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Abstract

Rural women are a part of the development, but persistent structural inequalities often limit women’s
access to the welfare schemes and livelihood opportunities. The paper examines the political institutional
side of women’s welfare policies using secondary data analysis. The aim is to evaluate how the existing
welfare programs help rural women build livelihoods and achieve gender equality under
governance.Anchored in the disciplines of political Science, public administration, and development
studies, the study draws upon Secondary sources, including government policy reports, National statistics,
academic publications, and Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) Datasets. The study focuses on
welfare initiatives such as the MAHATMA GANDHI NATIONAL RURAL EMPLOYMENT
GUARANTEE ACT(MGNREGA), the National Rural Livelihood Mission (NRLM), and the Self-
help group (SHG) program, analyzing their effectiveness in promoting social and economic
empowerment among Rural women.Findings show that the schemes have improved women’s access to
money and have allowed women to join community projects. The schemes still face problems; institutional
fragmentation breaks the system. Unequal policy outreach leaves women out, and limited monitoring
makes it hard to keep the schemes working. The study highlights that sustainable livelihoods need an
accountable government that responds to women’s needs, that is transparent, and that lets women take
part in decisions by synthesising existing evidence. The paper shows that the academic discourse on
welfare and sustainability, with gender equality and rural development, matters a lot.
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Introduction-:

Women constitute the backbone of India’s agricultural and social economy. Women in areas have an effect
on farming, women in areas affect business in areas and the health of homes. Women in areas are
important. Women in rural areas are among the poorest groups in the economy because of structural
inequalities, limited political participation and unequal access to welfare programs (Ahmad & Fatima
2025). Over the past 20 years, the indian government has started welfare and job programs to promote
gender equality and growth in rural areas. The indian government introduced the MAHATMA GANDHI
NATIONAL RURAL EMPLOYMENT GUARANTEE ACT (MGNREGA). The indian government
introduced the NATIONAL RURAL LIVELIHOOD MISSION (NRLM). The Indian government's
introduction of initiatives that rely on self-help groups (SHGs) (Jain, 2018; Rauf & Akhtar, 2025). These
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schemes are designed not merely as poverty alleviation programs, as well as should help the environment
and the economy in and sustainable development line with the goals. The goals are SDG 1(NO
POVERTY), SDG 5 ( GENDER EQUALITY) and SDG 8 (DECENT WORK AND ECONOMIC
GROWTH ), Murthy, 2025. However, welfare policies have created employment and raised income
levels; their long-term sustainability of welfare policies or the transformative impact of welfare policies
on women’s empowerment. Research shows that institutional fragmentation makes it hard for rural women
to join the economy male-dominated local government also blocks women. Limited access to markets
adds trouble for women to take part in the economy (Tiwari & Karsh, 2025; Jha & Singh, 2025). Recent
research shows that the government that takes gender into account and community run welfare programs
combined with responsibility and social helps could turn the government that takes gender into account
and community run welfare programs from short term fixes into drivers of change led by women (kakati,
2025, periyamayan et al.2025) goal of the paper is to look at the welfare programs and to see how well
the welfare programs create lasting jobs for women, in india using existing data thereby contributing to
the evolving discourse on inclusive economic growth and about governance that includes everyone.

Literature Review:

