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UPSC EPFO APFC 2023 Exam Analysis by Vyasa IAS 

The UPSC EPFO APFC 2023 exam analysis by Vyasa IAS provides a comprehensive 

breakdown of its difficulty level, question pattern, and subject-wise weightage, 

comparing it with UPSC CSE, SSC, and Banking exams. This in-depth review evaluates 

marking scheme impact, time management feasibility, tricky vs. straightforward 

questions, syllabus alignment. Special focus is given to how different aspirants (UPSC, 

SSC, Banking) could tackle it and the presence of vague or ambiguous questions. The 

analysis also highlights trends from previous APFC exams and suggests the best 

preparation strategies for future aspirants. 

1. Difficulty Level Analysis 

The UPSC EPFO Assistant Provident Fund Commissioner (APFC) 2023 exam was 

generally rated as moderate in difficulty, with some sources calling it easy-to-

moderate and others noting a tilt towards the difficult side. This divergence stems 

from the mix of questions: many were conceptual and application-based rather than 

simple fact recall. Notably, UPSC APFC is considered more challenging than exams like 

SSC CGL or bank tests – in fact, its question level is often equated to the UPSC Civil 

Services Exam (CSE) standard. 

When compared to UPSC CSE, the APFC exam’s difficulty is high but in a different 

way. APFC questions tend to be more specialized (e.g. labor laws, accounting principles) 

but somewhat more straightforward in wording. UPSC CSE prelims, on the other hand, 

often feature trickier analytical questions spanning a broader general scope. Many 

APFC 2023 questions still demanded a solid grasp of concepts and details – for 

instance, candidates needed good command over constitutional provisions, scientific 

facts, and current schemes – which is on par with UPSC-level preparation.  

Compared to SSC or Banking exams, APFC 2023 was undoubtedly tougher. 

SSC/Banking exams focus on speed and relatively routine aptitude/GK questions, while 

APFC required deeper general knowledge and understanding of laws and governance. In 

summary, APFC 2023 presented a difficulty level closer to UPSC’s standards (especially 

in polity and specialized topics) and significantly above the typical SSC or Bank exam in 

complexity. 

2. Question Pattern & Distribution 

The APFC 2023 question paper was a single composite paper of 120 questions in 2 

hours, without sectional division. It covered a wide array of subjects, reflecting the 

broad syllabus. Roughly 1/6th of the questions tested English language skills (around 20 

questions on vocabulary, grammar, comprehension, etc.). 
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A similar portion (15 questions) focused on Quantitative Aptitude and Reasoning, 

though this was a smaller share than in earlier APFC exams (indicating a slight de-

emphasis on math compared to previous years). The remaining questions spanned 

diverse domains: about 15 questions on General Accounting principles, 14 on 

Industrial Relations & Labour Laws, and 10 on Computer Applications – these 

“professional knowledge” areas made up a significant chunk (nearly 40% of the paper).  

The General Studies portion included ~9 questions on Indian Polity, ~10 on General 

Science, ~10 on Indian History and Culture, ~8 on Current Affairs (and developmental 

issues), and even 5+3 questions on Social Security and Population/Globalization topics 

respectively.  

Notably, only 1 question on Indian Economy was asked, which is a surprisingly low 

weight for economy. This distribution shows the exam’s emphasis: English 

(communication skills) and aptitude constituted about 29% (35/120) of the paper, 

EPFO-specific domains (labor laws, social security, accounting, computers, etc.) about 

39% (47/120), and classical General Awareness topics ~32% (38/120). 

In terms of question format, the paper was not limited to simple one-liners. It 

featured a variety of formats including single factual questions, multiple-statement 

questions (with “select the correct statements” type options), match-the-following, 

and chronology-based questions. For example, candidates reported items like matched 

pairs for schemes and their features, chronological ordering of historical events, and 

multi-statement assertions in polity.  

This variety meant that many questions required careful reading and elimination 

techniques. Depth of knowledge required was considerable – surface-level 

memorization was not enough for many sections. Most questions were concept-based, 

meaning a candidate had to apply their understanding rather than just recall a trivial 

fact.  

For instance, a question on a constitutional body might give a set of statements about 

its powers or functions, testing nuanced understanding (hence why Indian Polity 

questions were rated “difficult” overall). Meanwhile, there were also straightforward 

factual questions (e.g. a science question asking the boiling point of a chemical, or a 

current affairs question on a specific UN agenda)– these one-liners rewarded 

candidates who had memorized those facts, and could be answered quickly.  

