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ABSTRACT

India’s bureaucracy, rooted in its colonial past and often described as the “steel frame,” faces
mounting pressure to adapt to a rapidly changing governance environment. In response to
administrative rigidity and capacity gaps exposed by crises such as the COVID-19 pandemic,
climate challenges, and rising citizen expectations, the Government of India launched Mission
Karmayogi in 2020. Officially known as the National Programme for Civil Services Capacity
Building, the initiative seeks to transform civil service training from a rule-based to a role-
based, competency-driven framework. Anchored by six institutional pillars including the iGOT-
Karmayogi digital platform and the Capacity Building Commission the mission emphasizes
continuous learning, accountability, and responsiveness. While it represents a significant
normative and structural shift toward citizen-centric governance, its success depends on
overcoming cultural resistance, ensuring federal cooperation, and linking skill development to
career incentives. Ultimately, Mission Karmayogi marks an _ambitious attempt to modernize
India’s administrative state for a complex, technology-driven era.
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The Indian bureaucracy, a legacy of the colonial era, has long been
praised for its role in maintaining the integrity of the state but criticized for
its inertia, rigidity, and resistance to change. Often referred to as the "steel
frame," the system was designed for a different era — era of stability and
slow-paced governance. Governance is no longer about merely
administering rules. It is about navigating uncertainty, responding in real
time, and earning public trust in an age where citizens compare government
services with private apps on their phones.

The last few years have witnessed notable changes that have shaped
meaningful progress and learning experiences. A global pandemic, climate-
induced disasters, digital surveillance concerns, platform economies, and
rising citizen expectations have exposed the limits of a rule-bound,
procedure-heavy administrative culture.
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Governance failures are frequently less about unwillingness and more
about the everyday limitations of administrative capacity. In this sense, the
issue facing India is not the recognition of the need for reform, but the cost
of continuing to defer it.

There was a requirement for an update in the training model of civil
servants. In response, the Government of India launched "Mission
Karmayogi," officially known as the National Programme for Civil Services
Capacity Building (NPCSCB), in September 2020. Mission Karmayogi is
India's first comprehensive mission to reform civil services and enable them
to offer services in a bold, effective, and efficient manner. It is not just
another training scheme, but as a conscious attempt to rewrite the
relationship between the Indian state and its own officials.

Mission Karmayogi: What Exactly Is Being Reimagined?

At its core, this is a move by the Government of India to democratize the
training process and level the playing field for all. The program stresses the
'servant' aspect of civil services. It seeks to address existing system
difficulties such as complexity and red tape through a capacity-building
strategy that works at the personal, institutional, and procedural levels.

The mission aims to abolish the bureaucracy’s "work-silo" culture
through a bottom-up strategy and digitized training. It brings approximately
46 lakh central government employees within its purview. External
accountability and transparency are regarded as critical for improving
individual responsiveness. The initiative also reflects a deeper normative
shift.

The emphasis on the civil servant as a “public servant” is more than
symbolic language; it suggests a reimagining of the state—citizen
relationship, moving from authority-centred administration toward greater
responsiveness and accountability. Whether this normative orientation
translates into sustained behavioural change, however, remains an open and
empirically testable question.

The Architectural Blueprint: The Six Pillars

One of the most consequential ideas embedded in Mission Karmayogi is
the transition from rule-based HR management to role-based HR
management. Traditionally, postings and promotions have depended on
cadre rules, years of service, and informal networks. Competence was
assumed, rarely mapped.

The introduction of the FRAC framework (Roles, Activities, and
Competencies) attempts to change this. Each position is broken down into
what the officer does, what skills those tasks require, and what behavioral
attributes support them. In theory, this allows for better matching between
officers and assignments.

Mission Karmayogi is structured around six interlinked pillars that
together form its institutional and operational architecture. At the core is
the:

1. iGOT—Karmayogi: platform, a digital learning ecosystem
envisioned as a “Netflix for Learning,” enabling government officials to
access training resources anytime and anywhere.
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2. Capacity Building Commission (CBC): Oversight and strategic
direction are provided by the CBC, an independent body of domain experts
responsible for setting standards, ensuring coherence across ministries, and
anchoring the mission within a long-term reform framework.

3. Competency Framework: Central to the initiative is a
competency framework, which functions as a standardized reference
defining the skills, knowledge, and behavioral attributes required for each
role within the civil services.

4. Special Purpose Vehicle (SPV): The technological backbone of
the platform is managed by a Special Purpose Vehicle, a not-for-profit
entity designed to operate with the agility and efﬁ01ency of a technology
firm.

5. Capacity-building plans: Complementing this centralized
structure are capacity-building plans developed annually by individual
ministries to systematically identify and address role-specific competency
gaps.

6. Monitoring and Evaluation: Finally, a robust monitoring and
evaluation mechanism seeks to track implementation and assess outcomes,
ensuring that the mission translates into tangible improvements in
governance performance rather than remaining confined to procedural or
quantitative indicators.

iGOT-Karmayogi: Netflix for Learning or Another Portal?

