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THE National Rural
EmploymentGuaran-
tee Scheme, more
popularly known as

NREGA, has come under sharp
focus since the results of the re-
centlyconcludedLokSabhaelec-
tions were announced. While
many commentators have attrib-
utedtheUPA’sreturntopowerto
thesuccessofNREGA,someare
stillskepticalaboutitsefficacyand
impact.

Irrespective of the degree of its
success, most experts agree that
for NREGA to be more effective
in the current economic context,
itneedstobere-engineered;both
(a) by the policy makers at the
level of programme design and
(b) by the implementation ma-
chineryatthelevelofactualdeliv-
ery. This assumes importance
when one considers the mam-
mothsizeof theprogramme— it
isprobablythelargest-everpublic
employment initiative anywhere
in the world. For the purpose of
the current discussion, we will re-
strict ourselves to the challenges
inre-engineeringtheprogramme
design.

At the design level, the two
main criticisms of NREGA have
been that (a) the quality of assets
created under the programme
leavesmuchtobedesired;and(b)
by having only unskilled physical
labour as its mainstay, there is no
incentive for rural youth to ac-
quirehigherskills; ratheritactsas
a disincentive. Both these criti-
cisms need to be tested on an ob-
jectivebasis.

Here is the place we need to
take a leaf out of the private sec-
tor book: we should make
changesinprogrammedesign(in-
terventions)notbasedonanecdo-
talevidence—notevenbasedon
post-factoreviewsbytheso-called
experts — but based on ran-
domised evaluation. This would
help us arrive at a measurement
of the efficacy of such interven-
tions, in an objective and rational
manner.

Fortheuninitiated,randomised
evaluation measures the impact
byanalysingwhatwouldhavehap-
penedintheabsenceoftheinterven-
tions.For thispurpose,acounter-
factualisconstructedbyselectinga
groupthatisnotaffectedbythein-
terventions.Therandomisationis
done at an appropriate level to
create a control group that mim-
icsthecounterfactual.

For example, in the case of
NREGA, many have attributed
the low quality of assets created
under the programme to the
mandatory 60:40 ratio that has

been fixed for labour to material
costs.It is interestinghowmanyof
us in the bureaucracy love these
guidelinesandratios.And,it isnot
just theIndianbureaucracy.Tony
Emerson,editorof NewsweekIn-
ternational, while discussing
NREGAduringaninformalcon-
versation, told me about a news
story that he covered in New-
foundland, Canada in the 1990s.
In a programme similar to
NREGA, people who worked 10
weeks were eligible for govern-
ment-paid unemployment bene-
fits for the rest of the 42 weeks of
the year. As the lack of fish re-
sulted in further deterioration of
the fishing industry, people com-
plainedthatgettingworkforeven
the mandatory 10 weeks was be-
comingdifficult.Thegovernment
came up with a programme to
construct fishing related struc-
tures on the coast so that people

got at least 10 weeks of employ-
ment, making them eligible for
the benefits. The result — redun-
dantfishingstructuresgotcreated
that were of little or no use since
thefishweredryingupanyway!

Comingback to our60:40ratio
mandated under NREGA. This
stipulation implies that for a pro-
jectcostingRs50lakhs,at leastRs
30 lakhs must be spent as wages.
It appears reasonable when the
primary objective is to create em-
ployment, but has an adverse im-
pact on the quality of output as
mostly kuchcha works fit this cri-
terion. As a result, many village
works,especiallythelinkroadsare
vulnerable to medium to heavy
rains. Intuitively, one could say
that by tweaking the ratio in
favourofthematerialcomponent,
this problem could be resolved.

But the million dollar question is
— will there be any impact, and if
atall,whatwillbe itsextent,when
this ratio is changed to say, 50:50
oreven40:60(labour:material).

Thisiswhererandomisedevalu-
ation comes handy. To measure
the possible impact, we could ini-
tially select a set comprising, say,
100panchayats locatedinoneora
couple of similarly situated dis-
tricts. These panchayats would
then be randomly assigned to two
groups — the treatment group
andthecontrolgroup. In thecon-
trolgroup,theexistinglabour:ma-
terial ratio may be continued
whereas the panchayats in the
treatmentgroupwouldbeallowed
to spend more on the material
component if they see fit. It is im-
portanttocollectbaselinedataini-
tially and monitor the process so
thattheintegrityoftheexperiment
isnotcompromised.Then,aftera

suitable time period, follow up
data (on the quality of roads or
other assets created under
NREGA) would need to be col-
lected for both the groups of pan-
chayats inidenticalways.Thisdata
can then be used to estimate the
impact of the intervention and to
assesswhethersuchimpactisstatis-
ticallyandpracticallysignificant.

