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Abstract

The article examines multiple dimensions of vulnerability among informal labour-
ers in India and critically evaluates existing social protection systems. Drawing on 
fieldwork conducted across five districts in Uttar Pradesh and two in Rajasthan, 
the study unravels issues such as unstable employment, delayed payments, digital 
divides and caste–gender hierarchies shaping the lives of this workforce. Initiatives 
such as MGNREGA, e-SHRAM, Ayushman Bharat and building and other con-
struction workers welfare boards are assessed for their delivery effectiveness. 
A comparison between Uttar Pradesh and Rajasthan highlights the crucial role 
of civil society organizations in entitlement delivery and enhancing institutional 
accountability. Based on empirical evidence and supplementary sources, the arti-
cle argues for abandoning fragmented technocratic approaches in favour of a uni-
versal social protection model grounded in a rights-based framework that better 
responds to local needs. Policy recommendations focus on addressing structural 
marginalization among informal workers.
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Introduction

The labour market in India primarily comprises an informal economy where over 
90% of the population is engaged in precarious employment that is neither law-
fully recognized nor offers employment security or access to social protection 
(MoSPI, 2023; NSSO, 2019). These casual labourers, on whom key sectors such 
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as agriculture, construction, domestic service and small-scale production depend, 
remain formally excluded from formal labour arrangements and income security 
entitlements (ILO, 2018; World Bank, 2021). Informality in India is not merely 
transitional; instead, it is an institutionalized structure shaped by a political econ-
omy characterized by low wages and reduced law enforcement (Herring, 2015;  
Harriss-White, 2004; NCEUS, 2007).

The vulnerabilities embedded in informal employment are multidimensional. 
Workers are exposed to unstable earnings, a lack of a redress system, inadequate 
health coverage and retirement benefits, unsafe environments and a lack of legal 
support in case of disputes (Bhattacharya, 2019; Mehta & Singh, 2021). All these 
risks are exacerbated by socio-economic conditions such as caste, class, gender 
and migratory status (Dreze & Sen, 2013; Sen & Dreze, 1995). The research indi-
cates that Dalits and Adivasis are disproportionately employed in low-paid, high-
risk and insecure enterprises (Breman, 2013; Gupta & Iyer, 2020). Informal 
female workers face significant burdens: They perform both paid work and unpaid 
care and are also consistently excluded from managerial or administrative posi-
tions (ILO, 2021; Kabeer, 2019). Often invisible to welfare provisions in both 
their origin and destination states, migrant workers are frequently undocumented 
at their destinations, potentially remaining unaccounted for (Bhan et al., 2020; 
Deshingkar & Akter, 2009; Reddy & Sekher, 2017).

The inefficiency of the fragmented welfare system in India was clearly illus-
trated by the COVID-19 pandemic. When a nationwide lockdown was declared in 
March 2020, millions of migrant workers found themselves susceptible to a crisis 
revealing a lack of food security, transport support or direct income payments (Roy 
& Kumar, 2020). Based on reports, as many as 73% of all the potential informal 
workers who were to be registered on systems to allow them to get ration entitle-
ments or cash benefits failed to do so either due to Aadhaar mismatch, failure to get 
themselves registered on the systems, or due to exclusion of the digital systems 
(Ray & Subramanian, 2020; SWI, 2021; Sinha & Mehta, 2021). Reality of exclu-
sion was a reflection on the necessity to reform the social protection regime in India 
and move to a regime that is grounded in the principles of rights and the universality 
(Ghosh, 2020; ILO, 2021).

This article is a critical review of the social–economic vulnerabilities of the 
informal workers and the ability of the currently existing social protection mea-
sures to tackle them. In particular, it endeavours to address the following ques-
tions: To what extent are the existing social protection schemes effective to reduce 
the multidimensional precarity that informal labourers experience and how can 
differences in how they are implemented and the extent to which they affect peo-
ple across regions be explained? It is based on primary fieldwork in five districts 
in the state of Uttar Pradesh (Sitapur, Hardoi, Barabanki, Unnao and Lucknow) as 
well as two districts in the state of Rajasthan (Ajmer and Rajsamand) to describe 
the experience of workers under the schemes of Mahatma Gandhi National Rural 
Employment Guarantee Act (MGNREGA), e-SHRAM, Ayusman Bharat and 
Building and Other Construction Workers (BOCW) Welfare Board. It talks about 
the importance of local governance, civil society engagement and the issue of 
technology in the determination of access to rights. The argument of the article 
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based on secondary data and literature is that there is a need to reform the system 
and processes of livelihood security, hitherto characterized by the technology-
managed, top-down, to a decentralized, inclusive and rights-based system. The 
article first presents the methodological approach, outlines and discusses key 
empirical findings and then concludes and gives future research directions.