Overall, the pattern was a balanced mix of factual and analytical questions, covering 

the breadth of the syllabus with no single section dominating excessively (though 

clearly English and Labour laws had very high weightage individually). Candidates needed 
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both breadth and depth: breadth to cover all subjects from Basic Computer to 

History, and depth to tackle conceptual twists within those subjects. 

3. Comparison with Previous APFC Exams 

The APFC 2023 exam saw some notable shifts in pattern and emphasis compared to 

earlier APFC papers (2012 and 2016 being the last ones). One clear trend is the change 

in subject weightage. For example, in the last APFC exam (held in 2016), Quantitative 

Aptitude had a very large share (around 32 questions, plus a few reasoning questions) – 

essentially math and reasoning made up roughly 30% of that paper.  

In 2023, quant+reasoning was cut to just 15 questions, freeing up room for other 

subjects. Conversely, General English increased from about 10 questions in 2016 to 20 

questions in 2023, doubling its weight.  

Another big change was in the Economy vs. Accounting area: the 2016 paper had ~17 

questions on Indian Economy and no dedicated accounting section, whereas 2023 asked 

virtually nothing on economy (only 1 question) but about 15 questions on Accounting 

principles.  

This suggests a shift towards more job-specific practical knowledge (since APFCs deal 

with accounts/funds) and slightly away from macroeconomics theory. Similarly, Labour 

Laws and Social Security now have a greater dedicated presence.  

In 2016, Polity and Labour Law questions were lumped together (~12 combined), but in 

2023 there were at least 14 questions purely on Industrial Relations/Labour Laws 

plus 5 on Social Security schemes, in addition to 9 Polity questions. This indicates 

UPSC gave even more emphasis to EPFO-related legislation and welfare schemes than 

before, making the paper more role-oriented.  

The General Science portion was also beefed up (10 questions in 2023 vs only ~5 in 

2016), and a distinct focus on Population, Development & Globalization (PDG) emerged 

(3 questions) which aligns with “Developmental Issues” in the syllabus – this wasn’t very 

prominent in earlier papers. 

In terms of exam design, candidates observed that the 2023 paper had more complex 

question formats (statement-based, etc.), whereas older papers like 2016 were 

relatively straightforward one-question-one-fact style. The overall difficulty in 2016 

was considered “easy to average,” resulting in a high cutoff.  

In fact, around 80 correct answers out of 120 were needed for general category in 

2016 (cut-off 66.5/100). By contrast, 2023’s difficulty was a notch higher – experts 
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labeled it moderate, even moderately difficult in parts – which is likely to yield a 

comparatively lower cutoff (see Cutoff Analysis below).  

Another difference is the marking scheme format: previously (2012/2016) the APFC 

written test was scored out of 100 marks (with each question carrying fractional 

marks). In 2023, UPSC standardized it to 300 marks (2.5 marks per question) for 

parity with other exams, though the essence (120 questions, 2 hours) remained the 

same. 

We should also note continuities: APFC exams have consistently been broad-based. The 

range of subjects in 2023 was very similar to previous editions, covering everything 

from history, polity, economy, to computers and general English – so in that sense UPSC 

did not introduce any entirely new surprise topic. The exam has always combined 

general studies with specialized EPFO-related topics.  

However, the relative emphasis and the depth of questioning in 2023 indicate a trend 

of aligning the exam more with UPSC’s style of conceptual rigor. Also, UPSC included 

some new syllabus topics that weren’t in EO/AO exam – for example, Heritage & 

Culture, Population & Globalization, Auditing, Insurance, Statistics are explicitly 

listed as additional topics for APFC.  

In 2023, we indeed saw Culture (history/art) and Population/Globalization questions 

appear, whereas Auditing/Insurance didn’t feature much (at least not obviously, unless 

some accounting questions touched on them). This breadth means future APFC exams 

could continue this trend: expect an even spread of questions across all these domains. 

Overall, compared to previous APFC exams, 2023 showed a shift towards more 

role-specific knowledge and slightly higher difficulty. The inclusion of more 

accounting and labour law questions and fewer pure economics/math questions is a 

notable change, possibly reflecting the commission’s intent to test practical knowledge 

for the job. The question design also trended towards UPSC Civil Services Prelims style 

(with multi-statement questions), making the exam a bit more challenging and analytical 

than, say, the APFC 2016 paper. These trends suggest that aspirants can’t rely on the 

exact pattern of previous papers – the focus areas can change – but they should be 

prepared for a demanding test on all parts of the syllabus. 

