groups that were conducted
with 5 TNPSC candidates in February 2022. These conver-
sations were hosted online and recorded with participants’
consent.

In other parts of the report, I relay summaries of conversa-

tions. These are references to the various interactions I have
had with candidates over the years—both in Tamil Nadu, and
in other states. These interactions shaped my thinking in im-

To prevent fraud, we
conducted a verification
procedure candidates
after the survey was com-
plete. See Appendix A.2
for details.

10g re-weight using a set
of variables whose
distribution has proven to
be stable over time,
namely age, community,
and college attainment.
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portant ways, and where possible I try to give due credit to
the source of my ideas.

Table 0.2: Comparing the Administrative Data and the Candidate Survey

Variable Admin Data Average Survey Data Average

Panel A: Demographics

Age 26.3 24.1
Female 0.552 0.543
Unmarried 0.674 0.703
Panel B: Education

College graduate 0.573 0.720
10th Std Board: TN State Board 0.892 0.791
Panel C: Reservation Category

Unreserved Community 0.020 0.030
SC/ST 0.271 0.205
Destitute Widow Quota 0.004 0.024
Ex-Serviceman Quota 0.003 0.016
Disability Quota 0.013 0.029
Panel D: Geographic Variation

Chennai District 0.040 0.070
Northern Districts 0.206 0.172
Western Districts 0.229 0.237
Eastern Districts 0.243 0.231
Southern Districts 0.275 0.288

Notes: The Admin Data Average is based on candidates who had a valid hall ticket for a FY 2019 Group Re-
cruitment exam. The value shown in the column is a weighted average of the row variable among i) candi-
dates applying for Group 4 and ii) candidates applying exclusively for Group 1, in the same proportion that
these two groups of candidates appear in the Candidate Survey sample. The value shown in the Survey Data
Average column is an unweighted average from the Candidate Survey.

District Grouping:

® Northern Districts = Dharmapuri, Krishnagiri, Ranipet, Chengalpet, Kancheepuram, Tirupathur, Vellore,
Tiruvannamalai, Thiruvallur

® Western Districts = The Nilgiris, Coimbatore, Tiruppur, Erode, Dindigul, Karur, Namakkal, Salem

® Fastern Districts = Viluppuram, Kallakurichi, Cuddalore, Perambalur, Pudukottai, Ariyalur, Thanjavur,
Nagapattinam, Mayiladuthurai, Thiruvarur, Trichirappalli

® Southern Districts = Madurai, Kanyakumari, Thirunelveli, Tenkasi, Tuticorin, Ramanathapuram, Virud-
hunagar, Sivagangai, Theni






The Indian Labour Market through the Lens of Public Sector Recruitment

Part 1

Understanding Candidate Application
Behaviour

A TNPSC candidate’s stack of study materials






The Indian Labour Market through the Lens of Public Sector Recruitment

1 Who applies?

1.1 Motivation

TNPSC conducts the most popular state-level public sector
recruitment exams in Tamil Nadu

Table 1.1 tabulates the application volume for some of the
most popular recruitments in each of Tamil Nadu’s state-level
recruitment agencies. Notice how TNPSC’s application vol-
ume is nearly four times as large.

Table 1.1: Application Volume in TNPSC vs Other Select Public Sector Recruitment Exams, FY 2019

Exam Recruitment Agency Appeared
Candidates
Teacher Eligibility Test Teacher Recruitment 3,79,735
(Paper II) Board
Combined Grade II Uniformed Services ~ 3,25,000
Recruitment Recruitment Board
Nurses Recruitment Medical Services 57,789
Recruitment Board
Group 4 TN Public Service 13,66,548

Commission

Data Sources: TRB: TRB Website (Accessed Jan. 2023). USRB: The Hindu [Vijay Kumar (2020)]. MRB: MRB

Website (Accessed Jan. 2023).

To put these numbers in perspective, TNPSC’s Group 4 re-
cruitment attracts about as many applications just from Tamil
Nadu as the Central Government’s Staff Selection Commis-
sion receives from the entire country to fill posts with similar
job descriptions.t

TNPSC application volume can also dwarf the size of online
job recruitment platforms in the state

For example, consider the following comparison between
TNPSC and a popular low-wage online job recruitment plat-
form. This comparison is instructive because there is likely
meaningful overlap between its user base and TNPSC’s appli-
cant pool (see Table 1.2).

In atypical week in 2019, the platform attracted about 42,000
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1This refers to the SSC’s
Combined Higher
Secondary Level Exam, in
which 14,09,856
candidates appeared for
the Tier I exam in 2019
(SSC Annual Report
2020-2021).

Table 1.2: Comparing Average
Characteristics of Jobseekers in
TNPSC and in an Online
Platform

Variable TNPSC Platform

Female 0.55 0.35

Age 0.53 048
18-24

College 0.57 0.69
grad.
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jobseekers and hosted about 2,500 full-time vacancies in
Tamil Nadu.? This means there were roughly 16.8 jobseek-
ers for each full-time vacancy in Tamil Nadu. If the platform
had as many vacancies as TNPSC notified in FY 2019, then we
would expect it to see 1.11 lakh jobseekers on the platform.
By comparison, 14.5 lakh unique candidates appeared for a
TNPSC Group Recruitment in FY 2019.

Does TNPSC'’s large footprint translate into market power?

Organizations have market power when their actions can co-
ordinate the behaviour of a sizeable share of the market.

Whether TNPSC has market power depends in part on how
applications are distributed across the population. The larger
the share of a given labour market that participates in TNPSC
recruitments, the more market power TNPSC has. Where
TNPSC has market power, it is likely that private sector firms
in that market will need to contend with TNPSC policy in their
own hiring decisions.

Labour markets are typically segmented by age, education,
geography, and gender. Consequently, these are the key axes
along which we will examine heterogeneity in participation
rates in TNPSC exams.

What does the size and composition of the applicant pool tell
us about the state of the labour market?

The large volume of applicants is often taken to be a sign of
distress in the labour market. The implicit assumption is that
if private firms had robust labour demand, then jobseekers
would be less likely to appear for public sector recruitment
exams.

But whether or not this is assumption is true is an open ques-
tion. Another possibility is that the high application volume
reflects ambition rather than desperation. Acquiring a job that
provides lifetime security and prestige against all odds is no
small feat. As the economy grows, perhaps it is also the case
that more and more people have the wherewithal to aspire,
rather than feel compelled to take the first job available?

Before we can draw inferences about the state of the labour
market from changes in TNPSC application volume, we first
need to understand what those changes mean.

12

2The data for the online
platform is available at:
“G2LMILIC - How Labor
Market Tightness and Job
Search Activity Changed in
the First Year of COVID-19
in India: Evidence from a
Job Portal.” Research Data
Center of IZA (IDSC).
Version 1.0.
doi:10.15185/glmlic.707.1.
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1.2 Application Trends

This section puts TNPSC’s application volume in historical
context by presenting key facts about how the size and com-
position of the applicant pool has changed between FY 2013
and FY 2019.

Changes in Application Volume

At each level of recruitment, the number of candidates ap-
pearing has either increased over time or remained steady

In Group 1, there has been a steady increase in the number of

candidates appearing for the exam. There were 98,002 more
candidates who appeared in FY 2019 compared to FY 2013,
which corresponds to an average increase of 21,204 candi-
dates per year.

In Group 2/2A, the number of candidates appearing has re-
mained roughly constant throughout the sample period.

Figure 1.1: Trends in application volume by Group

Recruitment - Group 1 -l Group2/2A -l Group 4 /VAO

18

16 \

14

12

10

Applications (Lakhs)

’ g -
0
Jan 2014 Jan 2015 Jan 2016 Jan 2017 Jan2018 Jan 2019
Exam Date

Group 4 and VAO exams
merged beginning with
this recruitment

Group 2 and 2A exams
merged beginning with
this recruitment

Notes: Candidates can apply to multiple exams, so these categories are not mutually exclusive.
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In Group 4/VAO Recruitment there was a large increase in ap-
plication volume starting in FY 2017. Part of this is explained
by the merger of the Group 4 and VAO exams, but not entirely.
The number of candidates appearing in FY 2017 and FY 2019
is still 94-120% higher than the combined number of unique
individuals appearing for the then-separate Group 4 and VAO
exams in FY 2014.

However, there has been no change in the number of candi-
dates appearing for TNPSC Group Recruitments overall

This is because of changes in cross-exam application pat-
terns. Once one takes into account the duplicate candidates
appearing across exams within the same fiscal year, we find
that there are about 15 lakh unique individuals appearing for
TNPSC Group Recruitments in almost every fiscal year (see
Figure 1.2), except when the number of vacancies offered de-
viated significantly from the overall trend.