In India, informal work occupies a wide variety of activities, such as construc-
tion, domestic labour, manufacturing at home, agricultural services and small-
scale trade (MoSPI, 2023). Such forms of labour are generally described as 
having no formal contracts, uneven remuneration support, a dangerous work 
environment and poor social security, especially in reference to pensions, 
expendable insurance, healthcare, medical care and provisions funds (NCEUS, 
2007). The absence of institutional dispute-resolution mechanisms for most 
informal employees creates a high risk of exploitation, as they have limited direct 
legal avenues for seeking justice. India’s widespread informality takes distinct 
forms across rural and urban settings. In rural areas, it typically involves sea-
sonal agriculture or MGNREGA work, while urban informal employment 
encompasses daily wage, domestic and other precarious jobs. Far from a tempo-
rary phase, Indian informality is an entrenched institution characterized by low 
wages and weak law enforcement, shaped by its unique political economy 
(Harriss-White, 2004; NCEUS, 2007).

Insecurity of informal workers is driven by three dimensions that are related to 
the instability of work, lack of protective labour regulations and the limited col-
lective voice. To begin with, informal employment is precarious in nature, which 
relies on other factors such as seasons, weather, flux in demand and the often-
volatile market. Second, there are no statutory rights like sick leave, wage security 
and occupational health and safety standards. Third, informal labourers lack 
access to the labour unions, collective bodies and official system of appeals to the 
authorities (ILO, 2021), which once again marginalizes them and makes it more 
difficult to seek redress.

This structure deeply embeds caste and gender issues. Dalit and Adivasi work-
ers are disproportionately in the most precarious and unprotected jobs (Breman, 
2013; Mohanty & Pati, 2020), often suffering wage theft, discrimination and 
assignment to manual-intensive tasks. Moreover, women labourers face addi-
tional disadvantages, with risks from gender pay gaps, unequal childcare access, 
limited supervisory roles and domestic burdens increasing their precarity (Patel & 
Desai, 2018). A nuanced understanding reveals how intersecting forms of patriar-
chy and informality compound these challenges (Nair, 2023; Taneja, 2022). 
Furthermore, the notion that the ‘state’s welfare system purports to be neutral’ but 
reproduces and even entrenches existing inequalities demands critical examina-
tion (Venkatesh & Reddy, 2019). Many women work in home-based or piecework 
arrangements, which, despite being labour-intensive, frequently fall outside cur-
rent welfare systems (Chen, 2012; Deshpande, 2020; ILO, 2021).

Migrant informal workers are in a particularly precarious situation. Internal 
migrants, largely seasonal rural–urban labourers, often lack legal protections 
from both their home and host states. At host sites, they commonly do not have 
ration cards, and their registration in national databases like e-SHRAM and the 
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One Nation One Ration Card (ONORC) is often incomplete or faulty (Agarwal 
et al., 2020; Deshingkar & Akter, 2009). Construction, brick kiln and domestic 
workers often experience wage theft and lack proper housing, sanitation and 
health facilities.

The intersecting vulnerabilities of occupation, caste, gender and migration 
status confirm that informal employment is not neutral. Instead, it is a socially 
and politically constructed category that creates hierarchies and exclusions, even 
in so-called protective institutions. Although the analysis by Drèze and Oldiges 
(2022) forms the very basics of technological intervention, a more broadly theo-
rized interconnection of digital governance and vulnerable groups, supported by 
the similar readings of Pariroo Rattan in their analysis of the concept of Digital 
Developmentalism and Street Vending (2025), further emphasizes that digital 
tools have often disempowered rather than enabling workers. Jan Breman and 
Barbara Harriss-White state that Indian informal work not only is unemployable 
but can be described as consciously disempowering. Its popularity stems from its 
versatility, low cost and ability to bypass formal accountability. Therefore, a 
robust understanding of informal employment must move beyond mere statis-
tics. It must instead scrutinize structural forces like economic liberalization, 
weak labour law enforcement, caste patriarchy and the gradual shrinking of the 
welfare state, all of which determine who benefits, who is excluded and who 
never accesses state support.

