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Abstract

Are ostensibly demand-driven public works programs with high levels of safeguards nonetheless susceptible to
political influence? We investigate this conjecture using expenditure data at the local level from India’s National
Rural Employment Guarantee Scheme. Focusing on one state where accountability and transparency mecha-
nisms have been employed and implementation efforts have been widely applauded, we find no evidence of
partisan-influenced spending before the 2009 election and find that the political leaning of a mandal played
only a small part in fund distribution after the 2009 election. Most variation in public works expenditures is
explained by the observed needs of potential beneficiaries, as the scheme intended.
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While seemingly essential for poverty reduction in many contexts, it is well known that public works
spending is often subject to political manipulation (Cadot,Röller, Stephan 2006) whereby public resources
are strategically awarded with the intention of garnering or rewarding political support instead of catering
to economic needs (Powell 1970; Kurer 1993). Because politically rooted spendingmay lead to suboptimal
social policy and undermine the usefulness of these projects as poverty-reducing or growth-enhancing
tools (Kurer 1996), uncovering instances where funds are distributed based on noneconomic reasons and
curtailing the extent to which politics can infiltrate project allocation is crucial. This is especially important
in light of the many government workfare programs used as short and long term strategies for targeting
the poor.
India’sMahatmaGandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Scheme (MGNREGS), employing about
50 million men and women every year (Khera 2011), offers an interesting case for investigating the link
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between public works spending and politics for two important reasons. First, MGNREGS is derived from
theMahatmaGandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Act (MGNREGA) which grants citizens the
“right to work”on local infrastructure projects at a set minimumwage,making it one of the only programs
in the world to nest a government workfare program within a legal entitlement. MGNREGS, therefore,
is ostensibly designed to be a self-targeting and demand-driven program, where labor is aggregated and
public works are selected at the local level before final approval by higher level government authorities.
Second, while the demand-driven nature of the program may suffice to counter the political manipulation
of program funds, MGNREGS also put in place a suite of accountability and transparency mechanisms,
including but not limited to publicly available data and social audits. The extent to which these several
unique features of MGNREGS have eliminated avenues for using the program for political reward or
gain is a conjecture worth exploring.1

Given the great heterogeneity in implementation records across states in India (e.g., Dutta et al. 2012,
2014), this paper investigates the correlates of MGNREGS spending at the mandal (subdistrict) level
in Andhra Pradesh (AP).2 AP acts as a useful case because it is one of the few states praised for its
implementation quality, allowing us the opportunity to examine whether political manipulation can still
exist despite overwhelmingly “good” program performance. Underpinning this implementation in AP,
however, is a heavily “top-down” approach despite the “bottom-up” manner originally conceived by
MGNREGA. The fact that directives frequently come from higher levels of government raises obvious
questions about how MGNREGS can be influenced by political motivations at those levels, undermining
the very spirit of an employment guarantee program.

Establishing a relationship between the safeguards or institutions embedded within MGNREGS and
the political manipulation of the program would be an incredibly difficult, if not impossible, task. Instead
we focus on the extent to which project spending at the mandal level follows patterns of politically influ-
enced nonprogrammatic distribution, as defined by Stokes et al. (2013), beyond the publicly stated target
of the program, human needs (broadly defined), in a state where accountability mechanisms are known to
exist and function. The timely occurrence of a national and state-level election in 2009, several years into
the implementation of MGNREGS, allows us the opportunity to test for the political distribution of funds
on either side of the successful reelection of the United Progressive Alliance (UPA) coalition. We use the
mandal level as our unit of analysis, unlike the bulk of the MGNREGS evidence to date, because mandals
best match the constituencies that form the state-level assembly, the governing body with ultimate control
over MGNREGS spending and priorities (in addition to other reasons, see section III).

Other important political economy research on MGNREGS to date has focused on issues such as
rent-seeking behavior (Niehaus and Sukhtankar 2013a) and leakage (Niehaus and Sukhtankar 2013b).
There is recent, yet unpublished, literature that links MGNREGS fund allocation to politics. Most similar
to our study, Gupta and Mukhopadhyay (2014) find some evidence of an inverted-U shaped relationship
between vote shares of the ruling political party in panchayat samiti elections andMGNREGS spending at
the subdistrict level in the state of Rajasthan but that the relationship reverses when looking specifically at
very close elections. It is important to explore beyond this case study for various reasons,most importantly
the colossal dissimilarities in implementation approaches and records between states. In AP, Johnson
(2009b) finds no evidence of a relationship between the political affiliation of the most local leaders
(gram panchayat and mandal parishad) and MGNREGS outcomes, implying that either MGNREGS is

1 We recognize that other programs in India with similar profiles may also be manipulated for political gain, however
choose to focus on MGNREGS given the unique features of the program and the context in which we explore this
question.

2 While the state-level may seem small, the population of AP during the period under study was nearly 50 million, larger
than many countries in other regions of the world, and with high poverty levels. Moreover, it should be noted that the
AP we refer to in this study is pre-bifurcation in mid-2014.
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unsusceptible to capture by elected officials or that local leaders have little to no power to manipulate
spending levels. Our research fits into and goes beyond this emerging literature by exploring how election
outcomes at higher levels, including for the body with direct control over funding flows, are related to
MGNREGS spending outcomes.

Our results offer optimism about the MGNREGS bureaucracy in AP as well as some critiques to
guide reforms. We find no evidence of partisan-based spending in the initial years of program imple-
mentation although we do uncover a small amount of preference given to mandals that voted for the
winning incumbent coalition in the 2009 elections in the following years. Even so, the overwhelming
majority of MGNREGS spending to date flowed according to needs-based correlates, as the program
intended, so the distortionary effect of politically driven resource allocation is very modest, likely on ac-
count of the distinct demand-driven characteristics of the scheme and the local political context at the
time.Through our analysis ofMGNREGS,we also offer a range of hypotheses for empirically testing these
political effects using any public project that straddles a major election and conclude with a discussion
of the implications for the literature on the relative merits of central versus local control over program
implementation.

I. Context

In this section, we provide a summary of MGNREGS implementation and the relevant local political
context in AP. For more details on the timing of MGNREGS roll-out and the changing political situation
between 2004 and 2012 (see figure 1).

Figure 1. Timeline of MGNREGS Project Implementation and Political Situation in AP

2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 20122004

election – UPA win

election – UPA win
and YSR death

Phase 1 Phase 2 Phase 3

MGNREGA 
passed

Pre-election MGNREGS 
spending

Post-election MGNREGS 
spending

fractions in INC party, 
Telangana protests, and

 several by-elections

Notes: Refer to section I for more details.