Figure 1.2: Trends in Total Unique Applicants

20 In FY 2017 TNPSC
offered almost twice
as many vacancies
as usual

N
(&)

In FY 2018 TNPSC
only conducted a
single Group 2 recruit-

Unique Applicants (lakhs)
o o

ment
0
2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019
Fiscal Year
Given that educational attainment and population size have 3Precise figures are not
been increasing over this time period, the size of the eligi- available because the last
ble population has almost surely expanded as well.3 This 38251“;(‘)"’1&25 conducted in

means that application rates in the population are almost
surely falling.

Changes in the Composition of the Applicant Pool

Although the total number of candidates has stayed constant,

14
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the composition of candidates has been changing signifi-
cantly. Below I highlight some noteworthy changes.

There has been a marked increase in the share of candidates
with engineering degrees

The applicant pool is about evenly split between those with
a college degree and those without. This ratio has largely
remained stable between FY 2013 and FY 2019 (see Figure
1.3), though there has been a noticeable decline.

Figure 1.3: Share of TNPSC candidates with a College Degree
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40%
2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019
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Notes: For comparability, this figure restricts attention to fiscal years in
which: i) a Group 1 notification was notified; and ii) where individuals be-
low the age of 21 were eligible to apply.

Figure 1.4: Share of College Graduates with an Engineering
Degree in the TNPSC Applicant Pool
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Notes: For comparability, this figure restricts attention to fiscal years in
which: i) a Group 1 notification was notified; and ii) where individuals be-
low the age of 21 were eligible to apply.
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However, there has been a change in the types of degrees that

4
we see among TNPSC applicants. In particular, the share of The trend has been

noticeable enough that the

college graduate applicants with either a Bachelor of Engi- coaching centre
neering (B.E.) or Bachelor of Technology (B.Tech.) degree has instructors I interacted
nearly doubled over this time period (see Figure 1.4).4 with often commented on

it.
This trend is noteworthy because engineering degrees have
traditionally had relatively strong private sector job prospects
compared to other degrees.

However, this is becoming less true with time. Figure 1.5 plots
estimates of the wage premium accruing to engineering grad-

uates in Tamil Nadu by cohort. Over the course of the past two
decades, the engineering wage premium has fallen by half.

Figure 1.5: The declining engineering wage premium in Tamil
Nadu

90%

75%

o
o
X

Engineering Premium
S
[6)]
N

0%
2000 2002 2004 2006 2008 2010 2012 2014 2016 2018
Expected year of graduation

Data Source: CMIE Consumer Pyramids Household Survey

Notes: Estimates of the wage premium are based on Mincer regressions
that include a quartic in experience and fixed effects for caste and reli-
gion. The sample is restricted to men with an undergraduate degree (but
not higher). Cohorts are combined in groups of two for more precise esti-
mates. The bars plot 95% confidence intervals.

The decline in the engineering wage premium may be linked
with engineering graduates’ increasing participation in TNPSC
exams. In my interactions with candidates, I found that those
who had an engineering degree often talked about their dis-
appointment with both their campus placement, and with
private sector job opportunities more generally. This sug-
gests that public sector recruitment may have emerged as a
new way for engineering graduates to try to maintain the wage
premium that they had initially expected. Whether this is the

16
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case in general is a question that merits further investigation.

There has been dramatic progress in women’s representation
in the applicant pool over time

Figure 1.6 plots the change over time in the ratio of female to
male applicants by district. This figure is based on the number
of unique individuals appearing for any TNPSC Group Recruit-
ment in that fiscal year.

The gender ratio is classified as follows:

e Districts in which the female-to-male ratio lies between
0.9 to 1.1 are marked as having “Approximately Equal”
representation.

e In case the female-to-male ratio is below 0.9, then the
district is marked as having “More Men”

o If the female-to-male ratio is greater then 1.1, it is marked
as having “More Women.”

The graph on the left plots this ratio for exams notified in FY
2013. The graph on the right plots the same for exams noti-
fied in FY 20109.

Figure 1.6: Application gender ratio by district, FY 2013-FY 2019
FY 2013 FY 2019

Overall

More Men

Approx. Equal

More Women

In FY 2013, there was substantial variation in women’s repre-
sentation in the applicant pool. By FY 2019, women started to
outnumber men in almost all districts, and where they did not
their representation was approximately equal.

17
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Figure 1.6 (cont.): Application gender ratio by district, FY 2013-FY 2019
FY 2013 FY 2019

College Graduates

SSLC, HSLC, & Diploma Holders

More Men

Approx. Equal

More Women

Among non-college graduates, there are still some districts
where men meaningfully outnumber women. But only in the
Northern districts of Dharmapuri, Thiruvannamalai, Vellore,
and Villupuram.

Note that women’s representation in TNPSC Group Recruit-
ments has been increasing even though women’s participa-
tion in the workforce overall has not. According to the lat-

est government surveys, the female labour force participa-
tion rate in Tamil Nadu in both rural and urban areas has re-
mained essentially stagnant over this time period, if not falling
(Pandey, 2021). The fact that women continue to participate
in TNPSC recruitment suggests that women may be willing to
work if provided the right opportunities.

18
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1.3 Where are applications concentrated?

This section studies how application rates vary along four
axes: age, education, geography, and gender.

To compute application rates, I compare application counts in
the TNPSC administrative data with population totals based
on the 2011 Census. By focusing on the recruitments con-

ducted closest in time to when the Census data was collected—

namely the FY 2013 recruitments—I minimize the measure-
ment error that results from extrapolating population pro-
jections far into the future.® The downside, of course, is that
these estimates of application rates are a little dated.

Application rates peak for recent college graduates, and de-
cline with age.

Application rates for recent college graduates are extremely
high. In FY 2013, about 1 in every 4 fresh college graduates
in the entire state of Tamil Nadu appeared for a TNPSC Group
recruitment.

The application rate among college graduates is much higher
than that of non-graduates—-so much so that even college
graduates in their late 30s are still participating at rates much
higher than any non-graduate.®.

Figure 1.7: Application rates in FY 2013 by Age and Education

College graduate s No =@ Yes
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5T account for the 2 year
gap between the TNPSC
Admin data and the
Census data by
extrapolating the
2001-2011 average
growth rate forward by
two years.

6still, about half of the
applicant pool does not
have a college degree (see
Figure 1.3). This is
because there are so many
more people in the general
population without a
college degree that a
lower percentage of them
applying still results in
roughly equal
representation.
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Application rates vary substantially across the state

In FY 2013, the district with the highest application rate was
Dharmapuri, where approximately 22 % of all eligible individ-
uals between the ages of 18 to 35 participated in a TNPSC
Group Recruitment.” Virudhnagar, Theni, and Thirunelvi all
had participation rates between 15 to 20%. On the other end
of the spectrum, the districts of Chennai, Thiruvallur, and The
Nilgiris had participation rates of about 4-5%.

Figure 1.8: Application rates in FY 2013 by district among 18-35
year old eligible individuals

Quartile 1
(Lowest)

Quartile 2

Quartile 3

Quartile 4
(Highest)

In Figure 1.9, we see that the districts with the highest appli-
cation rates among college graduates also tend to have the
highest application rates for non-college graduates.

7Candidates are assigned
to districts based on their
reported permanent
address.

Figure 1.9: Application rates within districts are correlated across education levels
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Within districts, most applicants are from rural areas (see Fig-

ure 1.10). Candidates are identified as coming from a rural

area if their permanent address is located in a pincode that ]

has Branch Office of the Indian postal system. By this defi- Flgute 120 Stare o icte from
nition, Dharmapuri and Pudukkottai districts have the high- rural areas

est share of candidates from rural areas. Aside from Chennai,

Sivaganga district has the lowest share.

Women apply at higher rates then men, except during the R
main marriageable and child-bearing years o I

In Figure 1.11, we see that across most age groups, women
participate in TNPSC Group Recruitments at par with or at a
higher rate then men.8

Figure 1.11: Application rates in FY 2013 by Gender 8Recall, this data is from
FY 2013, when men still

(a) Overall .
outnumbered women in a

large part of the state (see

Gender & Men =@ \Women Figure 1.6).
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However, women’s participation falls below men’s between
the ages of 25 to 29. Why might that be the case? One factor
that seems to be important is the differential pressure women
face to get married and act as caregivers to their families.

