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II. MPI in India: A Case Study

271 MILLION FEWER POOR PEOPLE 
IN INDIA
The scale of multidimensional poverty 
in India deserves a chapter on its own. 
India has made momentous progress in 
reducing multidimensional poverty. The 
incidence of multidimensional poverty 
was almost halved between 2005/6 and 
2015/16, climbing down to 27.5%. The 
global Multidimensional Poverty Index 
(MPI) was cut by half due to deeper pro-
gress among the poorest. Thus within ten 
years, the number of poor people in India 
fell by more than 271 million – a truly 
massive gain.

India’s scale of multidimensional poverty 
reduction over the decade from 2005/6 
to 2015/16 – from 635 million poor per-
sons to 364 million – brings to mind the 
speedy pace of China’s poverty reduction, 
which occurred over more than 20 years. 
The data necessary to measure changes 
in China’s global MPI over time are not 
available. But according to China’s 2010 
monetary poverty line, 268 million peo-
ple exited poverty between 1995 and 
2005 (at which point there were still 287 
million poor people). By 2015, only 56 
million people were ‘consumption poor’.  
If the World Bank’s $1.25/day poverty 
line is used instead, 267 million people 
came out of poverty from 1990 to 2000 
in China.5 Even allowing that monetary 
poverty and multidimensional poverty 
affect people differently, the scale of In-

dia’s multidimensional poverty reduction 
has global implications that could parallel 
China’s progress.

ONE IN FOUR POOR PEOPLE IS A CHILD 
UNDER 10
If one considers the 364 million people 
who are MPI poor in 2015/16, 156 mil-
lion (34.6%) are children. In fact, of all 
the poor people in India, just over one 
in four – 27.1% – has not yet celebrat-
ed their tenth birthday. The good news 
is that multidimensional poverty among 
children under 10 has fallen the fastest. In 
2005/6 there were 292 million poor chil-
dren in India, so the latest figures repre-
sent a 47% decrease or 136 million fewer 
children growing up in multidimensional 
poverty. When considering the durable 
and lifetime consequences of childhood 
deprivation, particularly in nutrition and 
schooling, this is a tremendously good 
sign for India’s future.

5. Chen and Ravallion (2010) report the number
of people who were poor in 1990, 1999, and
2002. In the case of either a linear extrapolation
forward from 1999 or back from 2002, rough-
ly 267 million people appear to have emerged
from poverty between 1990 and 2000. Also,
Shen, Zhan, and Li (2018) track a modified
MPI for rural residents over three time periods:
1995, 2002, and 2013. According to their es-
timations, 202.6 million rural residents exited
poverty from 1995 to 2002, which if the trend
continued in a linear fashion to ten years, would
be 289.6 million.

https://ophi.org.uk/multidimensional-poverty-index/
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FASTEST PROGRESS FOR THE POOREST 
GROUPS
Traditionally disadvantaged subgroups 
such as rural dwellers, lower castes and 
tribes, Muslims, and young children are 
still the poorest in 2015/16. For exam-
ple, half of the people belonging to any 
of the Scheduled Tribes communities are 
MPI poor, whereas only 15% of the high-
er castes are. Every third Muslim is mul-
tidimensionally poor, compared to every 
sixth Christian. Two in five children un-
der 10 years of age are poor (41%), but 
less than one quarter of people aged 18 to 
60 (24%) are.

But the landscape of the poorest has im-
proved dramatically and, if current trends 
continue, is set to change. The poorest 
groups – across states, castes, religions, 
and ages – had the biggest reductions in 

MPI 2005/6 to 2015/16, showing that 
they have been “catching up,” though 
they still experience much higher rates 
of poverty. This marks a dramatic rever-
sal. From 1998/9 to 2005/6 the opposite 
trend prevailed: India’s poorest groups had 
the slowest progress. They were being left 
behind (Alkire and Seth 2015).

