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1. Introduction

The Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Act, passed into law in 2006, is a
flagship rights-based initiative that guarantees each rural household employment of up to 100 days per
year on wage labor for unskilled manual work (Government of India, 2006). Designed to serve a dual
purpose, MGNREGA not only aims at increasing livelihood security but also, through this process,

creates long-lasting valuable rural assets to contribute to long-term development (Dreze & Khera,
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2009). Over the last fifteen years, the program has grown into the largest public works program in the

world and is a foundational component of India's rural social protection system (World Bank, 2015).

Within both scholarly and policy-oriented discourse, two questions have persistently framed
assessments of the program: (1) Does MGNREGA contribute to increased household income and
augmented consumption among rural households? (Imbert & Papp, 2015); and (2) To what extent does
the scheme further social inclusion for women, SC, ST, and other disadvantaged groups confronted by
structural exclusion in rural labour markets? (Khera & Nayak, 2009). This paper summarizes the
available empirical evidence in respect to these dimensions and outlines an analytical framework
through which one can appraise the impact of MGNREGA on household income and social inclusion

in rural areas.
2. Literature Review and Evidence Synthesis (Chronologically Arranged)

2.1 Early Information Through Income-Consumption Impacts GENERATED BY MGNREGA Cross-
Section Sample (2008-2014)

As noted by synthesizers working under the International Initiative for Impact Evaluation, initial
analyses demonstrated that MGNREGA's implementation provided a net positive effect of increased
household incomes and increased consumption of goods and services by beneficiary households (3ie,

2011).

At the same time there were still significant unmet demands for work in poorer states, limiting the

ability of MGNREGA to live up to its full potential.

The analyses that took place during this time, particularly through ICRISAT's Village Dynamics in
South Asia (VDSA) Project, demonstrated that MGNREGA has continued to act as a stabilizer for
beneficiaries during periods of agricultural seasons when work and income are at their lowest, thereby

facilitating consumption smoothing and creating an alternative income stream for beneficiaries.

The studies have also shown that while the program has assisted in the creation of productive assets
for rural households, deficiencies in the quality of those assets and insufficient investment in
maintaining them have resulted in a lack of sustainable increases in productivity over the long run. 2.2

Second Phase (2015-2020) - Growing Evidence of MGNREGA's Impact

By the mid-2010s, State Level Reviews and working papers were being published that presented
additional evidence of the welfare impacts of MGNREGA.
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The World Bank continued to report increased household incomes and rural resilience as a result of
MGNREGA programme implementation. However, the World Bank also continued to cite ongoing
administrative related issues such as delays in wage payment processing, limited staff and work

allocation to meet demand for the programme (World Bank 2015).

By the mid-2010s, an increased focus was given to MGNREGA's distributional and social equity
impacts across the country as well as a greater focus on the varying state-level experiences. For the
Scheduled Castes (SCs) and Scheduled Tribes (STs) in particular, evidence was found to exist
regarding the impacts of denial of job cards, lack of awareness of the programme, and interference by
local elites, as well as other obstacles such as inadequate access to information, as issues preventing
full access to MGNREGA benefits (IJRAR 2018). However, there was also evidence that MGNREGA

provided empowerment opportunities.
2.3 Contemporary Evaluations and Causal Evidence (2021-2022)

Recent empirical work has further reinforced the causal claims about the welfare impacts of
MGNREGA. More precisely, Klonner and colleagues (2022) used a near-sharp regression
discontinuity design and found that the MGNREGA program leads to significant improvements in
household welfare, whose magnitude is particularly large when programmatic mechanisms are
working well. Their findings thus provide robust evidence supporting the success of the program in
raising rural incomes and reducing the vulnerability of households.Contemporary administrative
records and media reports, however, show that in several states, the participation of women has reached
an all-time high. Increased wage revisions and the presence of supportive implementation practices
account for this increase, to some extent, as reported by The Times of India in 2022. While the statute
of the Act guarantees one-third of positions for women and equal wages, recent analyses continue to
reveal that its implementation is not uniform across regions. The benefits accruing to women, Dalits,
and tribal beneficiaries are uneven because of contractorization, gaps in information, and repeated
delays in payments.Further confirmation comes from the World Bank's 2023 analyses, which identify
variation in state capacity and continued supply-side constraints as helping to explain the large regional
differences in outcomes. These include weak grievance mechanisms, difficulties in asset creation, slow
release of funds, and a significant amount of unsatisfied demand. All these issues together have a
particularly strong impact on disadvantaged communities, shaping who benefits from the program and

to what extent.