In the Candidate Survey, we asked candidates why they think
they might stop preparing for the exam. About 16% of unmar-
ried women below the age of 25 said they were likely to stop
because of marriage pressure. By contrast, only 4% of com-
parable men answered the same way.
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Why are women so keen to apply?

In focus group discussions with female TNPSC candidates, three main themes
emerged:

1. It gives them a sense of agency

This sentiment is perhaps not unique to public sector employment, and has
common features with the reasons why women want to participate in the
labour force more generally.

“Q: Suppose you got selected in TNPSC. How do you think your life will
change?

A: ... Ithink it will change completely. Because when you are a house-
wife...mmm....there is nothing. But if we are in a government job, there
will be financial support. And I see that my friends who have government
jobs have the confidence to do all their work by themselves.”

2. They expected their future in-laws to let them continue working only if they
had a government job

As one candidate put it:

“If I continue working in a private job after my marriage, my in-laws
won't put much priority on it. But if I get a government job, they can’t
force me to leave or quit my job,; hopefully no one will say that.”

Given these expectations, women who want to have a career after marriage
may feel like their only chance of doing so is securing a government job.

Some women go to great lengths to resist the pressure to abandon their career
goals. One candidate relayed the following story about her friend:

“One friend told me that in order to avoid a marriage proposal, she com-
pletely shaved her head, without telling anyone in advance. Thus the
marriage was postponed, and now she is preparing for exams.”

3. They prefer the timing and work culture in the public sector

Government jobs are amenable not just to in-laws, but to candidates them-
selves. Female candidates often talked about how the timings and lack of
work pressure in the public sector made it possible for them to balance their
responsibilities at home and at work.
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Figure 1.11 (cont.): Application rates in FY 2013 by Gender
(b) College Graduates
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Figure 1.11 (cont.): Application rates in FY 2013 by Gender
(c) SSLC, HSLC, and Diploma Holders
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Higher-performing students are over-represented in the ap-
plicant pool

In the FY 2019 Group Recruitments, 90% of candidates com-
pleted their schooling under the Tamil Nadu State Board.
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How do candidates’ board exam scores compare with the
population as a whole? In the Candidate Survey, we asked
respondents to report their 10th exam board marks. We then
compare this distribution to the distribution of marks obtained
by all students who participated in a recent 10th standard
board exam.

Figure 1.12: TNPSC Candidates tend to have done well in school

Source D Population D Candidate Survey

0.004

Density

0.002

0.000
0 100 200 300 400 500
10th Board Exam Score

Notes: The figure restricts attention to individuals who participated in the
Tamil Nadu State Board exam

Top-scoring students are over-represented in the applicant
pool. For example, there are about 3.5 times as many can-
didates scoring 90% and above in the TNPSC applicant pool
compared to the population overall (13% versus 4%).

About 80% of the unemployed population in the state applies
through TNPSC

In the 2019 Group 4 Recruitment, TNPSC asked applicants to
report their employment status as part of their application for
the first time. According to this data, there were 1,257,650
unemployed candidates who appeared for the exam.

Meanwhile, according to the Centre for Monitoring the Indian INB: this estimate
Economy, there were about 1,560,000 unemployed individu- depends on extrapolating
als in Tamil Nadu at the time the application was live.? 2011 Census numbers

forward about a decade.

Putting these statistics together, I obtain a rough estimate
that approximately 80% of all unemployed people in Tamil
Nadu are preparing for TNPSC exams.
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Does reducing vacancies affect unemployment rates?

So far we have seen that there is a large overlap between the unemployed popula-
tion and the set of people applying for jobs via public sector recruitment. Does that
mean that changing the availability of public sector jobs can affect the unemploy-
ment rate?

To answer this question, it is useful to study how the labour market adjusts to a big,
unexpected shock to recruitment policy. The partial hiring freeze that the Tamil
Nadu government enacted between between 2001 and 2006 is one such example.
During these years, the number of vacancies for administrative positions available
through TNPSC fell by 86%.

In theory, it is ambiguous how candidates could have responded to the hiring freeze.
They could choose to give up on full-time exam preparation and take up employ-
ment in the private sector. But they could also choose to double down on exam
preparation, both to compete for the remaining vacancies and to be ready when va-
cancy levels returned to normal. In that case, candidates could end up spending
more time out of work.

As it turns out, during this period, applications increased by 7%, and employment
rates among male college graduates dropped by 13%. The effect can’t be driven by
the fact that fewer people got government jobs, because the drop in employment
is about 20 times as large as the reduction in the number of vacancies. This means
that the reduction in vacancies affected candidates’ willingness to work, at least
within this sub-population.

The general takeaway is that it is in fact possible to affect unemployment rates by
changing recruitment policy. But forecasting what those effects will be is challeng-
ing because it likely depends on candidates’ expectations on the availability of fu-
ture vacancies.

For a more detailed analysis of the hiring freeze, see Mangal (2022b). “The Long-Run
Costs of Highly Competitive Exams for Government Jobs.”
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1.4 Desperation or Aspiration?

Are candidates applying because they are unemployed, or are
they unemployed because they are applying? In the former
case candidates are struggling to find any work at all. In the
latter case, candidates have an alternative employment op-
tion available, but choose not to take it because they aspire to
acquire a job within the state government services.

In this section we examine what candidates’ application be-
haviour reveals about their intentions for applying.

Areas with more economic development have lower applica-
tion rates.

It is commonly believed that participation in government re-
cruitment exams is a sign of under-development, because it
reflects the fact that the availability of other decent jobs is
limited. Is this in fact the case?

To answer this question, I look at how application volume

varies with the presence of large firms across districts in Tamil
Nadu. Large formal firms are in the best position to offer em-
ployees good salaries and benefits.19 One might wonder whether
candidates who apply to TNPSC are those who either lack ex-
posure or access to these private sector alternatives.

I measure the presence of large firms using the number of
companies registered with the Ministry of Corporate Affairs
with addresses in that district as of March 2015. Candidates
are assigned to districts based on their permanent address.
Our outcome of interest is the share of eligible individuals
between the ages of 18 and 35 who wrote any TNPSC Group
exam in FY 2015.

Figure 1.13 shows that there is a clear negative relationship
between the presence of large formal firms and application
rates. The industrialized zones of Chennai and Coimbatore
have among the lowest application rates. Meanwhile, districts
that are known to lack industry, such as Ariyalur and Ram-
nathapuram, have some of the highest application rates.
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10For a more detailed
discussion of the wage
premium associated with
large firms and
multinationals, see:
Colonnelli et al. (2018),
Hjort et al. (2020), and
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(forthcoming).
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Figure 1.13: Application Rates and the Presence of Registered
Companies
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However, when there are temporary improvements in local
economic conditions, applications increase

Recall that most candidates are from rural areas (see Figure
1.10). In rural areas, where most families still depend directly
or indirectly on agriculture for their livelihood, periods of good
rainfall create additional job opportunities. By comparing dis-
tricts that received an unexpectedly good period of rainfall
(relative to their own past history) with the other districts in
the same time period, we can better understand the link be-
tween economic activity and application behaviour.}1

The effect of good rainfall on application volume is ambigu-
ous. On the one hand, when there are better job opportunities
available, candidates may be more willing to start working.

On the other hand, local economic booms also provide house-
holds with more income. That extra income may be used to
help finance additional exam preparation, leading to more ap-
plications. Which of these effects dominates helps us better
understand candidates’ intentions for applying.

A key advantage of using variation within Tamil Nadu is that
we can control for other potential confounding factors. There
are many reasons why the application volume will vary from
recruitment to recruitment, including the number of vacancies
offered, the timing relative to other recruitments, and national
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macroeconomic conditions. We can control for all of these
confounding factors by comparing application levels among
districts within the same recruitment, which is conducted on
the same day for everyone.

Figure 1.14 compares two sets of districts. All the districts
experienced normal rainfall in the year preceding the 2013

Group 4 exam. However, in the year preceding the 2014 Group

4 exam, there were 3 districts that experienced above-normal
rainfall (specifically, Thoothukkudi, Tirunelveli, and Viruduna-
gar). Under the assumption that which districts received good
rainfall is essentially random, we can measure the causal ef-
fect of a small improvement in local economic conditions on
application behaviour.

Figure 1.14: The effect of good rainfall on application volume, Group 4

Rainfall Level in FY 2014 -@ Normal =@ Good

70

60

-
=
-
- -
~ -
-
-

50 ~--
All districts experienced

normal rainfall in 2013
40

20 .\o

20

Average # of Applicants (1000s)

FY 2013 FY 2014
Exam Year

It turns out that periods of good rainfall are associated with
more applications for government jobs, not less. And if we ex-
pand our sample to include more recruitments and rainfall
shocks we end up with the same conclusion.??