The article is structured as follows: The second section details the research 
methodology, including site selection, sampling and qualitative methods. The 
third section presents fieldwork observations from Uttar Pradesh and Rajasthan. 
The fourth section analyses the major findings and systemic explanations for dis-
parities in scheme implementation. The fifth section concludes with policy rec-
ommendations and implications for universal social protection.

Research Methodology

The article will be based on primary field work in five districts of Uttar Pradesh 
(Sitapur, Hardoi, Barabanki, Unnao and Lucknow) and two districts of Rajasthan 
(Ajmer and Rajsamand). The aim of the study was to understand the lived experi-
ences of workers in the major social protection policies, including MGNREGA, 
e-SHRAM, Ayushman Bharat and BOCW Welfare Board.

Mainly, the qualitative methodology was applied in the field work, including 
in-depth interviews and focus group discussions with informal workers, local 
communal leaders, gram panchayat members and local members of the Civil 
Society Organization (CSOs). The approach was adopted under this theme to 
ensure a detailed understanding of complex, multidimensional experiences of vul-
nerability that are mostly rampant in the informal sector and the challenges these 
workers face in accessing social protection systems.

These specific districts were chosen on the consideration of a variety of infor-
mal labour markets, socio-economic conditions and different variations in the 
implementation of schemes. The districts selected in Uttar Pradesh are 
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representative of a combination of rural and peri-urban regions that have numer-
ous informal work type and the challenges noted in the implementation of major 
projects such as the MGNREGA. Ajmer and Rajsamand were chosen in Rajasthan 
for their more successful implementation of the social protection schemes and 
the high activity of civil society organizations (including Mazdoor Kisan Shakti 
Sangathan (MKSS)), as documented in the existing sources. This intentional 
selection made comparative analysis of different institutional and grassroots 
actions possible, permitting us to understand how it contributes to the outcomes 
of informal workers.

Fieldwork Observations: Uttar Pradesh and Rajasthan

The situation becomes evident in the result of a comparative study across five 
districts of Uttar Pradesh and two districts of Rajasthan. Awareness of beneficia-
ries and responsiveness of the institutions turned out to be highly different in 
selected places of both states. These disparities may be explained by the differ-
ences in the ability to govern at the local level, the magnitude and nature of 
involvement of the civil society and varying rates of digital preparedness.

This section elaborates on the insights provided through the fieldwork as well 
as draws on comparative tables to represent the differences and similarities evi-
dent in the process of implementing social protection schemes in Uttar Pradesh 
and Rajasthan. The tables will enable empirical findings more convincing and 

Table 1. Comparative Effectiveness of Major Social Protection Schemes in Uttar 
Pradesh and Rajasthan.

Scheme/Aspect
Uttar Pradesh 
(Observations)

Rajasthan 
(Observations)

Key Differences/
Impact

MGNREGA Work 
Assignments

Complaints of 
mismatches, work 
demands not fulfilled, 
job cards not 
updated.

Improved scheme 
functioning, local 
CSOs monitored 
job card issuance, 
ensured drinking 
water/shade.

Significant disparity 
in work provision 
and monitoring.

MGNREGA Wage 
Payments

Delayed payments (up 
to several months), 
no automatic 
compensation for 
delays.

Timely payments, 
awareness of 
payment operation 
schedules.

Direct impact on 
livelihood security 
due to payment 
consistency.

NMMS App Usage Disproportionately 
affected elderly/
women, poor 
network, technical 
faults, marked 
absence despite 
attendance.

Not explicitly 
detailed, but implied 
better adoption/less 
issues due to CSO 
support.

Digital divide 
exacerbates 
exclusion in UP.

(Table 1 continued)
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Scheme/Aspect
Uttar Pradesh 
(Observations)

Rajasthan 
(Observations)

Key Differences/
Impact

Supervisory 
Positions 
(MGNREGA 
‘mate’)

Determined by caste 
hierarchy, Dalit 
women overlooked, 
favouritism at the 
Pradhan level.

Not explicitly 
detailed, but implied 
less caste-based 
discrimination due 
to MKSS.

Caste-based 
discrimination in UP 
limits opportunities.

Women’s Wage 
Access

Lack of clarity on 
wages, bank accounts 
in husbands’ names, 
Aadhaar-bank 
mismatches.