MGNREGS in AP

MGNREGS implementation was phased in over three sets of districts categorized based on “backward-
ness” level. In the first phase the poorest districts gained access to funds in the 2006/07 fiscal year, with
each of the remaining two phases joining in succession in the following years.3 While MGNREGS is a
national program, the states are tasked with implementing it through a “bottom-up” approach to plan-
ning and selecting works. Section 16(3)(4) ofMGNREGA stipulates that every gram panchayat, the village

3 In AP, 13 districts were included in phase 1 (2006/07), 6 districts in phase 2 (2007/08), and 3 districts in phase 3
(2008/09). For more details on what is known about the algorithm used to determine the district phase-in and how the
intended design may have diverged from actual phase-in, see Zimmermann (2012).
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level elected body, with participation from constituents, be responsible for aggregating local demand for
work, developing a list of projects that would benefit the larger community, and proposing a timeline for
completion. The long-run development and annual work plans are submitted to the district level, which
aggregates the plans across mandals and then submits to the state-level government for final approval of
both the priorities of works and budget (Bhanumurthy et al. 2014).4 It was envisaged that decentralized
responsibility to determine which projects should move forward under MGNREGS would ensure their
contextual appropriateness, reflect the local needs and priorities of the people, and facilitate a demand-
driven approach.

Popular opinion and empirical studies claim, however, that factors apart from the intended “demand
driven” targeting tactics, generally political ones, determine where MGNREGS funds are directed. The
Central Employment Guarantee Council (2010) observes that work priorities across India tend to follow
orders from state or district headquarters and do not reflect the stated needs and aspirations of the peo-
ple. In AP specifically, Reddy (2012) notes that implementation has often been flush with directives from
the state government on the prioritization of works. Maiorano (2014) further substantiates this claim in
the AP, referring to the implementation approach as “supply driven” and “rigid top down” (97). Maio-
rano finds that hired Field Assistants, not locally elected leaders, implement programs at the village level,
undermining the power envisioned of the gram panchayat. The state government of AP, which employs
and manages the Field Assistants, can exert direct control of the implementation process through these
individuals. Another field report from AP by Chamorro et al. (2010) states that the supply of jobs (and
therefore expenditures) seemed more determined by the Field Assistants than by actual demand from
laborers. A “top down” approach to program implementation and spending directives may imply the
political manipulation of funds by higher-level elected leaders.

At the same time, a growing collection of evidence suggests that AP stands out as a “success story”
above other Indian states in implementing MGNREGS. For example, Johnson (2009a) found little evi-
dence that the political affiliation of the local level leader influenced any of the project outcomes in AP.
Descriptive evidence from Johnson, Tannirkulam, and Larouche (2009) suggests that MGNREGS in AP
has been better targeted to the intended beneficiaries than other government programs operating over
the same time frame. Johnson (2009b) finds that MGNREGS allowed households in AP to mitigate the
negative income effects of weather-related shocks, implying the timely distribution of funds to needy
households. As part of their cross-state analysis, Liu and Barrett (2013) note that AP is one of the eight
states categorized as having “good” pro-poor implementation.

Politics in AP

Because MGNREGS is implemented by the states and often the program signage and materials feature
images of state-level political figures, like the Chief Minister, we expect that voters attribute MGNREGS
spending to the political coalition in power within the Legislative Assembly, the state-level governing
body.5 At the time MGNREGA was passed in 2005, the Indian National Congress (INC), the main party
within the United Progressive Alliance (UPA) coalition, had just wrested power from the regional party,
Telugu Desam, in the AP’s Legislative Assembly election. Y. S. Rajashekara Reddy (YSR) took over as

4 The panchayat village is the lowest level of administration in India followed by mandals (a term for subdistricts, or
blocks, specific to AP) then districts within each of the 28 states.

5 To the contrary, data from the Public Evaluation of Entitlement Programmes (PEEP) Survey of 2013 show that nearly
three-quarters of surveyed households across ten states, of which Andhra Pradesh was not included, claimed that they
did not know which leader was responsible for initiating MGNREGA and an additional 15 percent could not identify
the correct leader. We expect AP is a special case given the match between national and state-level governing political
parties and the fact that AP was the flagship MGNREGS state.
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Chief Minister with an overt mission to address the agrarian crisis, an issue of contention in the run-
up to the election (Srinivasulu 2009). In his years in power, YSR oversaw the implementation of a large
number of social welfare measures, the new MGNREGS among them. AP was the inaugural MGNREGS
implementation state, further solidifying the scheme as YSR’s flagship program. The state-level incumbent
coalition in AP is the same incumbent coalition in the National Parliament, meaning it should be very
clear to constituents that the UPA is strongly affiliated with MGNREGS program implementation.

The next election, both at the state and national level, was held in April 2009, just at the start of the
2009/10 fiscal year. Ethnographic evidence shows that AP’s assembly constituency (AC) elections in 2009
were characterized by candidates from all parties promising the distribution of funds and benefits un-
der a number of social welfare programs (Elliott 2012), although MGNREGS is not among the schemes
described. In AP, YSR was reelected with a large margin ostensibly due, among other things, to the suc-
cessful implementation of various social welfare programs. Reelection in India is rare,6 so this signaled
great satisfaction with YSR’s first administration. However, soon after the elections, YSR was killed in
a helicopter crash and a struggle for power within the state and party ensued. After deep conflicts with
members of the ruling INC party, in 2011 YSR’s son, Jaganmohan Reddy, left to form his own party,
the YSR Congress. In 2012, the YSR Congress successfully contested by-elections and won 16 of the 19
contested Legislative Assembly seats, with Jaganmohan Reddy himself winning a National Parliament
seat and his mother, Y. S. Vijayamma, winning the State Assembly seat vacated previously on account of
his father’s death.

Another complicating issue in AP is the longstanding fight for state-succession by one of the three
cultural regions, Telangana. Throughout his first tenure, YSR was a strong supporter of separation for
these 10 districts that claim to lack representation and submit to general neglect of their needs (Ramdas
2013). Upon YSR’s death in 2009, uncertainty surrounding the plan to move forward with succession
meant the revival of the Telangana movement and violent protests throughout the region. The issue of a
separate Telangana state eventually emerged prominent with the national government, which proposed
a split of AP in December 2013. The upheaval surrounding YSR’s death and the reinvigoration of the
Telangana movement prompted considerable changes to the contours of the political context in AP after
2009.

II. Conceptual Framework

Given the accumulated evidence suggesting both good implementation and the heavy-handedness of state-
level and state-influenced administrators in AP, there is good reason to expect that both needs-based
and politics-based motivations have been instrumental in guiding resource allocation and, ultimately,
expenditures under MGNREGS.7 Strictly, MGNREGS is a “right to work” program, not an antipoverty

6 Indian voters are said to possess an “incumbency aversion” (Linden 2004; Elliott 2011). As evidence, Maiorano (2014)
finds that only 25 percent of incumbents throughout India successfully won reelection between 1980 and 2008.

