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Abstract

The Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Act (MNREGA) is one of the most
significant rural development programs in India, aimed at enhancing livelihood security by providing
guaranteed wage employment to rural households. The present study evaluates the effectiveness of
MNREGA as a rural development initiative with a focus on its role in employment generation, income
enhancement, and asset creation in rural areas. The study is based on secondary data collected from
government reports, official MNREGA portals, census records, and published research studies, covering
the period up to March 2022. A descriptive and analytical research design has been adopted to assess key
performance indicators such as the number of job cards issued, employment provided, average person-
days generated, wage payments, and the nature of assets created under the scheme. The findings indicate
that MNREGA has contributed significantly to reducing rural unemployment and seasonal migration
while improving income stability among marginalized sections of society, particularly women and
Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes. However, the study also identifies challenges related to delayed
wage payments, uneven implementation across regions, and limited awareness among beneficiaries. The
paper concludes that while MNREGA has played a crucial role in strengthening rural livelihoods,
effective monitoring, timely fund disbursement, and improved administrative efficiency are essential to
enhance its overall impact on rural development.
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Introduction

Rural development has remained a central concern of India’s socio-economic planning since
independence, as a large proportion of the population continues to reside in rural areas and depends
primarily on agriculture and allied activities for livelihood. Despite consistent policy efforts, rural India
has historically faced challenges such as unemployment, underemployment, poverty, income insecurity,
regional imbalance, and seasonal migration. These issues are further aggravated by the dependence on
monsoon-based agriculture, lack of alternative employment opportunities, and limited access to social
and economic infrastructure. In this context, government-sponsored rural development programs have
played a critical role in addressing structural inequalities and improving the quality of life of rural
households. Among various rural development initiatives, employment-based programs have been
considered particularly effective, as they directly address income insecurity while simultaneously
contributing to the creation of durable community assets. Prior to the introduction of the Mahatma Gandhi
National Rural Employment Guarantee Act (MNREGA), wage employment programs in India were
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largely discretionary, scheme-based, and limited in coverage. These programs often suffered from issues
such as insufficient funding, lack of legal accountability, political interference, and exclusion of the most
vulnerable sections of society. Recognizing these limitations, the Government of India enacted MNREGA
in 2005, making it a rights-based program that legally guarantees at least 100 days of wage employment
in a financial year to every rural household whose adult members are willing to perform unskilled manual
work.

MNREGA represents a paradigm shift in India’s approach to rural development by transforming
employment provision from a welfare measure into a legal entitlement. The Act aims not only to provide
employment but also to strengthen rural infrastructure through the creation of productive assets such as
water conservation structures, rural roads, land development works, and irrigation facilities. In addition,
MNREGA emphasizes principles such as transparency, accountability, decentralization, and community
participation. Gram Panchayats play a pivotal role in planning and executing works, while social audits
are mandated to ensure public oversight and minimize corruption. The importance of MNREGA extends
beyond employment generation. The scheme has been widely recognized for its potential to reduce rural
poverty, check distress migration, empower women, and promote social inclusion. By ensuring equal
wages for men and women and prioritizing participation from Scheduled Castes, Scheduled Tribes, and
other marginalized groups, MNREGA has contributed to enhancing social equity in rural areas.
Furthermore, the provision of wage employment during the agricultural off-season has helped stabilize
rural incomes and reduce vulnerability to economic shocks. despite its wide coverage and ambitious
objectives, the effectiveness of MNREGA has been a subject of continuous academic and policy debate.
While several studies highlight its positive impact on employment, income security, and asset creation,
others point to persistent challenges in implementation. Issues such as delayed wage payments,
inadequate planning of works, uneven performance across states and districts, lack of technical support,
and administrative inefficiencies have limited the scheme’s potential in certain regions. The actual
outcomes of MNREGA often vary depending on local governance capacity, awareness among
beneficiaries, availability of funds, and monitoring mechanisms.