Among states, Jharkhand had the greatest 
improvement, with Arunachal Pradesh, 
Bihar, Chhattisgarh, and Nagaland only 
slightly behind. However, Bihar is still 
the poorest state in 2015/16, with more 
than half of its population in poverty. In 
2015/16, the four poorest states – Bihar, 
Jharkhand, Uttar Pradesh, and Madhya 
Pradesh – were still home to 196 mil-
lion MPI poor people – over half of all 
the MPI poor people in India.  Yet the 
least poor regions were not at all stagnant 

UNDP | Flickr CC BY-NC-ND 2.0

https://www.flickr.com/photos/unitednationsdevelopmentprogramme/4942670324/in/album-72157624842167752/
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FIGURES II.2 – II.4     Absolute Change in MPI between 2005/06 and 2015/16…
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FIGURE II.1     Absolute Change in MPI between 2005/06 and 2015/16
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either. Rather, they also reduced poverty. 
In fact, relative to their starting levels, they 
netted some of the highest relative rates 
of reduction. For example Kerala, one of 
the least poor regions in 2006, reduced its 
MPI by around 92%.

This positive trend of pro-poor poverty 
reduction is seen also across religions and 
caste groups. In both cases, the poorest 
groups (Muslims and Scheduled Tribes) 
reduced poverty the most over the ten 
years from 2005/6 to 2015/16. Yet these 
two groups still have the highest rates of 
poverty. For instance, while 80% of those 
who identified themselves as being in a 
Scheduled Tribe had been poor in 2005/6, 
in 2015/16, 50% of people belonging 
Scheduled Tribes are still poor.  In fact, if 
we look at the societal distribution of dep-
rivations in India among the poor, vulner-
able, and non-poor, we see that whereas 

91% of people experienced any depriva-
tion in 2005/6, it is 82.4% in 2015/16 
so deprivation-free persons have doubled 
from 9% to 18% of the population, and 
those with very low deprivations rose also 
But the percentage of vulnerable people 
increased by only 2%, and across all the 
poor people, the poorer they were, the 
more their poverty decreased. So for ex-
ample, while 7.3% of the population were 
deprived in 70% or more of the weight-
ed indicators in 2005/6 it is 1.2% in 
2015/16. This slightly technical mapping 
of all experienced deprivations verifies the 
societal change that is evident in the faster 
reduction for the poorest groups.

Miraage Clicks | Flickr CC BY 2.0

https://www.flickr.com/photos/jaikapoor/26551816736/in/photolist-Gsi14J-4EVmFg-nnugfM-b3dJg8-gmVauk-a3k6Vr-621Ks1-7jAchZ-sLU7Vg-fKNovr-mKYW1Q-GLVtzN-Td6bBJ-6CoJ9n-p7nREy-9z2Hfv-23xwvUi-Uq9Rmj-fSkoTN-931LTf-9obfo9-bfMBPe-oTDJ3h-oDbAPb-gK7rJG-4EVm2a-kun29M-fNcFX3-7x49R4-bxKJqV-bU8tX4-hL6SPN-geK9dx-9ePZ4S-aEcbcg-4AfP7v-bEx3uo-4DJReo-5qQfND-oEuyVX-ke641n-fNcErC-jwMwi6-phmPvF-byqAnA-MtSwF-c49E4m-o5epCf-cmSLr7-oVpoTM


GLOBAL MULTIDIMENSIONAL POVERTY INDEX 2018

27 28

AT-A-GLANCE: MULTIDIMENSIONAL 
POVERTY IN INDIA IN 2015/16
In 2015/16, more than 364 million people 
are still MPI poor in India. This number 
is higher than the combined populations 
of the most populous Western European 
countries, including Germany, France, the 
United Kingdom, Spain, Portugal, Italy, 
the Netherlands, and Belgium.

India’s 2015/16 MPI is 0.121, with 
27.5% of the population identified as 
multidimensionally poor and poor peo-
ple experiencing an average of 43.9% of 
weighted deprivations. Just over 9% of the 
population are still vulnerable to poverty, 
meaning that they are deprived in 20 to 
33% of weighted indicators. And, sadly, 
113 million people – 8.6% of India’s peo-
ple – live in severe poverty, each one of 
these people experiencing more than 50% 
of weighted deprivations.

Across nearly every state, poor nutrition 
is the largest contributor to multidimen-
sional poverty, responsible for 28.3% 
of India’s MPI. Not having a household 
member with at least six years of educa-
tion is the second largest contributor, at 
16%. Insufficient access to clean water 
and child mortality contribute least, at 
2.8% and 3.3%, respectively. Relatively 
few poor people experience deprivations 
in school attendance – a significant gain.