Reported registering 
RTI requests for 
transparency.

Empowerment 
of women in 
Rajasthan through 
transparency and 
access.

e-SHRAM Portal 
Utility

Limited utility, 
unaware of 
subsequent benefits, 
and opacity 
surrounding eligibility/
delivery.

Not explicitly 
detailed, but implied 
better awareness/
uptake due to CSO 
mobilization.

Data collection 
without 
effective policy 
implementation in 
UP.

Ayushman Bharat 
(PMJAY) Access

Difficulties accessing 
hospital services, 
denied claims, out-
of-pocket payments, 
limited knowledge of 
empanelled hospitals/
claiming costs.

Conflicting effects, 
but implied better 
access in some 
localities.

Inadequate 
implementation and 
digital verification 
issues in UP.

BOCW Welfare 
Boards Awareness

Near-zero awareness, 
believed to be 
for government 
employees, improper 
registration.

Some registered 
workers received 
maternity/child 
education benefits.

Significant gap in 
awareness and 
access to benefits 
in UP.

Overall Grievance 
Redressal

Most respondents 
could not identify 
organized means, 
complaints unofficial/
unpursued.

MKSS-led social 
audits, culture of 
questioning, RTI 
requests.

Stronger 
accountability 
mechanisms in 
Rajasthan.

Local Governance 
Role

Limited knowledge 
of programmes, 
deferred 
accountability to 
higher levels, reduced 
participation.

Proactive work 
planning, grievance 
redressal and 
mobilization for 
digital initiatives.

Active vs. passive 
role of local 
governance.

(Table 1 continued)

comprehensible, offering the quick overview of the systematic differences across 
variables. Table 1 presents a comparative review of the efficiency of the major 
social protection schemes in both states, which invalidates the empirical basis of 
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the arguments developed in this article. The visual representation of these varia-
tions strengthens the overall case of the central argument of the article regarding 
the criticality of local variables (CSOs, governance) even more strongly. It 
becomes much easier to directly quote specific results to be later used in discus-
sion and in the policy imperatives.

In contrast, a sizeable percentage of MGNREGA employees in Uttar Pradesh 
grumbled about work allocation mismatch and delayed wages. Some villagers 
stated that their work requirements have not been met or their job card has not been 
updated. The issue of attendance was worsened by the addition of the NMMS app 
as a photo-based attendance system, which mostly disadvantaged the elderly and 
the female participants who did not have smartphones or access to stable internet 
signals. Employees in Unnao and Sitapur claimed that they were marked absent 
because of technical glitches despite doing full day work. In the peri-urban region 
of Lucknow, migrant street vendors and migrant construction workers were not 
granted any of the fringe or rural benefits in addition to their city benefits.

It was not just the digital exclusion, but caste hierarchy also affects supervisory 
roles like ‘mate’ positions in MGNREGA. In Hardoi and Barabanki, Dalit women 
were alleged to be ignored regardless of their seniority and experience. In some 
gram panchayats, nepotism on Pradhan level led to the ad hoc allocation of work 
to the members of the dominant caste or families. Another challenge was that 
majorities of women do not have a clear notion of their salaries or access to their 
bank accounts, as they were usually named on their husbands’ accounts, or they 
were blacklisted due to the Aadhaar-bank mismatch issue.

Hardoi (UP):

‘I don’t know how much money comes into my account. I don’t go to the bank—my 
husband says it’s better if everything comes to his account.’—Santoshi Devi, 
MGNREGA worker, 12 March 2023

Barabanki (UP):

In one panchayat, a Dalit woman who had been working under MGNREGA for over 
8 years was never considered for the position of mate (site supervisor). The Pradhan 
reportedly told her, ‘Only upper-caste women can manage people and give orders. 
You won’t be able to handle it’. 14 June 2023.

On the contrary, Rajasthan showed a better functioning of the schemes and 
greater awareness in the villages of Ajmer and Dev Dungri. The presence of 
MKSS was instrumental in reducing the gap between policy and practice. Dev 
Dungri labourers could very well explain their rights, such as 100 days of work 
guarantee, wage payment periods, grievance redressal mechanisms and the impor-
tance of social audits. Women of these villages stated that they filed right to infor-
mation (RTI) applications demanding clarity into muster rolls and materials 
procurement. This has created an inquiry culture, helped by the high level of civil 
society engagement and local-level officials.
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A comparative contrast was observed in the administration of Gram panchay-
ats in Rajasthan and in Uttar Pradesh. In Rajasthan, the elected committees were 
proactive in terms of work planning, grievance redressal and mobilizing residents 
towards digital literacy in e-SHRAM registration and Ayushman Bharat cards. 
Conversely, the Panchayat-level officers in Uttar Pradesh had poor knowledge 
about various programmes of the government and had a tendency to transfer 
responsibilities to a higher level of government administration. This dilution of 
the responsibility introduced confusion among field workers, and the level of par-
ticipation of the panchayat was diminished significantly.

