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Statistics Day 
In recognition of the notable contribution made 
by Prof. Prasanta Chandra Mahalanobis 
(FRS) in the fields of economic planning and 
statistical development in the post 
independent era, the Government of India has 
decided to designated 29th June every year, 
coinciding with his birth anniversary, as the 
“Statistics Day” in the category of special day 
to be celebrated at the national level.   

Notification to this effect was published in the Gazette of 
India on June 05, 2007.  

First Statistics Day was celebrated on 29th June, 2007. 

Born On: June 29, 1893  
Born In: Calcutta  
Died On: June 28, 1972 



Childhood & Early Life of Prof. P.C. 
Mahalanobis 
• Prasanta Chandra Mahalanobis was born on 29th June 

1893, in Calcutta, Bengal, British India to Probodh 
Chandra and Nirodbashini. He was the eldest of the 
couple’s six children. His family was a relatively 
wealthy and influential one. 

• Prasanta Chandra’s grandfather Gurucharan was 
actively involved in social movements such as the 
Brahmo Samaj. Gurucharan was also friends with 
several influential educators and reformers, and thus 
the young Prasanta grew up in an intellectually 
stimulating environment. 

• The Rabindranath Tagore was a significant influence on 
Mahalanobis when he was a young boy. 



Childhood & Early Life of Prof. P.C. 
Mahalanobis 
• He received his schooling at the Brahmo Boys School in 

Calcutta, graduating in 1908. He then enrolled at the 
Presidency College, Calcutta, where his teachers 
included Jagadish Chandra Bose and Prafulla Chandra 
Ray. Meghnad Saha and Subhas Chandra Bose were his 
juniors at college. He graduated with a Bachelor of 
Science degree with honors in physics in 1912. 

• Wishing to study abroad, he went to England in 1913 
and joined King's College Chapel. He had an interesting 
life in England—along with his studies, he also 
explored cross-country walking and punting on the 
river. He soon received his Tripos in physics. 

 



Career 
• After completing his education he worked for a while at the 

Cavendish Laboratory with C. T. R. Wilson. There he took a break 
to go to India where he was asked by the Principal of Presidency 
College to take classes in physics. 

• He returned to England after a short stay in India. During this time 
he discovered the ‘Biometrika’, a journal published by Oxford 
University Press for the Biometrika Trust which primarily focuses 
on theoretical statistics. He became fascinated with the subject 
and was intrigued by the utility of statistics in understanding 
problems in meteorology and anthropology. 

• He returned to India and was appointed as Professor of Physics at 
Presidency College in 1922; he taught physics at the college for the 
next three decades. But being a Professor of Physics did not deter 
him from pursuing his new found interest in statistics. 



Career 
• He found a mentor in Acharya Brajendra Nath Seal who 

encouraged his pursuits in statistics. Initially Mahalanobis began 
working on analyzing university exam results, anthropometric 
measurements on Anglo-Indians of Calcutta and some 
meteorological problems. 

• He also had many colleagues who were equally passionate about 
statistical studies. With them, he first set up a Statistical 
Laboratory in his room at the Presidency College, Calcutta. The 
formation of this group eventually led to the establishment of the 
Indian Statistical Institute (ISI) which was formally registered on 
28th April, 1932 as a non-profit distributing learned society under 
the Societies Registration Act XXI of 1860. 

 



Career 
• The Institute was initially in the Physics Department of the 

Presidency College; its expenditure in the first year was Rs. 238, 
the institute grew with the assistance received through Pitamber 
Pant, who was a secretary to the Prime Minister Jawaharlal 
Nehru. Several of Mahalanobis’ colleagues, including S. S. Bose, J. 
M. Sengupta, R. C. Bose, S. N. Roy, K. R. Nair, R. R. Bahadur, and 
Gopinath Kallianpur made pioneering contributions to the 
institute. 

• The 1930’s saw the institute expand vastly. In 1933, the journal 
‘Sankhya’ was founded, and in 1938, a training section was 
started. 

• He was also very influential in developments related to large-scale 
sample surveys. He is credited with the introduction of the 
concept of pilot surveys, and his early surveys which began 
between 1937 and 1944 included topics such as consumer 
expenditure, tea-drinking habits, public opinion, crop acreage and 
plant disease. 



Career 
• In 1948, the ISI received a major grant from the Indian 

government which allowed them to set up a separate Research 
and Training School. The institute continued to flourish under 
Mahalanobis’ leadership. 

• Renowned for his statistical achievements all over the world, he 
also held several prestigious international positions, including a 
stint as the chairman of the United Nations Sub-Commission on 
Sampling from 1947 to 1951. 

• He established the National Sample Survey in 1950 and also set up 
the Central Statistical Organization to coordinate statistical 
activities in India. He became a member of the Planning 
Commission of India in 1955 and remained a member till 1967. In 
this position, he helped to formulate strategies to aid the 
development of heavy industry in India as a part of the Second 
Five-Year Plan. 



Major Works 
• He founded the Indian Statistical Institute (ISI) in the 

early 1930s which later on became recognized as an 
academic institute of national importance. The 
institute is today regarded as one of the oldest and 
most prestigious institutions focused on statistics. 

• One of his major contributions to statistics was the 
concept of Mahalanobis distance which he introduced 
in 1936. A measure of the distance between a point P 
and a distribution D, it is a multi-dimensional 
generalization of the idea of measuring how many 
standard deviations away P is from the mean of D. 



