© 2025 JETIR March 2025, Volume 12, Issue 3 www.jetir.org (ISSN-2349-5162)

JETIR.ORG
JOURNAL OF EMERGING TECHNOLOGIES AND

INNOVATIVE RESEARCH (JETIR)

An International Schaolarly Open Access, Peer-reviewed, Refereed Journal

Assessing the Impact of MGNREGA on Rural
Employment Generation and Social Protection:
Evidence from India

Dr. N. Savitha Devi
Contract lecturer in Economics
Silver Jubilee Government college, Kurnool, AP.

Abstract

The Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Act (MGNREGA), launched in 2005, is one
of India’s most significant social welfare schemes aimed at enhancing rural employment and providing social
protection to vulnerable populations. This paper assesses the impact of MGNREGA on rural employment
generation and its role in strengthening social protection mechanisms in India. By analysing secondary data
from government reports, surveys, and case studies, the study evaluates the scheme’s effectiveness in creating
sustainable livelihood opportunities, reducing poverty, and mitigating rural distress. The findings reveal that
MGNREGA has significantly contributed to increasing employment levels, particularly for marginalized
groups such as women, Scheduled Castes, and Scheduled Tribes, while also acting as a safety net during
periods of economic uncertainty. However, challenges such as delayed wage payments, inadequate
implementation, and limited asset creation persist, undermining its full potential. The paper also explores the
scheme’s broader socio-economic impacts, including its role in reducing rural-urban migration and improving
household income stability. By highlighting both successes and limitations, this study provides critical
insights for policymakers to refine and strengthen MGNREGA’s implementation, ensuring it remains a
cornerstone of India’s rural development and social protection strategy. Ultimately, the paper underscores the
importance of such welfare schemes in fostering inclusive growth and resilience in rural economies.
Keywords: MGNREGA, Rural Employment, Social Protection, Employment Generation, Rural
Development, Social Welfare Schemes, Poverty Alleviation, Livelihood Security, Marginalized
Communities, Rural Distress, Asset Creation, Inclusive Growth, Economic Resilience.

Introduction

The Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Act (MGNREGA), enacted in 2005, is one
of the largest social welfare programs in the world. It aims to provide at least 100 days of guaranteed wage
employment in a financial year to every rural household whose adult members volunteer to do unskilled
manual work. The scheme was introduced to address rural poverty, unemployment, and distress migration by
creating durable assets and strengthening livelihood security. Over the years, MGNREGA has emerged as a
critical tool for social protection, particularly for marginalized groups such as women, Scheduled Castes
(SCs), and Scheduled Tribes (STs).

This paper examines the impact of MGNREGA on rural employment generation and its role in enhancing
social protection in India. By analysing empirical evidence and secondary data, the study evaluates the
scheme’s effectiveness in achieving its objectives, identifies challenges in implementation, and explores its
broader socio-economic implications. The findings aim to provide insights for policymakers to improve the
program’s efficiency and ensure its sustainability as a cornerstone of India’s rural development strategy.
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Objectives of MGNREGA
MGNREGA was designed with dual objectives:
« Employment Generation: To provide guaranteed wage employment to rural households, thereby
reducing unemployment and underemployment.
e Social Protection: To act as a safety net for vulnerable populations, ensuring livelihood security and
reducing poverty.
e Asset Creation: To create durable assets such as water conservation structures, roads, and irrigation
facilities, which contribute to long-term rural development.
« Empowerment of Marginalized Groups: To promote the participation of women, SCs, and STs in
the workforce, ensuring inclusive growth.
Impact on Rural Employment Generation
e Increase in Employment Opportunities
MGNREGA has significantly contributed to increasing employment opportunities in rural areas.
According to government data, the scheme has provided employment to over 10 crore households annually
since its inception. In 2020-21, during the COVID-19 pandemic, MGNREGA played a crucial role in
absorbing returning migrant workers, with over 11 crore households availing of the scheme.
e Reduction in Unemployment and Underemployment
The program has helped reduce seasonal unemployment and underemployment by providing work during
lean agricultural periods. Studies have shown that MGNREGA has increased the bargaining power of rural
laborers, leading to higher wages in the private sector as well.
e  Women’s Participation in the Workforce
MGNREGA mandates that at least one-third of the beneficiaries should be women. Empirical evidence
indicates that women’s participation in the scheme has been consistently high, with their share in total person-
days generated exceeding 50% in many states. This has empowered women economically and socially,
improving their decision-making power within households.
Role in Social Protection
e Livelihood Security
MGNREGA acts as a safety net for rural households, particularly during periods of economic distress such
as droughts, floods, or the COVID-19 pandemic. By providing guaranteed employment, the scheme ensures
a minimum level of income, reducing vulnerability to poverty.
e Reduction in Distress Migration
The availability of local employment under MGNREGA has reduced the need for rural households to
migrate to urban areas in search of work. This has helped stabilize rural economies and improved the quality
of life for many families.
« Empowerment of Marginalized Communities
The scheme has disproportionately benefited marginalized groups such as SCs and STs, who constitute a
significant share of MGNREGA workers. By providing them with employment opportunities, the program
has contributed to reducing social and economic inequalities.
Asset Creation and Rural Development
e Creation of Durable Assets
MGNREGA has led to the creation of durable assets such as water conservation structures, check dams,
rural roads, and irrigation facilities. These assets have improved agricultural productivity, enhanced water
availability, and strengthened rural infrastructure.
« Environmental Benefits
Many MGNREGA projects focus on natural resource management, such as afforestation, soil conservation,
and watershed development. These activities have contributed to environmental sustainability and climate
resilience in rural areas.
Challenges in Implementation
o Delayed Wage Payments
One of the most significant challenges faced by MGNREGA is the delay in wage payments. Despite
provisions for timely payment, many workers experience delays, which undermine the scheme’s effectiveness
and discourage participation.
e Inadequate Asset Creation
While MGNREGA has created numerous assets, the quality and utility of some assets have been
questioned. Poor planning and lack of technical expertise have resulted in suboptimal outcomes in some cases.
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e Corruption and Leakages
Instances of corruption, such as fake job cards and misappropriation of funds, have been reported in some
regions. These issues reduce the scheme’s efficiency and limit its impact on intended beneficiaries.

