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F THE BOOMTOWNS

—The Sector 17 market
in Chandigarh

A new study redraws India’s
consumption map by identifying
powerful demand centres beyond
the biggest metropolitan cities

By V SHOBA

NITHA AND THARUN NAIR’S family of five does not live
extravagantly. The 38-year-old teachesatan aided collegein Thiru-
vananthapuram, while her husband works for an IT company
in Technopark. Along with his mother’s pension, they bring in
Z2.3lakhamonthandspendbetween¥1.3lakhand¥1.5lakh. The
home-loaninstalmentisZ35,000.School fees, tuition and activities
for their two children add up to%30,000; groceries and domestic
help are another¥25,000. Medicines, supplements, gym and insurance cost
about ¥14,000. Then come the car, utilities, phones and other conveniences.
The family eats out occasionally and travels once a year. When expenses rise,
theypostponeanappliance orashoppingtrip. “We don’t cutkids’ gym ormedi-
cal expenses. We wait to buy other things,” Anitha says. This ishownew India
spends, steadily dividing a good income among the private services required
tomaintain a modern middle-classlife. The household’s annual expenditure
happens to be close to the average for a city that a new study of 100 Indian cit-
iesidentifies as India’s second highest-spending urban centre per household.
The Many Urban Indias study, by the People Research on India’s Consumer
Economy (PRICE) and Tata Sons, makes the provocative claim that none of In-
dia’s five highest-spending cities per household belongs to the Big Six—Delhi,
Mumbai, Bengaluru, Hyderabad, Chen-
nai and Kolkata. Chandigarh leads at
Z19.2 lakh a year, followed by Thiruva-

nanthapuram atZ17.6 lakh, Vadodara 0
atZ17.5 lakh, Tiruppur at ¥16.8 lakh . 0
and SuratatZ15.5 lakh. Bengaluru, the BOOMTOWNS HAVE

highest-spending megacity, records
Z15.3 lakh per household per year. Part -(I;T:l EDIJE_I:IE‘IS(;I-OS“:I EA RE

of the explanation is compositional.

Megacities contain amuch larger pool HOUSEHOLDS

of low-wage and informal workers

alongside their high earners, and that

wider income distribution can pull down the per-household mean.
Accordingtothestudy, thetop roocitiestogethercontain 19 percentof India’s

population butgenerate 35 per centofincome, 31 per cent of consumptionand

47 per centof household surplus. Together, they spend %7 4.5 lakh crore, or $844

billion, annually. Almost 46 per cent of that demand still comes from the Big

Six. DelhiNCR alone has 7.5 million households and constitutes a $ 126 billion
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market. Smaller cities have not displaced megacities, but a
second geography of demand has formed below them. Lekha
Chakraborty, a professor at the National Institute of Public Fi-
nance and Policy, calls the study a useful correction to metro-
centric narratives. “The study’s core message that prosperity is
spreading, but unevenly and still scaled by population size is
consistent with the broader data,” she says.

“There is no single rich city,” says Rajesh Shukla, managing
directorand CEO of PRICE. India’s cities, he says, “are becoming
richerinvery different ways.” Forinstance, Bengaluruand Chan-
digarh share the highest average income, but Bengaluru retains
thelargestaverage household surplus, while Chandigarh spends
themostand Chennai’sborrowingsare the highest. Salaried em-

ployment becomes less dominant outside the largest cities and
family businesses, professional services, manufacturing, local
agriculture, remittancesand multiple earners within jointhouse-
holdsassume greaterimportance. Chakraborty tracestheleading
non-metro markets to different engines: specialised industry in
Suratand Tiruppur,administrative concentration in Chandigarh
and remittance-augmented incomesin parts of Kerala.

The study says that Big Six households spend 58.3 per cent of
theirincome, against 73.1 per cent in “Boomtowns” with popula-
tionsbetween 2.5 millionand romillion, 78.6 percentin “Breakout
cities” with 1.5 million to 2.5 million people, and 76.1 per centin
“Frontier cities” thataresmallerstill. Growingspending cansignal
affluence,butitcanalsomean thathouseholdssaveless. Infact, the

shareofhouseholdsclassified asoverstretched—periodi-
callyorchronically unabletomeetexpenses—risesfrom

0 6 per cent in the Big Six to 10.7 per cent in Boomtowns,

BILLION 0 13.3 per cent in Breakout citiesand 15 per cent in Fron-
) tiercities. The BigSixstill containabout 1.5 millionover-

DELHI'S CONSUMER WEEKLY stretched households due to their sheer scale—almost

ECONOMY IS NEARLY AS SPENDING asmany asall 5o Frontier citiescombined.