4. Marking Scheme & Negative Marking Impact 

The marking scheme for APFC 2023 was as follows: 120 questions, each carrying 2.5 

marks, for a total of 300 marks. There is a penalty of one-third of the marks for 

each wrong answer. In practical terms, that means –0.8333 marks per wrong answer 

(since 1/3 of 2.5 = 0.8333). No penalty is applied for leaving a question blank. This 
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scheme is similar to UPSC’s pattern in many other exams and is designed to discourage 

random guessing. 

The impact of this scoring system on candidates’ performance is significant. Because 

each question is worth 2.5 marks, a single mistake doesn’t just fail to earn 2.5 – it 

additionally deducts ~0.83, effectively costing about 3.33 marks relative to a 

correct answer. A few careless guesses can therefore pull down one’s score by several 

points. For example, three wrong answers can wipe out the gains of one correct 

answer. This puts a premium on accuracy.  

Candidates had to be strategic: it was generally better to skip questions that one had 

absolutely no clue about, rather than guess and risk the penalty, unless one could 

eliminate some options. The negative marking is substantial enough that attempting all 

120 questions blindly would backfire for most people. Many well-prepared candidates 

likely left a number of questions unanswered or only made educated guesses when 

reasonably confident. 

Another effect of the marking scheme is psychological – it forces examinees to balance 

speed with caution. Since there’s no sectional timing, test-takers could choose the 

order of answering; many likely answered their strongest sections first to secure those 

marks, and approached dubious questions later. Knowing that the cutoff in past APFC 

exams tends to be around 60% of total marks, candidates understand they don’t 

need to answer everything correctly, but they do need to avoid excessive negatives.  

The 1/3 negative marking ratio is the same as in UPSC Civil Services Prelims, so 

aspirants familiar with that know the drill: eliminate wrong options if possible and avoid 

wild guesses. In summary, the scoring system rewards well-calculated attempts. 

Candidates who managed their attempts such that their correct answers far 

outnumbered wrong ones would maximize their score. On the flip side, those who threw 

darts at too many questions likely saw their scores pulled down by the penalty. Thus, 

the marking scheme made question selection crucial – it wasn’t just about knowledge, 

but also about avoiding traps. Effective use of the scheme (by skipping or guessing 

wisely) often marks the difference between candidates who clear the exam and those 

who don’t. 

5. Time Management Feasibility 

Time management in the APFC 2023 exam was a real challenge due to the breadth of 

the paper and the nature of questions. Candidates had 120 minutes for 120 questions, 

which on paper is an average of 1 minute per question. However, not all questions were 

equal in time requirement.  



 

VYASA IAS | 8851628134, 6350119648 6 

 

UPSC EPFO APFC 2023 Exam Analysis by Vyasa IAS 

Some questions (like straightforward vocabulary in English or simple current affair 

facts) could be answered in a few seconds if you knew the answer. In contrast, others 

were time-consuming – for example, a paragraph-length reasoning puzzle or a match-

the-following with multiple elements could easily eat up 2-3 minutes, and multi-

statement questions required careful reading of each statement.  

Despite the tight timing, it appears most candidates could attempt a majority of 

questions, but perhaps not all with full deliberation. The key was to prioritize. 

Effective test-takers likely solved the easier, high-confidence questions first (for 

instance, quickly going through the English section or simple GK one-liners) to secure 

those marks and save time. Sections like General English (20 Q) are generally quick to 

solve for those with good language skills – error spotting, synonyms, etc., don’t require 

lengthy thought.  

In contrast, a math problem or a complex polity question needed more time. Many 

aspirants thus had to allocate time on the fly, deciding which questions to skip and 

possibly return to if time permitted. Those from a math/reasoning background might 

have tackled quant questions faster, freeing time for wordy GS questions, and vice 

versa for others. 

Given the moderate-to-difficult level of the paper, it’s likely that very few candidates 

answered all 120 questions with complete confidence in the time available. In fact, 

analysis of “good attempts” suggests that a well-prepared candidate might confidently 

solve around 70-80 questions and make educated attempts on some of the rest.  

This implies that even strong candidates likely had to leave or guess on 30-40 

questions due to either time or uncertainty. Time management is closely tied to the 

negative marking strategy: if pressed for time in the last few minutes, some aspirants 

may have taken risky guesses on unanswered questions, which could hurt their score if 

they guessed wrong. 