7 We chose to focus our analysis on MGNREGS expenditures instead of allocations for a number of reasons: (i) alloca-
tion amounts are simply funds budgeted and may not actually be spent, potentially due to similar political economy
reasons, (ii) allocations are formulaic as budgets are made based on the number of job card holders who worked in the
MGNREGS in the previous year, (iii) the same state-governing body that makes final decisions about allocations also
can directly influence implementation, and therefore expenditures, via the hired and perhaps politically motivated Field
Assistants (Maiorano 2014), (iv) field reports show that Field Assistants may have more influence on who works under
MGNREGS and when than expressed demand (Chamorro et al. 2010), and (v) expenditure data are theoretically less
susceptible to manipulation due to the presence of social audits integrated into the MGNREGS and the fact that the
information system is directly linked to actual financial transfers maintained by an external agency (not manual entries
by the administration). Actual expenditures are far more interesting to study; however, we use the terms interchangeably
throughout.
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program, meaning the government does not expressly target funds so much as approve, oversee, and
possibly manipulate how they are spent. Self-targeting, however, implies that expenditures should be
concentrated in “needier” areas.

In this context, these needs can be viewed as multidimensional so as to meet the immediate necessities of
individuals while laying longer term foundations for rural economic growth. Because MGNREGS follows
from the newly recognized “right to work” in India, we expect project funds to be spent more in areas
with the need to safeguard volatile livelihoods through employment generation and the mitigation of
labor market shocks, those more in line with expected demand. However, because groups of individuals
with different types of livelihoods—for example, cultivators versus agricultural laborers—have explicitly
different needs, we expect expenditures to differ where one of these groups dominates the other.8 Further,
because MGNREGS activities are directed around projects, particularly as antidrought measures, where
the end result should contribute to increases in agricultural productivity, we also expect that areas with
greater need for improving their infrastructure will receive more funds.

Apart from the stated aim of the program, it may be rational for policy makers to use their control
over program funds to meet their potentially competing political objectives, introducing a “partisan bias
in the allocation of public programs” (9, Stokes et al. 2013). For the purposes of our analysis, we refer to
this effect as the nonprogrammatic distribution of funds, following the distinction by Stokes et al. (2013).
A program falls into this category when the distribution of benefits does not fully comply with criteria
that are publicly available, including (although not necessarily) for partisan reasons. While MGNREGS
spending criteria are not formulaic like many other government programs, we would expect that any
relationship that emerges between spending levels and politics, after controlling for the factors that should
dictate worker demand, is evidence of a deviation from purely demand-driven implementation.

While we presume that this nonprogrammatic, partisan-based distribution of fundsmay occur through-
out implementation, there may be logical reasons that politics-influenced expenditures may be especially
acute at particular times in the election cycle. For example, leading up to a reelection, the incumbent po-
litical coalition may use project funds as a means of encouraging votes.9 Indeed Maiorano (2014) claims
that transforming state welfare schemes into a mechanism for winning reelection was part of the YSR’s
focus of MGNREGS in AP. The type of effect we are referring to does not necessarily imply direct “vote
buying,” bribing, or coercive actions taken on the part of politicians. Instead, we focus on a more general
form of allocating funds to administrative areas with the intent of garnering political support.10 After a
successful election, politicians may also use their control over funds to reward their faithful constituents.
Because the UPA coalition won both state and national-level reelection in 2009, we may expect that they
used MGNREGS funds in the years after the election to “compensate” areas where their advantage was
higher or to continue encouraging constituencies for the next election in 2014.11 Because every given

8 For example, cultivators depend on agricultural laborers to perform many on-farm functions and may not want a robust
MGNREGS program since it may put upward pressure on wages and tighten the labor market on which they depend.
On the other hand, agricultural laborers may desire a larger MGNREGS in order to secure employment opportunities,
particularly in years with adverse agricultural conditions and reduced demand for hired labor.

9 While there are several other means through which the incumbent party could attempt to encourage votes, state-level
panel analysis in India by Khemani (2004) suggests that Indian politicians are more likely to target public investment
projects and programs that funnel money towards small and marginal farmers by diverting funds from other areas of
spending directly before elections. MGNREGS fits this set of characteristics well.

10 This analysis builds on a long history of studies linking project allocation or spending with political objectives leading
up to an election (e.g., Wright 1974; Schady 2000; Brusco, Nazareno, Stokes 2004).

11 Like the pre-election literature, the study of post-election project allocation and politics has a long history in the political
science literature (e.g., Levitt and Synder 1995; Miguel and Zaidi 2003; Finan 2004).
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point in time sits both in front of a past election and behind a future one, there is no way to disentangle
these potential political motivations.

III. Empirical Methodology and Hypotheses

In this section, we provide details on the model and hypotheses used to understand the nature of MGN-
REGS fund disbursements for the years surrounding the 2009 election. To estimate the extent to which
state-level politics and the targetable needs of the population have influenced MGNREGS spending in
the AP, we rely on one main specification but offer a range of alternative identification approaches and
robustness checks, mainly relegated to appendices.

Politics-Based Distribution
To test whether the political leaning of an area influenced MGNREGS spending in AP, we estimate total
MGNREGS spending per capita in mandal i in district d during fiscal year t using the following regression
model:

MGNREGSidt = α0 + α1advantageid + α2advantage
2
id + α3needsid + α4needsidt + α5zidt + μd + τt + εidt (1)

where advantage captures the voting behavior of constituents in the most recent AC election (as defined
below); needs represents a vector of the observable “needs” of the mandal, both baseline (time-constant)
(needsid) and year-specific (needsidt); z is a vector including other mandal-level controls, notably variables
that characterize election particulars described later; μ represents district-level fixed effects which incor-
porate the phase during which the jurisdiction joined the MGNREGS; τ captures fiscal year fixed effects;
and ε is a mean zero random error term. The fiscal years included in our analysis are the three years lead-
ing up to the 2009 election (2006/07, 2007/08, 2008/09) and the three fiscal years following the election
(2010/11, 2011/12, 2012/13).12 The model is estimated with data from all six years, then separately for
the two time periods of interest (pre- and post-2009 election) using data described in the next section and
summarized in appendix S1 (supplemental appendices available at https://academic.oup.com/wber).13

Because Indian elections are governed by a multiparty system and the candidate with the highest per-
centage of votes wins, we define the advantage term as:

advantageUPA = votesUPA − votesother
votestotal

ranging from −1 to 1, where votesUPA is the total number of votes garnered by the UPA coalition in the
matched AC, votesother is the total number of votes received by the non-UPA party with the most number
of votes,14 and votestotal is the total number of votes cast in the constituency.15 We define the advantage
term with respect to the UPA coalition becauseMGNREGS is a UPA flagship program, and we expect that

12 As the 2009 election occurred at the very beginning of the 2009/10 fiscal year, is uncertain how MGNREGS spending
in that year would have been affected by the election, especially since most of the allocation decisions should have been
made before the start of the fiscal year. Furthermore, 2009/10 was a drought year and was characteristic of widespread
political upheaval following the death of YSR and the resurgence of the Telangana movement. For all of these reasons,
we exclude the 2009/10 MGNREGS spending from our analysis.

