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Abstract 

 Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Act (MGNREGA) is the 

central government response to the constitutionally manifested right to work and means to 

promote livelihood security in India’s rural areas. MGNREGA is the flagship rural 

employment generation programme in rural areas for 100 days in a financial year. While 

providing employment, priority shall be given to women in such a way that at least one-third 

of the beneficiaries shall be women who have registered and requested for work under the 

scheme. Equal wages shall be paid to both men and women workers. By generating 

employment for women at fair wages in the village, NREGA can play a substantial role in 

economically empowering women and laying the basis for greater independence and self-

esteem. One of the most distinguishing features of MGNREGA is its approach towards 

empowering citizen including women citizen to play an active role in the implementation of 

the scheme, through gram sabha, social audit, participatory planning and other activities. 
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Introduction 

         Gender is the inevitable push factor for growth and development of a nation like India. 

In India women constitute a major share of chronically poor population. They are facing 

vulnerabilities of life. Gender discrimination has been seen in terms of education, 

employment, control over property and resources, involvement in decision making process in 

public, political and household spheres etc. The Government has framed different 

programmes/schemes to uplift the women from poverty and vulnerability of life. One such 

women friendly program is National Rural Employment Guarantee Act (NREGA) which was 

enacted in 2005. Subsequently, this programme was named after Mahatma Gandhi and now it 

is known as Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Act (MGNREGA). 

This programme has right-based framework. In other words it is demand driven. It is a 

paradigm shift from all other wage employment programmes which were supply led. 

MGNREGA essentially guarantees employment for the unemployed in the rural areas for 100 
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days in a year.  Under this act if work is not provided within 15 day time frame then the 

applicant is eligible for unemployment allowance. 

 

MGNREGA: A Public Wage Programme with Right to Employment 

 National Rural Employment Guarantee Act (NREGA) was passed on 25th August 

2005, and renamed Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Act 

(MGNREGA) in 2009 with the objectives: provide work at remunerative wages of landless 

labourers and marginal farmers; and create assets for raising agricultural productivity. The act 

became effective at the state level in February 2006 in 200 districts, guaranteeing 

employment up to 100 days a year to poor rural households on demand. By March 2008, 

MGNREGA was expanded to cover all rural districts in the country. Over a period of three 

years, its implementation has provided 4.48 billion days of employment, and Rs. 34,600 crore 

has been spent on wages. 

 Significantly, MGNREGA is a right-based programme, unlike earlier employment 

schemes. The rights of MGNREGA workers include employment on demand, minimum 

wages, gender parity of wages, and payment of wages within 15 days, as well as the 

provision of basic worksite facilities, among others. There is a legal guarantee of 100 days 

employment in a financial year to a registered household. That the government is legally 

bound to provide employment within 15 days of the application for work by a job seeker; in 

case of delay or failure to provide employment to the job seeker, there is provision of 

unemployment allowance. That a person seeking such employment is to be registered with 

the Gram Panchayat (village administration council); after due verification, the household is 

to be provided a job card. 

        Though women employment was not the soul objectives of the scheme but with its 

developmental goals it comes automatically. NREGA, ‘with its guarantee of 100 days of 

unskilled work for every household, has been envisaged as gender sensitive scheme’ 

(Sudarshan 2009).The design features of this scheme make this scheme gender sensitive.  

 

The other key objectives of MGNREGA include: 

       a) ‘While providing employment, priority will be given to women in such a way that at      

least one third of the beneficiaries shall be women who have registered and requested for 

work under the scheme (NREGA 2005, Schedule II, 6)’. 
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b) ‘In case of every employment under the scheme, there shall be no discrimination solely on 

the ground of gender and the provisions of the Equal Remuneration Act, 1976 (25 of 1976), 

shall be compiled with (NREGA 2005, Schedule II, 34)’. 

c) ‘In case the number of children below the age of six years accompanying the women 

working at any site are five or more provisions shall be made to depute one of such women 

working to look after the children (NREGA 2005, Schedule II, 28)’. 

d) ‘Not less than one third of the total number of non- official members of the central council 

shall be women (NREGA 2005, Part II, Sec-3i)’. 

e) ‘The average out-turn of work put by men and women workers working in a group will be 

the basis for fixing task based schedule of rates so there is no gender based discrimination in 

the schedule of rates (NREGA 2005, Part II, Sec-3ii)’. 