Overall, the time was just about sufficient for a prepared candidate to go through the 

paper, but there was little room for indecision or overlong contemplation. The breadth 

of syllabus meant you couldn’t afford to spend 5 minutes on a single tough question 

while many easier ones lay unanswered. Successful time management in APFC 2023 

required quick question triage – identifying and solving the easy questions promptly, 

allocating extra seconds to high-value but slightly tougher questions, and not getting 

stuck on any one item. Candidates who practiced full-length mock tests would have 

found it easier to gauge the pace. In summary, while 2 hours was enough to attempt all 

questions in theory, in practice the paper’s complexity made it tight. Efficient time 
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allocation and the ability to move on from a stubborn question were crucial to 

attempting a maximum number of questions effectively. 

6. Syllabus Alignment 

The UPSC EPFO APFC 2023 exam was closely aligned with the official syllabus 

announced. There were virtually no out-of-syllabus surprises – most questions could be 

traced to one of the topics explicitly mentioned for the exam. The APFC syllabus is 

quite extensive, including General English, Indian History (Freedom Struggle and more), 

Current Events and Development Issues, Indian Polity, Indian Economy, General 

Accounting Principles, Industrial Relations, Labour Laws, Social Security in India, 

General Science, Computer Applications, General Mental Ability, plus topics like 

Population, Globalization, Heritage/Culture, Statistics, Insurance, Auditing (the 

latter set being in APFC but not in the EO/AO syllabus).  

The 2023 paper indeed drew from all these areas: we saw questions on history/culture 

(e.g. one about the Azad Hind Fauj, one about a historical institution like Bhonsala 

Military School), polity (e.g. constitutional bodies), current development programs (e.g. 

a question on a United Nations agenda), labour and social security (multiple questions on 

provident fund rules, labor acts, welfare schemes), accounting (fundamental principles 

and terminology), science (basic chemistry/physics facts), computers (email hyperlink, 

security protocols), etc. Each of these falls squarely under the broad syllabus headings. 

The presence of niche categories like Population & Globalization (PDG) and Social 

Security in the question distribution shows adherence to the syllabus. For instance, ~3 

questions on PDG and 5 on Social Security were asked and these topics are explicitly 

mentioned in the APFC syllabus (often under “Population, Development and 

Globalization” and “Social Security in India”). The exam didn’t venture into any 

territory that wasn’t covered by the syllabus outline.  

Even technical areas – e.g., one question on a computer security protocol – would be 

covered under “General knowledge of computer applications,” and an obscure history 

question is covered under “Indian Freedom Struggle” or “Heritage and Culture.” If 

anything, UPSC slightly re-balanced topics within the syllabus (like emphasizing 

accounting over economy, as discussed), but did not go outside it. 

One area of potential confusion was Labour Laws, given that India has passed new labor 

codes in recent years. However, since those codes were not fully in force by July 2023, 

it was anticipated (and generally confirmed by analysis) that questions were based on 

the existing acts (Factories Act, EPF Act, etc.) – which are indeed the ones candidates 

prepared from.  
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The exam’s content proportion also reflected syllabus guidelines. For example, General 

Mental Ability was a smaller component for APFC, as predicted (since it’s just one of 

many topics), and indeed only ~15 questions were quant/reasoning. The additional APFC 

topics beyond EO/AO – like culture, globalization, statistics – were minor parts of the 

paper, which is consistent with their presence in the syllabus as subtopics (culture & 

globalization together accounted for a handful of questions, and no explicit statistics 

question was noted, which is fine as not every subtopic will appear every time). 

In terms of syllabus coverage, the paper was very balanced. It did not skip any major 

section of the official syllabus: each broad area had at least a few questions. For 

example, Computer knowledge had 9-10 questions, Science had ~10, Polity 9, History 

10, etc., ensuring that a well-rounded study was necessary. The proportion of questions 

roughly matches the emphasis given in the syllabus (with perhaps extra weight on 

Labour laws, which makes sense for the role).  

We can conclude that UPSC was fair in adhering to the syllabus – candidates who 

studied the prescribed topics would not have been blindsided by completely unrelated 

questions. If an aspirant found a question unfamiliar, it’s likely due to not covering that 

part of the syllabus deeply enough, rather than the exam going off-syllabus. The strong 

syllabus alignment in 2023 means future aspirants should trust the official syllabus as 

a guide and ensure covering all its components, including those “additional” APFC topics, 

since any of them can be tested. 