In the short run, rural economic growth, with its accompany-
ing improvement in local labour market opportunities, goes
hand in hand with TNPSC exam participation. This tells us that
the primary effect of a localized, temporary economic boom is
to fuel candidates’ aspirations for government jobs.
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There are 7% more ap-
plications than expected
in the 3 districts that got
good rainfall in 2014

The dashed line plots
the expected appli-
cation levelin 2014 if
these districts had fol-
lowed the same trend
as the districts with
normal rainfall in 2014

12The full details of this
analysis will be available in
a forthcoming academic
working paper.
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Candidates as Constrained Dreamers

One way of making sense of these patterns is to look more
deeply at the candidate’s perspective. What emerges is a
portrait of candidates as constrained dreamers, where both
desperation and aspiration co-exist. Most candidates have
very difficult economic circumstances, and are short on funds.
But the dream of a government job is deep-rooted, and can-
didates do not settle for their alternatives easily. Exam par-
ticipation is therefore often more a question of whether it is
feasible and practical to continue to pursue the dream rather
than a question of willingness.

The aspiration to obtain a government job is near universal
among Tamil Nadu government school students

In 2022, the Directorate of School Education conducted a sur-
vey of 12th standard students to better understand their ca-
reer aspirations. The survey included the following question:

If you had to choose between working in one of the
Jfollowing, which one would you prefer the most?

1. Working in a Government Job
2. Working in a Private Job
3. Running my own Business

On average, 88% of students said they would prefer a gov-

ernment job.13 Moreover, the vast majority of students within 131n the same survey,
each school said the same as well: students were also asked
whether they intend to
Figure 1.15: Fraction of students in Tamil Nadu Government write any competitive
Schools who prefer a government job exam in the next four

years, including TNPSC
_ Group Recruitments.
About 66% of respondents
200 said they would.

150
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# of schools
|
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0% 25% 50% 75% 100%
% students who prefer government jobs
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A corollary of this graph is that there is very little variation in
preference for government jobs at the district level—despite
the fact that, as we saw in Figure 1.13, there is substantial
variation in the private sector opportunities across districts.
This means that the presence of large private firms in one’s
district does not bend government school students’ ambition
away from the public sector.

Instead, what seems to dissuade government school students
from aspiring for a government job is not the availability of al-
ternative jobs, but rather a lack of interest in academics. Only
65% of students who do not plan to pursue higher education
prefer government jobs, compared to 88% of the remaining
students.

But most candidates have few resources available to help
them achieve their goals

In the Candidate Survey, a majority of respondents reported

a household income of less than Rs. 10k per month. For ref- 14566 Tamil Nadu Labour
erence, as of April 2022, Rs. 9,770 to Rs. 10,658 per month and Employment
was the official state minimum wage.'* Department GO (2D) No.
14, Dated 05/03/109.
. . Dearness allowance based
Table 1.3: Candidates’ household income on the statement provided
by the Office of the
Household Income (per month) Share (%) Commissioner of Labour,
Chennai, dated
Less than Rs. 5,000 18.8 16/03/2022.
Between Rs. 5,000 - 10,000 36.1
Between Rs. 10,000 - 20,000 27.4
Between Rs. 20,000 - 30,000 10.2
More than Rs. 30,000 7.5

One could imagine how, given the level of competition, only
those with sufficient access to resources would choose to
participate. But that turns out not to be the case.

Most candidates anticipate that if they drop out it will be be-
cause of lack of money, not a lack of motivation

This is especially true for candidates from the poorest house-
holds, where about four times as many candidates say that
they would stop for lack of money than for lack of motivation.
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Table 1.4: Candidates’ household income and their anticipated
reasons for stopping exam preparation

Household Income (per month) Lack of Money Lack of Motivations

Less than Rs. 5,000 36.9 9.2
Between Rs. 5,000 - 10,000 41.4 10.4
Between Rs. 10,000 - 20,000 39.1 13.5
Between Rs. 20,000 - 30,000 37.6 21.1
More than Rs. 30,000 28.6 47.8
Overall 38.6 14.9

Notes: Respondents were allowed to specify multiple anticipated reasons
for stopping exam preparation.

Although there is financial need, candidates are not willing
to take up just any job either

In the Candidate Survey, we asked respondents the following
question:

If you were not studying for competitive exams, what
Jjob would you be doing now?

It is striking that about one quarter of candidates say they
would not be working if they stopped preparing.

Table 1.5: Candidates’ anticipated outside employment option

Alternative Occupation Women (%) Men (%) Overall (%)
Private Employment 40.4 52.5 46.5
Daily wage labor 8.8 16.1 12.5
Farming 6.7 12.3 9.5
Business 6.9 7.4 7.2
Unpaid work / Not working 37.1 11.7 24.3

Notes: Columns sum to 100%.

Of course, planning not to work immediately after dropping
out of exam preparation will likely play out very differently

for men and women. For men, it’s reasonable to expect that
most of them will join the labour force eventually, since labour
force participation among educated men is still nearly univer-
sal. For women, given the low rates of employment in later
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years, there is a good chance that women who drop out of
exam preparation will never join the labour force.

But in both cases, the fact that there is hesitation to join the
labour force outside of selection through TNPSC suggests that
candidates exercise discretion when choosing which jobs they
will take.

The candidates who hesitate the most to start working after
exam preparation also likely have the most job opportunities
available to them

Here we focus on men, for whom family permission to partici-
pation in the workforce is not a confounding factor.

College graduates are slightly more than twice as likely to say
they would not work compared to non-graduates. Further-
more, it is not the case that non-graduates anticipate disguis-
ing their unemployment by withdrawing into self-employment.
Instead, they see themselves participating in private sector
jobs at substantially higher rates than college graduates.

Table 1.6: Male candidates’ anticipated outside employment
option by college attainment

Alternative Occupation College (%) Less than College (%)
Private Employment 43.4 60.9
Daily wage labor 22.5 10.2
Farming 11.8 12.6
Business 6.0 8.7
Unpaid work / Not working 16.3 7.5

Notes: Columns sum to 100%.

These patterns emerge despite the fact that we would nor-
mally think of college graduates as having more employment
opportunities available than non-graduates. (After all, this

is the reason why people generally go to college in the first
place).

The most likely explanation is that college graduates are more
particular about finding a job that matches their level of education—
a sentiment that I not only heard in my own interactions with
candidates, but which also has been well-documented in
ethnographic studies of candidates preparing for government

job exams (Jeffrey, 2010).
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Summing up

Candidates are generally poor and unemployed. But that doesn’t
mean that they are willing to take any job they can find. A
sizeable share of the candidate pool would not work at all if

they were not preparing. And when private sector opportu-
nities expand, we see an increase in applications, not fewer.
What seems to matter is not just whether any job exists, but
whether the jobs that are available are good, such as the kind
that tend to be provided by large, formal firms.

This could be a good thing. It can mean that candidates have
enough support that they can afford to dream and no longer
have to take the first job they find. But it also suggests that
reducing the queues will be challenging.

1.5 Discussion

So far we have seen that there are many sub-populations
within Tamil Nadu where TNPSC application rates are very
high. In this section, we consider the ways in which these high
application rates can result in recruitment policy having broad
influence over the rest of the economy.

Public sector recruitment policy could affect skill develop-
ment in the state
151, Taiwan, Xu and

The most prestigious government jobs require a college de- Adhvaryu (2022) find this
gree. Given how common it is to aspire for a government job, to be true. Due to the
it is possible that there are some people who decide to go nature of Taiwan’s

reservation policy, some
people had a higher
baseline probability of

to college just because it helps meet this eligibility require-
ment.1® Similarly, the choice of major or degree type may also

depend on students’ expectations about applying to TNPSC in success in the civil service
the future. exam. Then in 1980 the
government reformed the
This raises the possibility that public sector eligibility require- policy in a way that ended
ments can be used as a policy lever for encouraging college this advantage. The
completion. But whether this is desirable to do, even based a:‘;hol;svc;g lt)hsittLheeir
on the limited criteria of economic efficiency, is an open ques- deg’ntage in the exam
tion. process were less likely to
complete both high school
The answer depends on the kinds of skills or knowledge that and college after the
students on the margin of enrolling would gain in college. Pre- reform.

vious studies have found that students on the margin of at-
tending engineering colleges and elite colleges typically ben-
efit from doing so (Bertrand et al., 2010; Bagde et al., 2016;
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Sekhri, 2020). It is possible the effect generalizes to less
prestigious institutions as well.