o Limited Awareness and Participation

In some areas, lack of awareness about the scheme and bureaucratic hurdles have limited participation,
particularly among the most vulnerable groups.
Empirical Evidence

o Case Study: Impact in Rajasthan

Rajasthan has been one of the top-performing states in terms of MGNREGA implementation. Studies have
shown that the scheme has significantly reduced rural poverty and improved water availability through the
construction of water harvesting structures. Women’s participation in the state has also been notably high,
contributing to their economic empowerment.

o Impact on Agricultural Wages

Research by the National Council of Applied Economic Research (NCAER) indicates that MGNREGA
has led to an increase in agricultural wages across India. The scheme has strengthened the bargaining power
of rural laborers, resulting in higher wages in both MGNREGA and private sector work.

e COVID-19 and MGNREGA

During the COVID-19 pandemic, MGNREGA emerged as a critical safety net for millions of rural
households. Data from the Ministry of Rural Development shows that the scheme provided employment to
over 11 crore households in 2020-21, the highest since its inception. This highlights the program’s importance
in times of crisis.
Policy Recommendations

e Strengthening Implementation Mechanisms

To address challenges such as delayed wage payments and corruption, there is a need to strengthen
implementation mechanisms. This includes improving transparency through digital platforms, enhancing
monitoring systems, and ensuring timely fund disbursement.

« Enhancing Asset Quality

Efforts should be made to improve the quality of assets created under MGNREGA. This can be achieved
by involving technical experts in project planning and execution, and by prioritizing high-impact projects.

e Promoting Awareness

Awareness campaigns should be conducted to educate rural households about their rights under
MGNREGA. Simplifying the process of obtaining job cards and accessing work can also increase
participation.

o Expanding Coverage

While MGNREGA has achieved significant success, there is scope for expanding its coverage to include
more households and increase the number of workdays beyond 100 days per year.

Conclusion

MGNREGA has had a profound impact on rural employment generation and social protection in India. By
providing guaranteed wage employment, the scheme has reduced poverty, empowered marginalized groups,
and created durable assets that contribute to rural development. However, challenges such as delayed wage
payments, inadequate asset creation, and corruption persist, limiting the program’s full potential.
Empirical evidence from states like Rajasthan and the scheme’s performance during the COVID-19 pandemic
underscore its importance as a safety net for rural households. To maximize its impact, policymakers must
address implementation challenges, improve asset quality, and promote awareness among beneficiaries.
As India continues to grapple with rural unemployment and poverty, MGNREGA remains a vital tool for
fostering inclusive growth and resilience. By strengthening the program and ensuring its effective
implementation, the government can achieve its vision of sustainable rural development and social protection
for all.
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