7. Tricky vs. Straightforward Questions 

The APFC 2023 paper contained a mix of straightforward questions and quite tricky 

ones, testing both recall and higher-order thinking. On the straightforward end were 

questions that were essentially direct fact-recall or single-step problems. For example, 

a general science question asked about the boiling point of a specific chemical– if you 

happened to remember that fact from basic science, it was an easy mark; if not, there 

was little you could deduce (making it a straightforward but knowledge-dependent 

question). Similarly, a question on email hyperlinks (likely asking what they are or how 

they function) was a simple computer-awareness item; and a history question on the 

Azad Hind Fauj (Indian National Army) would be straightforward for anyone who 

studied modern Indian history (it might ask something like the year of formation or 

founder – direct factual detail).  

These one-liner questions with a clear factual answer were not ambiguous – they were 

either you know it or you don’t types. Many English questions (like vocabulary or 

grammar corrections) were also fairly straightforward in nature – standard format, one 

correct answer, not much room for interpretation. 
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In contrast, the paper had its share of tricky questions. These often involved multiple 

statements or conceptual twists. For instance, Indian Polity questions were noted as 

particularly challenging. UPSC might have given a question like: “Which of the following 

statements about the Election Commission or CAG is/are correct?” with subtle wording 

in each statement – answering requires careful recall of constitutional provisions. If 

two statements were closely worded or qualifiers like “only” and “shall” were used, it 

could trip up candidates – making such questions tricky. Another example of a tricky 

format is when a question combined multiple topics: e.g., a question on an environmental 

or social scheme that ties current affairs with policy understanding.  

Matching or chronology questions also added complexity: a chronology question might 

list four events (like landmark labor law enactments or freedom struggle events) to be 

arranged in order. Even if you know all events, getting the exact order right under 

pressure is tricky – especially if the options are close.  

Many questions weren’t straightforward fact retrieval but needed analysis or 

elimination. For example, a question on an economic concept might present a scenario 

rather than asking for a definition, or a question on a government scheme might list 

objectives where one of them is slightly incorrect, etc. 

Ambiguity in some questions was a concern. While UPSC is generally careful with 

wording, a few questions left candidates debating the correct answer even after the 

exam, which suggests some ambiguity. One area that can breed confusion is when a 

question doesn’t specify a context – e.g., a labour law question might ask about 

provisions of an Act without clarifying whether it’s under the old Act or new Code 

(though likely they stuck to old Acts, it could still confuse some).  

Another example could be a current affairs question that asks about a “recent 

development” – if not time-stamped, “recent” can be interpreted differently. However, 

these instances were limited. By and large, the “trickiness” came from intellectual 

challenge rather than poor framing. For instance, one recalled question about Bhonsala 

Military School (a somewhat obscure historical institution) might have been tricky not 

because the question was badly worded, but because the topic isn’t widely known, 

making it hard for those who hadn’t read about it. 

That said, a few questions could be considered poorly framed or vague. If any had to 

be identified: possibly a question or two in the English section might have had 

sentences open to interpretation (sometimes comprehension or sentence arrangement 

questions can feel vague without full context). Or a question on a broad developmental 

issue might not have clearly pinpointed what it wanted (e.g., “Which is not a goal of XYZ 

agenda” can be tricky if all given options sound somewhat related).  
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There were reports post-exam that some coaching institutes’ answer keys wildly 

disagreed on a number of questions, indicating those questions were not 

straightforward (either due to ambiguity or high difficulty). For example, multiple 

coaching sources initially disagreed on around 15-20 answers for the APFC paper, 

reflecting uncertainty caused by how the questions were framed.  

This was resolved only when the official key (or well-reasoned analysis) clarified the 

intended answers. In summary, APFC 2023 demanded a shrewd reading of questions: 

many were clear-cut if you knew the fact or rule being tested, but several were 

tricky, requiring careful interpretation of language and application of concepts. 

Candidates had to be on guard for traps like “Which of the following is not …” or “All of 

the above” options, as well as double-check that they correctly understood multi-

statement questions. The balance of straightforward vs. tricky was such that scoring 

well required a mix of solid knowledge (to handle the straight Qs) and good exam 

technique (to navigate the tricky ones). 