          Some provisions like work within a radius of five kilometers from the house, absence 

of supervisor and contractor, flexibility in choosing periods and months of employment etc. 

were not solely made for women but some way these are helpful for rural women. Hence 

equal wages both for men and women, facility for child care, participation in management, 

monitoring and social audit of the programme, preference in case of single women etc make 

this act gender sensitive.   

 

Methodology 

 This study uses principally secondary data. The sources of the data are published and 

unpublished sources like books, journals, magazines, reports, publications, unpublished 

doctoral dissertation, etc. The study is also based on World Wide Web.    

 

Women’s Participation under MGNREGS  

        There are various factors which encourage the women worker’s participation under 

this scheme  include nature of work, which do not need skilled worker, the limited hours of 

work, availability of work locally, reduction of migration of male member, substantial jump 

in the wage rate etc. Participation of women varies widely across the nation. Women 

participation under MGNREGS is measured in person days. At the national level 

participation of women has increased significantly from 46.41 percent in 2010-11 to 48.81 

percent in 2011-12 which is exceeding expectations and the stipulated 33 percent share. 

Highest participation is seen in state like Kerala (90.26) followed by Pondicherry (80.36), 

Tamil Nadu (76.78), Rajasthan (68.06) in 2010-11. The share of women was less in states 
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like Bihar, Punjab, West Bengal and most of north-eastern states. The participation rate of 

women in north-eastern states is mentioned in the following Table-1. 

Table-1 

Participation Rate of Women in North-Eastern States in India 

State Women’s Participation Rate (%) 

2010-11 2011-12 

Assam 21.22 24.91 

Manipur 29.87 33.58 

Meghalaya 36.54 41.59 

Mizoram 20.45 23.61 

Nagaland 25.12 27.05 

Tripura 37.67 38.64 

Arunachal Pradesh 35.44 40.33 

INDIA 46.41 48.81 

Source: www.nregs.nic.in 

          From the above data it has come to light that none of the north-eastern state could able 

to cross the national level participation of women  in 2010-11 (46.41percent) and 2011-12 

(48.81 percent). Among the north-eastern state Tripura had the highest percentage in 2010-11 

and Meghalaya in 2011-12 in case of women participation. 

 

Impact of MGNREGA on Women’s Participation 

 MGNREGA plays a significant role to meet the practical as well as strategic needs of 

women’s participation. The impact of MGNREGA on women’s participation can be 

examined through the following parameters: 

i) Income-Consumption Effects: By income-consumption effects we mean an increase in 

income of women workers and as a result, their ability to choose their consumption baskets. 

In examining MGNREGA more emphasis is given to consumption because it is the main 

factor for judging income-consumption effects. If a woman earns but unable to spend for her 

own needs or surrender her income to the head of the household then the element of 

empowerment does not come. MGNREGA empowers women by giving them a scope of 

independent earning and spend some amount for their own needs. 

ii) Intra-Household Effects: Women play a major role in raising the economic resources for 

their family but their contribution remains uncounted because of they perform a significant 
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amount of unpaid work. In rural areas, the dominance of males in intra-household decisions 

has been seen. MGNREGA has significant impact in converting some unpaid work into paid 

work and widen the scope of decision making role of women in household matters. As the 

wages are paid through bank/post office the intra-household status of women increases and 

she can control cash resources because withdrawn can be made only as per her own decision. 

iii) Enhancement of Choices and Capability: MGNREGA has widened the choice set for 

women by giving them independent income-earning opportunity. If a woman depends on the 

head of the household then her choice become the subject of household direction 

MGNREGA has enhanced the choice of women to use earnings. 

iv) Community-Level Effects: Women’s participation at the local and district level of 

governance process is low in spite of 73rd Amendments   of the Constitution. But women 

participation has increased after the implementation of MGNREGA in many areas. A large 

number of women workers attended the gram-sabha meeting held in connection with 

MGNREGA. Community level empowerment of women is one of the great achievements of 

this act. 