13 Given the district-wise phase-in of MGNREGS, phase one mandals will have three observations over this time period
whereas phase two mandals will have two and phase three only one. In order to ensure that our results are not influenced
by this relative weighting, we also provide results by year.

14 Where UPA lost, the total votes from the winning party are used.Where UPA won, the total votes from the second place
party are used.

15 Our definition of “advantage”differs from the often-cited definition provided by Gelman and King (1990). Our variable
is also called “margins” in some work, including Asher and Novosad (2013).
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constituents will credit spending under this program to the political coalition that brought it about. We
use a list of those parties that provided both “weak”and “strong” support to the UPA coalition before the
elections when specifying this variable.16 Instead of only including a linear advantage term in our model,
a square term is added to allow for potential nonlinearities, including an inverted-U pattern, as found by
Gupta and Mukhopadhyay (2014).

We utilize the AC level election results—as opposed to local level election or parliamentary constituency
election results—for a number of reasons: (i) the state, led by the Members of the Legislative Assembly
(MLAs), has ultimate implementation and funding authority over MGNREGS, (ii) MLAs, elected via
the assembly constituency elections, in AP influence MGNREGS implementation via pressure on and
oversight of Field Assistants hired by the Mandal Parishad Development Officer (MPDO), and (iii) the
importance of the Field Officer role in AP means that locally elected officials play a much more marginal
role than envisioned in the design of the program and perhaps in other states (Maiorano 2014).

Moreover, the mandal was chosen as our unit of analysis for three main reasons: (i) most studies about
themany facets ofMGNREGS to date only disaggregate to the district level whichmay obscure potentially
important variation at the subdistrict level, especially since MGNREGS is locally implemented, (ii) this
variation is not only interesting and important but also nearly essential econometrically when confining
our analysis to one state, and (iii) the elections most relevant to the case of APMGNREGS implementation
are the AC elections, constituency boundaries for which best match the mandal administrative boundaries.
Since the administration of MGNREGS considers the mandal in its operation and because all data apart
from election outcomes are observed at the mandal level, we keep the mandal (not the AC) as our unit of
analysis.

We test the hypothesis that state-level administrators strategically spent MGNREGS funds based on
their advantage in the previous election, which serves as a measure of known political climate in the
mandal, via the following joint null and alternative hypotheses:

HO (1) : α1 = α2 = 0; HA (1) : α1 or α2 �= 0

using the coefficient estimates from equation (1). If these null hypotheses are rejected, then past electoral
advantage is associated with spending patterns. Because it may be the case that mandals with high levels of
advantage differ in unobserved ways from mandals with lower levels of advantage, and perhaps in a way
that is correlated withMGNREGS spending, we use various identification strategies as robustness checks
(instrumental variables and first difference) in addition to a large number of other variable definition
specification checks (see appendix S2).

Needs-Based Distribution
While the government is not tasked with spending based on specified criteria, we refer to and test for
the presence of what we generically refer to as “needs-based targeting” using a series of variables that
describe the state of the population of the mandal before MGNREGS began, all included in the vector
needs. Because the needs of individuals and their communities may change, we use exogenous baseline
characteristics from before the start of implementation for all static needs variables so as to overcome
this potential issue.

We arrive at a list of variables that together encapsulate the “needs”of a mandal through several means.
First, we refer partially to the task force report written by the Government of India Planning Commission
(2006), which describes how districts are identified and targeted for wage employment schemes, allow-
ing us to create variables that mimic, to a large extent, or act as proxies for this list, doing so at the

16 In the 2004 election, the UPA coalition includes 11 parties in AP: INC, MUL, RPI(A), LJNSP, RJD, RPI, TRS, CPI,
CPM, AIMIM, PRBP. In the 2009 election, the coalition includes 6 parties in AP: INC, AIMIM, BSP, RJD, JD(S), SP.
Independent candidates are considered non-UPA supporters throughout.
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mandal-level instead.17 Second, because we are interested in studying which groups have their needs con-
sidered when dispersing MGNREGS funds, especially cultivators versus (typically worse off) agricultural
laborers, we include a number of variables that seek to describe the distribution of land and workers
within the mandal. The variables we include describe population characteristics, the type and distribution
of land within, and the infrastructure status of the mandal. We, therefore, find evidence of needs-based
targeting if we can reject the null hypotheses:

HO (2) : α3 = 0; HA (2) : α3 �= 0

using coefficient estimates from equation (1).
Further, we wish to understand to what extent MGNREGS accommodates the time-varying needs of

the mandal, serving as a safety net against shocks, not just as a pro-poor transfer. AP is an agricultur-
ally important and drought-vulnerable state; therefore, variation in rainfall levels over time is expressly
important to households deriving some part of their income from agricultural cultivation or labor. In
periods when rainfall is particularly bad, MGNREGS spending may increase to account for the resulting
surplus of underemployed agricultural laborers if the needs of agricultural labors are truly considered.18

Similar to Paxson (1992) and Dasgupta (2013), we create a rainfall shock variable for each of the two
important seasons, kharif and rabi, that describes how many standard deviations from long-term average
the current season rainfall level is. We conclude that MGNREGS accommodates the time-varying needs
of the mandal if we can reject the null hypotheses:

HO (3) : α4 = 0; HA (3) : α4 �= 0

also using coefficient estimates from equation (1).

IV. Data

The data used in this analysis come from a range of publically available sources. The written names of
mandals and districts are often the unique observation in the underlying data sets; we successfully merged
all data manually for 1,061 mandals from 22 districts in AP, about 96 percent of the 1,109 rural mandals
found in these 22 districts in the Indian Population Census of 2001.19 Definitions, data sources, and
summary statistics for all of the variables used in our analysis can be found in table S1.1 in appendix S1.

One major feature of MGNREGS is the pursuit of transparency. To that end, an incredible amount
of administrative information about projects and workers is available online.20 Website management
is handled by the state, with data input directly from the mandal administration and linked to elec-
tronic financial transactions data from the relevant institutions. While one may question the quality of
government-reported project data, a major study on public works projects around the world praises the

17 This report describes the following criteria as essential for selection of a district as needy: incidence of poverty, unem-
ployment rate, agricultural wage rate, per hectare agricultural productivity, productivity per agricultural worker, SC/ST
population, drought-proneness and desert-proneness, and rural connectivity.