The iGOT-Karmayogi digital platform has been described, somewhat
optimistically, as-a “Netflix for learning.” The analogy is catchy, but it also
raises legitimate concerns. Learning in governance is not entertainment. It
requires reflection, mentoring, and application.

That said, the platform does mark a genuine innovation. Officers can
access courses anytime, across languages, from national and international
institutions. During the COVID-19 pandemic, when physical training
institutions were disrupted, such digital infrastructure proved its worth.
Moreover, the platform enables micro-learning modules, which are often
more effective than long residential courses.

Yet, challenges are real in its access. The digital divide remains real,
especially for officials in remote and hilly regions. Internet connectivity,
device availability, and time constraints continue to shape who benefits
most from such platforms. Without parallel investment in infrastructure and
workplace culture, digital learning risks reinforcing existing inequalities
within the bureaucracy.

The Capacity Building Commission: Oversight Without
Micromanagement

Another notable feature is the creation of the Capacity Building
Commission (CBC) as an independent oversight body. Unlike traditional
training institutions, the CBC is designed to act as a strategic coordinator
rather than a direct implementer. Its role is to set standards, approve
capacity-building plans, and ensure coherence across ministries.

This model borrows from global best practices, particularly from
countries like Singapore and the United Kingdom. However, India’s federal
and administrative complexity presents unique challenges. The CBC’s
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effectiveness will depend on its ability to influence without over-
centralizing, to guide without dictating.

There is also the question of autonomy. For the CBC to function as a
genuine reform catalyst, it must remain insulated from short-term political
pressures. Whether such institutional independence can be sustained in
practice remains to be seen.

Global Parallels, Indian Realities

Comparisons with Singapore and the UK are instructive but must be
treated with caution. Singapore’s bureaucracy operates within a compact,
highly centralized state with strong performance incentives. The UK’s
competency framework is embedded within a long tradition of professional
civil service norms.

India, by contrast, operates at a vastly different scale. Diversity,
federalism, and political contestation are not peripheral challenges. They
define the administrative landscape. Mission Karmayogi’s real test lies in
adapting global models to Indian realities, not replicating them.

Still, the aspiration matters. By explicitly engaging with international best
practices, the mission signals a willingness to learn, rather than assume
exceptionalism.

Contemporary Relevance: Why Mission Karmayogi Matters Now

The timing of Mission Karmayogi is not incidental. India is pursuing
ambitious goals under the banners of Digital India, Aatmanirbhar Bharat,
and Viksit Bharat 2047. These are not mere slogans. They require a
bureaucracy that understands technology, markets, sustainability, and
citizen engagement.

Consider welfare delivery. Direct Benefit Transfers, Aadhaar-linked
services, and real-time dashboards have reduced leakages, but they also
demand new administrative skills. Data interpretation, grievance redressal,
and ethical decision-making now sit at the heart of governance.

As India’s global presence expands, its bureaucracy is increasingly
required to negotiate complex trade regimes, manage international climate
commitments, and participate effectively in multilateral forums. Capacity
building, in this sense, extends beyond an internal administrative priority
and emerges as a strategic imperative.

Institutional Challenges in Implementation

Despite its promise, Mission Karmayogi faces significant hurdles.
Cultural resistance within the bureaucracy should not be underestimated.
Senior officials, trained under older paradigms, may view competency
mapping and continuous assessment with suspicion.

There is also the unresolved issue of linking learning outcomes to career
progression. If promotions and key postings continue to follow traditional
patterns, enthusiasm for skill acquisition may wane. Learning must matter,
visibly and materially.

Federal adoption remains another concern. While the mission is centrally
driven, its success ultimately depends on state governments embracing the
framework. In a diverse federal polity, consensus-building is slow and often
political.

Finally, there is the risk of technocratic overreach. Governance is not

23




MISHRA, MISSION KARMAYOGI AND THE MODIFICATION OF INDIA’S BUREAUCRATIC STATE: FROM STEEL FRAME TO
SMART GOVERNANCE, VOL. 1, NO. 2 JULY-DECEMBER (2025)

only about skills. It is also about judgment, ethics, and empathy. Training
platforms must complement, not replace, these human dimensions.

Conclusion

Mission Karmayogi should not be judged prematurely. It is neither a
magic solution nor an empty gesture. It is better understood as an invitation.
An invitation to rethink how the Indian state prepares its own people to
serve a rapidly changing society.

The idea that capacity building is a continuous, career-long process is
long overdue. If implemented with patience, institutional honesty, and
political restraint, Mission Karmayogi can gradually transform the
bureaucracy from a static steel frame into a flexible, learning-oriented
institution.

The road ahead is uneven, perhaps deliberately so. After all, reforming
the state is never a technical exercise alone. It is a deeply political and
cultural process. Mission Karmayogi does not resolve all contradictions of
Indian governance. But it does acknowledge them. And in governance, that
admission itself is a meaningful first step.
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