LARGE AS MUMBAI AND HAPPENS OVER The report treats Thiruvananthapuram, Kollam,

BENGALURU COMBINED THE WEEKEND Kottayam, Kochi, Thrissur, Kozhikode and Kannuras

A shopper at a grocery in Delhi
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amigration-linked urban corridor of roughly 21 million people.
Averagehouseholdincomeacrossthis corridoris¥r3.6lakhand
consumption¥ro.3 lakh, accompanied by relatively high dura-
ble ownership and the expenditure demands of arapidly ageing
population. Keralahaslongrecorded elevated monthly per-capita
expenditure in both rural and urban areas, a compressed rural-
urban gap, high human-developmentindicatorsand substantial
Gulfremittances. Chakraborty says these factors support stron-
ger household resources and consumption. The report shows
healthy savingsandrelativelylow debtin Thiruvananthapuram
andseveral otherleading cities. Butasubstantial share of Kerala’s
spendingreflectsthelife-cycleneeds of an ageing population, pen-
sions, healthcare andassetsaccumulated by earliermigrant gen-
erations, rather than therapid expansion ofayoungmiddle class.
Consumption can remain elevated for a period on accumulated
wealth and pensions even as growth becomes more vulnerable.
AsChakrabortysays, “Long-runresilience depends on converting
pastremittance-financed humanand physical capitalinto higher
domestic productivity and employment”.

Shuklasays Tiruppur waslastsurveyed between October 2025
and February 2026, after the first American tariff shock, and that
thedatawasaddedtothe principal estimatesderived fromsurveys
endingin 2023. The city’s resilience nevertheless deserves investi-
gation. Indian textile exportsheld atabout $37.5 billionin 2025 as
firmsredirectedbusinesstowards Europe, the UAEand Japan after
the USraised tariffs sharply. In July 2026, the US imposed a further
10 per cent Section 301 duty on affected Indian goods, in addition
tonormal tariffs. Surat presents the same paradox. Its household
spendingreflectsyearsofaccumulated prosperity, but India’sgem
andjewelleryexportsfell toafive-yearlowin 2025—-26.Shipmentsto
the USdropped 45 percentand cut-and-polished
diamond exportsreached their lowest level in
morethantwodecades.Shuklabelievessecond-
generation business families are responding by

MIDDLE-INCOME

among those earning more than 31 lakh. That makes the surgea
plausible expression of a growing middle-income market with
money for eating out, entertainment, electronics and fashion, al-
though the 25-citymodule doesnotshowwhich income groupac-
countsforthebulk of weekendspending. Usingannualhousehold
incomebandsexpressedat 2025—26 prices, thestudyestimatesthat
middle-income householdsin the top 1oo cities increased from
29 per cent of households in 2015-16 to 53 per cent now and proj-
ectsthatthey will reach 60 per cent by 2030-31.In absolute terms,
thatimplies an increase from roughly 14 million middle-income
households to 33 million now and almost 48 million by 2030-31.
But “middle income” here is an exceptionally broad band, earn-
ing anywhere from Z6 lakh to¥36 lakh a year. The high-income
group, defined as earning more than 36 lakh, has risen from
3.5 percentin 2015-16 toabout 12 per centnow andis projected to
hit 19.6 per cent by 203031, oraround 15.6 million households.

OOD’S SHARE OF expenditureisfalling while housing,

transport, healthcare, education and discretionary catego-

riesrise. The study says non-food items now absorb 70 per

cent of spending in the 100 cities, against just over 6o per
cent a decade ago. The official Household Consumption Expen-
diture Survey (HCES) points the same way, although not to the
same extent.Inthe 2023—24 HCES, non-food itemsaccounted for
6oper cent of urban expenditure. Urban monthly per-capitacon-
sumptionincreased from¥2,630in2011-121036,996in 2023-24in
current prices. The urban-rural consumption gap alsonarrowed
from 84 per cent to 70 per cent. These are among the broader
trends Chakraborty says are consistent with demand spread-
ing beyond the traditional metropolitan core.
HCES independently identifies Chandigarh
asan exceptional spendinglocation. Its urban
monthly per-capitaexpenditure 013,425 was

usingdigitalnetworkstofind partnersanddiver- HOUSEHOLDS the highest among Union territories. Even so,
sifymarkets,aninterpretation drawn fromfield RO§E FROM the two studies do not operate on the same
discussionsrather than the surveyitself. 29%IN2015-16 scale. Dividing PRICE’s average annual house-

India’s new consumer map also shows high hold consumption of ¥12.1lakh by its average

weekend spending. In a separate 2025 module,
6,655 respondents across 25 major cities report-
edspending¥ 6,724 over the five weekdays and

TO53%

HIGH-INCOME

household size of 4.6 produces an implied
monthly per-capita figure of nearly Z21,900.
That is more than three times the official all-

310,732 ovferSgturdayandtSufnﬂ(iay Th(;\:veekend HOUSEHOLDS }:ﬁbzglclégES avera§e ani eveIn idlig}lily above
3§counts or61.5 per centof the week’s expen- ROSE FROM e HCES average for urban India’s top 5 per
ture. Calculated per day, spending is almost 3.5%IN2015-16 cent, which was 20,310 two years earlier. The
four times as high on a weekend as on a week- - /0 gapislargely methodological.
TOAPROJECTED

day.ForShukla, thisisthestudy’smostrevealing
“known unknown”.“When householdsspend
may be becoming almost as revealing as how
much they spend,” he says. Jaipur’s weekend
expenditure is 2.76 times its weekday total, Surat’s is 2.44 times,
Pune’s 2.19 times and Kochi’s 2.04 times. Fashion, entertainment,
electronics and eating out show the sharpestjumps.