Asimilarexperimentcouldeas-
ilybedesignedforincludingother
basic skills like carpentry, ma-
sonry, welding and even data en-
try in the NREGA domain. For
example, data entry could conve-
nientlybedovetailedwiththeNa-
tional Rural Health Mission
(NRHM) or Sarva Shiksha Ab-
hiyan (SSA) to create local pan-
chayat level databases on immu-
nisation of infants, expecting and
lactating mothers (under

NRHM) and attendance-cum-
performance tracking of school
children (under SSA). It is inter-
esting to note that the wages paid
bytheprivatesectorforbasicdata
entryaresimilartothewagespaid
forunskilledmanuallabourunder
NREGA. However, in case of
dataentry,thereisadistinctincen-
tive to upgrade skills to move to
thenextwagestratum.

Across the world, many social
programmesarenowbeingevalu-
ated on a randomisedbasis to the
benefit of governments, policy
planners and donor agencies like
the World Bank etc. Probably the
best example is the evaluation of
the de-worming programme of
school children in the district of
Busia,Kenya(byEdwardMiguel
and Michael Kremer of Harvard
University). Here, randomised
evaluation led to the conclusion
that the most cost-effective inter-

vention to increase school atten-
dance among rural children was
providing de-worming tablets to
the kids. Or closer home, where
randomised evaluation by Sewa
Mandir in rural Udaipur (by Es-
ther Duflo, Rema Hanna and
Stephan Ryan of Poverty Action
Lab,MIT)confirmedthatthedig-
ital camera intervention in rural
government schools resulted in
controlling teacher absenteeism
and improved academic perfor-
manceoftheschoolchildren.

As the country expectantly
looks forward to many more
meaningfulsocialinitiatives, itwill
beprudenttosimultaneouslyplan
forconcurrentrandomisedevalu-
ationofthenewprogrammes.
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MICHAEL Jackson was the Barack
Obama of pop music. Or perhaps it
should be put the other way round, since
MichaelcamelongbeforeObamadidon
the public scene. On Thursday, as the
king of pop passed away, here’s what
makes Obama and Michael so similar in
morewaysthanjust thefact that theyare
theworld’smostrecognisableBlackfaces.

Like Obama, Michael, an African-
American youngster, had White audi-
ences under his spell. His 1982 album
Thriller, with 50 million copies sold
worldwide, ishistory’sbest-sellingalbum
ever. His concerts had Whites attempt-
ing to “moon-walk” like him. MTV,
which was criticised for playing videos
by only white performers, started regu-
larlyairing the titlevideoofThriller.

Soon enough, Michael had cast his
magical spell all over the world, just like
Obama’s victory was celebrated from

New York to New Delhi. As an Indian
child growing up in conservative Saudi
Arabia in the 1980s — I still remember
Michael’s legendary numbers like Billy
Jean and Beat It beaming out of racing
sedansonthestreetsofJeddah.Blasphe-
mousitmaysound,suchwasmycrazefor
Jackson—aswasthatofanyotherkid in
the 1980s — I would play the number in
ourcarwhenwewoulddrivebacktoJed-
dah after our pilgrimage in Mecca. Not
to forget, we would play a videogame
whose theme was based on his song,
Smooth Criminal. And oh yes, who can
forgettheBadposterthatadornedmany
awallofmyfriendsthere.

Like Obama, Michael had a troubled
childhood(thoughindifferentwaysalto-
gether) and both emerged icons,
through talent and hard work. The only
differenceis thatMichaelbegansinging
publicwhenhewasonly5.Andalsothat
Michael had a much more tumultuous
childhood. He was physically abused by
his father Joe Jackson, a steel worker

who wanted to be a successful musician
but couldn’t. To realise his dreams
throughMichael,hemadehimrehearse
incessantly. InhisautobiographyMoon-
walk, thesingerrevealedepisodeswhere
he was beaten and whipped by his fa-
ther. Critics say that his desire to be a
child inadulthoodwasperhapsaconse-
quenceofhispainfulchildhood.

Michael had another similarity with
Obama. Both used technology to their
advantage. If Obama used social net-

working sites such as Facebook to raise
funds for his election campaign, Jacko
usedthemusicvideotechnology,which
was a newbie in the 80s, to his benefit.
Michael’s music videos were theme-
basedandlong,almostmini-movies.His
spooky13-minuteThrillervideoof1982
in which corpses break into a dance, is
cited by the Guinness Book of World
Records as the most successful video of
all time—sellingover9millionunits.He
followed that up with the 10-minute
Smooth Criminal video in 1987, which
has him dancing through a 1930s night-
club.Inthe1990s,hewalkedanddanced
likeanancientEgyptian in thevideoDo
you remember the time. And of course,
heevendidaBharatnatyammoveinthe
videoofBlackorWhite.