18 In India, there is also a process by which mandals are declared “drought stricken” and receive government funds,
including more MGNREGS funds, to help with the short term crisis conditions. In AP, over 800 mandals were declared
in drought in 2005, over 200 in 2006, nearly 1,000 in 2009, over 900 in 2011, and over 200 in 2012 fiscal years.
However, because a government body, the Ministry of Rural Development, is in charge of these declarations and because
the criterion for declaration are somewhat loosely defined, we expect politics may be a contributing factor in the decision
and therefore do not consider this declaration in our analysis.

19 There are 23 districts in AP; however, Hyderabad, the capital of the state, is excluded because it is an entirely urban
district and therefore should not benefit from MGNREGS.

20 On 11 September 2013, we downloaded mandal level spending data by fiscal year from the MGNREGS website for AP
(http://MGNREGA.ap.gov.in) from the “report” section (reports/reports general/R1.6).
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information technology system implemented by AP in particular (Subbarao et al. 2013), providing strong
evidence that we need not be terribly skeptical of the data quality.21 We downloaded reports from the
website, which include the total amount spent per fiscal year (April–March) at the mandal level, our de-
pendent variable, as well as other variables used as robustness checks. We standardize these values using
the rural population size.

Most time-invariant, needs-based variables come from the Indian Population Census from 2001, Indian
Agricultural Census from 2005/06, and Indian Village Amenities Census from 2001, all of which were
collected before the start of MGNREGS and act as a suitable baseline. Because MGNREGS is a program
focused on rural employment, we limit our variables to population and land values that are observed
only in rural areas, where possible. The time-varying, needs-based variables, all functions of observed
rainfall levels across the two important rainfall seasons, kharif and rabi, are derived from geospatial data
sets linked to mandal-level boundaries. In addition to these contemporaneous variables, we also include
a measure of average and the standard deviation of yearly rainfall levels over a recent 12-year timeframe
as controls for the agricultural potential of the area.

All elections outcome data were aggregated from various documents made available by the Election
Commission of India, which includes a number of votes by the candidate and party for both the 2004
and 2009 elections. An AC can have several mandals in each, and therefore, we assign the results of the
AC election to each component mandal.22 The UPA advantage variables are created from these data. See
figure S1.1 in appendix S1 for more details on the distribution of the advantage term across all mandals
for both elections. While the advantage variable is our main covariate of interest, we include a number of
control variables that seek to capture the idiosyncrasies of the AC elections. Because the AC boundaries
andmandal boundaries are not always identical,we control for those cases where amandal is split between
two ACs (less than 1 percent of mandals in 2004 and 7 percent in 2009). Moreover, because we are
interested in mandal-level MGNREGS expenditures, we collapse election results to the mandal level by
taking a population-weighted average across the two ACs. To complicate matters, some AC boundaries
were redrawn in 2008, between the 2004 and 2009 elections.23 We, therefore, control for those cases
where mandals contain a new or abolished AC in the regressions involving changes in UPA advantage over
time (27 percent of mandals). Another feature is the presence of “reserved” elections where positions are
set aside for scheduled castes and tribes (SC/STs), for which we also control. Finally, because voter turnout
may be an indicator of voter awareness in India (Mookherjee 2012),we also include this value as a control.

V. Estimation Results and Discussion

In the following sections, we test our hypotheses related to the determinants of MGNREGS spending in
the pre-2009 and post-2009 project implementation years. In so doing, we offer a number of potential
reasons for our findings to further contextualize our results.

Politics-Based Distribution
First we explore to what extent the UPA funneled MGNREGS funds to areas where it had a greater ad-
vantage in the previous election using data from all of the fiscal years under study, as displayed in the first

21 The administrative data in AP are verified routinely through independent social audits in the gram panchayats across the
state (see http://www.socialaudit.ap.gov.in). Verification exercises were also conducted by the authors in select villages
in 2014 which suggest that the administrative data are reliable. Household interviews on wages earned and work done
by job card holders match entries in post-office or bank books wherever these were available. Likewise individual recall
data on the type of work done and number of days are also consistent with administrative data, as are the list of assets
created since inception. Details on this exercise available upon request.

22 There were 281 ACs in the 2004 election and 291 in the 2009 election, so the average AC contained 3–4 mandals.

23 Gerrymandering is not a concern in AP.
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column of table 1. This specification yields a positive and statistically significant coefficient estimate on
the linear advantage term, but not on the quadratic term. This implies that there is no inverted U-shape
or tapering of funds allocated to areas at the highest end of the advantage distribution (unlike Gupta
and Mukhopadhyay 2014). As such, we reject (at the 1 percent level) the null hypotheses HO(1) that
the advantage of the UPA coalition in the previous election is not related to MGNREGS expenditure
in the subsequent implementation years; indeed, the allocation of funds by AC members appears parti-
san.

More illuminating is running the same analysis split by pre- and post-2009 election years. The second
column of table 1 displays the results specifically for the first three years of the program, those leading up
to the 2009 election. Due to the phase-in of the program, we ensure that only those mandals eligible for
MGNREGS funds in a particular year are included in the relevant fiscal year cross section.24 Because man-
dals in phase 3 only started to receive MGNREGS funds directly before the 2009 election, our discussion
related to pre-2009 election spending is most relevant to phase 1 and 2 mandals.

The individually and jointly statistically insignificant linear and quadratic advantage terms mean that
we fail to reject the null hypothesis HO(1) that politics played no part in MGNREGS fund allocation
before the 2009 election. There exists no direct relationship between spending and past voting patterns,
implying that UPA did not manipulate the new program by directing program resources with the express
purpose of winning reelection in the pre-2009 fiscal years or rewarding their supporters in the 2004
election. These results hold under a number of robustness checks, including four IV specifications, and
alternative variable specifications (see results in appendix S2). Additionally, because we might expect that
the fiscal year directly before the 2009 election (2008/09) may have been characterized by more partisan-
based spending than the earlier fiscal years, we estimate equation (1) on separate cross sections by fiscal
year (table S1.3 in appendix S1) but still find no year when we could reject the null hypothesis of partisan
distribution.

The apparent lack of overtly politically motivated funding in the pre-2009 years suggests that state-
level administrators allowed the demand-driven nature of the program and accountability mechanisms
to drive proper implementation. Instead, the ruling UPA coalition may have used the well-targeted nature
of the program funds—directing them to areas with most need—as a means of drumming up support
instead of simply funneling money based on how individuals voted in the 2004 election. Our extensive
field research suggests that examples of both a lack of political interference and a good bureaucracy
were successful in targeting the program in line with beneficiary needs during this time period. These
strategies suggest that politicians perceived constituents as “retrospective voters,” those influenced more
by their experience with policy tools and are likely to vote for incumbents when policy outcomes have
been favorable to them. If this was the approach, then it succeeded; YSR and his UPA coalition amassed
great popularity and won reelection in 2009.25

The third column of table 1 shows the results for the three fiscal years following the 2009 election,
after the UPA coalition won a decisive victory in AP and during which all areas were entitled to benefits
under the program. In this case, we reject (at the 1 percent level) the null hypothesis HO(1) that the
advantage of the UPA coalition in the 2009 election is not related to MGNREGS expenditure in the years
after the election, revealing the partisan nature of spending in the post-2009 years. Again, these results

24 It should be noted, however, that we do observe several “out of phase” mandals receiving MGNREGS funds a year
before they should. This includes 6 phase 2 mandals in 2006/07 and 68 phase 3 mandals in 2007/08. While there could
be political economy reasons for early phase-in, this paper does not concern itself with that dimension.