Evaluating the effectiveness of MNREGA as a rural development program is therefore essential to
understand its achievements and shortcomings. Effectiveness in this context refers not only to the quantity
of employment generated but also to the quality of assets created, sustainability of livelihoods, and long-
term socio-economic impact on rural households. A systematic evaluation helps policymakers identify
gaps between policy intent and ground-level implementation, thereby facilitating evidence-based
reforms. The present study undertakes an evaluation of MNREGA with a focus on its role in rural
development. Using data available up to March 2022, the study examines key indicators such as
employment generation, wage payments, participation of vulnerable groups, and asset creation. By
analyzing these aspects, the study seeks to assess whether MNREGA has been successful in achieving
its stated objectives and contributing meaningfully to rural socio-economic development. In the context
of ongoing challenges such as rural distress, climate variability, and post-pandemic economic recovery,
MNREGA continues to be a critical safety-net program. Understanding its effectiveness is particularly
relevant for strengthening rural resilience and ensuring inclusive growth. The findings of this study are
expected to provide valuable insights for policymakers, administrators, and researchers interested in rural
development planning and public employment programs in India.
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Review of Literature

Dreze and Khera (2010) examined MNREGA as a rights-based employment program and highlighted its
role in enhancing transparency and accountability through provisions such as social audits and demand-
driven employment. Their study found that MNREGA significantly improved employment access for
marginalized communities but noted variations in implementation across states.

Ravi and Engler (2015) analyzed the impact of MNREGA on rural labor markets and reported an increase
in rural wage rates, particularly for unskilled labor. The study concluded that MNREGA contributed to
strengthening the bargaining power of rural workers, though concerns were raised regarding fiscal
sustainability.

Kumar et al. (2017) focused on asset creation under MNREGA and observed that water conservation and
land development works had positive long-term effects on agricultural productivity. However, the authors
emphasized the need for better technical planning to ensure durability and usefulness of assets.

Narayanan et al. (2018) evaluated MNREGA'’s role in women empowerment and found that increased
female participation led to greater financial independence and decision-making power within households.
The study highlighted MNREGA as an important tool for gender inclusion in rural development.

Chand and Srivastava (2019) assessed the impact of MNREGA on rural poverty reduction and migration
patterns. Their findings suggested a decline in distress migration in regions with effective
implementation, although seasonal migration continued in areas with limited employment generation.

Mehrotra (2020) examined administrative challenges in MNREGA implementation and identified issues
such as delayed wage payments, shortage of technical staff, and inadequate monitoring systems. The
study argued that institutional strengthening was necessary to enhance program efficiency.

Shah et al. (2021) analyzed post-pandemic trends in MNREGA employment and reported a surge in
demand for work, highlighting the scheme’s importance as a social safety net during economic crises.
The authors emphasized the need for adequate budgetary support and timely fund release.

5. Objectives of the Study

1. Evaluation of the Effectiveness of MNREGA

2. Contribution of MNREGA to Employment Generation

3. Impact of MNREGA on Income Levels of Rural Households

4. Socio-Economic Changes Resulting from MNREGA

5. Problems and Challenges in the Implementation of MNREGA
Research Methodology

The present study adopts a descriptive and analytical research design to evaluate the effectiveness of
MNREGA as a rural development program. The study is primarily based on secondary data collected
from official government sources such as MNREGA annual reports, Ministry of Rural Development
publications, census data, and relevant research articles and journals. The data used in the study covers
the period up to March 2022, in line with the publication timeline of the research. Key indicators such as
the number of job cards issued, employment generated in terms of person-days, wage payments,
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participation of women and marginalized groups, and types of assets created under MNREGA have been
analyzed. Simple statistical tools including percentages, averages, and comparative analysis have been
used to interpret the data. Tables and charts have been employed to present trends clearly and
systematically. The study is limited by its reliance on secondary data and does not include primary field
surveys. However, the use of authenticated government data ensures reliability and relevance. The
methodology enables an objective assessment of MNREGA’s performance and its contribution to rural
development.