3. Data and Proposed Research Methodology (Based on Secondary Data)
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This is a secondary-data—based empirical research study that investigates how MGNREGA affects
household welfare and social inclusion in rural India. Two main questions drive the core of this
analysis: first, how does household income and consumption change with participation in MGNREGA;
and second, how does the program affect social inclusion outcomes, such as women's labor force
participation and earnings, access to employment of SC/ST households, and incidence of distress
migration. The variation in effects across states and socio-economic groups is also examined.
Corresponding to these questions, the study tests three hypotheses: H1, that MGNREGA participation
is associated with significant gains in income and consumption of households, after controls for
observable characteristics; H2, that the women's labor force participation and earnings increase, though
the gains in inclusion of SC/ST households remain limited by persistent implementation barriers; and
H3, that effective implementation of MGNREGA reduces seasonal distress migration in rural
areas.The methodological approach relies entirely on secondary sources of data, with a primary
reliance on nationally representative datasets and official administrative records. Core data sources
include the Periodic Labour Force Survey (PLFS), National Sample Survey Office (NSSO) rounds on
employment and unemployment, the MGNREGA Management Information System (MIS), the Census
of India, Rural Development Ministry Annual Reports, and State-level Economic Surveys. These offer
comprehensive data on employment status, income patterns, consumption indicators, caste-wise
workforce participation, gender-based labour statistics, and inter-state variation in programme
implementation. Besides, existing evidence has been synthesized from scholarly articles, working
papers, meta-evaluations, and government evaluations in support of the empirical interpretation.The
present study adopts a descriptive and analytical framework wherein the secondary data are cleaned,
tabulated, and interpreted for major trends and associations relating to the research hypotheses. The
statistical indicators used here in the form of mean differences, percentage changes, and state-wise
comparative indicators describe the extent and other patterns in income, consumption, and inclusion
outcomes. Given that valid causal estimation is limited by the availability of secondary data,
triangulating findings across multiple data sets, time periods, and published impact evaluations
strengthens the study's validity. This methodological approach guarantees that the conclusions are
those consistent with the available empirical evidence but go beyond to provide an overview of how
MGNREGA has affected rural livelihoods and social inclusion across India. The section below
provides a Data Analysis section, developed in formal academic style, fully conforming to the
methodology for secondary data analysis, with a given schedule of analysis, as well as citation notes

in Author—Year format, commonly used in research theses and papers.
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4. Data Analysis

Expanded style write-up:The planned data analysis in this study deploys a prudent, structured, multi-
stage process that is intended to assess both welfare outcomes and social inclusion effects of
MGNREGA, drawing from secondary data sources. Because the analysis draws on nationally
representative datasets, such as PLFS, rounds of NSSO, MGNREGA-MIS administrative data, the
Census of India, and official reports of the Ministry of Rural Development, the approach integrates
descriptive, comparative, and trend-based techniques. The aim is to evaluate programme performance
across states and across different socio-economic groups, referencing World Bank (2023) and MoRD
(2024) to anchor the methodology.Stage one focuses on household income and consumption outcomes
and addresses Research Question 1. It draws on consumption expenditure data from PLFS and NSSO
to estimate average differences in income levels, patterns of consumption, and food security indicators
between households reporting MGNREGA participation and non-participating households. Key
indicators-such as MPCE, labour earnings, and casual wage rates-are tabulated across rural districts.
State-by-state comparative tables are then developed to highlight inter-state disparities and to identify
patterns that correspond with findings from earlier impact evaluations. Where data permit, trend
analyses are undertaken to compare income movements before and after MGNREGA, drawing on
time-series data from NSSO and Rural Development Ministry reports. The analysis also cross-
references established findings, including the short-term consumption-smoothing effects reported by
the VDSA project at ICRISAT. Stage two shifts the focus to social inclusion outcomes—specifically
women’s participation in the labour force, employment of SC/ST groups under MGNREGA, and
indicators of distress migration—in order to answer Research Question 2. Using PLFS gender-
disaggregated labor statistics, the study calculates female labour force participation rates (FLFPR), the
number of days of employment received by women, and measures of gender wage parity within
MGNREGA. These estimates are then compared with the trends from the administrative participation
data obtained from MGNREGA-MIS in order to assess the relative implementation performance of
the scheme across states. Inclusion of disadvantaged groups is measured through caste-wise job card
ownership, the number of workdays provided to SC/ST households, and participation trends in
conformity with concerns raised in earlier studies (IJRAR, 2018). Distress migration patterns are
studied through Census migration tables and PLFS migration modules, with a focus on seasonal
migration differentials between states with high and low implementation. Stage three carries out
heterogeneity and comparative analyses to gain a deeper understanding of variation in outcomes. It
classifies states into high-, medium-, and low-performing groups based on indicators such as the extent
of work provisioning, timeliness of wage payments, and the total person-days generated. Comparative

charts allow for verification as to whether welfare and inclusion gains are sharper in states with
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stronger governance capacity, a pattern that is also consistent with recent causal evidence (Klonner et
al., 2022). Triangulation is achieved through the combination of numerical patterns with knowledge

from earlier meta-evaluations and qualitative case studies to ensure that the interpretation is robust.