25 We explore how voters in the AC elections responded to MGNREGS expenditures in the years leading up to the election
in appendix S3, finding a positive and statistically significant relationship between the total amount of MGNREGS
spending in a mandal before the 2009 election and the UPA advantage level in the 2009 election. See appendix S3 for
more details.
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Table 1. Regression Results for MGNREGS Expenditure Models, Preferred Specification

(1) (2) (3)

All years Pre-2009 Post-2009

UPA advantage in previous election 0.243*** −0.0144 0.357***
(0.0528) (0.0437) (0.103)

UPA advantage in previous election, squared 0.202 −0.0297 0.269
(0.186) (0.146) (0.413)

SC/ST percent (%) 0.00273** 0.000661 0.00406***
(0.00107) (0.000838) (0.00149)

Illiterate (%) 0.00727*** 0.00456*** 0.00883***
(0.00125) (0.00108) (0.00173)

Agricultural laborers (%) 0.00277* 0.00325** 0.000875
(0.00160) (0.00136) (0.00215)

Cultivators (%) 0.00672*** 0.00222 0.0102***
(0.00217) (0.00163) (0.00305)

Unirrigated land (%) 0.000983*** 0.000746*** 0.00105**
(0.000311) (0.000247) (0.000448)

Landholdings that are small/marginal (%) −0.00427*** −0.00331*** −0.00504***
(0.000989) (0.000821) (0.00136)

Land gini coefficient −0.703*** −0.532*** −0.903***
(0.198) (0.163) (0.281)

Long run average yearly rainfall (mm/hr) 2.214** 1.209 2.640*
(1.056) (0.807) (1.480)

Long run st. dev. yearly rainfall (mm/hr) 5.078** 3.450** 6.245**
(2.055) (1.591) (2.923)

Number of ag credit societies (in 1000s) −0.00937*** −0.00619*** −0.0122***
(0.00211) (0.00142) (0.00285)

% of villages with medical facilities −0.162*** −0.177*** −0.166**
(0.0567) (0.0497) (0.0780)

% of villages with paved road −0.0727* −0.0589* −0.0870
(0.0426) (0.0341) (0.0603)

Distance to nearest town from village 0.00219*** 0.00103*** 0.00293***
(0.000379) (0.000299) (0.000562)

Kharif season rain < average (1=yes) 0.0105 0.0331*** −0.0309
(0.0111) (0.0122) (0.0208)

Kharif < average * rain shock (abs. value) 0.0613*** 0.0315*** 0.0988***
(0.0107) (0.0106) (0.0156)

Rabi season rain < average (1=yes) 0.00582 0.0222* 0.00189
(0.0122) (0.0124) (0.0214)

Rabi < average * rain shock (abs.value) −0.172*** −0.0279 −0.232***
(0.0171) (0.0184) (0.0250)

Voter turnout in previous election (%) −0.00482*** −0.00191 −0.00299
(0.00143) (0.00122) (0.00222)

SC/ST reserved previous election (1=yes) 0.00171 0.0187 0.00646
(0.0160) (0.0150) (0.0239)

Split between ACs in previous election (1=yes) −0.0676** −0.0919** −0.0520
(0.0310) (0.0386) (0.0324)

Constant 0.253 0.327* 0.712**
(0.220) (0.176) (0.333)

Year dummy variables Y Y Y
District dummy variables Y Y Y
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Table 1 (continued)

(1) (2) (3)

All years Pre-2009 Post-2009

Observations 5,753 2,570 3,183
R-squared 0.508 0.495 0.509
Joint sig. of UPA advantage vars (p-value) 0.000 0.934 0.002

Source: Authors’ analysis based on data from various data sets (see section IV).

Notes:

***p< 0.01,

**p< 0.05,

*p< 0.1. All reported results are estimated per equation 1. Pre-2009 years include 2006/07, 2007/08, and 2008/09. Post-2009 years include 2010/11, 2011/12,

2012/12. The “all years” specification does not include 2009/10. Standard errors, shown in parentheses, are clustered at the mandal level (i= 1,061). Only 1,039 of

1,061 mandals are included in the pre-2009 election years because there was no UPA coalition candidate in ACs matched to 22 mandals. Results split by fiscal year

can be found in appendix S1. A large number of robustness checks on these results can be found in appendix S2.

hold across a number of robustness checks, including a first difference model, as well as several sample
selection and variable definition changes (see appendix S2). This null hypothesis is also rejected for each
year when estimating separately by fiscal year (table S1.4 in appendix S1). We conduct F-tests on the
relative magnitude of these effects across years. When including all mandals and also when dropping
mandals with a by-election in a given fiscal year,26 we find that the 2010/11 and 2011/12 advantage
terms are not statistically distinguishable but that 2011/12 is significantly larger than 2012/13. It is not
surprising that 2011/12maymatter most since,with the formation of the YSRCongress that split from the
main UPA coalition, it was likely the most important year politically. These events changed the contours
of political alignments, and it is conceivable that it prompted parties to garner voter support in various
ways, including through MGNREGS.27

Evidence of partisan spending in the post-2009 election years represents a departure from the pre-2009
era. We offer two possible explanations for this shift. First, it may have taken a few years for state-level
politicians to figure out how to useMGNREGS funds for political gain. Second, it may reflect the changing
political climate in AP immediately after the 2009 election. Recall that YSR, the figurehead of MGNREGS
in AP, was killed soon after his reelection and that a struggle for power ensued in the following years.
Politically influenced expenditures during this time may reflect that this disorder prompted politicians
to use MGNREGS funds to secure their places in the AP political hierarchy moving forward, based on
how their constituents voted in the most recent election. While our analysis is unable to uncover which
mechanism is more likely, it does point to the important distinction between the pre- and post-2009 years.

Across all post-2009 years, we estimate an average partial effect of advantage at 0.36 (significant at
the 1 percent level), meaning a 1 percentage point increase in the advantage of the UPA coalition in the
2009 election is correlated with about a 4 rupee per capita increase in annual MGNREGS expenditures in
the years after the election. Given we observe an average MGNREGS allocation per capita of about 540
rupees in any given fiscal year (table S1.1 in appendix S1), this means that a 1 percentage point increase
in UPA advantage is correlated with a less than 1 percent increase in the total MGNREGS funds allocated
to a given mandal in the post-election years, a magnitude that is only sizable when considering relatively
high levels of UPA advantage or mandals where per capita expenditure levels are much larger than av-
erage. While hypotheses-testing provides solid evidence for the existence of partisan-based spending, the
magnitude and economic significance of these effects appear very small on average.

