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Abstract- Gross Domestic Product (GDP) has long been considered the primary indicator of 

economic performance and development. However, excessive reliance on GDP alone often 

overlooks critical dimensions of human well-being, environmental sustainability and social 

equity. In the contemporary era marked by climate change, inequality and resource constraints 

the concept of development has expanded beyond mere economic growth to include 

sustainability and social welfare. This research paper critically examines the concepts of GDP, 

GNP, NNP and Per Capita Income (PCI), evaluates their relevance and limitations and integrates 

them with the broader framework of sustainable development and social sustainability. Using 

secondary data sources, the study presents year-wise Indian GDP trends, compares traditional 

growth indicators with sustainability oriented measures and maps economic development goals 

with the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). The paper argues that while 

GDP remains an important economic indicator, it must be complemented by sustainability 

metrics to achieve inclusive and long-term development.  
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I.  Introduction 
 

Economic growth has long been evaluated using national income indicators such as 

Gross Domestic Product (GDP), Gross National Product (GNP), Net National Product 

(NNP) and Per Capita Income (PCI). These measures help in estimating the level of 

economic activity and income generation within an economy. For many years, rising 

GDP figures were commonly interpreted as clear signs of progress and development. 

However, over time it has become evident that economic growth alone does not 

necessarily ensure overall well-being. Issues such as environmental degradation, 

growing income inequality, unemployment and climate-related risks have raised 

serious questions about this growth-centred understanding of development. 

 

In recent decades, particularly in the 21st century, attention has increasingly shifted 

towards the concept of sustainable development. This approach stresses the importance 

of meeting present economic and social needs without undermining the capacity of 

future generations to meet their own needs. Social sustainability, which includes equity, 

access to basic services, gender equality, health and education, has emerged as a vital 

dimension of development. For a developing country like India, the challenge lies not 

only in achieving high economic growth but also in ensuring that such growth is 

environmentally responsible and socially inclusive. 

 

In this context, the present paper attempts to connect traditional economic indicators 

with modern sustainability perspectives. It examines the relevance and limitations of 

GDP and related concepts and discusses how sustainable development principles and 
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the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) offer a broader and more meaningful 

framework for understanding development in contemporary times. 

 

II. Objectives of the Study 
 

The specific objectives of this research paper are: 

 

 To explain the concepts of GDP, GNP, NNP and Per Capita Income in a 

systematic manner. 

 To explain the concepts of sustainability and sustainable development. 

 To map economic development indicators with Sustainable Development 

Goals (SDGs). 

 To suggest policy implications for achieving socially sustainable development 

in India. 

 

III. Research Methodology 
 

The present study is descriptive and analytical in nature. It is based entirely on 

secondary data collected from reliable sources such as Economic Survey of India, 

Reserve Bank of India (RBI) publications, World Bank reports, UNDP Human 

Development Reports and scholarly journals.  

 

IV. Review of Literature 
 

A substantial body of economic literature has critically evaluated the effectiveness of 

Gross Domestic Product (GDP) as a comprehensive indicator of development. Kuznets 

(1934), a pioneer of national income accounting, explicitly warned against interpreting 

GDP as a direct measure of social welfare, emphasizing that quantitative output alone 

cannot reflect overall well-being. Building on this critique, Sen (1999) introduced the 

capability approach, arguing that development should be assessed in terms of people’s 

freedoms, choices and opportunities rather than income levels alone. 

 

Further advancing this perspective, Stiglitz, Sen and Fitoussi (2009) underscored the 

limitations of GDP-centric measurement systems and advocated for multidimensional 

indicators that capture quality of life, social inclusion and environmental sustainability. 

Their work highlighted the disconnect between economic growth and actual 

improvements in human well-being when social and ecological factors are overlooked. 

Contemporary research in development economics supports this view, suggesting that 

economic growth without adequate social protection and environmental safeguards 

often results in inequality, ecological degradation and long-term vulnerability. 

 

Nafziger (2012) explored contemporary approaches to economic development by 

moving beyond traditional growth theories. The study discusses alternative 

perspectives such as endogenous growth theory, which underscores the significance of 

human capital, knowledge creation and innovation in sustaining long-term economic 

growth. It also highlights the contribution of new institutional economics, emphasizing 
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the role of effective institutions, governance structures and policy frameworks in 

shaping development outcomes. 