On the other hand, colleges and candidates could end up re-
sponding to this policy in counter-productive ways. For exam-
ple, in Bihar it is common for candidates to enrol in a college
in the state in name only while they live in Patna full time to
attend coaching classes. Even aside from such extremes, a
perverse equilibrium could develop where students are happy
not learning in college because it allows them more time to
focus on competitive exams; and colleges are happy with low
attendance, because it is less work for teachers and the ad-
ministration.

Another potential consequence of the high application rates
is that the syllabus that is set for TNPSC exams can have far-
reaching consequences on the skill base that is available to
private sector firms. Most candidates are never selected. But
many of them will have spent some time preparing for the
exam in some way. It is possible that the types of skills that
the current exam rewards are the types of skills that will be-
come more common in the labour market in the near future.

If the government wishes to encourage candidates to develop
a particular skill—e.g. computer word processing—then in-
cluding that skill on the TNPSC exam may jump-start the pro-
cess. However, adding “difficult” skills to the exam also runs
the risk of thwarting the government’s other goal of making
sure the pool of selected candidates reflects the diversity of
the state, including marginalized populations.

One way of potentially resolving this issue is to lean more
heavily on reservation to fulfil the representation goals. This
might then free up the Commission to use the syllabus for
other objectives, including adding questions that encourage
candidates to build less familiar but useful skills.

Public sector recruitment policy could affect wages and em-
ployment

We have seen that in some districts young college graduates
participate in TNPSC Group Recruitments at rates upwards
of 30% (see Figure 1.9). With participation rates this high, it
is not hard to imagine how TNPSC policy decisions could in-
duce shifts in labour supply that could have important con-
sequences for wage levels and employment rates. After all,
there is precedent. The rates at which young college grad-
uates participate in TNPSC Group Recruitments is similar

34



The Indian Labour Market through the Lens of Public Sector Recruitment

to the rates at which rural households have participated in
the Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guaran-
tee Scheme (NREGA). Furthermore, there is a rich literature
documenting how high participation rates in NREGA can have
major spillover effects on the village economy and beyond
(Narayanan and Das, 2014; Imbert and Papp, 2015; Muralid-
haran et al., 2016, 2017).

How exactly recruitment policy will affect labour market out-
comes is unclear. It depends on how candidates react and
firms adjust, both questions where more research is needed
before any definitive statements can be made.

Should the government aim to reduce application volume?

At present, most young people are chasing dreams that few
will have the chance of realizing. This is likely to be a cause
of deep psychological distress for many people.® We do not
yet have data that tell us the full extent of this problem. But
it is troubling that there are regular appearances of headlines
about people committing suicide when they are unsuccessful
in PSC recruitment exams.

Nonetheless, reducing application volume for its own sake is
likely to be counter-productive. The government should be
careful to avoid an approach that tells students they should
simply give up on their dreams. In addition to generating an
explosive reaction, this approach is also a waste of young
people’s energy. It is a blessing to have a society where peo-
ple are ambitious and willing to take risks to achieve their
goals. The problem is not that students are ambitious; the
problem is that they are all ambitious for the same thing.

What could we do instead? The patterns in candidate applica-
tion behaviour suggest some possible solutions.

The value of career counselling and exposure Recall, ap-
plication rates are highest in areas where students have likely
not seen other aspirational careers besides government ser-
vice. This suggests that it may be useful to invest in programs
that help students develop new and more diverse sets of as-
pirations, and, crucially, to provide them with a clear pathway
for achieving these alternative goals.

A potentially impactful way of introducing students to new

career possibilities is through media, which has been shown
to have a powerful influence on how people make major life
decisions.” The Tamil Nadu government has already recog-
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16Jeffrey (2010) provides
an account of how
candidates who prepared
for the selection exams
and were not successful
developed deep
psychological wounds,
including long-lasting
inferiority complexes and
feelings of being left
behind and worthless that
likely affected their ability
to reach their full potential
even after they stopped
studying.

17See, for example:
Ferrara et al. (2012)
discuss how soap operas
shape fertility decisions;
and Riley (2019) shows
how a movie about a
woman African chess
champion encouraged
girls to perform better in
exams. La Ferrara (2016)
provides an overview of
this literature.
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nized some of the challenges that students face in navigating
careers outside of government, and has launched a campaign
called Naan Mudhalvan to help. It may be worth exploring
ways to use the scheme’s platform to target students who
intend to apply for public sector recruitments but are also un-
aware and uncertain of other careers.

Reforming the private sector The preference for public sec-
tor jobs may be as much a question of avoiding the private
sector as it is about the seeking the advantages of the public
sector.

A key issue that policy needs to address is that searching for
jobs in the private sector is currently fraught with danger.
When we asked TNPSC candidates what we as a research
team could provide that might help them look for jobs in the
private sector, a common response was some form of help in
distinguishing which ads are genuine.

The problem is that there are some ads designed to defraud

job seekers. Very organized scammers will put up a fake ad, 18For more details on how
conduct a bogus interview, offer a fake job, and then require these fake job scams
some kind of upfront payment to cover “training” or some happen, see Poonam

other made-up expense. After jobseekers make these pay- (2021).

ments, the “firm” vanishes.18

By cracking down on on fraudulent job posting, the govern-
ment may be able to encourage more young people to partic-
ipate in the private sector labour market. In turn, by decreas-
ing search costs for genuine firms, this kind of reform may
also improve the quality and quantity of jobs offered.
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2 How much do candidates
invest?

2.1 Motivation

What are the total resources of time, money, and effort that
get absorbed in the recruitment process?

A government job recruitment does not begin when vacancies
are notified. It begins a year or more in advance when can-
didates decide to start studying (in some cases full-time) in

order to maximize their chances of success whenever the next

exam is announced.

There is no other entry-level non-specialized white-collar job
in India where this kind of extended investment in job search
is expected or normal. Of course, public sector recruitment
has its own exigencies. But even taking those into account, is
it really necessary for so much time, money, and effort to be
spent in selecting the most meritorious candidates for gov-
ernment jobs? Or are there a way of organizing the recruit-
ment process that produces matches that are just as good (if
not better) at a lower cost to society? What are the potential
economic gains from improving the efficiency of the current
system?

To answer these kinds of questions, we must first understand
what the costs of the current system are. The social cost of

a recruitment is the sum of all the resources that people put
into the exam process. This includes not just the cost of orga-
nizing and conducting the exam, but also the costs that peo-
ple bear in the process of competing.

Candidates bear a wide range of costs in the process of com-
peting, including: attending specialized coaching classes;
buying special books and other study materials; renting space
in private study halls;'® migrating to parts of the state that
have turned into hubs for civil service exam preparation;2°
and forgoing income in order to dedicate more time towards
exam preparation.

In this chapter, our goal is to understand: i) how large the
costs of recruitment are; ii) how they are distributed between
candidates and the government; iii) and how the candidates’
share of the cost is distributed in the population.
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19Study halls rent out
cubicles in a quiet space
to students who regularly
need a place to study.

20 Across Tamil Nadu there
are well-known hubs for
TNPSC exam preparation
that attract candidates
from surrounding areas.
Some of the biggest ones
include Anna Nagar, Chen-
nai, and Kancheepuram.
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2.2 The social cost of recruitment

This section presents estimates of the total social cost of
recruitment, using the 2022 Group 4 recruitment as a case
study.

In this analysis, the social cost of recruitment has three main
components:?1

1. Exam Costs: There is a cost associated with organizing
and conducting the exam itself.

2. Direct Expenditure by candidates: This includes the
expenses that candidates make for the sole purpose of
helping them improve their performance on the exam.

3. Opportunity Cost: By spending time on exam prepara-
tion, candidates give up time that they could otherwise
spend working. The opportunity cost of exam prepara-
tion is the income that candidates forgo in order to focus
on exam preparation. To make time to study, candidates
may work less than they otherwise would, or they may
take up less demanding (and hence less remunerative)
jobs than they otherwise would.

I infer Exam Costs from TNPSC’s budget. I estimate both the
Direct Expenditure and the Opportunity Cost using data from
the Candidate Survey. Throughout this chapter, all analyses
using the Survey data are restricted to the sample of respon-
dents who were planning to write the 2022 Group 4 exam.

There were 18,36,534 candidates that appeared for the 2022
Group 4 exam. I calculate total costs by multiplying my es-
timates of the average cost per candidate by this number.
Since the Candidate Survey is reasonably representative of
the overall population (see Table 0.2), this approach should
provide us with estimates of the right order of magnitude.