26 By-elections occur when an elected member dies, resigns, or is disqualified. There were 11 ACs with a by-election in
2010/11, 2 in 2011/12, and 16 in 2012/13.

27 The post-election results are also in line with estimates of a model that investigates how political turnover between UPA
and non-UPA parties across the elections influenced MGNREGS spending. For more details, see appendix S4.

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/w

ber/article-abstract/32/3/551/2669767 by Sectoral Library R
m

 M
C

-C
3-220, EM

M
AN

U
EL AH

IM
BISIBW

E on 09 N
ovem

ber 2018



564 Sheahan et al.

Needs-Based Distribution
In this section,we investigate the hypothesis thatMGNREGS funds were allocated based on various needs
of the mandal. With respect to the baseline (time-invariant) labor-related needs described in HO(2), we
find that mandals with a higher percentage of illiterate individuals received more funds across all panel
model specifications but that areas with more SC/ST households received more funds only in the post-
2009 years. Because we expect that lower caste and illiterate individuals are likely to require assistance
through government programs like MGNREGS on account of their relative poverty and employment
levels, these findings suggest that MGNREGS expenditures were targeted to the poorest and neediest
areas both before and (even more so) after the 2009 election, after which time all districts had phased
into the program. The fact that the SC/ST term becomes significant only in the post-2009 years may be
an indication of increasing program awareness over time among this marginalized subpopulation and/or
the later inclusion of sanctioned projects on private SC/ST lands.

The coefficient estimates on the percentage of primary agricultural laborers and cultivators, on the
other hand, show a changing story before and after the elections. Across most specifications, we find
that mandals with a higher percentage of agricultural laborers receive more funds in the pre-election
period but a lower amount of funds in the post-election period, with the opposite relationship ob-
served for primary cultivators. Because the drought in 2009 and the after-effects were more severe than
anything experienced in the pre-2009 years, these results may reflect that even primary cultivators re-
quired MGNREGS as a coping mechanism. Still, the fact that we observe an unexpected relationship
with respect to casual agricultural laborers, another portion of the population requiring additional in-
come in poor agricultural years, suggests that some of the well-targeted nature of MGNREGS eroded
after the election and/or workers became discouraged over time due to rationing and delays in wage
payments.

The coefficients on the static variables related to land or acting as proxies for the agricultural potential
of the area suggest that these characteristics were also strong considerations when distributing MGN-
REGS funds to mandals. Mandals with a higher percentage of unirrigated land received more funds,
which is not surprising given that land improvement and irrigation projects supposedly accounted for
over 75 percent of total MGNREGS projects in AP (Deininger and Liu 2013). This implies that the funds
were targeted to areas that stood to gain from the type of infrastructure projects facilitated by MGN-
REGS. Moreover, areas with more farms that fall into small or marginal size categories and areas with
more inequality in land-holding size receive less MGNREGS spending. Higher inequality in land owner-
ship is indicative of fragmented rural communities where rich landowners have power over the landless.
Our findings suggest that major landowners were able to lobby to keep MGNREGS less relevant in their
communities.28

Our final set of static covariates describe other measures of infrastructure that likely function as proxies
for a range of additional needs-based variables. We find that areas with more agricultural credit opportu-
nities (a proxy for the robustness of agricultural institutions) and mandals containing more villages with
medical facilities and paved approach roads (general infrastructure variables) receive less funds per capita.
On the other hand, mandals with more remote villages receive more funding per capita. The direction and
significance of these covariates are nearly identical in the years both before and after the 2009 election,
suggesting spending has been well matched to areas with more infrastructure needs across time.

We also investigate our hypothesis related to the flexibility of MGNREGS to accommodate time-
varying needs, HO(3), namely changing labor market dynamics between agricultural seasons and years,

28 It is important to note that political party allegiances in AP are not split between the landed and the landless (also
important for the interpretation of our results on agricultural laborers versus cultivators). Both rival political coalitions
in AP have “vote banks” among powerful landed communities (Reddys and Kammas), before MGNREGS (Suri 2002;
Srinivasulu 2004) and during the 2009 election time (Suri, Rao, Reddy 2009).
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embodied in the rainfall shock in the current kharif and rabi seasons. In the pre-2009 election years, we
observe that areas with less than average rainfall in both seasons were more likely to receive more funds,
and for the kharif season, we also find a positive and significant relationship where the magnitude of those
negative shocks was highest.

In the post-2009 years, the relationships are not as well behaved. We observe that areas with more
substantial below average kharif rainfall shocks receive more funds than those areas with less signifi-
cant negative rainfall shocks. In the rabi season, areas with higher negative rainfall shock receive less
funds. The post-2009 period, however, should function as a period where the rainfall needs were con-
sidered even more since “drought-affected mandals” were supposed to receive more money starting
in 2011 via an increase in the number of days individuals were eligible for work (100 to 150) when
rainfall levels were far below average. Using our exogenous rainfall shock variables, we find that man-
dals with higher rainfall shock in the kharif season may have benefited from this policy change but
that negative rabi season anomalies were not correlated with more MGNREGS spending in the post-
election years. This is particularly unfortunate since the areas with higher percentages of agricultural
laborers received fewer funds, meaning those households who rely more on casual agricultural labor
opportunities may have had more difficulty earning income in the rabi seasons of these post-2009
years.

Summary of MGNREGS Spending Results
As a final exercise, we seek to understand which groups of variables (as categorized in table S1.1 in ap-
pendix S1) were most strongly correlated with the distribution of program funds. To do this, we calculate
Shapley values using the regression estimates from equation (1), which decompose the explained variance
(measured by R-squared) into contributions over particular groups of regressors (Huettner and Sunder
2012). In other words, we calculate the mean marginal contribution of each group of variables to the
overall model R-squared. These estimates for all years, pre-2009, and post-2009 model specifications are
presented in table 2.

Across all included fiscal years (column 1), we find that the voting variables that allow us to mea-
sure nonprogrammatic distribution can explain only about 1 percent of the variation in MGNREGS
spending levels. By contrast, the four categories of variables that together encapsulate the needs of the
mandal explain more than 43 percent of the variation. In the post-election period (column 3), where our
results suggest that partisan politics had a stronger relationship with MGNREGS spending than in the

Table 2. Decomposition of R-squared for MGNREGS Fund Expenditure Models

(1) (2) (3)

All years Pre-2009 Post-2009

Non programmatic distribution 1.0 0.1 2.5
Needs-based: labor-related 13.6 9.7 22.9
Needs-based: land-related 13.2 12.8 16.7
Needs-based: infrastructure-related 13.8 11.8 20.2
Needs-based: rainfall-variability 2.7 2.8 3.9
Election controls 2.2 2.3 3.1
District and year dummies 53.5 60.5 30.7
R-squared 0.5076 0.4948 0.5077
Observations 5,753 2,570 3,183

Source: Authors’ analysis based on data from various data sets (see section IV).