Similar disparities were evident in the implementation of BOCW welfare boards. 
Some of the registered construction workers in Rajasthan reported that they were 
provided with maternity and child education allowances. In Uttar Pradesh, however, 
the awareness of BOCW schemes was almost zero among the beneficiaries. Field 
investigators asserted that the majority of the informal construction employees were 
poorly registered and unaware of the mechanisms to access these benefits.

The empirical evidence reveals a significant variation in the execution of the 
nationwide programmes, directly linked to the existence or lack of community 
mobilization, effective local governance and strong grievance mechanisms. 
Rajasthan is the best example of what can be done with grassroots activism and 
the strong partnership between governments and civil society. Uttar Pradesh is an 
indicator of how exclusion persists despite all the apparent efforts of having a 
programme, when this was not effectively happening at the grassroots level.

Major Findings and Explanations

The reasons identified in the article of underlying dissimilarities in the implemen-
tation of welfare schemes, awareness of the beneficiaries and responsiveness of 
the institutions across Uttar Pradesh and Rajasthan are due to differences in 
capacities of local governance, scale and quality of civil society engagement and 
level of digital preparedness. This section will explore these in depth. It does not 
simply observe but attempts to describe why and how such disparities occurred 
and their systemic consequences.

This diverse and vivid gap in scheme outcomes witnessed in Rajasthan and 
Uttar Pradesh is significantly influenced by the presence and nature of civil soci-
ety involvement. In Rajasthan, MKSS is an excellent example of how active inter-
vention of the civil society leads to the better functioning of schemes and 
empowerment of workers.

MKSS not only is present but also performs specific interventions that make a 
difference. They have also played a crucial role in the mobilization of workers 
through repeated campaigns and community meetings to educate workers in their 
rights, such as the right to 100 working days and wage payment cycles. Their 
activism especially enabled the submission of RTI petitions, which were instru-
mental in demanding transparency in muster rolls and procurement of materiel. 
Moreover, social audits, which were organized by MKSS, introduced a strong 
feedback process between workers and authorities, making them accountable and 
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responsive, which was largely absent in Uttar Pradesh. All of these direct inter-
ventions in job card tracking, more attentive management of wage payment 
records, making requests under the RTI act and social auditing, have direct results 
in transparency, accountability and, indeed, empowerment of workers, which 
shows in a clearly improved operation of the schemes.

Case study: Dev Dungri (Rajasthan):
At Dev Dungri, 10 women met to lodge an RTI, asking information on the 
construction material (cement and gravel) approved in their village. They took 
up these questions in a gram sabha meeting with the support of MKSS, which 
resulted in official recognition and corrective action. It is this proactive appli-
cation of transparency tools which served to limit petty corruption.

Impact of CSO engagement: Dev Dungri, Rajasthan

	• 100% of workers were aware of their right to 100 days of work
	• RTI was used to track material purchases and budget allocations
	• Women actively participated in panchayat meetings
	• A working grievance system was in place

In contrast: In Hardoi (UP), over 80% of workers had no knowledge of 
grievance procedures or of tools like RTI or social audits.

Conversely, the weak or absent CSO infrastructure in Uttar Pradesh is also 
among the reasons for noted scheme failures. This disparity stems from various 
factors, such as historical settings that have formed state–civil society relations, 
varying state policies regarding NGOs and, possibly, the more fragmented local 
political environment, which has not fostered collective action. Without system-
atic and continuous struggle, Uttar Pradesh workers are usually ignorant of their 
rights, have no avenues to collectively raise their grievances and are victims of 
unaccountable bureaucratic apathy and corruption.

Local governance capacity and role, especially at the gram panchayat level, 
becomes another crucial factor. As could be witnessed in Ajmer and Dev Dungri 
in Rajasthan, elected committees were proactive in planning their work and 
resolving grievances, besides mobilization of residents in digital activities such as 
e-SHRAM registration and Ayushman Bharat. This encouraged a culture of 
accommodative local officers and citizen input, which led directly to improved 
scheme delivery and accountability.