I then compare the social cost of recruitment against the
value of the jobs themselves. This gives us a measure of the
efficiency of the recruitment process. That is, we want to
know, for every Rs. 1,000 the government spends on salaries
for new jobs, how much does society as a whole spend on fig-
uring out how to allocate people to those jobs?22

Obviously, there are benefits to screening as well, so just look-
ing at the costs is not enough to make a conclusion on whether
the current system is inefficient. However, as we will see, the
costs of recruitment are currently very high. It is worth look-
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211his accounting is not
complete. For example, I
do not account for the
resources spent by either
government departments
or private organizations to
support TNPSC
candidates. These
expenditures are much
harder to track because
they are so decentralized.

22This is similar to the
concept of “dead-weight
loss” or “excess burden”
of taxation. The cost of
raising tax revenue must
also take into account the
fact that people change
their behaviour in
response to the tax.
Similarly, the cost of
offering jobs with
above-market wages is not
just the wages
themselves, but also the
resources that people
expend competing for
those high wages.
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ing into whether there are ways of reducing these costs with-
out sacrificing other recruitment objectives.

The value of the jobs offered in the recruitment

The total lifetime value of salaries offered in the jobs listed
in the 2022 Group 4 notification is approximately Rs. 3,664
crore.

I arrive at this number by calculating the Net Present Value
(NPV) of the expected salary progression based on the pay
band listed in the notification.2® The NPV calculation takes
into account the full stream of future payments resulting from
obtaining a post, and includes basic pay and the House Rent
Allowance.?* For the NPV calculation, I fix the interest rate

at 6.75%, which is the current 1 year fixed deposit rate at the
State Bank of India. The pay increments associated with each
year of service are provided in the current pay matrix (see TN
Finance Dept. G.0. Ms.No0.90, Dated 26 Feb. 2021).

I use data from the previous Group 4 recruitment to predict
the length of service for selected officers. The average candi-
date was 28 years old when they were selected in the 2019
Group 4 recruitment. Given the current mandatory retirement
age of 60, this implies that selected candidates typically un-
dertake 32 years of service. I therefore calculate the value of
the posts offered in this recruitment over the course of a 32
year career, assuming that candidates stay within their pay
band and get the prescribed annual increment.2®

Table 2.1: Expected lifetime salary outlay for jobs notified in the
2022 Group 4 Recruitment

2311 March 2023, after the
exam was complete, the
Commission added 2,816
vacancies to this
recruitment. These
vacancies are not included
because it seems unlikely
that candidates were
expecting them to
materialize when they
were deciding how much
to invest.

24The House Rent
Allowance HRA) depends
on the city in which the
employee is posted and
the basic pay level. To
simplify the calculation, I
take the HRA to be an
extra 5% of base pay,
which is roughly the
median amount offered at
each pay level. See TN
Finance Dept.
G.0.Ms.No.305, Dated
13th Oct. 2017

251 do not include
Dearness Allowance,
assuming that it will keep
track with actual inflation
on average. This means
that our estimates are
measured in real (not
nominal) 2022 Indian
Rupees.

NPV V Total NPV

Pay Scale # Vacancies per vacancy ot
(Lakh Rupees) (Crore Rupees)

Grade Pay 1650 49 42.31 20.73
Grade Pay 2000 1 47.29 0.47
Grade Pay 2400 6,220 49.83 3099.40
Grade Pay 2800 1,031 52.69 543.24
Total 7,301 3,663.85

Notes: The value of each vacancy is calculated over a 32 year career. Future income is
discounted based on a 6.75% interest rate. Monetary values are measured in 2022 real

Indian Rupees.
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The cost of conducting exams

The cost of conducting the Group 4 exam is approximately
Rs. 91 to Rs. 103 crore.

TNPSC’s 2019-2020 Annual Report provides the latest pub-
licly available information on how much it might cost to run a
Group 4 exam.

That year, TNPSC conducted 45 different examinations for
12,777 posts. Its total annual budget was Rs. 88 crore, which
is approximately Rs. 103 crore in current prices.

The cost of running just the Group 4 recruitment is some frac-
tion of the total budget amount, but it’s hard to separate the
fixed and variable costs without some assumptions. We can
deduce a range of plausible estimates by considering different
assumptions on how costs scale. On the low end, if we sup-
pose that costs scale linearly per application received, then
the cost of the recruitment would be Rs. 91 crore (in current
prices). On the high end, we could suppose that the the cost
of recruitment is close to the entire TNPSC budget itself. As
we will see, this variation is small compared the other compo-
nents of the social cost of recruitment.2®

Not all of the costs of running the exam are borne by the Gov-
ernment. Through registration and exam fees, candidates

shouldered about Rs. 29 crore (in current prices) of total costs.

This implies that candidates bear about 28% of the cost of ad-
ministering TNPSC selection exams.

Direct expenditure on exam preparation

Total Direct Expenditure The Candidate Survey asked re-
spondents to report their lifetime expenditure on TNPSC exam
preparation in four categories: 1) coaching; 2) study material;
3) the cost of staying outside the home while preparing for the
exam (including the cost of food and accommodation);and 4)
the cost of renting space in a study hall.2”

To calculate average annual expenditure, I divide lifetime ex-
penditure by the total amount by the number of years spent
preparing. This is likely a conservative estimate of annual ex-
penditure, since candidates may have taken breaks since they
started preparing.
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2611 the final calculation,
it is useful to have a single
estimate in the middle of
these extremes. I suppose
that Group 4 costs twice
as much per application
received as the remaining
recruitments, and arrive at
an estimate of about Rs.
97 crore.

27The reason for
measuring lifetime
expenditure is that
investments in exam
preparation may be
“lumpy.” For example,
even when candidates
only take coaching classes
in their first year of exam
preparation, they will still
benefit from it in the
remaining years they are
actively on the exam track.
Averaging out across years
helps ensure that past
investments are also
counted.
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Table 2.2: Average annual expenditure on exam preparation

Expenditure Category Average Annual Plausible
Expense (Rs.) Range (Rs.)

Coaching Classes 634 528 - 740
Books / Study Materials 527 472 - 581
Staying Outside Home 944 623 -1,264
While Studying

Private Study Hall 580 253 -908
Total 2,687 2,083 -3,291

Notes: The plausible range reflects the 95% confidence interval of the main
estimate, which is a measure of uncertainty that takes into account the
sample size of the survey and the variability of responses across respon-
dents

Table 2.2 summarizes candidates’ expenditure on exam prepa-
ration. Given these estimates, the total expenditure on exam
preparation across all candidates is approximately:

Total Direct Expenditure = 18,36,534 x Rs. 2,687 = Rs. 493 crore

Heterogeneity These averages mask the fact that most ex-
penses are concentrated among a small group of candidates:

e About 44% of candidates do not make any expenses on
exam preparation at all (see Table 2.3).

e Even among those who do spend on exam preparation,
most of that expenditure is concentrated among the
10% who stay outside of their home while studying (see
Figure 2.1).

Table 2.3: Which expenses are the most common?

Expenditure Category % Making Expense
Coaching Classes 14

Books / Study Materials 51
Staying Outside Home 10

While Studying

Private Study Hall 12

Any Expenditure 56
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Figure 2.1: Candidates who study outside their home spend
more on exam preparation
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In total, candidates who stay outside spend 14 times as much
as those who prepare from home. Most of that difference is
accounted for by the cost of food and accommodation. But
they also spend more in all the other expenditure categories
as well.

Since it costs so much to stay outside, why do candidates do
it? I asked this question to some candidates in Kancheepuram
whose home town is in nearby districts and who do not have
any coaching classes to attend during the week. A common
response was that home does not provide a good study envi-
ronment. Candidates tend to get bothered by their relatives at
home; many of the men talked of their relatives taunting them
for being “useless” because they were not earning. Coming to
Kancheepuram and studying as a group with other candidates
helps them find support.
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Why is the market for TNPSC exam preparation relatively small?

We just estimated that the total size of the market for TNPSC exam preparation
among Group 4 candidates is about Rs. 500 crore across the whole state. By com-
parison, experts estimate that coaching centres for civil services just in Delhi gener-
ate revenue in excess of Rs. 3,000 crore (Vardhan, 2017)—a figure which does not
include all the revenue generated by the book stores, hostels, and other businesses
that depend on candidates. This comparison suggests that the direct costs of exam
preparation in Tamil Nadu are relatively low.