 

Schumpeter and Backhaus (2003) examined economic development through a broad 

analytical lens, reviewing its theoretical evolution and empirical foundations. Their 

work provides a comprehensive understanding of how development theories have 

evolved over time, focusing on innovation, entrepreneurship and structural 

transformation as central drivers of economic progress. The study also discusses the 

relevance of these theories for policy formulation and practical implementation in 

different economic contexts. 

 

Schroeder et al. (2019) critically analysed conventional development economics, which 

traditionally prioritizes economic growth as the primary indicator of development. The 

study evaluates dominant growth-oriented models such as neoclassical economics and 

the Solow–Swan growth framework, highlighting their implications for natural 

resource exploitation and environmental degradation. In contrast, the authors 

emphasize sustainable development perspectives that integrate economic growth with 

social inclusion and environmental protection, drawing upon frameworks like the 

Brundtland Commission and ecological economics that stress ecological limits and 

intergenerational equity. 

 

V. Concepts of National Income 
 

Gross Domestic Product (GDP) 

Gross Domestic Product (GDP) refers to the total value of all final goods and services 

produced within the geographical boundaries of a country during a given period, 

generally one year. It includes production from all sectors of the economy such as 

agriculture, industry and services. GDP can be estimated using different approaches, 

namely the production method, income method and expenditure method. It may be 

calculated either at market prices or at factor cost, depending on the purpose of analysis. 

GDP is widely used to assess the overall economic performance of a country. 

 

Gross National Product (GNP) 

Gross National Product (GNP) is derived by adding net factor income from abroad to 

GDP. It represents the total income earned by the residents of a country, irrespective of 

whether the production takes place within the domestic territory or outside it. By 

focusing on income ownership rather than location of production, GNP provides a 

broader picture of national income, especially in economies with significant foreign 

investments and overseas employment. 

 

Net National Product (NNP) 

Net National Product (NNP) is obtained by deducting depreciation, also known as 

capital consumption, from Gross National Product. Depreciation accounts for the wear 

and tear of machinery, buildings and other capital assets used in the production process. 

Therefore, NNP reflects the actual net income available to a nation for consumption 

and future investment, making it a more realistic indicator of sustainable income. 
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Per Capita Income (PCI) 

Per Capita Income (PCI) refers to the average income of the population of a country. It 

is calculated by dividing national income by the total population. PCI is commonly 

used as an indicator of the standard of living and economic well-being of people. 

Although it does not reflect income distribution, it helps in comparing the level of 

economic development across countries and over time. 

 

Table 1: Concepts of National Income 

 

Indicator Meaning Formula Significance 

GDP Value of domestic 

production 

Sum of final goods & 

services 

Measures 

economic activity 

GNP Income of residents GDP + Net factor 

income 

Reflects national 

income 

NNP Net income GNP – Depreciation Sustainable 

income 

PCI Average income National Income / 

Population 

Living standard 

indicator 

 

 

VI. Year-wise Trends in India’s GDP  
 

To understand the trajectory of economic growth, it is important to examine India’s 

Gross Domestic Product over time. The following table presents selected year-wise 

GDP data at current prices, along with corresponding growth rates. 

 

Table 2: India’s GDP Performance 

 

Year GDP (USD Trillion) Growth Rate (%) 

2015–16 2.1 8.0 

2017–18 2.7 7.0 

2019–20 2.9 4.0 

2020–21 2.7 –6.6 

2021–22 3.1 8.7 

2022–23 3.4 7.2 
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2023–24 3.6 6.5 

 

Source: Economic Survey of India; World Bank 

 

An examination of the data reveals that India has experienced substantial growth in 

GDP over the years, reflecting expansion in production and economic activity. 

However, the sharp contraction during 2020–21 highlights the economy’s vulnerability 

to external shocks such as the COVID-19 pandemic. The crisis exposed serious 

weaknesses in employment generation, public health infrastructure, and social security 

systems, indicating that GDP growth alone does not ensure economic resilience or 

social well-being. 

 

VII.  Limitations of GDP as a Measure of Development 
 

Although GDP is widely used as an indicator of economic performance, it has several 

limitations when applied as a measure of overall development. GDP focuses primarily 

on aggregate output and fails to capture important social, environmental and 

distributive aspects of development. 

