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Abstract 

This paper examines the trajectory of poverty and inequality in Karnataka in the post-2020 period, 

focusing on the socioeconomic consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic and the nature of the 

subsequent recovery. Despite Karnataka’s strong pre-pandemic growth driven by the services sector, 

particularly information technology, significant intra-state and social disparities persisted. The pandemic 

disrupted labour markets, household incomes, education, and access to healthcare, disproportionately 

affecting informal workers, women, migrant labourers, and economically weaker districts. 

Drawing on secondary data from national surveys and state reports, the study assesses income poverty, 

multidimensional poverty, vulnerability, and inequality using indicators such as consumption trends, 

labour market outcomes, and regional disparities. The findings suggest a temporary rise in income 

poverty during 2020–2021 and a K-shaped recovery that widened income and regional inequalities. 

Northern districts continued to exhibit higher deprivation levels compared to southern regions, while 

digital exclusion and gender disparities intensified structural inequalities. 

Although central and state government interventions mitigated extreme hardship through food security 

measures, employment programs, and fiscal support, recovery has been uneven and distributionally 

skewed. The paper argues that sustained inclusive growth in Karnataka requires targeted regional 

investment, labour market formalization, gender-responsive policies, digital infrastructure expansion, 

and strengthened social protection systems. Economic resilience alone is insufficient without deliberate 

efforts to address structural inequalities. 
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Introduction 

Poverty and inequality lie at the core of socioeconomic development debates. Despite India’s remarkable 

economic progress over the last two decades, disparities in income, access to services, and social 

opportunities persist. The state of Karnataka presents a compelling case: a subnational economy with one 

of the highest per capita incomes in India, driven by information technology, services, and urban 

dynamism, yet marked by significant intra-state disparities in development outcomes. 

The advent of COVID-19 in early 2020 disrupted economic activities through lockdowns, labour market 

shocks, and educational interruptions. While macroeconomic indicators stabilized by 2022, the 

microeconomic and distributional impacts persisted across regions and social groups. This paper 

investigates the nature and trajectory of poverty and inequality in Karnataka after 2020. Specifically, it 

examines how the pandemic and post-pandemic recovery affected poverty rates, what patterns of 

inequality intensified during this period, and what policy interventions can promote inclusive and 

equitable growth. The analysis relies on secondary data from national surveys, state economic reports, 

and policy documents. 

Theoretical Framework 

a.  Defining Poverty 

Poverty is a multidimensional phenomenon that extends beyond income deprivation. Traditional 

approaches define poverty in terms of income or consumption below an established poverty line. 

However, income measures alone often fail to capture broader well-being deficits. In this study, poverty 

is examined through income and consumption poverty measures based on national and state poverty lines, 

the Multidimensional Poverty Index (MPI) incorporating education, health, and living standards, and the 

concept of vulnerability to poverty, which assesses the risk of households falling below the poverty 

threshold due to shocks. 

b. Measuring Inequality 

Inequality refers to the uneven distribution of income, wealth, and opportunities within a society. In this 

paper, inequality is assessed through income distribution indicators such as the Gini coefficient and 

percentile share ratios. Additionally, social inequality across caste, gender, and rural-urban divides is 

considered, along with regional inequality across districts. The framework recognizes that economic 

growth does not automatically translate into equitable outcomes unless accompanied by redistributive 

and inclusive policies. 

 

 

http://www.ijcrt.org/


www.ijcrt.org                                                  © 2026 IJCRT | Volume 14, Issue 3 March 2026 | ISSN: 2320-2882 

IJCRT2603115 International Journal of Creative Research Thoughts (IJCRT) www.ijcrt.org a941 
 

Karnataka’s Economic Structure 

a. Pre-2020 Profile 

Karnataka was among India’s fastest-growing states prior to 2020. The services sector accounted for 

nearly half of the Gross State Domestic Product (GSDP), largely driven by information technology, 

biotechnology, finance, and digital services concentrated in Bengaluru. Manufacturing and industrial 

activities were concentrated in Bengaluru, Mysuru, and coastal districts, while agriculture continued to 

employ a substantial share of rural labour despite contributing a smaller share to overall GSDP. 

This growth trajectory, however, masked significant disparities. Urban centres benefited from better 

infrastructure, higher education institutions, advanced healthcare systems, and employment 

opportunities, whereas northern and interior districts lagged in human development indicators and 

industrial investment. 

b. Impact of COVID-19 and Post-Pandemic Trends 

The pandemic’s economic shock was uneven across sectors and regions. Technology-driven services 

adapted relatively quickly through remote work arrangements and digital integration. In contrast, sectors 

such as tourism, hospitality, retail trade, and construction experienced severe and prolonged contractions. 

Informal workers, daily wage earners, migrant labourers, and small entrepreneurs faced substantial 

income losses. 

By 2022, macroeconomic indicators suggested recovery in GSDP growth. However, this recovery was 

asymmetrical, benefiting formal and high-skill sectors more rapidly than informal and low-skill 

segments. Consequently, distributional concerns intensified even amid aggregate recovery. 

Poverty in Karnataka after 2020 

a. Income Poverty Trends 

Income poverty increased temporarily during 2020–2021 due to job losses and mobility restrictions. 