In my experience, there are three factors that can help explain this difference: 1)
the availability of public space to study; 2) the nature of the exam syllabus; and 3)
the profile of TNPSC Group 4 candidates.

The availability of public space: In Tamil Nadu there are many public spaces where
candidates can study for free, especially in temples and public libraries. In temples,
not only is it free to use the space, but they also provide free food at lunch time,
which saves candidates money again. Libraries have study materials available, and
tend to be filled with candidates around exam time. By contrast, in other states it is
relatively uncommon to see candidates use public libraries or temples; they tend to
study either at home, in private libraries, or at their coaching academy.

The syllabus: It is widely understood that the exam syllabus in Group 4 draws di-
rectly from the syllabus used in school textbooks in government schools (the so-
called Samacheer books). Thus, many candidates told us that they relied exclu-
sively on school textbooks for exam preparation. Although the full set of textbooks
would be expensive to buy, candidates have found ways to avoid purchasing them.
For example, candidates loan books from neighbours or friends who no longer need
them, or they share books among themselves in study groups. This keeps the costs
of study materials down.

Candidates’ profile: Group 4 tends to attract candidates from poorer families, with-
out much disposable income. There are, no doubt, some coaching centres for com-
petitive exams that have very expensive facilities—but this is not true for centres
that specialize in TNPSC preparation. In fact, in Kancheepuram, which is known as
a hub for exam preparation in Tamil Nadu, many coaching centres do not have their
own classrooms or full-time staff. Instead, they hire already-selected officers who
commute from Chennai to give classes on the weekends, and they rent out class-
rooms in local schools. This suggests that candidates have a small budget, and
coaching centres accommodate by finding ways to keep costs down. By contrast,
in other states there seems to be a larger population of relatively well-off farmers
and traders that can afford to spend more on coaching.
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The opportunity cost of exam preparation

By spending time on exam preparation, candidates forgo in-
come they could have otherwise earned while working. To
calculate this opportunity cost of exam preparation, I use
three data points from the Candidate Survey:

e Current Earnings: The survey asked respondents whether
they were currently working, and if so, how much they
usually earn.

e Alternative Earnings: The survey then asked respon-
dents what type of job they would do if they were not
participating in TNPSC exams. If respondents said they
would be working, they were asked how much they ex-
pect to earn in that job.28

e Time spent preparing: The survey asked respondents
how many months they have spent preparing for TNPSC
Group exams in the past year, and which exams they had
taken/were planning to take. This information allows us
to infer the amount of time dedicated to Group 4 exam
preparation.2®

Using this information, I estimate the total income that candi-
dates have forgone over the past year while preparing for the
Group 4 exam as follows:

Forgone Earnings =
(Expected monthly earnings if not studying—
Current monthly earnings)
x # months preparing in past year (1)

The main weakness of this approach is that my estimates of
Alternative Earnings are based on candidates’ expectations
instead of observing candidates’ actual earnings. If candi-
dates are over-optimistic about their outside option, my esti-
mates of the opportunity cost will be inflated.

As we will see, it turns out that my main conclusions are not
very sensitive to how I measure Alternative Earnings. Even
with measurement errors as large as 30 or 40% on average,
some of the main conclusions will remain robust.
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28F0r both current
earnings and alternative
earnings, respondents
reported either weekly or
monthly figures,
depending on what made
sense to them. If
respondents reported
weekly earnings, the
amount was multiplied by
4 to convert it to monthly
earnings.

2c)Ideally, this measure
should not include time
spent preparing for other
exams. However, there
was a Group 2 exam that
was also conducted within
this time frame. I
therefore prorate the
measure as follows. It
turns out that among
candidates who started
preparing before the Group
4 notification was
released, those who
participated in Group 2
exams spent on average
0.9 months more studying
than candidates who did
not. I therefore subtract
this amount from the
reported total for all
candidates who: i)
participated in Group 2;
and ii) started preparation
before the Group 4
notification was released.
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Moreover, there are several reasons to think that these figures
are not unreasonable:

e For the 25% of candidates who have worked in the past,

the median respondent reports the same earnings in
their alternative career as they do in their past job.

On the whole, the responses are within the normal range
for what people with similar demographic profiles in
Tamil Nadu report in recent labour market surveys (see
Figure 2.2).30

In the Follow-up survey, there is a sample of respon-
dents who were not working before the exam but started
working after the exam concluded. About 75% of these
candidates under-estimated their Alternative Earnings,
and on average candidates under-estimated their monthly
earnings by Rs. 5,301.

Figure 2.2: Comparing candidates’ expected earnings if they
weren’t preparing for TNPSC exams with actual earnings in the
population

Density

Source = Candidate Expectations === Reference Population

B—

0 25,000 50,000 75,000 100,000

Income per month

Notes: The figure plots two distributions. The red line shows the distribution
that candidates preparing for the Group 4 exam expect to earn if they were
not preparing. The black line plots the distribution from a reference pop-
ulation of individuals between the ages of 20 and 30 from the September
2021 wave of the CMIE’s Consumer Pyramids Household Survey (CPHS).
The CPHS distribution is re-weighted to account for the same relative fre-
quencies of job type (i.e. farming, business, daily wage, and other), gender,
and college attainment as in the Candidate Survey sample.
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30The data used in this
figure tends to provide
relatively higher estimates
of earnings than other
government surveys (Jha
and Basole, 2023). As a
result, it is possible that
candidates expectations
align with market outcome
more closely than what is
shown.
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Table 2.4 provides estimates of the average value of the main
parameters in the opportunity cost calculation.

Table 2.4: The opportunity cost of exam preparation

Main Estimate of
Parameter ! ! Plausible Range
Sample Average

Current Income (Rs. / month) [A] 4,968 4,534 - 5,403
Alternative Income (Rs. / month) [B] 11,548 10,822 -12,274
Expected Monthly Income Loss [A- B] 6,580 5,936 - 7,224
Months spent preparing 4.22 4.06 -4.37
Forgone Earnings (Rs.) 30,330 26,948 - 33,712

Notes: The plausible range reflects the 95% confidence interval of the main estimate.

The total opportunity cost is therefore:

Total Opportunity Cost = 18,36,534 x Rs. 30,330 = Rs. 5,570 crore
Summing Up

The total cost of recruitment Table 2.5 tabulates the total
social cost of conducting the 2022 Group 4 recruitment.

Table 2.5: Social cost of recruitment relative to the cost of
vacancies

Line Item Main Lower Upper
Estimate Estimate Estimate

Social costs of recruitment

Cost of conducting the exam 97 91 103
Candidate direct expenditure 493 383 604
Opportunity cost 5,570 4,949 6,191
Total social cost of recruitment [A] 6,160 5,423 6,898
Salary cost of notified vacancies [B] 3,664 - -
Ratio of recruitment to salary costs [A/B] 1.68 1.48 1.88

Notes: All monetary amounts are reported in crore rupees.
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The estimates tell us that for every Rs. 1,000 that the govern-
ment spends in salaries, there is an additional social cost of
Rs. 1,500-1,900 on recruiting candidates for those positions.

Most of this cost does not appear on the government’s bal-
ance sheet. Instead, it takes the form of reduced activity in
the labour market. The part of the overall cost of conduct-

ing a recruitment that is visible to the government—namely,
TNPSC’s budget—is less than 2% of the overall cost of recruit-
ment.

The limits of redistribution through recruitment For some,
the sacrifices of exam preparation are worth it as long as pub-
lic sector recruitment helps redistribute resources and oppor-
tunities towards candidates. However, the costs appear to be
so large that public sector recruitment turns out to be a very
inefficient mechanism for redistribution.

In fact, Table 2.5 tells us that candidates collectively lose
income by investing in TNPSC recruitment. In other words,
compared to how much candidates invest in competing for
government jobs, they get less than that in salary from the
government in return.

Imagine, hypothetically, that candidates put the money they
would otherwise forgo on exam preparation into a common
pool, and then allocated it to winners via a lottery (with prob-
abilities that are not necessarily equal). In that case, they
would be able to provide an income stream equal to the in-
come stream from a government job for more people than
what the recruitment offers.

This does not mean that all candidates fail to benefit from
participating in TNPSC exams. Candidates who are well-informed,
well-coached, and who are not overly invested in exam par-
ticipation may stand to gain on average. But since the total
number of vacancies is fixed, and since there seem to be no
discernible economic benefits of exam preparation outside of
getting a government job, any gain to one candidate will come

at the expense of another. This constraint puts severe limi-
tations on the extent to which public sector recruitment can

lead to general social upliftment.
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Are the costs of competition offset by their long-run benefits?

