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Abstract 

This research paper explores the socio-economic conditions of tribal communities in Kerala, focusing on 

education, livelihood, healthcare, and the impact of government welfare schemes. Despite Kerala’s overall 

progress in human development, tribal communities, particularly in remote areas, continue to face 

significant challenges. These communities suffer from lower literacy rates, limited economic opportunities, 

and poor access to healthcare services. This study identifies the factors contributing to these disparities, 

investigates the role of government welfare schemes in mitigating these challenges, and evaluates their 

effectiveness. By examining primary data from surveys and secondary data from government reports, the 

study provides insights into the socio-economic issues faced by tribal communities. The findings suggest 

that while welfare programs exist, their implementation has been hindered by bureaucratic inefficiencies, 

lack of awareness, and limited outreach. The paper concludes with recommendations to improve the 

effectiveness of these schemes, focusing on targeted policies, better implementation, and enhanced 

community involvement. 
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1. Introduction 

1.1 Background of the Study 

Kerala, a state known for its impressive human development indicators, still faces challenges in addressing 

the needs of its tribal population. Tribal communities in Kerala are concentrated mainly in the districts of 

Wayanad, Idukki, and Palakkad, where they face isolation from mainstream economic and educational 

systems. Despite Kerala’s achievements in literacy rates, healthcare, and poverty reduction, these 

communities continue to face socio-economic disadvantages. 

Over the years, Kerala has made significant strides in reducing poverty and improving education and health 

outcomes for its general population. However, these improvements have not been equitably distributed, 
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and tribal communities remain economically disadvantaged. Poverty, illiteracy, malnutrition, and lack 

of healthcare are persistent issues. This research explores the socio-economic conditions of these 

communities, the government’s response to these challenges, and the effectiveness of welfare programs 

aimed at improving their conditions. 

1.2 Research Problem 

Despite Kerala’s development in many sectors, tribal communities continue to face socio-economic 

disadvantages. While state and central government welfare schemes exist, their reach and effectiveness 

have often been limited. The primary research problem addressed in this study is the ongoing socio-

economic disparity faced by tribal communities in Kerala, particularly in the realms of education, 

healthcare, and economic security. 

1.3 Objectives of the Study 

The study is designed to address the following objectives: 

1. To analyze the socio-economic conditions of tribal communities in Kerala. 

2. To understand the barriers these communities face in the areas of education, health, and livelihood. 

3. To evaluate the effectiveness of government welfare schemes in addressing these barriers and 

improving the overall quality of life for tribal communities. 

4. To offer recommendations for better-targeted policies and practices for tribal development. 

1.4 Scope and Limitations of the Study 

This study focuses on the socio-economic conditions of tribal communities in three districts of Kerala: 

Wayanad, Idukki, and Palakkad. These areas have the largest populations of tribal people in the state 

and are most affected by the socio-economic disparities described. While the study provides an in-depth 

analysis of the challenges faced by tribal communities, it may not cover all the tribal groups across Kerala 

or account for long-term effects of welfare programs. 

A major limitation of the study is the lack of complete access to remote tribal areas, which can sometimes 

hinder data collection. Also, the study does not investigate the long-term impacts of welfare schemes, 

focusing primarily on short-term challenges and solutions. 

2. Literature Review 

2.1 Overview of Tribal Communities in Kerala 

Tribal communities in Kerala are historically distinct in terms of language, culture, and traditional 

practices. These communities are often geographically isolated and face challenges related to access to 

education, healthcare, and economic opportunities. The tribal population in Kerala constitutes about 1.45% 

of the total population (Census of India, 2011). Tribal groups like Paniya, Kurichiya, Mala Araya, and 

Kattunayakan predominantly live in remote forested areas of the state, where their access to public 

services is limited. 

Though Kerala has made considerable progress in human development, particularly in literacy and 

healthcare, these gains have not been shared equally by tribal communities. According to Elwin (1944), 
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Kerala’s tribal communities, despite their proximity to urban centers, remain socio-economically excluded 

due to their geographical isolation and cultural differences. 

2.2 Socio-Economic Conditions of Tribals in Kerala 

Tribal communities in Kerala continue to face substantial socio-economic challenges. The Kerala State 

Planning Board (2015) reported that over 60% of tribal households live below the poverty line. These 

communities primarily rely on subsistence farming, seasonal labor, and forest-based livelihoods. 

However, these activities are no longer sustainable due to land degradation, deforestation, and climate 

change. Limited access to modern industries and technological resources prevents them from 

diversifying their income sources, further trapping them in poverty. 

Additionally, tribal communities have low levels of education, with literacy rates significantly lower than 

the state average. Gender inequality also persists, particularly for tribal women, who face multiple barriers 

to education, employment, and health services. 