Household consumption expenditure declined, particularly among urban informal workers and migrant 

households. Rural areas showed relatively greater resilience, partly due to agricultural performance and 

the expansion of rural employment programs. Although comprehensive post-2020 poverty estimates are 

still evolving, evidence indicates that the pandemic partially reversed earlier gains in poverty reduction. 

b. Multidimensional Poverty 

Multidimensional poverty reflects deprivations in education, health, and living standards. School closures 

disrupted learning outcomes, increasing dropout risks among disadvantaged households. Healthcare 
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access declined during lockdown periods due to movement restrictions and fear of infection. Investment 

in social infrastructure slowed in economically weaker districts. 

District-level analysis reveals that regions such as Kalaburagi, Raichur, and Yadgir continue to exhibit 

higher deprivation levels compared to southern districts. These disparities underscore persistent structural 

inequalities. 

c. Vulnerability and Food Security 

The pandemic heightened vulnerability among households dependent on informal income sources. 

Disruptions in employment reduced purchasing power, leading to increased food insecurity in certain 

segments. Public distribution systems and emergency relief measures mitigated extreme hardship, yet 

income volatility remains a concern for economically fragile households. 

Inequality after 2020 

a. Income Inequality 

The post-pandemic recovery followed a “K-shaped” trajectory. High-skilled professionals in information 

technology and finance experienced income stability or growth, while informal workers faced stagnation 

or decline in earnings. This divergence contributed to widening income inequality. Urban-rural disparities 

also became more pronounced, as urban high-income households recovered faster than rural low-income 

households. 

b. Regional Inequality 

Karnataka’s historical North-South divide intensified in the post-2020 period. Southern districts with 

diversified economies and better infrastructure resumed growth more quickly, whereas northern districts 

remained dependent on agriculture and low-productivity employment. Uneven distribution of industrial 

investments and public infrastructure exacerbated regional disparities. 

c. Gender Inequality 

Women experienced disproportionate economic setbacks during the pandemic. Employment losses were 

higher among women in informal sectors, and increased unpaid care responsibilities limited their labour 

force participation. Recovery patterns show slower reintegration of women into formal employment, 

raising concerns about long-term gender inequality. 
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d. Digital Divide and Educational Inequality 

The shift to online education exposed deep digital divides. Urban households were more likely to possess 

smartphones, computers, and stable internet connections. In contrast, rural and low-income households 

faced limited access to digital infrastructure. This digital exclusion widened educational inequalities and 

may have long-term implications for human capital formation. 

Government Policy Responses 

a. Central Government Initiatives 

National policy measures played a significant role in mitigating poverty shocks. Cash transfers and food 

assistance under Pradhan Mantri Garib Kalyan Yojana provided temporary income support to vulnerable 

households. Expansion of rural employment opportunities through Mahatma Gandhi National Rural 

Employment Guarantee Act helped stabilize rural incomes. These interventions prevented a deeper 

poverty crisis but did not fully offset income losses in urban informal sectors. 

b.State Government Programmes 

The Government of Karnataka implemented free ration extensions, financial assistance to micro and 

small enterprises, healthcare infrastructure expansion, and youth skill development programs. While 

these measures facilitated recovery, fiscal limitations constrained the scale of targeted redistributive 

policies. 

Empirical Assessment of Key Indicators 

a.Labour Market Dynamics 

Labour market data indicate that informal employment remains predominant in the post-pandemic period. 

Many workers re-entered employment through low-productivity informal jobs. Female labour force 

participation remains below pre-pandemic levels, and real wage growth in informal sectors has been 

modest. 

b. Consumption Patterns 

Household consumption patterns reveal cautious spending behavior. Expenditure on essential goods such 

as food and utilities remained stable, while discretionary spending declined among lower-income 

households. These patterns suggest continued economic uncertainty. 
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a. social Indicators 

Health indicators improved following vaccination campaigns, yet educational setbacks persist due to 

learning losses. Multidimensional poverty measures show persistent deprivation in northern districts, 

reinforcing regional inequality trends. 

Structural Determinants of Post-2020 Inequality 

Post-2020 inequality in Karnataka is shaped by structural imbalances. The dominance of high-skill 

service sectors generates income concentration among educated urban populations. Skill mismatches 

limit employment mobility for rural youth. Economic opportunities remain geographically concentrated 

in urban hubs, while climate vulnerability affects agricultural incomes in rain-dependent districts. 

Without structural reforms, these factors may entrench inequality. 

Policy Recommendations 

Inclusive development requires comprehensive strategies. Strengthening regional development through 

targeted public investment in northern districts can reduce disparities. Labour market reforms should 

promote formalization, social security coverage, and skill alignment with industry demands. Bridging the 

digital divide through broadband expansion and digital literacy initiatives is critical for educational 

equity. Gender-inclusive policies must support women’s employment and entrepreneurship. Finally, a 

fiscally sustainable social protection framework is essential for reducing vulnerability. 

Conclusion 

The post-2020 experience of Karnataka illustrates the coexistence of economic resilience and 

distributional fragility. While aggregate growth has resumed, poverty and inequality remain significant 

challenges. Regional disparities, labour market dualism, and digital exclusion threaten long-term 

inclusive growth. 

The evidence suggests that economic recovery alone is insufficient to ensure equitable development. 

Policymakers must adopt deliberate, targeted, and inclusive strategies to bridge structural divides. 

Karnataka’s future growth trajectory will depend not only on technological advancement but also on its 

commitment to social equity and balanced regional development. 
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