Following his meteoric rise to glory,
was a fall from grace — sex scandals, fi-
nancial troubles and messy divorces,
thus putting on the backburner what
madeoriginallyhimanicon—hismusic.
But in death, it is his good — the music
— which people are remembering as
theydanceonthestreets tohissongs ina
tribute to him. The tickets to the 50
shows (as part of his comeback tour) he
wasplanninginLondonwerereportedly
soldat11 ticketsasecond!Now, that’sa
thriller!
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The audacity of pop
Michael Jackson was the Barack Obama of popular music

BBCisagoodplacetoturntoifyouwantnewsTV
interpretationofdeathoficons.It’snotjustthat
sombrenesswithameasureofsophistication

comessonaturallytoBeeb’sanchors.It’salsoBeeb’ssense
ofnewshistory.HowextravagantlytalentedMichaelJack-
sonwas,whatatanglehislifewasandwheredoeshefigure
intheculturaliconographyofourtimes—newsTVisnot
thebestmediumtoextractthecomplexitiestheseques-
tionsposebutBBCisprobablythebestbetofallnewsTV
choices, includingothernon-Indianbroadcasterswearefa-
miliarwith.BBC’sJacksonmontage,totakeasmallexam-
ple,wasbetterbyaconsiderablemarginthaneverything
elseIsaw.IfJacksontheartistandthemanenthralledand
intriguedyou,youmaywanttodowhatIdid,bookmarkthe
JacksonmontagevideofromBeeb’swebsite.

OnnewsTVbeforeJackson,andfromthehomefront,I
havefourcuriouscasestoreport.

1.Thecuriouscaseofagooddiscussionnotdrivenby
theanchor: OnTimesNow’spre-budgetchat, thepan-
elists,MontekSinghAhluwalia,RahulBajajandSwami-
nathanAiyartalkedamongthemselvesandproducedthat
newsTVrarity,especiallywheneconomicpolicy isdis-
cussed:pointsyoucantakeawayandmullover.The
show’sanchoringwasmarkedby(a) longperiodsofsi-
lenceand(b)questionsthatfrequentlyborealooserela-
tionshiptothepanelists’ interventions.

2. Thecuriosercaseofagooddiscussiondrivenbyan-
chors:Idon’tknowaboutyoubutmyexpectationsinterms
ofqualitydiscussionsareespecially lowasfarasnewsbul-
letinsgo.ButthedoubleanchorteamonCNN-IBN’s
Thursdayeveningnewsshowdidagoodjobofquizzing
KapilSibalonhisplansforeducation.Almosteveryques-
tiondemandedasubstantiveanswer.Example: isn’t the
Xthstandardboardexamcrucial forruralchildrenwho
wanttoswitchtovocationalcourses?

3. Thestillmorecuriouscaseofadrysubjectproducing
agooddiscussiondrivenbytheanchor:Howwillapossibly
poormonsoonaffecttheeconomy?Youshouldread
newspapersforthatkindofstuff.ButtheNDTVtalkon
thesubjectshowednewsTVcandobetterthanitusually
does.Ithelpedofcoursethattwosmartpoliticians,Prithvi-
rajChavanandSureshPrabhu,andeconomistSubir
Gokarnwereonthepanel.Buttheanchorinterventions
helped,too.Itstruckme,watchingthis,whatdifferencea
littleprepworkcandototalkTVanchoring.Letmebe
careful:maybeallanchorsalwaysdogreatprepwork.But
itdoesn’talwaysshow.Inthiscase, itdid.

4. Thecuriousestcaseofanot-so-gooddiscussiondri-
venbyviewerquestionsrelayedviatheanchor:NDTV
hadSibalansweringquestionssent inbyviewersandread
outbytheanchor.Democracydoesn’tworkineverything
—thiswasproof.Inevitably, thequestionswerewidelydis-
parateandsometimesstrange(willprimaryeducationbe
madefree?Governmentprimaryeducationisalready
free).Itdidn’thelpthatSibalandtheanchorwereframed
insidethepagesofwhat lookedlikeamoth-eatenbook
(educationsisaboutbooks,didyouget it?).Someofthe
anchor’sownquestionswerecurious.Inthecontextof
madrassahs,Sibalwasaskedwithaseveritynotmeritedby
theissue,whatdoyoumeanbyseculareducation?What
hemeantwasobvious,buthedutifullyrepeatedit.

Businessnewschannelshavethisproblem:theyengender
theexpectationthatwhenyouturntothemyouwillseetwo
anchorsandoneanalystindeepdiscussionaboutanobscure
mid-capcompany.WillETNowbreakthemould?Waytoo
earlytotell.ButthatETNow’sscreenisnotclutteredwith
stockmarket-relatedsquigglesisperhapsagoodsign.