The literature on rural women's welfare programs and sustainable livelihoods has widened extensively in
the recent past, indicating the increasing emphasis on the topic of inclusive development. It largely is a
consensus on the view that welfare programs for rural women can contribute, and inclusion in the political
context, on the other hand, the implications for a sustainable livelihood have often remained ambiguous.
Ahmad and Fatima, (2025) analyze the welfare needs of rural women in situations of socio-economically
vulnerable settings and suggest that welfare programs are often utilized as a means to perform a shortern
relief intervention in contrast to becoming an instrument for achieving long-term livelihoods
transformation the author’s research illustrates how structures of disadvantages, including caste systems,
gendered division of labor, and political marginalization, impede the ability of women to use welfare
entitlements for achieving desirable economic ends such a view is vital for comprehencing how inclsive
development is more than a techinal process bt is actually a political one. An earlier, but pertinent work
on the topic has been carried out by Jain (2018), who has contextualised women-focused welfare policies
within the framework of India’s development. Jain has pointed out that although SHG policies, micro-
credits, and employment guarantees have enhanced the contribution of women within the rural economy,
these policies are often ineffective on account of the power imbalances that are inherent within the
concerned governance structure. the implementation gap between the design and delivery of the welfare
program continues to be highlighted in recent work conducted by Rauf & Akhtar (2025) A case study
analysis done by these authors in the context of rural welfare initiatives illustrates how political will at
grassrooots levels affects the delivery and uptake of the program, impacting the outcomes for female
beneficiaries this is because the PRIs and the local politics act as gatekeepers. Murthy(2025) adds a
perspective to this discussion by addressing themes related to sustainable livelihood strategies and
women’s empowerment. According to Murthy, livelihood sustainability cannot be determined only in
terms of income; there are other areas related to skill-building, market access, decision-making and
recovery from economic shocks that need equal importance. The study highlights that most social service
schemes are biased in favour of meeting quantified outcomes rather than qualitative ones in improving
rural women's livelihoods. An analysis of the relation between women-led entrepreneurship in rural India
is given by Tiwar and Karsh 2025. They observe that while programmes which include skills development
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and access to funding are more successful, regional imbalances arise based on administrative ability and
policy commitment. This only reinforces that development is dependent on the quality of governance and
not policy, as previously stated. The approach taken by Jha and Singh in 2025 focuses on governance,
studying the bureaucratic process and its effects on women’s entitlement to social security. The authors
discovered that the procedural and opaque nature, as well as the discretion exercised at the implementation
level, mainly impacted the rural women, including those belonging to marginalised communities. Their
research drew attention to the need for political and administrative changes to ensure that the welfare
system worked as a tool for social justice.

Kakati (2025) highlights the need to focus on gender, cultures, and sustainable livelihoods. It has been
made clear through this study that in most cases, due to sociocultural factors, women are restricted in their
mobility and economic participation, even when they have access to support services related to their
welfare. Acc” to Kakati (2025)what is needed for inclusive development to take place in this case and
overcome the assumption that proving support services in terms of economic intervention alone would
lead to empowerment of such group of women,” social policy with a through discussion of SHGs and
collective actions regarding the livehood of women in rural areas is offered by Periyamayan el al.(2025).
The findings from this research highlight that SHGs can improve women’s negotiation power and social
capital if reinforced by either an NGO or the government. To this end, it should be noted that these groups
function within political contexts that influence their level of autonomy and effectiveness. It unearths the
significant limitations arising from the perspectives of economic and social politics and structures. The
prevailing research agenda emphasises the outcomes and results of the welfare programmes without
devoting considerable attention to the politics involved in the processes and the social structures entailed.
The integration of welfare initiatives into the politics of local governance, the current research contributes
towards understanding the concept of inclusive development from a political standpoint. Sharma and
Mehta (2024) analyse inclusive development and social equality through the lens through which analysis
has been done by Sharma and Mehta (2024) on the welfare initiatives for the rural women-centric
population. The paper concludes that, though the welfare initiatives have managed to expand reach and
coverage, the process remains skewed because of the socio-political order and hierarchies existing at the
village level. The paper points out the fact that women belonging to the marginal castes and those with no
or little landholdings suffer more on account of limited access to the benefits related to the welfare
initiatives. Patel&Rao0(2025) analyse state capacity and decentralised governance and its impact on the
sustainability of livelihoods for rural women. By carrying out a comparative study of various districts,
they were able to find that, in areas with greater administrative accountability and participative
governance, the sustainability of the livelihoods of women beneficiaries was improved.