 

Study of MGNREGA on Women’s Participation 

        There is large number of studies related with the impact of MGNREGA on women’s 

participation which generally shows positive impact; some of them are as follows: 

 Jandu (2008) carried out a research in four states namely Chhatisgarh, Madhya 

Pradesh, Orissa and Tamil Nadu. Survey data shows that women workers are more confident 

about their roles as contributors to family expenditure and their work decisions and it gives 

them space in public sphere. Most of the respondents felt that the act is very important for 

them. The study found positive impact of the MGNREGA on migration patterns. 

 Hazarika (2009) examined the impact of MGNREGA on gender empowerment in 

Morigaon and Bongaigaon district of Assam. This study showed that almost 70 to 80 percent 

of sample workers had meaningful income other than unpaid family work during the pre-

NREGA. Majority of the worker felt that they are now in better position to fulfill their own 

requirement without looking at others. Nearly 65 to 70 percent women workers attended 

gram-sabhas meeting held in connection with NREGA. In Bongaigaon district, a large 

number of job card holders were found who have become Panchayat representatives.  

  Ramesh & Kumar (2009) in their study also found that MGNREGA holds the 

powerful prospect of bringing major changes in the lives of women. MGNREGA is playing a 

substantial role in empowering women economically and laying the basis for greater 
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independence and self-esteem. It has become a beacon of light in the empowerment of the 

rural women, and contributed substantially for the increased living and economic conditions 

by creating equal wages to male and female workers and increasing the minimum wages. 

Their study was conducted in 2009-10 by selecting 500 women beneficiaries. Out of the 670 

workers, 74.62 percent are women and the rest are men. The beneficiaries expressed that this 

programme helped in easing out the debt burden to some extent. 

 Khera and Nayak (2009) through their sample survey in six Hindi speaking states of 

North India focuses on impact of NREGA in the lives of women workers. This study reveals 

that there is significant benefits reported by women include increased food security and better 

ability to avoid hazardous work. They pointed out that as per survey data, NREGA works 

increases average wage rate comparing to private labour market. Besides this in NREGA, the 

working hours are limited to 7-8 hours in a day and therefore it is helpful to prevent 

harassment of women workers. By using random sampling they found that NREGA work has 

allowed women to spend money on their own needs, while earlier they might not have been 

at the liberty to do so. Some women reported that work with private landlords and contractors 

are often replete with an underlying threat or possibility of sexual abuse and exploitation. 

NREGA has brought mental satisfaction.  

 Panda et.al (2009) through their study found that this act empowered rural tribal 

women in Sikkim and Meghalaya by enhancing their confidence level and by ensuring some 

degree of financial independence. They mentioned that in the traditional institution like 

Durbars women are not allowed to have political representation.  But mandatory involvement 

of women in PRI institution has given boos to women empowerment in the state. Around 94 

percent of the women workers in Sikkim and 38 percent in Meghalaya felt that they have 

been able to access health facilities better after working in NREGA. 

 Sudarshan (2009) reviews the place of MGNREGA within the border of social 

protection and gender concern. As examined by him, social protection was applicable mostly 

in organised sector until 1990s. Since the early 1990 public policy and public works in India 

tried to include women as a percentage of beneficiaries and have not paid much attention to 

gender sensitive design. But MGNREGA in its design has attempted some gender sensitivity. 

In Kerela there has been some shift out of agriculture into MGNREGA, mainly with respect 

to female workers. The minimum wages paid under the MGNREGAS is far greater than 

agricultural wages. The good performance of MGNREGAS in Kerela is possible because of 

state government commitment and the managerial role of the Kudumbashree and area 
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development supervisors. This study reveals that MGNREGS not only stimulate local 

development but also overcome the women’s weak position in labour market. 

  Pankaj & Tankha (2010) examines the empowerment effects of MGNREGA through 

field survey in Bihar, Jharkhand, Rajasthan and Himachal Pradesh. The study shows that a 

woman worker’s earnings from MGNREGA constituted 14 percent of the total annual 

income of the household on average across the four sample districts in 2008-09. Majority of 

women workers collect and retain their wages. Before NREGS 44 percent women said that 

they were able to meet their personal needs through their own earnings where after NREGS it 

is 71 percent. This study shows an increased participation of women in gram sabha meetings. 