The weekend-to-weekday multiplier rises with income, from
1.37 among respondents earning below ¥25,000a month to 2.53

19.6%

The underlying ICE 360° surveys for PRICE
were conducted in 2014, 2016, 2021 and 2023,
with reference years extending through 2022—
23.Theyuseathree-stagestratified design:cities,
wards or blocks,and households. Households are classified across
10 well-being and income-source strata, with 20 selected in each
sampledward.In 2021,35,040householdsin the 10ocitieswerein-
terviewed. Thestudy’s 202526 figurescomenotfromasingle con-
temporaneous survey, they are estimates constructed from those
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THE

CONSUMPTION RACGE

Households in the top 100 cities spend an average of ¥12.1 lakh a year and save roughly 34 lakh
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earlier rounds, newer rounds in some cities, official consumption
data, the National Family Health Survey, national accounts and
population projections.

Shukla says the redesigned PRICE survey achieves city-level
samplingerrorsofapproximately 2.3 t0 4.2 percent. The published
report,however,doesnot provide each city’ssamplesize, median ex-
penditureorconfidenceinterval. The¥ro,000annual gapbetween
Thiruvananthapuramand Vadodaraisonlyabouto.6 per cent, for
instance, and cannot establish a statistically secure order without
thoseintervals. Thereisnotyetan officialhousehold-incomedata-
setagainst which the income claims can be tested. The NSO’sfirst
nationwide National Household Income Surveyisnowunderway;,
anindication of the statistical gap PRICEis trying tofill.

Another caveatis that while high private expenditure can re-
flect aspiration, it can also expose weak
public provision. Chakraborty cautions
that thinner public services can force
households to spend more on housing,
health, education and transport. Across

?8 . 4 LAKH CRORE

SAVINGS

41.709

Big Six

26.900%0 21.40% 23.90%

| Frontier

Breakout
BOOMEOWNS  pigigg CIUIES

Source PRICE-Tata Urban Survey

asset creation rather than everyday consumption. Chakraborty
similarly cautionsthathighhousingorland valuescanmakeacity
appearlesssaver-friendly thanitshousehold balancesheetsimply,
andsayssurplusfiguresshould bereadalongsideassetdata. But the
reportdoesnotpublish city-level borrowing purposes. Nationally,
the RBI says consumption loans have been the principal driver of
householddebt, whichreached 45.5 percentof GDPby September
2025, whilegold-backedlendinghasexpanded particularly quickly.
Leverage cannot automatically be treated as wealth creation.
Businesses already know that the Indian consumer map has
widened. Tata’s Trent, for instance, now operates 1,312 storesin
330cities, against 1,043 storesin 242 cities a year earlier. Its expan-
sionbeyond themetroshasbeen drivenlargely by Zudio, itsyouth-
focused value-fashion chain. Amazon says customers for its low-
priced Bazaar platform grew eightfold in
TierIland Tier-Il cities in a year. Thomas
Cook’stransaction data put Tier-IT and Ti-
er-Il citiesat 53 per cent of forex demand.
These figures fit the wider evidence from

theroocities, 53.9 per centof households AMOUNT SPENT BY organised-sector hiring, D2C commerce,
firstseek treatmentfrom privatefacilities THETOP 100 CITIESON logistics and manufacturing. They sup-
andonly 36.1 per centreportcoverunder EDUCATION AND HEALTH port the PRICE study’s central proposi-
any health-insurance scheme. Among TOGETHER, EXCEEDING tion that demandisnolonger confined to
households experiencing hospitalisa- SPENDING ON CEREALS, metros.

tion, nearly 4 per cent saw their surplus PULSES AND EDIBLE OILS Thephysical city hasyet tocatchup.If

turn negative. A high expense budget,
therefore, isnot necessarily ameasure of
greater welfare.

Chennaiisthereport’soutlieronleverage. It putsthecity’saver-
agehousehold debtat¥s.3lakhanditsdebt-to-incomeratioat 27.7
per cent, the highestacrossall 1oocities. Chennai householdsalso
spend 67 per centof theirincome, the highestshareamong the Big
Six. Shukla believes the leverage reflects housing, gold and other

almost two-thirds of expenditure occurs

on the weekend, Shukla argues, trans-

port,electricity, retail staffing, sanitation,
policingand public spacesmust be planned differently for those
104.days. Weekly markets used heavily by lower-income house-
holdsrequirelighting, toiletsand security. And smaller cities that
failtosupplyeducation, healthcare,mobility andliveablestreets
may eventually lose the consumers they have created. m
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