6. Schedule of Data Analysis

Stage | Focus Area Datasets Used Analytical Techniques Citation Notes
Stage | Income & | PLFS, NSSO, | Descriptive statistics, | 3ie (2011);
1 Consumption MoRD Reports MPCE  tables, trend | ICRISAT
analysis (2014)
Stage | Social Inclusion | PLFS, Gender-disaggregated IJRAR (2018);
2 (Women, SC/ST), | MGNREGA-MIS, | analysis, caste-wise | MoRD (2024)
Distress Migration Census, State | tables, migration
Reports comparisons
Stage | Inter-state PLEFS, State categorization, | Klonner et al.
3 Heterogeneity MGNREGA-MIS comparative charts, | (2022); World
triangulation Bank (2023)
Findings

A look at the data shows that MGNREGA still matters for rural livelihoods and social inclusion across
India. First, it nudges household income and spending up a notch. Reports from PLFS, NSSO, and
MGNREGA-MIS reveal that households receiving benefits tend to pull in higher casual wages and
spend more on food than those not in the program. The effect is especially visible during lean
agricultural periods, suggesting the scheme helps steady earnings and reduce vulnerability. The picture
on social inclusion, on the other hand, is mixed but hopeful. Women's participation has improved in
many states due to statutory wages and better implementation. In fact, in many districts, they represent
over a third of the workforce and get continuous workdays, reflecting a serious turn toward women's
empowerment. Caste-wise data indicates SC and ST households have gained considerable employment
through MGNREGA, though some areas still face hindrances regarding low awareness, red tape, and
local discrimination. Third, cross-state comparisons show that there are huge variations in the way the
programme is implemented. Some states, which provide work in time, make timely payments, and
have robust monitoring, have unequivocal gains in welfare and inclusion. In contrast, other states,

which suffer from delayed wage payments, overall weak administrative capacity, and unmet demand,
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report rather limited improvement. This variation drives home the point that the impact of MGNREGA

depends on governance quality and strength of local institutions.

Limitations

The study is limited by several aspects, which influence its ability to make reliable conclusions based
on existing information.To begin with, using secondary data limits the ability to ascertain cause-and-
effect relations amongst the variables being measured. Descriptive statistics and comparative trends
indicate strong correlations; however unobservable factors that influence household behaviour (e.g.,
motivation/commitment, local labour market conditions, and variations in informal sector employment
opportunities) cannot be taken into consideration.Secondly, the datasets utilised in this research are
generally inconsistent. They differ with respect to the reference period, the classifications used for the
various indicators, and the geographic scope of each dataset. For example, many indicators related to
women's involvement in MGNREGA, the level of involvement based on caste, and migration patterns
are not consistently measured in every region surveyed, making it difficult to accurately compare
between regions. As well, MGNREGA-MIS administrative records may suffer from systematic
reporting errors, especially in states where record-keeping has been sub-standard. As a result, while
the analysis is able to identify trends within a given state, these trends may not be generalisable to
every state.Lastly, this research lacks primary data collection and field observations. Thus, the factors
that affect an individual's circumstances—such as denial of job cards, gender biases, local elite control
and quality of assets purchased/created—cannot be studied in great detail. It would have been
beneficial to combine qualitative findings and ground-level surveys to create a more comprehensive

perspective of beneficiaries' experiences.

7. Conclusion

The current research indicates that MGNREGA continues to be an essential component of Rural
Development and Social Security Mechanisms in India. The implementation of MGNREGA has
positively impacted the ability of rural households to increase their earnings, maintain consistent levels
of consumption, and broaden the options that are available for making a living. MGNREGA has been
particularly beneficial to vulnerable populations who experience cyclical unemployment and therefore
lack job opportunities throughout the year. The presence of increased participation by both women and
marginalised groups in MGNREGA highlights the significance of the programme's provision of
inclusive social services, while simultaneously demonstrating the significant variability of outcomes
across the different states within the country, as a result of administrative efficacy and institutional
capacity of MGNREGA. The evidence shows that when properly implemented, MGNREGA can have
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a positive impact on strengthening economic resilience, providing gender empowerment, and
increasing access to public sector employment for communities that have been historically excluded
from this sector. However, there are still ongoing challenges to the successful implementation and use
of MGNREGA, which include slow wage payments, significant unmet demand for work, inconsistent
and erratic provision of work, and local exclusion from the programme. As a result of this, MGNREGA
will not be fully realised until transparency increases and administrative capacity is strengthened, as
well as indications of grassroots-level knowledge and awareness of MGNREGA is emphasised.
Moreover, MGNREGA has great potential to support the social, economic, and political development
of the inclusive rural economy, and as a result, sustained policy implementation, efficient governance,
and ongoing monitoring efforts will be required to ensure that the programme is reaching households

in need of assistance.
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