Besides this 73 percent of women which had attended the gram sabha spoke in the meeting. 

 Panda & Umdor (2011) conducted a field study on the impact of MGNREGA in 

Assam. In their sample villages namely Barpeta, Jorhat, Karimganj, Morigaon and Tinsukia 

they found that on an average only 42 percent said that MGNREGA had helped to uplift 

women. There has been no change in the status of women in four sample districts except 

Tinsukia. 

Shortcomings of MGNREG Act  

i) Non-availability of Child Care Facilities: One of the major shortcomings of the act is 

non-availability of crèche facilities at the work site even though the act includes this 

provision. Different studies show that women remained worried about their children while 

they are working at MGNREGA worksite even some women do not accept the job facilities 

of MGNREGA because of non-availability of proper child care facilities. 

ii) Low level of Awareness: In many states women participation is low because of low level 

of awareness about the process and entitlements of the programme. Eg- cumulative person 

days created in Assam for women have been only 24.85 percent and in out of sample districts 

only 17 percent in 2010-11. Many of the male folks have withdrawn from agricultural 

activities and joined works in MGNREGA. This vacated space in agriculture has been 

occupied by the womenfolk (Panda & Umdor, 2011). 

iii) Nature of Work:  Most of the studies reveal that nature of work is also not helpful for 

women workers. Most of the projects selected being related to rural connectivity related to 

rural connectivity and renovation of local water bodies involving earth work requiring 

application of physical force, male workers were preferred to women workers (Hazarika, 

2009). 

iv)  Poor Worksite Facilities: MGNREGA funds have been allocated for the provision of 

safe drinking water, resting place, changing room, first aid, recreational facility for children 
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etc. But most of the studies reported that except drinking water facility all other facilities 

were generally absent. 

v) Illegal Presence of Contractors: The continued illegal presence of contractors is a 

significant negative factor affecting the availability of work and its benefit for women 

(Nandini & Khera, 2009). 

vi) Delay in Payments: Delay in payments is also responsible for poor participation of 

women particularly in case of single women if they are the main earners in the family. 

 

Policy Implications 

 The effectiveness of MGNREGA crucially depends on what type of schemes it gives 

priority to. Lack of focus of social, gender inequality n creation of productive assets has been 

a major reason for limited success of wage employment programme. Compared to men, the 

proportion of unskilled, subsidiary workers among women is much larger under MGNREGA. 

Given poor health and literacy as well as the predominant responsibility of housework and 

caring, women have recourse only to work that is available. To improve such gendered 

condition of women, SEWA has suggested a longer period of employment with a package of 

capacity development and training in new technology based income generation activities, 

such as (1) agro-processing, watershed development (2) printing, carpentry, plumbing and so 

on (3) creation of environmental assets such as tree plantation, recycling, water harvesting 

and operation and maintenance of water resources, including hand pumps and pipelines 

(Nanavaty and Pandya, 2008). A longer period of assured employment, and hence income, 

definitely increases the capability of women to lift their households by their own efforts (with 

some help from olderr children and men) and undertake risk-taking investments. 

 A review of five years of MGNREGA programme shows that the challenge is not to 

reinstitute policy for women’s economic security, but to redeploy the machinery already in 

place to be used in a more gender responsive manner to overcome persistent gender 

inequalities, in both economic and socio-cultural spheres. The overarching vision that 

informs the design of MGNREGA for women’s economic empowerment has hardly ever 

articulated the need for women’s interests and inclusion of adequate numbers of women in 

management and social audits of creation and maintenance of productive assets. These errors 

of omissions and systematic de-emphasizing of gender equality in MGNREGA policies need 

to be made visible through district-level and country-level workshops. An integrated 

approach that links equality-based rights to manage productive assets and gender inclusive, 
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participatory rural institutions is the need of the hour for sustainable development and for 

addressing risks arising from MGNREGA fatigue. 