Whether these costs are worthwhile depends on whether they produce some off-
setting social benefits. For example, exam preparation might build skills that help
candidates perform better in their job as government employees; it may help them
build skills that are useful even if they are not selected; or it may help them ob-
tain a credential of their ability that helps them find a job in the private sector more
quickly.

On many of these questions, the answer is just not known. But where there is ev-
idence, it looks like on average long-term exam preparation hurts rather than im-
proves not-selected candidates’ earning potential in the private sector labour mar-
ket.

In general, it is difficult to measure the long-run effects of exam preparation, since
candidates who invest more are systematically different from those who drop out
early. However, between 2001 and 2006, there was an unexpected hiring freeze
in TNPSC that shifted application behaviour substantially. As a result, the most ex-
posed cohorts of male college graduates stayed out of the workforce longer, most
likely in order to double down on the competition for TNPSC jobs. By comparing
the long-run trajectory of these cohorts with the trajectory of the cohorts that pre-
ceded them, I can estimate the impact of candidates’ investment in remaining on
the “exam track” on their long-run labour market outcomes.

In Mangal (2022b), I find no evidence that the candidates who spent more time
out of the workforce to prepare for government jobs are better off in the long run.
A decade after the hiring freeze ended, male college graduates who were exposed
to the hiring freeze have lower employment rates; have lower earning capacities;
and have delayed forming their own households. Moreover, the negative effects on
candidates appear to spill over to other household members: for example, elder
members of the household appear to delay retirement in order to compensate for
the income shock.

Together, this evidence suggests that the cost estimates in Table 2.5 may in fact be
understated, and that the long-run costs of recruitment may be a meaningful com-
ponent of the overall social cost.

For more details, see Mangal (2022b). “The Long-Run Costs of Highly Competitive
Exams for Government Jobs.”
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2.3 How do candidates spend their time?

In the previous section we saw that most of the social cost of
exam preparation is due to the opportunity cost of candidates’
time. Why is this figure so large?

How common is it for candidates to work?

Most candidates who are planning to take the Group 4 exam
are not working

Figure 2.3 plots the distribution of the number of hours per
week that candidates were working at the time of the survey.
Note that the median candidate is not working at all.

Figure 2.3: How much are candidates currently working?
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Of those who are working, about 83% are working full-time

(i.e. 40+ hours per week). This suggests that either: a) can- 31part-time jobs or jobs
didates who want to take up part time work have a hard time with flexible work hours
finding it; or, b) that working part-time isn’t worthwhile.3% tend to offer a lower
hourly wage rate (see, e.g.
Among candidates who are working, what kinds of jobs do g%%rg)r'_g&”lgiﬁ‘;:g“}f;f
they take? Table 2.6 lists the distribution of jobs th.at candi- (2011)3' This wage penalty
dates hold by their current work status. Overall, private sec- may discourage
tor jobs are the most common, followed by daily wage em- candidates from seeking
ployment. Self-employment is relatively uncommon, except part-time work.

among those working part time.
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Table 2.6: Types of jobs held by current Group 4 candidates who
are working

Distribution by Employment Status

Job Category Part Time (%) Full Time (%) Overall (%)

Private Job 17 63 55
Government Job 4 4 4
Daily wage 43 20 24
Farming 28 12 14
Business 14 11 11

Notes: Each column shows the distribution of jobs held by Group 4 candi-
dates with the given employment status. Respondents could list multiple
current jobs, so columns can sum to more than 100%.

Not surprisingly, candidates who are not working forgo more
income per month (see Figure 2.4a). But note that there is

still an opportunity cost for candidates who are currently work-
ing. This means that candidates who are working while study-
ing expect to earn even more if they were no longer planning

to take the exam.

Interestingly, among candidates who are working, only men
expect to earn more if they stop studying; women on the other
hand expect to earn essentially the same (see Figure 2.4b).
Figuring out why exactly this is the case deserves future re-
search.

One plausible hypothesis is that candidates choose more
flexible jobs and stay closer to home while they are study-
ing. These two priorities reduce candidates’ ability to fully
capitalize on their skills. Men tend to have more freedom to
choose inflexible jobs and look for jobs away from home, so
they expect a pay increase when they stop studying. Women
are more likely to be confined to flexible jobs that are close to
home, so they do not expect to take up better opportunities
even when they stop studying.
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Figure 2.4: The expected earnings loss due to exam preparation
(a) Overall
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(b) By Gender
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Notes: The black vertical lines indicate the 95% confidence interval for the
the estimate.

Most of the total opportunity cost of exam preparation is the
result of candidates not working at all

Figure 2.5 divides the total opportunity cost of exam prepara-
tion among candidates based on the number of hours they are
currently working.
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Figure 2.5: The opportunity cost of exam preparation by current
work hours
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The horizontal axis marks bins of 10 hours. The vertical axis is
the total opportunity cost of exam preparation for candidates
in that bin. The opportunity cost is calculated by multiplying
the average forgone wages for candidates in that bin by the
number of candidates in that bin.

The main takeaway is that 76% of the total opportunity cost
comes from candidates who are not working. This value is
large both because a majority of candidates do not work (see
Figure 2.3) and because those who do not work forgo more
income than those who do (see Figure 2.4a).

Most of the opportunity cost of exam preparation is borne by
candidates from poorer households

Table 2.7 repeats the exercise from Figure 2.5, except this
time the opportunity cost is split across individuals by their
household income.

Table 2.7: Total opportunity cost of exam preparation by
candidate household income

Household Income Opportunity Cost (Cr Rs.) % of Total
Less than Rs. 5,000 980 18
Between Rs. 5,000 - 10,000 1,767 32
Between Rs. 10,000 - 20,000 1,676 30
Between Rs. 20,000 - 30,000 613 11
More than Rs. 30,000 534 10

52



The Indian Labour Market through the Lens of Public Sector Recruitment

Note that about half of the total opportunity cost is borne by
the candidates from households earning less than mininu
wages, i.e. Rs. 10,000 per month.

Even after the exam is over, most candidates who were not
working before the exam continue to remain out of work

The months after the last Group 4 exam was a time when it
was most opportune for candidates who were not working to
take up work. It usually takes time after TNPSC has just com-
pleted a recruitment to prepare for the next one. By their own
admission, candidates who intend to apply for future TNPSC
exams expect the next exam to be about 11 months away.

Even still, among candidates who were not working before the
exam, the majority remain unemployed even after the exam:

e Only 42% had searched for a job after writing the exam
e Only 32% had worked in any job since writing the exam

This suggests that shifting candidates into employment is
likely to be quite difficult.

How much do candidates study?

If candidates are not working, then what are they doing in-
stead? Are they studying?

Intense exam preparation is concentrated among a small
group of candidates.

We measure study time by asking candidates to report: i) the
usual number of days they study per week; and ii) the num-
ber of hours they usually study on the days they study. The
usual number of weekly hours is the product of these two es-
timates.

Most candidates do not study much. But there are some can-
didates who treat exam preparation like a full-time job. (This
accords with the distinction that both candidates and coach-
ing centre directors make between “serious” candidates and
“not-serious” candidates.)
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Figure 2.6: How much time do candidates spend studying per

week?
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There seems to be no special ramp-up of study hours in the
weeks leading up to the exam.

About 80% of respondents report spending any time studying.
On average, respondents report spending 13 hours per week.

This level holds steady in the 2-3 months preceding the exam

over which we observe candidates.

Figure 2.7: Study hours relative to exam date

30 100%

0 90%
=] o
o c
< 20 =

ol S 8%
2 »
L [

o % 70%
© 10 ©
g [T

< 60%

0 50%

9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1
Weeks before exam Weeks before exam

Notes: The figure uses variation across candidates who were sampled at different points in time.
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Candidates who are not working do not study much more
than those who are

Candidates who are not working only study for about 4.39
more hours on average than those who are working part-time
jobs, and 4.72 more hours than those who are working full
time jobs.

Figure 2.8: The trade-off between exam preparation and working
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There may be a couple reasons why studying does not per-
fectly substitute for work:

e Some candidates, especially women, may be busy tak-
ing care of household chores.

e Candidates may also be engaged in other kinds of for-
mal study, including pursuing undergraduate or master’s
degrees.

e Some candidates may simply not be very dedicated to
exam preparation, and enjoy substantial amounts of
leisure time.

The candidates who are most dedicated to studying are those
who stay outside of home while preparing (see Figure 2.9).
Even those who are working while staying