Conversely, the panchayat-level officers of Uttar Pradesh often demonstrated 
limited understanding of government schemes and usually deferred responsibili-
ties to higher administration. This knowledge gap and the problem of account-
ability are multifaceted in nature. They can probably be attributed to some 
combination of a lack of training of local officials, a lack of resource allocation 
towards panchayats, political intervention that erodes local autonomy and a weak 
culture of accountability, in which non-performance has few consequences. This 
dilution of responsibility creates a lot of uncertainty among the fieldworkers and 
severely undermines participation and trust levels at the panchayat level that 
results in systematic scheme failures.
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Although poor network reception contributes to the problem, the issues of digi-
tal readiness extend far beyond connectivity, revealing a structural question of 
power and access. The NMMS app available in UP disproportionately affected the 
elderly and women without smartphones or reliable internet. This indicates that 
there are wider digital infrastructure imbalances between Uttar Pradesh and 
Rajasthan. Better digital readiness is implied due to stronger local governance and 
CSO mobilization, facilitating digital literacy.

Sitapur (UP):
‘We report for work every day, but the supervisor doesn’t click our photo on the 
app. Later, we’re marked absent, and we receive no wages’.—Gulabo Devi, 55, 
MGNREGA worker, Sitapur, February 2023

Using digital tools such as Aadhaar-based payments, mobile attendance appli-
cations and biometric authentication without addressing the underlying socio-
economic inequalities, such as access to smartphones, digital literacy and 
gender-based restrictions in mobility, exacerbates existing inequalities and exclu-
sions. This transforms an apparent technical issue into a structural issue of power 
and access. As an example of an anecdotal finding in Uttar Pradesh, women were 
sometimes denied work simply for lacking smartphones or in remote places where 
network transmission was unreliable, practically barring workers from showing 
up to work, regardless of their physical presence. Women, the elderly and 
Scheduled Caste families are particularly disproportionately affected due to lim-
ited access to technology, have less access to digital literacy and higher social 
barriers to mobility and resource access (Table 2). Thus, digital exclusion is 
directly related to the very premise of the article that ‘informality being socially 
and politically constructed’.

The key social protection initiatives targeting the informal labourers will be 
evaluated on the basis of fieldwork, empirical evidence and proven secondary 
literature. Though such schemes have the goal to create a conceptual support 
framework, they are usually hampered by administrative barriers, technological 
exclusion and a lack of programme convergence.

MGNREGA remains the most important rural safety net scheme targeting the 
informal workforce by assuring a household of 100 days of employment every 
year. However, in Uttar Pradesh, the interviewees consistently reported a lack of 

Table 2. Barriers Faced by Women Workers in Accessing Digital Systems—Hardoi, UP.

Aspect Observation (Out of 10 Women)

Own smartphone access Only three had a personal mobile phone

Direct control over the bank account Seven accounts linked to husbands or male 
relatives

Marked absent despite presence (NMMS) Five faced wage denial due to technical 
glitches



28	 Journal of Liberal Arts and Interdisciplinary Sciences 1(1)

work, delayed payments (it might take months) and job card updates were not 
recognized. The mandatory application of the NMMS app, where geo-tagged pic-
tures needed to be posted twice a day, was especially discriminating. Many work-
ers also found their names falsely marked absent due to bad network coverage, 
lack of training or misinformation about the app. Such findings are consistent 
with the data at the national level, where digital tools have served as a source of 
disempowerment rather than empowerment of workers (Drèze & Oldiges, 2022).

In contrast, Rajasthan shows a more promising development trend. In this case, 
MGNREGA was implemented fairly closely to what appeared to be an ideal: local 
civil society organizations monitored distribution of job cards, provided drinking 
water and shade at the worksites, and, in general, increased vigilance of public 
wage payment records. Workers were aware of the demand system and payment 
schedules. Social audits took place on a regular basis, which established a feed-
back loop between administration and the workers, a mechanism largely non-
existent in Uttar Pradesh (LibTech India, 2021).