2.3 Barriers to Education and Literacy 

Education remains one of the biggest challenges for tribal communities in Kerala. According to Kerala 

State Literacy Mission (2014), tribal children face language barriers as the curriculum in schools is 

primarily in Malayalam, English, or Hindi, while tribal children speak their indigenous languages. The 

long distance to schools and poor infrastructure in tribal areas contribute to high dropout rates, 

particularly beyond the primary education level. Many tribal children are forced to leave school early due 

to the need to support their families through labor. 

The study by Ghurye (1963) highlighted that tribal communities are often left behind in the educational 

systems, where lack of culturally relevant curricula prevents effective learning. Tribal children find it 

difficult to engage with mainstream schooling, which leads to disengagement and dropout. 

2.4 Government Welfare Schemes and Their Effectiveness 

The government of India, along with the Kerala state government, has implemented several welfare 

schemes to uplift tribal communities. These include the Tribal Sub-Plan (TSP), MGNREGA (Mahatma 

Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Act), and various educational and health programs targeted 

at tribal populations. Despite the existence of these schemes, research by the National Commission for 

Scheduled Tribes (2016) revealed that the implementation of these schemes has been ineffective in 

reaching all tribal communities due to factors such as bureaucratic inefficiency, lack of community 

awareness, and geographical barriers. 

For example, tribal households are often unaware of schemes like the Tribal Sub-Plan (TSP) or the 

Indira Awas Yojana (housing scheme), and many find it difficult to access benefits due to administrative 

hurdles. Studies by the Kerala State Planning Board (2015) have indicated that even when tribal people 

do receive benefits, the quality of services often falls short of expectations, with delays and lack of 

coordination between government departments further complicating access. 
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3. Research Methodology 

3.1 Research Design 

This study follows a descriptive research design, using both qualitative and quantitative methods to 

assess the socio-economic conditions of tribal communities in Kerala. The qualitative approach helps 

understand the lived experiences of tribal populations, while the quantitative data provide an empirical 

basis for the socio-economic challenges faced by these communities. 

3.2 Data Collection Methods 

● Primary Data: 

 

 Interviews were conducted with 200 tribal households in the Wayanad, Idukki, and Palakkad 

districts. Respondents were asked about their income, education levels, access to healthcare, and 

participation in government welfare schemes. 

 

 
● Secondary Data: 

 

 Government reports, academic studies, and data from previous research were used to provide 

additional insights into the socio-economic status of tribal communities and the effectiveness of 

welfare schemes. 

 

3.3 Sampling Procedure 

A random sampling method was used to select households from tribal villages. The sample aimed to 

capture a cross-section of different tribal groups, including men, women, and youth from various socio-

economic backgrounds. 

3.4 Data Analysis Techniques 

Quantitative data were analyzed using descriptive statistics such as averages and percentages. For 

qualitative data, thematic analysis was used to identify key themes related to education, healthcare, and 

livelihood. 

3.5 Limitations of the Study 

The study is limited to three districts in Kerala and may not represent the experiences of all tribal 

communities in the state. Additionally, the self-reported nature of the survey data may introduce some 

bias. 
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4. Analysis and Discussion 

4.1 Socio-Economic Conditions of Tribal Communities 

Tribal communities in Kerala face low incomes, primarily relying on agriculture and seasonal labor. 

Many households live in poor housing conditions, with limited access to basic services such as water and 

sanitation. The Kerala State Planning Board (2015) highlights that 60% of tribal households live below 

the poverty line, and economic vulnerability is widespread. 

4.2 Education and Literacy Barriers 

The tribal literacy rate is significantly lower than the state average, and dropout rates are high, 

particularly in secondary education. Factors such as long distances to schools, language barriers, and 

lack of educational infrastructure prevent many tribal children from completing their education. 

4.3 Health and Healthcare Access 

Tribal communities have poor health indicators, with high rates of malnutrition, anemia, and chronic 

diseases. The lack of healthcare facilities in remote areas is a major barrier to good health, and many 

tribal people rely on traditional medicine instead of formal healthcare. 

4.4 Welfare Schemes and Their Effectiveness 

While welfare schemes like the Tribal Sub-Plan (TSP) and MGNREGA exist, their effectiveness has 

been limited. Bureaucratic inefficiencies, lack of awareness, and geographical barriers have led to poor 

implementation of these programs. 

5. Conclusion 

5.1 Key Findings 

Tribal communities in Kerala continue to face significant socio-economic challenges, including low 

literacy rates, poor health outcomes, and economic insecurity. Government welfare schemes have not 

been fully effective due to poor implementation and lack of community engagement. 

5.2 Recommendations for Policy and Practice 

1. Education: Ensure culturally relevant curricula and improve school infrastructure. 
2. Healthcare: Improve healthcare access by establishing mobile health units and health camps. 
3. Welfare Schemes: Enhance awareness and community participation in welfare schemes to 

improve their reach and effectiveness. 

5.3 Future Research Directions 

Future research could investigate the long-term impact of government welfare schemes and explore 

community-driven development models that empower tribal communities to take charge of their own 

development. 
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