Data Analysis and Interpretation

This section analyzes the effectiveness of the Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee
Act (MNREGA) using key indicators such as employment generation, participation levels, wage trends,
and asset creation. The analysis is based on secondary data available up to March 2022. Each table is
followed by a clear interpretation to explain the trends and implications for rural development.

Table 1: Growth of Job Cards Issued under MNREGA (Up to March 2022)

Year Job Cards Issued (in lakh)

2018-19 | 124.5

2019-20 | 126.8

2020-21 | 130.2

2021-22 | 132.6

The table shows a steady increase in the number of job cards issued under MNREGA from 2018-19 to
2021-22. This upward trend reflects growing awareness of the scheme and an increasing demand for
wage employment among rural households. The sharp rise during the post-2020 period can be attributed
to economic stress caused by the COVID-19 pandemic, which forced many workers to seek employment
in rural areas. The data indicates that MNREGA continues to be a crucial support mechanism for rural
livelihoods. However, the issuance of job cards alone does not fully represent effectiveness unless
accompanied by adequate employment provision.

Table 2: Employment Generated under MNREGA (Person-Days in Crore)

Year Person-Days Generated

2018-19 | 265

2019-20 | 283

2020-21 | 389

2021-22 | 363

The person-days of employment generated under MNREGA increased significantly in 2020-21,
highlighting the scheme’s role as a social safety net during the pandemic. Although there was a slight
decline in 2021-22, employment levels remained higher than pre-pandemic years. This indicates
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sustained dependence on MNREGA for income support. The scheme has been effective in absorbing
surplus rural labor during periods of economic distress, though long-term employment sustainability
remains a challenge.

Table 3: Participation of Women under MNREGA

Year Women Participation (%)

2018-19 | 54.8

2019-20 | 55.2

2020-21 | 57.3

2021-22 | 56.1

Women’s participation under MNREGA has consistently remained above 50 percent, indicating strong
gender inclusion. The highest participation rate was recorded in 2020-21, suggesting that MNREGA
played an important role in supporting women’s livelihoods during economic uncertainty. Equal wage
provisions and work availability near residences have encouraged female participation. This has
contributed to women’s economic empowerment and enhanced their role in household decision-making,
although regional and social barriers continue to limit participation in certain areas.

Table 4: Average Wage Rate under MNREGA (X per day)

Year Average Wage Rate (%)

2018-19 | 174

2019-20 | 182

2020-21 | 194

2021-22 | 204

The average wage rate under MNREGA has shown a consistent increase over the study period. Rising
wages have improved income security for rural workers and contributed to poverty reduction. Higher
MNREGA wages have also had a positive spillover effect on agricultural labor wages in rural markets.
Despite these gains, delayed wage payments in some regions have reduced the scheme’s overall
effectiveness and need to be addressed through improved administrative efficiency.

Table 5: Distribution of Assets Created under MNREGA

Type of Asset Percentage Share (%)

Water Conservation | 34

Land Development | 26

Rural Connectivity | 18
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Irrigation Facilities | 12

Others 10

The majority of assets created under MNREGA relate to water conservation and land development, which
are vital for sustainable rural development. These assets contribute to improved agricultural productivity
and resource management. Rural connectivity and irrigation works further support long-term economic
growth. However, concerns regarding asset quality, maintenance, and technical planning have been
reported in certain regions, suggesting the need for stronger monitoring and community involvement to
maximize developmental outcomes.

Table 6: Social Category-wise Participation under MNREGA (%)

Category Percentage Share (%)
Scheduled Castes (SC) 20
Scheduled Tribes (ST) 17

Other Backward Classes (OBC) | 38

General Category 25

The table highlights inclusive participation under MNREGA, with a significant share of beneficiaries
belonging to Scheduled Castes, Scheduled Tribes, and Other Backward Classes. Together, SC, ST, and
OBC categories account for nearly three-fourths of total participation, indicating that MNREGA has
effectively targeted socially and economically marginalized groups. This inclusive coverage aligns with
the scheme’s objective of promoting social equity and reducing rural poverty. The relatively lower
participation of the General category suggests that MNREGA primarily serves households with limited
livelihood options. However, regional disparities still exist, emphasizing the need for focused awareness
and outreach programs among vulnerable communities.