Myideaofamust-watchbusinesschannelprogramme:
takeacomplexbusiness/economicnewsstoryandgivethe
viewersafair ideaofwhatthefuss isallabout.Anddon’t
confusetheSensexwithlife.
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Michael Jackson and Obama
both used technology to their
advantage. If Obama used
social networking sites such as
Facebook to raise funds for his
election campaign, Jacko used
the music video technology,
which was a newbie in the
80s, to his benefit.

Cricket
euphoria

AFTERlong,thebalanceinthePak-
istanipresshastippedtowardsgood
news.Courtesy,Pakistan’svictoryinthe

WorldT20championshipatthelegendary
Lord’scricketground.MohammedMalick
madeanincisiveanalysisofPakistan’smoment
ofglory inTheNewsonJune22.“Forthefirst
timeinmonths, thepeoplehavecomeoutofa
perpetualpallofdepressivegloom.Millions
pouredoutonthestreetstocelebrateasana-
tion.Theydancedonthesamestreetswhere
theyhadbeenmourningtheirdead, lightingcan-
dlesformartyrsofextremism.Foronebeautiful
day, it feltgreattobementallyfree, feltproudto
beaPakistani.Nobodycaredaboutsuicide
bombers,Talibanwerepasse,dronescouldgo
drownintheAtlantic, lifewas cricketbeingmea-
surednot indaysorhoursbut insix-ballovers.”

The team Pakistan defeatedat Lord’s be-
came the cause of their fall from world cricket
when the Sri Lankan team was attacked in La-
hore earlier this year. The bus driver who
braved bullet injuriesand drove them to safety
on that fateful day was reportedby Dawn on
June 22 as hailing Team Pakistan:“We desper-
ately needed this victory because there’s so
much happeningaround our country,” said
MohammadKhalil. “ Sri Lanka is our friend
and it will remain our friend, but I wanted Pak-
istan to win today’smatch.”

DailyTimeswroteaneditorialonJune23, jux-
taposingtheethnicityofsomeplayerswiththe
volatilesituationinPakistan’snorth.“ThePak-
istaniteamwassymbolicallyledbyaPashtun,
YounisKhan,oneofthethreeintheteamwhose
mothertongueisPashto, thesamespokenby
warlordBaitullahMehsudwhohasproventobe
thescourgeofthePashtunpeoplebeforethreat-
eningtheveryexistenceofthestateofPakistan.
All-rounderShahidAfridi,whoseco-tribesmen
aresufferingunderthesavageruleofa localwar-
lordinKhyber, liftedhimself fromalongtrough
of indifferentbatting.Thesecondsymbolicchal-
lengetoBaitullahMehsudwasthebowlingof
anotherPashtun,UmarGul,whoendedupwith
thebiggesthaulofwickets inaninternational
Twenty-20match.Themanwhowasexpectedto
dothejobGuldidwasSuhailTanvir, thefast
bowlerfromPunjab.Hewasthebowlerthe
teamsfearedmost,buthefailedtofirethrough-
outthechampionship,as if tomakepossiblean
appropriatesymbolicdisplayofPakistan’sstrug-
gleagainst terrorism.”

It’snot just thepressorthepeoplewhoare
gushingoverthisvicotory,butalsotheruling
class.TheNewsreportedonJune22:“ ‘Thepres-
identhasannouncedRs1millioneachforcap-
tainYounisKhanandall-rounderShahidKhan
Afridi,’ saidSalmanFaruqi, secretary-generalto
thepresident. ‘All theremainingmembersofthe
PakistancricketteamandotherswillgetRs0.5
millioneach.Andeachmemberoftheteamwill
bedecoratedinauniquewayworthyoftheocca-
sion,’hesaid.”

DailyTimesappearedtocelebratethere-
portedcelebrationsinSrinagar.OnJune22, it
carriedaninterestingreport:“Srinagarerupted
incelebrationasPakistanbeatSriLankaand
scoresofKashmiriyouthpouredontothe
streetsandlit firecrackers.Theyouthsalso
chantedpro-Pakistanandpro-freedomslogans
asIndianparamilitarytroopsstayedintheir
bunkers,witnessessaid.ThousandsofKashmiris
weregluedtotheirTVstowatchthetensefinal.
“It isagreatvictoryandonedayIhopewewill
mergewithPakistan,”saidadie-hardPakistani
cricketfan,MuhammedYaseen.”
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Statistics over stories
NREGA must be improved upon through randomised

evaluation, not anecdotal evidence

Labourers work on a dried lake to try and revive it under the NREGA on the outskirts of
Hyderabad, June 17, 2009.

Randomised evaluation measures the impact by analysing what would have
happened in the absence of the interventions. For this purpose, a counterfactual is

constructed by selecting a group that is not affected by the interventions.
Randomisation is done at an appropriate level to create a control group that mimics

the counterfactual.