 

Table 3: Major Limitations of GDP 

 

Aspect Ignored Explanation 

Income inequality GDP measures total output but does not reflect how 

income is distributed among different sections of 

society 

Environmental 

degradation 

Loss of natural resources, pollution and ecological 

damage are not accounted for in GDP calculations 

Informal sector A large part of informal and unpaid work remains 

unrecorded, leading to underestimation of real 

economic activity 

Quality of life Indicators such as health, education, nutrition and 

happiness are excluded from GDP 

Sustainability GDP ignores the depletion of resources and does not 

consider long-term economic sustainability 

 

These limitations suggest that while GDP is useful for measuring economic output, it 

is insufficient for assessing true development. A broader framework that incorporates 

social welfare and environmental sustainability is essential for understanding long-term 

progress. 
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VIII. Concept of Sustainability and Sustainable Development 
 

Sustainability refers to the capacity of an economy and society to maintain ecological 

balance while ensuring the continuous availability of natural resources over time. It 

emphasizes responsible use of resources so that environmental systems remain stable 

and productive in the long run. Building on this idea, the concept of sustainable 

development seeks to harmonize economic progress with environmental protection and 

social well-being. 

 

Sustainable development is commonly understood through its three interrelated 

dimensions economic growth, environmental conservation, and social equity. The 

Brundtland Commission (1987) defined sustainable development as a form of 

development that fulfils the needs of the present generation without jeopardizing the 

ability of future generations to meet their own needs. This definition highlights the 

importance of intergenerational responsibility in the development process. 

 

Social sustainability forms an essential component of sustainable development. It 

focuses on reducing social and economic inequalities, ensuring universal access to 

education and healthcare, promoting gender equality, and encouraging inclusive 

growth. In the Indian context, the relevance of sustainable development is particularly 

significant due to challenges such as rapid population growth, persistent poverty, 

unequal access to resources and increasing environmental stress. Therefore, adopting a 

sustainable development approach is vital for achieving balanced, inclusive and long-

term development in India 

 

IX. Economic Growth vs Sustainable Development 
 

Economic growth and sustainable development are often used interchangeably, but they 

represent two distinct approaches to development. Economic growth primarily focuses 

on increasing the level of output and income in an economy, usually measured through 

indicators such as GDP. In contrast, sustainable development adopts a broader 

perspective by emphasizing long-term human well-being, environmental protection and 

social inclusion alongside economic progress. 

 

While economic growth aims at achieving higher production and income levels, it does 

not necessarily ensure equitable distribution of benefits or environmental conservation. 

Sustainable development, on the other hand, seeks to balance economic objectives with 

social justice and ecological sustainability. The following table highlights the key 

differences between the two concepts. 

 

Table 4: Economic Growth vs Sustainable Development 

 

Basis Economic Growth Sustainable Development 

Primary focus Expansion of output 

and income 

Long-term human and social 

well-being 
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Key indicator Gross Domestic 

Product (GDP) 

GDP along with SDGs, HDI and 

sustainability indicators 

Environmental 

concern 

Often overlooked in 

pursuit of growth 

Considered an essential and 

integral component 

Social equity Benefits may not reach 

all sections 

Equity and inclusiveness are core 

objectives 

 

This comparison clearly indicates that while economic growth is important for raising 

income levels, it is insufficient to ensure comprehensive development. Sustainable 

development provides a more balanced framework by integrating economic 

performance with environmental responsibility and social equity. 

 

X. GDP-Centric vs Sustainability-Centric Development 
 

Development strategies across countries have traditionally been guided by a GDP-

centric approach, where rapid economic growth is treated as the primary objective of 

policy-making. This approach emphasizes increasing production, investment and 

income levels, often assuming that the benefits of growth will eventually trickle down 

to all sections of society. However, such growth-oriented strategies frequently overlook 

environmental constraints and social inequalities. 

 

In contrast, a sustainability-centric development approach seeks to promote growth that 

is inclusive, environmentally responsible, and socially balanced. It emphasizes efficient 

use of resources, intergenerational equity and long-term welfare rather than short-term 

economic gains. The following table highlights the key differences between GDP-

centric and sustainability-centric development models. 