Notes: The included numbers represent Shapley values, or the percentage of the R-squared that can be explained by a particular group of regressors. We calculate

these values using the “rego” user-written command in Stata. See table S1.1 in appendix S1 for which variables are included in each of the six categories. The relevant

matched regression results for these estimates are the specifications displayed in the matched columns of table 1 (equation 1 estimated with OLS).
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pre-election years, we still find that the needs of the mandal far dominate the variation explained by
the election variables. Indeed, even as the importance of the advantage variables climbs to only 2.5 per-
cent, the needs variables become even better predictors when all mandals are eligible for MGNREGS,
explaining more than 63 percent of the variation in expenditure patterns. This decomposition exercise
also uncovers the fact that the statically observed needs-based variables are jointly better predictors of
MGNREGS funding levels than the time-varying rainfall variables, suggesting that expenditures have not
responded very flexibly to changing labor market dynamics over time, although they do flow to poorer
areas more generally.

Our results do not offer guidance on why the nonprogrammatic distribution of funds appears more
likely—although insubstantial—in the post-election years. Nonetheless, the fact that politics does not
appear to have a major influence on spending levels suggests that the self-targeting, transparency, and ac-
countability mechanisms integrated into the MGNREGA—including widespread information disclosure
and social audits—reduce the potential for larger-scale political capture to take hold in AP.While we can-
not establish any direct causal relationship between these safeguards and our results, we offer our findings
as evidence, particularly alongside more local-level findings in AP by Johnson (2009b), that MGNREGS
is less manipulable than public discourse suggests. The fact that preferential spending does not seem to
have been a major contributor to MGNREGS spending is likely due to the fact that a transparent top
down approach that functions through a strong bureaucracy offers few opportunities for local political
operatives to capture rents. This offers an important lesson for program administrators everywhere.

VI. Conclusions

India’s innovative and massive Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Scheme was
designed as a demand-driven program rooted in the constitutional “right to work” and incorporates a
number of accountability and transparency mechanisms aimed at limiting the extent to which politics
can influence program spending and implementation. The degree to which these intentions have come
to bear is a question worth exploring, both for improving MGNREGS and for designing other major
government-funded programs around the world. With great heterogeneity within India, we focus further
on the experience in Andhra Pradesh, one state where implementation is heralded as a “success story”
and where the political climate mimics the national level. By testing hypotheses related to covariates that
broadly describe the “needs” of the mandal alongside voting trends at the assembly constituency level in
both 2004 and 2009,we provide the first quantitative study to our knowledge that explores if partisanship
among the UPA coalition at the state-level, where MGNREGS funding is approved and priorities are set,
influenced mandal-level MGNREGS expenditures between 2006/07 and 2012/13.

We do not find evidence that the political leaning of a mandal before the 2009 election influenced
MGNREGS expenditure levels, but do find consistent evidence (although with an effect small in magni-
tude) that the distribution of funds after the election was partially politically motivated, either to reward
their loyal constituencies for their successful 2009 election or to encourage further support in the 2014
election. We offer two possible reasons for the late emergence of partisan effects: (i) a slow learning pro-
cess among state-level politicians on how to allocate funds with political objectives in mind and (ii) the
political struggle that occurred in AP following the sudden death of the reelected chief minister from
the UPA coalition. The political stakes were especially high in the post-2009 election years, suggesting
that even programs with considerable safeguards do become more susceptible to political influence where
there is more to gain. Alongside these findings, we also observe that expenditures were well aligned with
the needs of the mandal, especially characteristics of the population, land, and infrastructure but also the
changing labor market dynamics across years and agricultural seasons. Even in the post-2009 election
period where past voting outcomes is a major correlate, we still find that the needs of the mandals ex-
plain far more of the variation in MGNREGS expenditures than the political variables.Moreover, we find
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evidence that aggregate MGNREGS spending in the pre-2009 election years is positively related to a shift
in voting patterns toward the UPA coalition in 2009 (see appendix S3), implying that voters “rewarded”
the governing coalition for implementing a well-targeted program in the initial years, evidence that overt
partisanship in implementation was unnecessary to secure their win.

This paper contributes to the political economy literature by exploring the relationship between elec-
tion outcomes and spending on large-scale government-sponsored programs.We also offer a set of testable
hypotheses for investigating the incidence of partisan-based nonprogrammatic distribution, as defined by
Stokes et al. (2013). Moreover, our findings shed light on the ongoing debate about the most appropriate
level for managing public programs—central versus local—especially given concerns about political cap-
ture (e.g., Bardhan 2002; Bardhan and Mookherjee 2005). Our results suggest that even a heavy-handed
central governing apparatus, not envisaged under MGNREGS but evolved as such in AP, can deliver
benefits well aligned with constituent needs. While we cannot test whether the “top down” approach is
optimal, our results do indicate that centralized spending can be done benevolently. The state-level AP
government took the power originally granted to local-level institutions because they perceived these bod-
ies to lack the capacity necessary to implement a program as complex as MGNREGS (Maiorano 2014).
But even this “top-down” strategy may only work when state-level authorities have sufficient experi-
ence themselves and are able to ensure that accountability mechanisms are not forsaken, implying that
complementary investments in state-level capacity may be critical in some instances.

AP makes an important case study because it took a “bottom up” program design and built a “top
down” implementation architecture above it. If we cannot find evidence of deep manipulation within this
arrangement, then this suggests that a purely decentralized and local implementation approach is not
the only way to achieve proper targeting and service delivery to marginalized citizens in other contexts.
This evidence offers the possibility of meaningful devolution of program implementation attached to a
bureaucratic structure that ensures local political actors do not hold a program hostage. While a useful
testing ground for our hypotheses, the AP experience is in no way exceptional; it should be replicable not
only within other MGNREGS environments but also across other contexts and programs that want to
achieve the dual goals of local ownership and efficient implementation. Further study of the determinants
of MGNREGS spending, particularly from states where implementation is less well regarded, could shed
light on which elements of program design limit politically motivated spending in order to craft a program
that contributes to poverty reduction and economic growth.

Appendices

APPENDIX S1. Additional tables and figures
APPENDIX S2. Robustness checks
APPENDIX S3. Voter response in 2009 to MGNREGS expenditures
APPENDIX S4.MGNREGS spending in response to political turnover
All appendices are available at https://academic.oup.com/wber
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