 The SHGs are one of the potential institutions at the grassroots level which can be 

used as an instrument of gender responsive implementation of guaranteed employment in 

creation of productive assets. Gorakhpur Environmental Action Group of Lucknow, Uttar 

Pradesh reports about 300 SHGs involving themselves with Gram Panchayats in 

implementation of MGNREGA programme and other schemes of rural development 

(www.geagindia.org). Also, in the governing body of AASHA in Assam, SHGs and 

Panchayats of different tiers are represented; and they are actively engaged in MGNREGA 

advocacy and decision making. However, capacity building improvement of members of 

SHGs through skill training and mandatory measure of gender equality in management and 

control rights to productive assets are critical, only then it would be possible for SHGs to act 

as an effective agency for rural development under MGNREGA. 

 Generally, women lack any productive assets other than their own labour. Often they 

do not even possess a homestead within which they could raise livestock or set up a shop to 

meet daily food requirement. There is thus the need to maintain to inform and assist public 

policy to institute implementation of programmes for a gender responsive political economy, 

with adequate measures for building women’s ownership and control rights to productive 

assets. Needless to say such measures are compatible with development needs of the country. 

That equal rights to productive assets of women with those of men, can lead to greater 

economic activity, change in the perception of dependence on men , and thus results in 

substantially reducing exclusion of women from social processes and promote development 

of diverse capabilities, thereby enhancing productivity and reducing inequality.     

 

Conclusion 

       MGNREGA has positive impact on employment pattern of women. Women have 

benefited both as individual and community. Women are benefited individually because they 

are able to earn independently, spend some money for their own needs, contribute in family 

expenditure etc. The gained benefits of women as community can be understood by increased 

presence in the gram sabha, increasing number of women in speaking out in the meetings, 

increasing capacity of interaction etc. But the poor implementation across the nation (such as 

lack of child care facility, worksite facility and illegal presence of contractors) accrued the 

gender sensitiveness of this act mainly in north-eastern state. Certain initiatives and changes 

http://www.geagindia.org/
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should be taken to remove these barriers. The valuable gains should not be derailed for poor 

implementation. 

 

References 

Dey, A. (2008). Impact of Rural Development on Eradication of Poverty: A Case Study of Meghalaya 

(India). (Unpublished Doctoral Dissertation, NEHU). 

Dutta, S. (2009). NREGA in West Bengal: Success and Challenges. Kurukshetra, 58 (2), 31. 

Hazra, A. (2009). Transforming Rural India. Kurushetra , 58, 7-9. 

Hazarika, P.G. (2009). Promoting Women Empowerment and Gender Equality through the Right to 

Decent Work: Implementation of National Rural Employment Guarantee Programme (NREGP) in 

Assam State (India): A Case Study. 

Khera, R. & Nayak, N. (2009). Woman Workers and Perceptions of the NREGA.  Economic and 

Political Weekly, 44, 49-57. 

Murugavel , V. M. D. (2009). Driver of Rural Economy. Kurukshetra.58 (2), 27-28. 

Panda, B.  Dutta, A. K. & Prusty, S. (2009). Appraisal of NREGA in the States of Meghalaya and 

Sikkim. Indian Institute of Management, Shillong. 

Panda, B. & Umdor, S. (2011) Appraisal and Impact Assessment of MGNREGA in Assam. North-

Eastern Hill University. Shillong. 

Pankaj, A. & Tankha, R. (2010). Empowerment Effects of the NREGS on Women Workers: A Study 

in Four States. Economic and Political Weekly, 30, 45-55. 

Ramesh, G. & Kumar, T.K. (2009). Facet of Rural Women Empowerment: A Study in Karimnagar 

District in Andhra Pradesh. Kurukshetra, 58, 29-30.  

Nanavaty, Reema & Divya Pandya. (2008). NREGP, A Perspective Note, Self Employed Women’s 

Association, Ahemdabad. 

PRIYA (2008). National Study: Phase III. Role of Panchayati Raj Institutions in Implementations in 

Implementation of NEREGA, New Delhi. 

Roy, Sanjay. (2009). Impact of NREGA on the Villagers in Tripura. Kurukshetra.58 (2) 27-28. 

Sankari, V. & Murugan, C.S. (2009) Impact in Udanguri Panchayat Union, Tamil Nadu – A Case 

Study. Kurukshetra, 58, 39-41. 

Sundaram, I.S. (2009). Rural Development. Mumbai: Himalaya Publishing House. 

 