The Ministry of Labour and Employment has launched the e-SHRAM portal to 
build a widespread national database of the unorganized labour to make their 
enrolment easy in welfare programmes. In field studies, however, there was little 
usefulness. In the surveyed areas, the workers had enrolled through facilitation 
drives or local common service centres but remained unaware of the subsequent 
benefits. The veil of secrecy over eligibility, methods of delivery and the actual 
matching of registration with minimal visible take-up underlines the pattern of 
data gathering without the effective policy implementation (ILO, 2021).

The Ayushman Bharat–Pradhan Mantri Jan Arogya Yojana (PMJAY) is another 
similar programme that aims to guarantee free tertiary/secondary healthcare 
which yielded contradictory effects. In urban Lucknow and some localities within 
Ajmer, Ayushman-card families experienced challenges in obtaining hospital ser-
vices, such as claim rejections and out-of-pocket expenses to use the card or the 
diagnostic bill. Unorganized workers interviewed were not well informed with 
regard to empanelled hospitals or reimbursement of costs. Thus, PMJAY seems to 
be a financial security to the poor, but due to weak implementation marked by 
tedious formalities of digital verification, absence of transparency and limited 
scheme portability, this programme promotes the ongoing exclusion in the infor-
mal sector (Ghosh, 2020; Jain & Mor, 2021). There was low enrolment in social 
insurance schemes, including Pradhan Mantri Shram Yogi Maan-Dhan 
(PM-SYM), Pradhan Mantri Jeevan Jyoti Bima Yojana and Suraksha Bima Yojana 
(PMSBY). The idea of monthly contributions was considered unaffordable, and 
workers lacked confidence in the claims process. Most of the workers were self-
employed; hence, they preferred direct benefits over contributory benefits. It is 
also proposed in academic criticism that contributory pensions are ill-suited in the 
volatile income conditions of informal jobs (ILO, 2021; NCEUS, 2007).

The welfare boards set established under the Building and Other Construction 
Workers Act, 1996. BOCW welfare boards held out some hope but were not used 
to their full potential. In Rajasthan, a few registered construction workers also got 
maternity allowances, safety supplies or training incentives. On the contrary, 
workers in Uttar Pradesh had no idea of this board, and often believed that it was 
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available only to government workers. Most cases were found to automatically 
block registration by contractors or brokers, and in case they were registered, still 
no further course of action was taken to avail the benefits.

Poor convergence became one of the most widespread obstacles to the schemes. 
Employees had to deal with numerous credentials and portals, bank accounts and 
biometrics. No platform provided benefits under a single window. With this sort 
of fragmentation, though a majority of informal workers may not appear on any 
given listing platform, they may be listed elsewhere, and this creates confusion 
and wastage of welfare opportunities. This atomization not only hinders adminis-
trative capacity, but it also imposes unfair access costs on vulnerable employees.

Decentralization is one of the main disadvantages to the efficiency of the 
Indian welfare structure, especially for informal workers. Despite the many 
schemes being in operation in the country, their management and distribution are 
fragmented, thus interrupting horizontal and vertical accountability. This coordi-
nation failure leads to redundant databases, incomplete coverage of eligible ben-
eficiaries and reduced welfare effects (ILO. 2021).

Digital exclusion is directly correlated with fragmented targeting, wherein 
workers are forced to enrol separately under MGNREGA, e-SHRAM, the 
Ayushman Bharat health scheme and pension schemes. There are different eligi-
bility requirements, documentation procedures and administrative regimes in 
each initiative. There is no overarching platform for integration or portability, 
leading to what can be termed ‘welfare fatigue’ as workers become disheartened 
by repeated, often unsuccessful, attempts to obtain benefits. Without integrated 
databases and a common delivery window, the principle of convergence remains 
largely rhetorical (Ghosh, 2020).

The urban informal workers and migrants face profound invisibility. 
Although the government has schemes like MGNREGA, which can offer con-
centrated employment in rural areas, equivalent security is not extended to the 
informal workers in the cities. Because of the lack of portability, migrants 
who perform jobs as construction workers, transport workers and street ven-
dors in their destination states are not entitled to the same benefits as their 
native counterparts in their home states as well as the destination states. 
Another approach that worsens food insecurity among migrants is the poor 
performance of ONORC initiative (Bhan et al., 2020). Poor decentralized 
housing policy promotes residential precarity and hinders the registration and 
traceability of residences.