8. Ideal Exam Strategy for Different Aspirants 

Given the diverse nature of the APFC exam, the optimal strategy can differ based on 

an aspirant’s background. Here’s a breakdown of how candidates from various 

preparation backgrounds (UPSC Civil Services, SSC/Banking, etc.) can leverage their 

strengths and shore up their weaknesses for APFC: 

• UPSC CSE Aspirants:  

o If you have a UPSC Civil Services preparation background, you likely 

excel in areas like History, Polity, Economy, and general conceptual 

understanding. These will serve you well in APFC, as those subjects 

appear substantially. Your familiarity with multi-statement questions and 

elimination techniques (from UPSC prelims practice) is a big asset for 

tackling tricky APFC questions.  

o However, UPSC aspirants should focus on the applied and factual areas 

that UPSC CSE might not cover deeply, such as Labour Laws, Industrial 

relations, accounting basics, and computer knowledge. These topics are 

usually not part of the IAS exam prep, so they require dedicated study – 

e.g., learning the provisions of EPF Act, gratuity, ESIC schemes, basic 

accounting principles (debits/credits, balance sheets), etc.  

o The good news is the APFC syllabus is finite; one can cover these with 

targeted materials. UPSC candidates might also need to brush up on 

English grammar and arithmetic. In Civil Services Prelims, English and 
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basic math are tested in CSAT (which is qualifying), so some UPSC-

focused students may not give much attention to grammar, vocabulary, or 

fast quantitative calculations. But APFC has 20 English questions and ~15 

quant/reasoning questions which are scoring if handled well.  

o So, practicing SSC-level English (antonyms, idioms, sentence 

arrangement) and doing quick math quizzes can boost a UPSC background 

candidate’s score in those sections. Time management and question 

selection will be familiar to UPSC folks – treat APFC paper like another 

GS Prelims paper, but don’t underestimate the specialized questions. In 

short, UPSC aspirants should leverage their strong GS foundation and 

analytical skills, while patching the gaps in practical subjects (law, 

accounting) and speed areas. 

• SSC/Banking Exam Aspirants:  

o If your background is in exams like SSC CGL, banking (IBPS PO, SBI PO), 

or similar, you likely have strengths in Quantitative Aptitude, 

Reasoning, and English language, since those exams heavily feature 

these. Indeed, those skills are very useful in APFC – the English, quant, 

and reasoning questions in APFC were mostly rated easy-to-moderate, so 

a candidate with strong aptitude can secure those 30-35 questions 

comfortably.  

o In fact, it’s observed that banking/SSC aspirants have a clear advantage 

in the speed and accuracy based sections (English, Reasoning, basic GA). 

As ixamBee’s analysis of 2016 noted, such candidates could do very well in 

English and Reasoning and any Current Affairs or schemes questions.  

o However, the challenge for this group is the General Studies and 

specialized knowledge that UPSC throws in. SSC exams do have a General 

Awareness section, but it’s usually shallow (basic history, science, static 

GK). APFC demands deeper knowledge in Polity, History, Science, etc., and 

also completely new domains like labor laws and accounting that are not in 

SSC syllabi.  

o Therefore, SSC/bank aspirants should dedicate time to study the 

UPSC-style GS subjects – e.g., reading NCERTs or a good summary of 

modern Indian history, understanding fundamental Polity (Constitution, 

constitutional bodies, fundamental rights, etc.), and getting a grasp of 

economics basics and current events. They should also thoroughly learn 

the EPFO-specific topics: Industrial relations (trade unions, ILO 
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conventions), social security schemes (EPS, PPF, Atal Pension Yojana, 

etc.), and labour laws (Factories Act, Payment of Wages Act, Maternity 

Benefit Act, etc.).  

o These are likely entirely new if one’s coming from a banking exam 

background, so a focused study plan is needed – perhaps using specialized 

guides or coaching material for EPFO topics. On the bright side, these 

topics are often factual and can be mastered with rote and 

understanding, unlike say abstruse logical reasoning.  

o So, SSC/bank candidates should continue to capitalize on their speed 

and accuracy for the aptitude part, ensuring they get near-full marks in 

English and quant (which many UPSC folks might not), and simultaneously 

bring their GS/Law knowledge up to par for the rest. Practicing 

previous APFC papers will help identify which knowledge gaps to fill. Time 

management should be comfortable for this group on math/English 

questions (since they’re used to solving 100 questions in 60 minutes in 

some exams), but they must be careful with the slower GS questions and 

not rush those. 

• Candidates with Commerce/Law background: Some aspirants might be 

specifically from commerce, finance, or legal education backgrounds (or have 

work experience in these). They might not squarely fit UPSC or SSC profiles. 