Contribution  to Statistics 
Mahalanobis is remembered for the Mahalanobis distance, 
a statistical measure which is independent of 
measurement scale introduced by him. Mahalanobis’s 
work in statistics started by analyzing university exam 
results, anthropometric measurements on Anglo-Indians 
of Calcutta and also, meteorological problems. He also 
contributed significantly in developing schemes to prevent 
floods but his most important contributions came with the 
large scale sample surveys. He is recognized as the first 
statistician to introduce pilot surveys and advocating the 
usability of sampling methods. Early surveys were 
conducted from 1937 to 1944 and included topics such as 
consumer expenditure, tea-drinking habits, public opinion, 
crop acreage and plant disease.  



Contribution  to Statistics 
Mahalanobis distance 

• A chance meeting with Nelson Annandale, then the director of the Zoological Survey of 
India, at the 1920 Nagpur session of the Indian Science Congress led to Annandale asking 
him to analyse anthropometric measurements of Anglo-Indians in Calcutta. Mahalanobis 
had been influenced by the anthropometric studies published in the journal Biometrika and 
he chose to ask the questions on what factors influence the formation of European and 
Indian marriages. He wanted to examine if the Indian side came from any specific castes. He 
used the data collected by Annandale and the caste specific measurements made 
by Herbert Risley to come up with the conclusion that the sample represented a mix of 
Europeans mainly with people from Bengal and Punjab but not with those from the 
Northwest Frontier Provinces or from Chhota Nagpur. He also concluded that the 
intermixture more frequently involved the higher castes than the lower ones. This analysis 
was described by his first scientific paper in 1922. During the course of these studies he 
found a way of comparing and grouping populations using a multivariate distance measure. 
This measure, denoted "D2" and now eponymously named Mahalanobis distance, is 
independent of measurement scale. 

• Inspired by Biometrika and mentored by Acharya Brajendra Nath Seal he started his 
statistical work. Initially he worked on analysing university exam results, anthropometric 
measurements on Anglo-Indians of Calcutta and some meteorological problems. He also 
worked as a meteorologist for some time. In 1924, when he was working on the probable 
error of results of agricultural experiments, he met Ronald Fisher and Anil Kumar Gain, with 
whom he established a lifelong friendship. He also worked on schemes to prevent floods. 



Contribution  to Statistics 
Sample surveys 

• His most important contributions are related to large-scale sample surveys. He introduced 
the concept of pilot surveys and advocated the usefulness of sampling methods. Early 
surveys began between 1937 and 1944 and included topics such as consumer expenditure, 
tea-drinking habits, public opinion, crop acreage and plant disease. Harold Hotelling wrote: 
"No technique of random sample has, so far as I can find, been developed in the United 
States or elsewhere, which can compare in accuracy with that described by Professor 
Mahalanobis" and Sir R. A. Fisher commented that "The ISI has taken the lead in the original 
development of the technique of sample surveys, the most potent fact finding process 
available to the administration". 

• He introduced a method for estimating crop yields which involved statisticians sampling in 
the fields by cutting crops in a circle of diameter 4 feet. Others such as P. V. Sukhatme and 
V. G. Panse who began to work on crop surveys with the Indian Council of Agricultural 
Research and the Indian Agricultural Statistics Research Institute suggested that a survey 
system should make use of the existing administrative framework. The differences in 
opinion led to acrimony and there was little interaction between Mahalanobis and 
agricultural research in later years 

Linguistics 

• Mahalanobis also started research in the field of quantitative linguistics and language 
planning in the Linguistic Research Unit of the Indian Statistical Institute. He also worked on 
Speech Pathology in collaboration with Djordge Kostic, Rhea Das and Alakananda Mitter 
and made some contributions to the field of language correction 



Honours 
• Weldon Memorial Prize from the University of Oxford (1944) 

• Fellow of the Royal Society, London (1945) 

• President of Indian Science Congress (1950) 

• Fellow of the Econometric Society, USA (1951) 

• Fellow of the Pakistan Statistical Association (1952) 

• Honorary Fellow of the Royal Statistical Society, UK (1954) 

• Sir Deviprasad Sarvadhikari Gold Medal (1957) 

• Foreign member of the Academy of Sciences of the 
USSR (1958) 

• Honorary Fellow of King's College, Cambridge (1959) 

• Fellow of the American Statistical Association (1961) 

• Durgaprasad Khaitan Gold Medal (1961) 

• Padma Vibhushan (1968) 

• Srinivasa Ramanujam Gold Medal (1968) 
 



Timeline  
• 1893: Mahalanobis was born to Prabodh Chandra Mahalanobis and Nirodbasini.  

• 1908: Completed his schooling from Brahmo Boys School.  

• 1912: Graduated in Physics from Presidency College.  

• 1913: Mahalanobis left for England to pursue higher education from Cambridge.  

• 1915: Returned to India and joined Presidency College.  

• 1922: Started working as a meteorologist and published his first scientific statistical research paper.  

• 1923: Mahalanobis married Nirmalkumari.  

• 1931: Established the Indian Statistical institute.  

• 1944: Received the Weldon medal from Oxford.  

• 1945: Was elected the Fellow of Royal Society of London.    

• 1947: Was appointed Chairman of the United Nations Sub-Commission on Statistical Sampling.  

• 1948: He retired as principal of Presidency College.  

• 1949: Mahalanobis was appointed the Honorary Statistical Advisor by the Government of India  

• 1950: Was elected as the president of the Indian Science Congress.  

• 1951: Established the Central Statistical Institute.  

• 1951: Became a Fellow of Econometric Society of America.  

• 1952: Became a fellow of Pakistan Statistical Association.  

• 1953: Was inducted as a member of the Planning Commission.  

• 1954: Was elected as Honorary Fellow of the Royal Statistical Society of England.  

• 1959: Became a Foreign Member of the Soviet Academy of Sciences.  

• 1961: Fellow of the American Statistical Association.  

• 1968: Conferred upon with the Padma Vibhushan by the Government of India.  

• 1972: Professor Prasanta Chandra Mahalanobis breathed his last. 




