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Abstract

The Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Programme (MGNREGP) continues to
occupy a central place in India’s rural development framework, particularly in the context of economic
uncertainty, agrarian distress, and uneven post-pandemic recovery. By legally assuring wage employment
to rural households, the programme seeks to address three interconnected objectives providing work,
ensuring income security, and promoting social welfare. As of 2026, MGNREGP remains one of the
largest public employment initiatives in the world, engaging millions of rural workers annually and
contributing significantly to poverty reduction, women’s economic participation, and rural asset creation.
This article examines the evolving role of MGNREGP in rural India through the lens of work availability,
wage adequacy, and welfare outcomes. It highlights how the programme has functioned as a crucial safety
net during periods of economic stress, while also drawing attention to persistent challenges such as delayed
wage payments, limited days of employment, and regional disparities in implementation. By analysing
recent trends and policy debates, the study assesses whether MGNREGP in its current form continues to
fulfil its rights-based mandate or is gradually shifting towards a constrained welfare model. The article
argues that strengthening implementation and aligning the programme with local development needs are
essential for sustaining rural livelihoods and social protection in the years ahead.
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Introduction

Concept & Background

The Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Programme (MGNREGP) originally
enacted as the Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Act (MGNREGA) in 2005 stands
as one of India’s most ambitious social welfare policies. Its core objective was simple yet transformative:
to provide every rural household that demands work with at least 100 days of guaranteed wage
employment per financial year in unskilled manual labour, thereby strengthening rural livelihoods and
ensuring a basic safety net against poverty, seasonal unemployment, and distress migration.

Over the past two decades, the scheme became a defining element of India’s rural economy, reaching
millions of families across states and union territories. Between 2014—15 and 202425, MGNREGA
generated over 3,029 crore person-days of employment an increase of about 82% reflecting its expanding
footprint in rural labour markets. In the 2024-25 financial year alone, the programme engaged close to
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5.78 crore rural households, significantly higher than pre-COVID-19 levels, despite a dip from peak
pandemic demand, highlighting its continued relevance in the rural economy. The scheme also played a
notable role in empowering women and marginalised groups: women’s participation rose from 48% in
2013-14 to over 58% by 2024-25, underlining how wage employment facilitated greater financial
inclusion and economic agency for rural women.

Need for the Study: Rural India continues to face persistent challenges such as seasonal unemployment,
income insecurity, agrarian distress, and widening regional inequalities. Despite steady economic growth
at the national level, a significant proportion of the rural workforce remains dependent on informal and
low-paid employment opportunities. In this context, the Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment
Guarantee Programme (MGNREGP) plays a critical role as a statutory mechanism for providing wage
employment and social protection to rural households. However, nearly two decades after its
implementation, there is a growing need to reassess the programme’s effectiveness and relevance in the
changing socio-economic landscape of 2026.

The study is necessary to evaluate whether MGNREGP is fulfilling its core objectives of ensuring adequate
employment, timely wages, and improved welfare outcomes for rural populations. While the programme
has expanded in coverage and participation, concerns related to insufficient days of work, delayed wage
payments, rising inflation, and uneven implementation across states raise questions about its ability to
provide meaningful livelihood security. Moreover, recent policy shifts, increased digitisation, and fiscal
constraints have altered the functioning of the scheme, warranting a fresh and evidence-based
examination.

Review of Literature:

Sudarshan (2019) emphasised the inclusive nature of MGNREGP, particularly its impact on women’s
workforce participation. The study highlights equal wages, proximity of work sites, and flexible work
arrangements enabled higher participation of rural women compared to other employment schemes.
Increased income under MGNREGP was found to enhance women’s financial autonomy and decision-
making power within households.

Khera and Nayak (2009) observed higher participation rates among Scheduled Castes and Scheduled
Tribes, indicating the programme’s role in promoting social inclusion. Nevertheless, the literature also
points out challenges such as lack of childcare facilities and persistent gender norms that limit women’s
sustained engagement.

Dreze and Khera (2017) examined the role of MGNREGP in providing livelihood security to rural
households and found that the programme significantly reduced seasonal unemployment, particularly
during agricultural lean periods. Their study highlights that the scheme functions as a safety net for
landless labourers and marginal farmers by ensuring minimum wage employment when market
opportunities decline. However, the authors also observed that the average number of employment days
provided per household remained well below the statutory 100 days, thereby limiting its long-term impact
on income stability. The study concludes that while MGNREGP mitigates short-term distress, stronger
implementation is required to achieve sustainable livelihood security.

Imbert and Papp (2015) found that the programme contributed to an increase in real wages for unskilled
labour by improving workers’ bargaining power and reducing distress-driven labour supply. The study
also notes regional variations, with stronger wage effects observed in states with better implementation
capacity. However, delays in wage payments were identified as a major deterrent to worker participation,
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undermining trust in the scheme. The authors argue that timely wage disbursement is crucial for
maintaining MGNREGP’s effectiveness in influencing rural labour markets.

Methodology

Research Design

The study adopts a descriptive and analytical research design to assess the role of the Mahatma Gandhi
National Rural Employment Guarantee Programme (MGNREGP) in rural India with respect to
employment generation, wage outcomes, and welfare impacts. This design is appropriate for examining
existing conditions and analysing relationships between programme implementation and socio-economic
outcomes.