Institutional accountability mechanisms are also weak, which is another 
structural bottleneck. Grievance redressal forums, ombudsman offices and 
social audits get less funding and are politically neglected. In Uttar Pradesh, the 
vast majority of respondents were unable to point to a formal system of com-
plaint; complaints were mostly unofficial or unpursued. Conversely, the exam-
ple of MKSS-led social audits in Rajasthan shows how transparency and 
supportive relations can be increased through participatory monitoring. 
Nonetheless, this process will require an active civil society and a conducive 
local government that cannot be substituted with digital dashboards and central-
ized programmes (Roy, 2022).
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Beyond scheme-related issues, our comparative analysis also indicates the 
extent to which structural gaps and cross-cutting themes are affected differently 
across the two states. Such a distinction is crucial to explain why systemic prob-
lems cannot be deemed equal but tailored to local dynamics, in turn enhancing 
the discussion as to why Rajasthan is regularly doing better in some areas as 
compared to other states because of the presence or lack of certain mitigating 
variables (e.g., high-performing CSOs). Discussion of these broader issues is 
aided by the presentation in Table 3, and the table itself has a straightforward 
connection to policy imperative by defining where the most significant structural 
gaps have been identified in which context, so that specific efforts can be tar-
geted to these areas.

Table 3. Cross-cutting Themes and Structural Gaps in Uttar Pradesh and Rajasthan.

Theme/Gap Uttar Pradesh Rajasthan
Impact on Informal 
Workers

Fragmentation of 
schemes

Multiple IDs, 
portals, bank 
accounts, biometric 
verifications; no 
single-window 
access.

Not explicitly 
detailed, but implied 
better convergence 
due to CSO efforts.

Imposes unfair 
access costs, 
confusion 
and missed 
opportunities.

Technological 
exclusion

Aadhaar mismatches, 
NMMS app issues, 
poor network, 
shared devices and 
software failures.

Implied better digital 
readiness due to 
local governance/
CSO mobilization.

Gatekeeping device 
disproportionately 
affects vulnerable 
groups.

Caste and gender 
hierarchies

Dominant-
caste ‘mates’ 
overrepresented, 
women denied 
work (smartphone 
pretext), restricted 
mobility for 
grievance.

Implied less overt 
discrimination due 
to CSO intervention.

Reproduces existing 
inequalities and 
limits opportunities 
for the marginalized.

Migrant worker 
invisibility

Deprived of rural/
urban entitlements, 
lack of portability 
and food insecurity 
(ONORC 
underperformance).

Not explicitly 
contrasted, but the 
general issue of 
migrant invisibility is 
a national concern.

Lack of legal 
protection, basic 
amenities and 
traceability.

Institutional 
accountability

Underfunded/
politically 
marginalized social 
audits, unofficial/
unpursued 
complaints.

MKSS-led social 
audits, participatory 
monitoring 
and enhanced 
transparency.

Direct impact 
on trust and 
responsiveness of 
the system.
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In conclusion, the current strategy of the modern state regarding workers’ wel-
fare and informal labour is socio-economically insufficient, technologically over-
whelming and structurally divided. These weaknesses undermine the confidence 
of the community and continue the politics of invisibility, where the informal 
workers are often tallied, tracked, but hardly protected.

Conclusion

The informal employment regime in India is not a temporary event or a transi-
tional stage; it is an institutionalized and established fact that has been formed 
over decades of policy ambiguity, disjointed welfare planning and structural 
inequalities. Although many welfare programmes like MGNREGA, e-SHRAM 
and Ayushman Bharat have been implemented, the informal workforce is still 
mostly left out, which can be explained by the poor implementation, low aware-
ness and insufficient institutional responsiveness. The excessive dependence on 
technological solutions has also contributed to the exclusion, which has led to a 
data-rich but delivery-poor system. A substantive change requires the breaking 
down of the existing fragmented, top-down system and the implementation of a 
universal social protection floor that ensures basic income security, healthcare, 
housing and nutrition to everyone.

The next imperative steps involve fortification of grassroots governance, 
protection of benefit portability of migrant workers and the creation of gender 
sensitive and rights-based welfare institutions. The decentralization of civil 
society organizations, by granting them legal power, financial independence 
and immunity against political pressure, is also critical in promoting 
accountability.

Finally, these reforms require long-term political commitment, institutional 
capacity-building and inclusive decision-making to be successful. The experience 
of Rajasthan and Uttar Pradesh shows that local responsiveness, administrative 
integrity and participatory social audits can collectively transform welfare deliv-
ery, making social protection equitable and sustainable.
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