 

Table 5: GDP-Centric vs Sustainability-Centric Development Approaches 

 

Aspect GDP-Centric 

Development 

Sustainability-Centric 

Development 

Policy objective Achieving high 

economic growth 

Promoting inclusive and 

balanced growth 

Use of resources Intensive and often 

exploitative 

Efficient, renewable and 

conservation-oriented 

Social outcomes Growth benefits 

unevenly distributed 

Equitable distribution and social 

inclusion 

Environmental 

impact 

Environmental costs 

largely ignored 

Environmental protection is a 

priority 



 

 

International Journal for Research Trends in Social Science & Humanities 

Volume 4, Issue 2 

Mar-Apr- 2026, PP 1-11 

 

8 

 

Long-term focus Short-term output 

expansion 

Long-term economic, social and 

ecological stability 

 

 

The comparison indicates that while GDP-centric development may generate rapid 

economic expansion, it often leads to environmental degradation and social disparities. 

Sustainability-centric development offers a more resilient and equitable pathway by 

integrating economic objectives with environmental stewardship and social well-being. 

 

XI. Mapping GDP and Development with Sustainable Development 

Goals (SDGs) 
 

While GDP measures the scale of economic activity, it does not adequately reflect the 

broader objectives of development such as social welfare, environmental protection, 

and equity. The United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) provide a 

comprehensive framework that goes beyond income-based measures and focus on 

inclusive and sustainable progress. Mapping GDP with selected SDGs helps in 

understanding how economic growth can be aligned with wider development goals. 

 

Table 6: Linking GDP with Sustainable Development Goals 

SDG  Link with Development 

SDG 1  No Poverty Emphasizes poverty reduction beyond 

income growth by focusing on access to 

basic necessities 

SDG 3  Good Health and 

Well-being 

Highlights health outcomes that are not 

reflected in GDP figures 

SDG 4  Quality Education Focuses on education quality and human 

capital formation 

SDG 8  Decent Work and 

Economic Growth 

Connects economic growth with productive 

employment and decent working conditions 

SDG 10  Reduced 

Inequalities 

Addresses income and social inequalities 

ignored by GDP 

SDG 13  Climate Action Stresses environmental sustainability and 

climate resilience beyond economic output 
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This mapping demonstrates that although GDP contributes to economic growth, 

achieving sustainable development requires aligning growth strategies with the broader 

social and environmental objectives embodied in the SDGs. 

 

XII. Findings and Discussion 
 

The analysis reveals that GDP continues to be a vital indicator for assessing the overall 

economic performance of an economy. However, it remains inadequate in capturing 

crucial social and environmental dimensions of development. The study finds that 

exclusive dependence on GDP can lead to growth patterns that are economically 

impressive but socially unequal and environmentally unsustainable. 

Sustainable development frameworks and the SDGs offer a multidimensional approach 

that integrates economic growth with social inclusion and environmental protection. In 

the Indian context, policy initiatives such as the National Action Plan on Climate 

Change, Digital India, and various inclusive welfare schemes indicate a gradual shift 

from a purely growth-oriented strategy towards a more sustainability-focused 

development approach. These initiatives reflect growing recognition of the need to 

balance economic expansion with long-term social and environmental goals. 

 

XIII. Policy Implications 
 

Based on the findings of the study, the following policy implications emerge: 

 

 Economic growth measured through GDP should be complemented with 

sustainability and human development indicators to assess real progress. 

 Greater public investment in health, education, skill development and green 

technologies is essential for long-term sustainable growth. 

 Policies aimed at promoting inclusive growth are necessary to ensure social 

sustainability and reduce inequality. 

 Development planning should be aligned with the Sustainable Development 

Goals to achieve balanced economic, social and environmental outcomes 

 

XIV. Conclusion 
 

In the contemporary development discourse, economic progress can no longer be 

evaluated solely on the basis of GDP growth. Although indicators such as GDP, GNP, 

NNP and Per Capita Income offer important quantitative insights into production and 

income levels, they fail to reflect the broader dimensions of human welfare, 

environmental sustainability and social justice. Overdependence on these measures 

often leads to growth patterns that are economically impressive but socially uneven and 

environmentally fragile. Sustainable development provides a more holistic and 

balanced framework by integrating economic growth with social equity and 

environmental protection. It emphasizes long-term well-being, responsible use of 

resources and intergenerational equity. In the Indian context, where rapid economic 

expansion coexists with challenges such as inequality, poverty and environmental 

stress, the integration of growth-oriented policies with sustainability principles 

becomes critically important. Therefore, aligning economic development strategies 
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with sustainable development goals is not merely a policy choice for India, but an 

essential requirement for ensuring inclusive, resilient and long-term social well-being. 
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