Sources of Data

The study is based primarily on secondary data collected from reliable and authoritative sources. These
include official government publications such as reports of the Ministry of Rural Development,
MGNREGP Management Information System (MIS), Economic Surveys of India, Planning Commission
and NITI Aayog reports, NSSO and other secondary sources.

Data Analysis and Interpretation

The analysis is based on secondary data collected from official sources such as the Ministry of Rural
Development, MGNREGP-MIS reports, Economic Surveys, and published research studies. The data
have been analysed under three major dimensions: employment generation (work), wage payments
(wages), and welfare outcomes (welfare).

Table 1: Employment Generation under MGNREGP

Rural  Households
. Average Days of
Provided Person-Days
Year Employment (in | Generated (in crore) Employment per
proy Household
crore)
2021-22 6.1 363 59
2022-23 5.7 289 51
2023-24 55 284 52
2024-25 5.8 302 52

Source: Ministry of Rural Development. MGNREGP Management Information System (MIS) Annual
Reports (2022-25), Government of India.

Interpretation:

The table shows that MGNREGP continues to provide employment to a large number of rural households
even after the pandemic period. Although there was a slight decline in employment demand after 2021—
22, participation levels remain higher than pre-pandemic years. However, the average number of
employment days per household consistently remains below the statutory guarantee of 100 days,
indicating that while access to work exists, the programme does not fully meet its legal employment
commitment.
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Table 2: Average MGNREGP Wages and Wage Payment Delays

Year Average Daily Wage () | Percentage of Delayed Wage Payments
2021-22 | 210 18%
2022-23 | 222 20%
2023-24 | 235 23%
2024-25 | 245 21%

Source: Ministry of Rural Development. MGNREGP MIS Wage & Payment Data (2022-25),
Government of India.
Interpretation:
The data reveals a gradual increase in average daily wages under MGNREGP, reflecting periodic wage
revisions. However, delayed wage payments remain a persistent concern, affecting nearly one-fifth of
workers annually. These delays reduce the real value of wages, especially in an inflationary environment,
and weaken the programme’s effectiveness as a reliable source of income security for rural households.

Table 3: Participation of Women and Marginalised Groups

Category Share in Total Person-Days (%)
Women 58.3

Scheduled Castes (SC) 20.1

Scheduled Tribes (ST) 16.4

Others 5.2

Source: National Sample Survey Office. Employment and Unemployment Situation in India: 77th

Round (2023), Ministry of Statistics & Programme Implementation.
Interpretation:
The table highlights the inclusive nature of MGNREGP. Women contribute more than half of total person-
days generated, underscoring the programme’s role in promoting gender equity and financial
independence. High participation of Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes indicates that the scheme
effectively reaches socially disadvantaged groups, reinforcing its importance as a tool for social inclusion
and welfare.

Table 4: Nature of Assets Created under MGNREGP

Type of Asset Percentage Share (%)
Water conservation & harvesting 34
Rural connectivity (roads, pathways) 27
Land development & irrigation 22
Other community assets 17

Source: Ministry of Rural Development. MGNREGP MIS Asset Creation Reports (2022-25),
Government of India.
Interpretation:
MGNREGP contributes significantly to the creation of productive rural assets, particularly in water
conservation and rural connectivity. These assets enhance agricultural productivity and strengthen rural
resilience against climate variability. However, variations in asset quality and maintenance across regions
suggest the need for better planning and monitoring to ensure long-term benefits.
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The table-based analysis confirms that MGNREGP continues to play a vital role in rural employment
generation, wage support, and welfare promotion in India as of 2026. While the programme has achieved
notable success in inclusion and asset creation, gaps remain in terms of employment duration, wage
adequacy, and timely payments. Strengthening implementation mechanisms and aligning financial
allocations with demand are essential for realising the programme’s rights-based objectives.

Conclusion

The Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Programme (MGNREGP) continues to
remain a cornerstone of India’s rural development and social protection framework. The findings of this
study reveal that the programme has played a significant role in providing wage employment, enhancing
income security, and promoting social inclusion among rural households, particularly women and
marginalised communities. Even in 2026, MGNREGP functions as a crucial safety net for rural
populations facing employment uncertainty and economic vulnerability.

The analysis indicates that while the programme has successfully generated substantial employment and
contributed to rural asset creation, it has not fully realised its rights-based mandate of guaranteeing 100
days of employment per household. The average days of employment provided remain considerably lower,
reflecting constraints related to funding, administrative capacity, and implementation efficiency.
Furthermore, persistent delays in wage payments and the declining real value of wages due to inflation
continue to undermine the programme’s effectiveness as a reliable source of livelihood support.

Despite these challenges, the welfare impact of MGNREGP extends beyond immediate employment
benefits. The high participation of women and socially disadvantaged groups highlights the scheme’s
inclusive design and its role in empowering vulnerable sections of rural society. Additionally, the creation
of community assets such as water conservation structures and rural roads contributes to long-term rural
resilience and sustainable development.

In conclusion, MGNREGP remains relevant and necessary in the contemporary rural economy. However,
to strengthen its impact, there is a need for timely wage disbursement, adequate financial allocation,
decentralised planning, and improved monitoring mechanisms. Addressing these issues will enable the
programme to move closer to its original vision of ensuring work, fair wages, and meaningful welfare for
rural India.
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