For them, accounting and labour law questions could be the scoring areas. A 

commerce graduate or someone with CA/CS background will find the 10-15 

accounting questions quite easy compared to others. Likewise, law graduates or 

HR professionals may already be familiar with labour legislation and industrial 

relations concepts. Such candidates should ensure they don’t neglect the rest of 

the syllabus – having domain knowledge is great, but APFC will still require 

answering history, polity, science, etc. For them, brushing up general studies 

(perhaps through UPSC prep materials) would be the strategy, while relying on 

their domain expertise to ace the sections their peers struggle with. 

• General Strategy Tips (for all aspirants): Regardless of background, there are 

some common approaches that work for APFC: 

o Cover the Entire Syllabus: The exam is designed such that any portion 

left uncovered can cost you. Ensure you study each subject area at least 

to a moderate depth. The syllabus acts as a checklist – use it to guide 

your preparation so you don’t skip, say, the computer section or 
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“Population & Globalization” thinking it’s unimportant (in 2023 it 

accounted for a handful of questions). 

o Practice MCQs and Mocks: Solving previous year papers of APFC (2002, 

2004, 2012, 2016) and similar exams (e.g., EO/AO 2021 paper) helps you 

get used to the question style. Timed mock tests will improve your speed 

and question selection. They also highlight areas where you need 

improvement. Going through the mix of subjects in one paper is itself a 

skill – practice helps your mind switch contexts quickly (e.g., from a math 

problem to a history question next). 

o Time Management in the Exam: Start with your strongest section to 

build confidence and secure marks early. Many find English is quick and 

scoring, so 20 questions of English can be done first in, say, 15 minutes. 

Quant and reasoning, being fewer in number here, can be slotted next – 

but be cautious not to get bogged down by any one tough math problem; 

if it’s taking too long, mark and move on. Then tackle the heavy GS 

sections (history, polity, etc.), where careful reading is needed. Always 

keep an eye on the clock and leave a few minutes at the end to revisit 

marked questions. 

o Use Elimination Techniques: Borrowing a page from UPSC prelims 

strategy – for statement-based questions, eliminate obviously wrong 

statements/options to narrow choices. This is useful if you’re unsure 

outright. Often you can eliminate two options and make an educated 

guess between the remaining two. This can improve accuracy for those 

borderline questions. 

o Accuracy Over Attempts: With 1/3 negative marking, it’s not about 

attempting 120/120. It’s about maximizing net correct. So attempt 

confidently as many as you know well, and be strategic with the rest. It’s 

usually better to answer 90 questions with good accuracy than 120 with 

lots of negatives. Historically, scoring ~60-65% net is enough to clear, so 

plan your attempt strategy accordingly – don’t feel you must answer 

everything. 

o Leverage Strength, Improve Weakness: If you’re strong in one area, 

ensure you grab all those marks. If you’re weak in another, try to raise it 

to at least a basic level. In APFC, because of subject diversity, every 

candidate will have some weak spot – the goal is to minimize that 

weakness impact. For example, a pure arts background student might 
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fear math; they should practice enough to at least solve the easier half 

of the quant questions (which are often basic arithmetic or reasoning). A 

techie might not know history well; they should focus on high-yield topics 

(maybe Freedom Struggle key events) to pick up some points there. 

In summary, UPSC-oriented aspirants should continue their GS-heavy approach but 

fortify the new subjects (law, accounts, etc.), SSC/Banking aspirants should capitalize 

on speed/accuracy in aptitude and rigorously study the UPSC-type static GK and 

specialized topics. Each group can learn from the other: UPSC folks can adopt the 

speed drills of SSC exams, and SSC folks can adopt the depth of UPSC prep. The ideal 

strategy is a hybrid approach that covers content comprehensively and applies test-

taking techniques effectively. As a result, many successful candidates for APFC prep 

treat it as a unique exam requiring its own game plan, one that merges the precision of 

a banking exam with the breadth of UPSC content. 