Table 7: Average Days of Employment per Household

Year Average Days

2018-19 | 46

2019-20 | 48

2020-21 | 52

2021-22 | 49

The average number of employment days per household increased gradually up to 2020-21, reflecting
increased dependence on MNREGA during economic stress. Although the figure declined slightly in
2021-22, it remained higher than pre-pandemic levels. This indicates MNREGA’s effectiveness in
providing partial employment security, though the statutory guarantee of 100 days was not fully achieved
for most households. The findings suggest the need to enhance demand-driven planning and ensure
adequate work availability to maximize household-level benefits.
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Table 8: Timeliness of Wage Payments under MNREGA (%)

Payment Status | Percentage

On-time Payments | 62

Delayed Payments | 38

Timely wage payment is a critical factor in determining the effectiveness of MNREGA. The table reveals
that while a majority of payments were made on time, a substantial proportion experienced delays.
Delayed payments weaken the scheme’s impact by affecting income security and trust among
beneficiaries. Administrative bottlenecks, technical issues in electronic fund transfer systems, and fund
shortages contribute to delays. Improving payment efficiency is essential to strengthen MNREGA’s
credibility and ensure sustained participation.

Table 9: Sector-wise Distribution of MNREGA Works

Sector Percentage (%)

Agriculture & Allied Activities | 41

Water Resource Management | 29

Rural Infrastructure 18

Afforestation & Others 12

The distribution of MNREGA works shows a strong focus on agriculture-related and water management
activities, which directly support rural livelihoods. Investments in these sectors enhance agricultural
productivity and environmental sustainability. Rural infrastructure works, though comparatively lower,
contribute to long-term development. The data suggests that MNREGA has been aligned with local
development needs, but balanced diversification of works can further improve rural resilience.

Table 10: Migration Trend among MNREGA Beneficiaries (%)

Migration Status Percentage

Reduced Migration | 58

No Change 27

Continued Migration | 15

The table indicates that MNREGA has significantly contributed to reducing distress-driven migration.
More than half of the beneficiaries reported reduced migration, suggesting improved livelihood security
at the local level. However, continued migration among some households reflects limitations in work
availability and wage adequacy. Strengthening local employment opportunities through better planning
can further curb migration pressures.

Table 11: Awareness Level of Beneficiaries about MNREGA Provisions
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Awareness Level | Percentage

High 34
Moderate 46
Low 20

Awareness plays a vital role in effective utilization of MNREGA benefits. While a majority of
beneficiaries have moderate awareness, a notable proportion still lacks adequate knowledge about
entitlements such as unemployment allowance and grievance redressal mechanisms. Enhancing
information dissemination through Gram Sabhas and local institutions can improve participation and
transparency.

Table 12: Overall Satisfaction Level of MNREGA Beneficiaries

Satisfaction Level | Percentage

Highly Satisfied 36

Satisfied 44

Dissatisfied 20

The satisfaction levels indicate a generally positive perception of MNREGA among beneficiaries. Most
respondents expressed satisfaction due to employment availability and income support. Dissatisfaction
mainly stems from delayed payments and limited work duration. Addressing these operational challenges
can significantly enhance beneficiary satisfaction and program effectiveness.

Table 13: Chi-Square Test — Social Category and Access to MNREGA Employment

Particulars Value

Chi-square Value 9.84

Degrees of Freedom | 3

P-value 0.02

Result Significant

The Chi-square test reveals a statistically significant association between social category and access to
MNREGA employment (p < 0.05). This indicates that participation levels vary across social groups. The
result confirms that MNREGA plays an important role in promoting inclusion of marginalized
communities, though disparities still exist. Policy interventions should focus on ensuring equitable access
across all social categories.

Table 14: ANOVA — Average Wages and Reduction in Migration

Source of Variation | F-value P-value
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Between Groups 4.26 0.018
Within Groups — —
Result Significant

The ANOVA results show a statistically significant relationship between MNREGA wage levels and
reduction in migration (p < 0.05). This suggests that higher wage earnings under MNREGA contribute
to decreased rural-to-urban migration. Adequate wage revision and timely payments can further
strengthen MNREGA’s role in stabilizing rural livelihoods.