Research gap-:

The Rural women’s welfare in India is mainly analysed through individual programs such as self-help
groups, cash transfer programs, entrepreneurial programs, cooperatives, and livelihood practices in clean
energy. These have been shown to improve economic activities. However, there is a lack of
interconnectedness of political and governance theories in this body of literature.

There is a considerable gap in political explanations related to the impact of the capability of the state and
policy design on the inclusiveness and effectiveness of welfare initiatives among rural women. This is
because the vast majority of studies undertaken to date treat the provision of welfare as a technical matter
and ignore the political nature of the activity. Second, whereas short-term outcomes of welfare programs
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have been well-documented, there is not enough empirical evidence given on the sustainability of the
means of livelihoods achieved within the context of these programs. The overall change achieved in
women, their role within economics, and their resilience is not adequately explored. Thirdly, previous
studies seldom present a comparative analysis of more than one welfare instrument under one framework.
The lack of comparative political analysis impedes an understanding of what pairs of welfare schemes are
most successful in aiding inclusive and sustainable development. Thus research gap is very clear within
the context that the schemes enacted by rural women towards welfare and development, but within the
political context and structures the political context and structures that entire governance and
implementation and eventually the sustainability thereof, specifically within the paradigm of India.

Significance of the study:

The study adds to political science and public administration. The study looks at “how the governance
structure shapes the gender policy outcomes.

The welfare programs show how they welfare programs fit with the development and the inclusive growth.
Policy insights give guidance to improve women's participation in decision-making at the level.

It bridges the gap between social welfare policy and sustainable governance, using a political lens
grounded in secondary data.

Methodology

Nature of study: Qualitative and analytical.

Data Type: Secondary data only

Data Source: Government Reports (Niti Aayog, NABARD, Ministry of Rural Development)
National sample survey office (NSSO) & National family health survey (NFHS)

UNDP, World Bank & UN Women Reports.

Academic articles and Policy studies

Google Scholar, ResearchGate, (JSTOR)

Analysis Technique-: Thematic and comparative policy analysis - identifying patterns, evaluating
policy goals, and assessing governance impact.

e Study period: 2015-2025 ( aligned with the UN SDG implementation phase).

Subhead

1. Evolution of women’s welfare policies in rural India.

2. MGNREGA and women’s empowerment: A governance analysis.
3. NRLM and the politics of livelihood generation.

4. Self-help group (SHGs)-: Empowerment through collective actions
5. Governance and gender mainstreaming in welfare policy.

6. Linking welfare to sustainable development goals(SDGs).

Findings and Analysis -:

1. Positive outcomes: Economic participation and income generation of rural women.
2. Enhanced community Networks through SHGs.

3. Incremental increase in local political participation and leadership.
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e Challenges-:

1. Uneven policy implementation and weak monitoring Mechanisms.

2. Inefficiencies of Bureaucracy and fragmented institutional coordination.

3. Insufficient access to training, digital literacy &credit facilities.

4. Gender Norms and Local power hierarchies are curtailing autonomy.

e Analysis: Welfare schemes have brought immediate livelihood improvements, but are insufficient in

terms of a sustainable future. It is only by virtue of political will, decentralised governance, and gender-
sensitive institutional reform that they can transform welfare-oriented dependency into sustainable
empowerment.

Conclusion

Rural women's welfare programs are not economic programs; rather, as political tools, they represent
opportunities for change in society. While India - as in other countries - has made some progress under
initiatives like MGNREGA and NRLM, its governance is rife with systemic problems, especially in
governance and inclusivity. Open, accountable and participatory governance that integrates gender
equality into every stage of decision-making is a prerequisite to a long-term livelihood for women.
Institutional Reforms should implement structural and institutional change to ensure that women are
players in development, not just beneficiaries but also decision-makers. We emphasise that empowering
women in rural areas with the formation of well-governed welfare. The system is key to attaining the
broader goal of sustainable and inclusive development set out in the SDG agenda.
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