10. Vagueness in Questions 

While the UPSC EPFO APFC 2023 paper was mostly well-crafted, a few questions did 

exhibit a degree of vagueness or ambiguity in their framing. Identifying poorly framed 

or unclear questions is somewhat subjective, but based on candidate feedback and 

expert reviews, we can pinpoint a couple of areas where questions might have been 

considered ambiguous: 

• Multi-Statement Questions with Unclear Qualifiers: Some questions that 

provided multiple statements and asked “which of the statements are correct?” 

had phrasings that confused candidates. For example, if a statement uses broad 

terms like “in general” or lacks a time frame, candidates may not be sure how to 

evaluate it. A hypothetical instance could be a question on a scheme: “XYZ 

scheme has achieved universal coverage in India.” Without a specific date or 

source, “achieved” could be interpreted differently. If one option’s correctness 

hinges on such wording, it can feel vague. In APFC 2023, a few current affairs 

and polity questions fell into this zone where one had to interpret the intent. 

Many coaching institutes initially disagreed on the answers to certain multi-

statement questions, suggesting those questions weren’t crystal-clear. The 

debate around some answer keys (where different keys gave different answers 

for the same question) highlights this issue. This typically happens when either 

the source of the question isn’t widely known or the wording leaves room for 

multiple interpretations. 

• Questions on New vs. Old Terminology: As mentioned, labor law questions had 

the potential for confusion between old laws and new codes. If any question was 
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not explicitly clear about the context (e.g., “under the Code on Wages 2019…” 

versus “under the Minimum Wages Act 1948…”), that could confuse a candidate. 

We do know the exam syllabus included both and guidance was to stick to old 

Acts, but if a question simply said “Minimum wages law” it might be unclear 

which regime to think of. Human Peritus flagged this concern in preparation, so 

hopefully UPSC worded questions unambiguously. Still, the mere necessity of 

clarifying that indicates that without careful phrasing there was a risk of 

vagueness. 

• General Knowledge Questions on Obscure Topics: A question can be “vague” in 

the sense that it’s so obscure that the average well-prepared candidate wouldn’t 

know what exactly is being asked. The question on Bhonsala Military School, for 

example, left many scratching their heads – not because the question sentence 

was grammatically unclear, but because it wasn’t immediately obvious why this 

relatively niche historical institution was in the paper. Was it related to some 

recent news or some historical controversy? If the question didn’t specify 

context (say it just asked “What is Bhonsala Military School known for?”), 

candidates might find all options somewhat plausible. This can be perceived as 

poor framing if there’s a lack of context. Ideally, a question should give just 

enough detail to clue in a knowledgeable candidate. In absence of that, it feels 

like a trivia detail. 

• English/Language Ambiguity: Occasionally, in English language sections, an 

ambiguous question can occur if an idiom or sentence can be interpreted in more 

than one correct way. For example, a sentence improvement question where two 

answer choices are very close in meaning can be considered poorly designed. If 

APFC 2023 had any such language questions where the “most appropriate” choice 

was debatable, those would count as vague. Without the exact paper text we 

can’t cite a specific one, but this is a common pitfall in competitive exams’ 

English sections. 

It’s important to note that UPSC generally maintains high quality control in its 

question papers, so outright erroneous questions are rare. We did not hear of any 

question being nullified or thrown out from APFC 2023, which implies that even if some 

were borderline ambiguous, they likely had a defensible correct answer. The ambiguity 

mostly affected how confidently a candidate could answer. For instance, a few 

questions might have caused students to spend extra time second-guessing what UPSC 

meant. That in itself is an issue – a clearly framed question allows a test-taker to focus 

on what they know, not decipher what’s being asked. 
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One could argue that the most “vague” aspect of APFC 2023 was not individual 

questions, but the unpredictability in what was asked from vast syllabus topics. UPSC 

can ask very specific things (like a particular scheme’s detail or a lesser-known 

historical fact), which might feel out-of-the-blue. This emphasizes that aspirants must 

not only study broadly but also pay attention to detail. If any question’s phrasing truly 

was flawed or ambiguous, candidates could challenge it, but we haven’t seen reports of 

official challenges, suggesting nothing was egregious. 

In conclusion, APFC 2023 had a few questions that were arguably ambiguous or poorly 

framed, mainly in multi-statement or very niche GK questions. However, the incidence 

was low. The vast majority of questions, while difficult or tricky, were clearly 

formulated. Those few that were vague underscore the need for careful reading during 

the exam. When faced with an ambiguous question, the best approach is to rely on one’s 

knowledge and elimination skills – often the least ambiguous option ends up being 

correct. Future aspirants should be aware that some ambiguity can appear, but 

practicing past UPSC questions can train one to handle it by identifying keywords and 

scope in the question. Overall, clarity was the norm in the paper, with just the 

occasional question that left students debating the intent. 

 