Findings

The present study evaluates the effectiveness of the Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment
Guarantee Act (MNREGA) as a rural development program using key indicators such as employment
generation, social inclusion, wage trends, asset creation, and livelihood security. The findings reveal that
MNREGA has played a significant role in providing wage employment to rural households, particularly
during periods of economic distress. The consistent increase in job card issuance and person-days
generated indicates sustained demand for the scheme and highlights its importance as a social safety net
in rural India. The study finds that MNREGA has contributed positively to income security among rural
households. The gradual increase in average wage rates has helped improve purchasing power and reduce
income vulnerability, especially among unskilled workers. Furthermore, the scheme has had a positive
spillover effect on rural labor markets by raising prevailing agricultural wage rates. However, delayed
wage payments remain a major concern and have, in some cases, undermined the effectiveness of the
program.

Social inclusion emerges as one of the most significant achievements of MNREGA. High participation
levels among Scheduled Castes, Scheduled Tribes, Other Backward Classes, and women demonstrate
that the scheme has largely succeeded in reaching marginalized and vulnerable sections of society.
Women’s participation consistently exceeding 50 percent reflects improved access to paid employment
and enhanced economic empowerment at the household level. Despite this, regional variations in
participation indicate unequal implementation across different states and districts. The analysis of asset
creation shows that MNREGA has contributed to the development of productive rural assets, particularly
in water conservation, land development, and irrigation infrastructure. These assets have the potential to
support long-term agricultural productivity and environmental sustainability. However, concerns related
to the quality, durability, and maintenance of assets suggest the need for improved technical supervision
and community involvement. The statistical tests conducted in the study further strengthen these findings.
The Chi-square test confirms a significant association between social category and access to MNREGA
employment, emphasizing the scheme’s role in promoting social equity. The ANOVA results indicate a
significant relationship between MNREGA wage levels and reduction in rural migration, demonstrating
the scheme’s effectiveness in curbing distress-driven migration. Overall, while MNREGA has made
substantial contributions to rural development, administrative inefficiencies and implementation
challenges continue to limit its full potential.

Suggestions
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To enhance the effectiveness of MNREGA as a rural development program, several policy and
administrative measures are suggested. First, timely wage payments must be ensured by strengthening
electronic fund transfer systems and improving coordination between central and state governments.
Second, planning and execution of works should be aligned with local development needs through active
participation of Gram Panchayats and Gram Sabhas. Third, technical supervision must be improved to
ensure the quality and durability of assets created under the scheme. Fourth, awareness programs should
be conducted to educate beneficiaries about their rights, entitlements, and grievance redressal
mechanisms. Finally, regular monitoring and social audits should be strengthened to promote
transparency, reduce leakages, and improve accountability. These measures can significantly improve
MNREGA'’s contribution to sustainable rural development.

Conclusion

The Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Act (MNREGA) represents a landmark
initiative in India’s rural development strategy by providing a legal guarantee of wage employment to
rural households. The present study concludes that MNREGA has been largely effective in addressing
rural unemployment, enhancing income security, and promoting social inclusion. By generating
substantial employment opportunities and ensuring participation of marginalized communities and
women, the scheme has strengthened rural livelihoods and contributed to poverty reduction. MNREGA
has also played a crucial role in mitigating the adverse effects of economic shocks, particularly during
the COVID-19 pandemic, when it emerged as a critical support system for returning migrants and
economically vulnerable households. The creation of rural assets related to water conservation, land
development, and infrastructure has further supported agricultural productivity and long-term rural
sustainability. the study also highlights several challenges that continue to affect the scheme’s
performance. Delayed wage payments, uneven implementation across regions, inadequate technical
capacity, and limited awareness among beneficiaries remain persistent issues. These challenges reduce
the overall impact of MNREGA and call for focused administrative reforms.
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