INDIA’S 640 DISTRICTS: POCKETS OF 
POVERTY AND PROGRESS
The 2015/16 district-level data for India 
reveal deep pockets of poverty but also im-
pressive progress across the country. The 
poorest district is Alirajpur in Madhya 
Pradesh, where 76.5% of people are poor 

– the same as Sierra Leone in Sub-Saharan 
Africa. Only eight countries have higher 
rates of MPI.6 In four districts more than 
70% of people are poor; these are locat-
ed in Uttar Pradesh and Madhya Pradesh. 
Twenty-seven districts have 60 to 70% of 
their people in poverty. At the other end 
of the scale, in 19 districts less than 1% of 
people are poor, and in 42 districts, pover-
ty rates are 2 to 5%.

The map depicts a clear divide be-
tween districts located in southern and 
north-central India. For example, in the 
134 districts of Maharashtra, Telanga-
na, Andhra Pradesh, Karnataka, Tamil 
Nadu, and Kerala, there are just two dis-
tricts with poverty rates above 40%. These 
are Nandurbar in northern Maharashtra 
bordering Gujarat (60%) and Yadgir in 
northeastern Karnataka, where almost 
every second person is multidimensionally 
poor. In Tamil Nadu and Kerala, most dis-
trict-level headcount ratios hover around 
10% or less – rates that are comparable 
to those of Eastern European and South 
American regions. Interestingly, districts 
in the far northern states such as Punjab, 
Haryana, and Himachal Pradesh show a 
similar pattern.

The major contrast, however, are districts 
that spread all the way from northwest-
ern Uttar Pradesh to eastern Bihar along 
the Indo-Gangetic Plain, and from pock-
ets in western Madhya Pradesh to Odisha 
via many isolated and neglected districts 
in Jharkhand and Chhattisgarh (note that 

6. South Sudan, Niger, Chad, Burkina Faso, 
Ethiopia, Somalia, Mali, and Madagascar.
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FIGURE II.5 Percentage of MPI Poor People by District in India 2015/16

Note: The designations employed and the presentation of material on this map do not imply the expression of any opinion 
whatsoever on the part of the Secretariat of the United Nations or UNDP or OPHI concerning the legal status of any 

 country, territory, city or area or its authorities, or concerning the delimitation of its frontiers or boundaries.
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FIGURE II.6     Absolute Change in Censored Headcount Ratio by State from 2005/06 to 2015/16
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NFHS-4 district level disaggregation groups 
together some of Chhattisgarh’s districts). 
These states reduced MPI at a record pace, 
yet many districts still face daunting chal-
lenges. A case in point is Bihar. In 11 of its 
38 districts more than six in ten people are 
poor, and in two districts almost 70 per-
cent are multidimensionally poor (Mad-
hepura, Araria).

Within India, 40.4 million people live in 
districts where more than 60% of people 
are poor – 20.8 million live in the poorest 
districts in Bihar, 10.6 million in the poorest 
districts in Uttar Pradesh, and the remainder 
in the poorest districts in Chhattisgarh, Gu-
jarat, Jharkhand, Madhya Pradesh, and Od-
isha. Outside India, in South Asia, 27.4 mil-
lion people live in subnational regions where 
more than 60% of people are poor – 6.5 mil-
lion in Pakistan’s Balochistan (72.6%), 8.5 
million in Bangladesh’s Sylhet (62.3%), and 
the remaining 12.4 million in Afghanistan.

SUSTAINING MOMENTUM
The finding that 271 million fewer Indians 
are MPI poor in 2015/16 is dramatic – es-
pecially as it came during a decade of pop-
ulation growth.  Over a quarter of a billion 
people are no longer forced to battle si-
multaneous deprivations. When observing 
these remarkable results, it is important 
to reflect on the time period considered – 
much can change in ten years. Also, these 
figures are from 2015/16, so they may not 
reflect the situation in India currently. It 
is fervently hoped that India’s data will be 
updated more regularly and, more impor-
tantly, that the trends will continue.

India’s MPI reduction redraws the global 
picture on MPI, with South Asia no longer 
housing the largest share of the world’s 
poor. The world has already acknowledged 
China’s global leadership in monetary pov-
erty reduction. Although these are differ-
ent measures, by any standard, India’s MPI 
reduction could be momentous – yet to 
end poverty it needs to be sustained across 
the next 15 years.
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