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Abstract

The Mahalakshmi scheme, launched by the Telangana government in December 2023, is a flagship women’s
empowerment policy combining direct cash transfers, LPG subsidies, and free public transport. This report examines
the scheme’s design and early impacts within the broader context of women’s economic empowerment in Telangana.
Drawing on state policy documents, secondary data and recent studies, it evaluates how the 22,500 monthly cash
support, subsidised 500 LPG cylinders and free bus travel affect women’s financial status, mobility and autonomy.
Key findings suggest that the scheme significantly reduces out-of-pocket expenditures on transport and energy,
increases women’s mobility and time use options, and may enhance their financial independence. Descriptive
comparisons of gender-disaggregated labour-force and literacy indicators contextualize the results. The analysis also
identifies potential challenges, such as fiscal sustainability and awareness gaps. We conclude that Mahalakshmi has
strong potential to advance gender equality in Telangana, but careful monitoring and complementary measures will
be needed to translate benefits into lasting empowerment.
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Introduction

Women’s empowerment is widely recognized as central to social and economic development. It
encompasses improvements in women’s access to education, health, financial assets, and decision-
making power, with positive spillovers for families and communities. In India, however, gender
disparities remain marked: female literacy and labour-force participation lag behind male rates,
and women’s share of paid employment is low. The National Family Health Survey (NFHS-5)
highlights that state-wise empowerment indices are uneven, with Telangana among states scoring
in the lower range for combined economic, decision-making and health dimensions. Addressing
these gaps, governments have introduced targeted programs. In late 2023, Telangana’s new
government launched the Mahalakshmi scheme — a comprehensive welfare program for women.
It guarantees three benefits for eligible women (typically heads of household with low income): a
monthly cash transfer of 32,500, subsidised LPG cylinders at X500 each, and free bus travel on
state transport services.

This report, written from an economics research perspective, investigates how the Mahalakshmi
scheme contributes to women’s economic empowerment in Telangana. The analysis situates the
scheme within the larger policy landscape of direct benefit transfers and gender-focused welfare.
It outlines relevant socio-economic indicators for women in Telangana, reviews literature on cash
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transfers and mobility subsidies, and assesses early outcomes reported for this scheme. In doing
so, it aims to determine whether and how Mahalakshmi’s benefits — especially the large-scale free
transport component — alleviate women’s cost burdens, enhance their labour-market participation,
and expand their social and economic opportunities.

Review of Literature

Women’s Empowerment: The concept of empowerment implies increasing women’s ability to
make strategic life choices and control resources. An empowered woman has greater voice in
household and community decisions, better access to education and health services, and
independent income sources. Several studies underline that empowering women boosts overall
development — for example, higher female education translates into better child health and
schooling. International analyses of welfare programs suggest that cash and in-kind benefits
targeted to women often enhance their bargaining power and agency. For instance, direct cash
transfers can reduce women’s financial dependence and fund education or health needs.

Cash Transfers and Gender: Empirical research globally finds mixed but generally positive links
between cash transfers and women’s welfare. In South Asia, unconditional cash transfers to female
beneficiaries have been associated with improved school attendance and nutrition outcomes for
girls. Such programs can also shift intra-household dynamics: some studies (e.g. micro-
experiments in Pakistan and India) report increases in women’s decision-making authority when
they receive direct transfers. At the same time, the impact often depends on design. Programs
explicitly naming women as beneficiaries can strengthen female labor force participation, whereas
those without gender focus may not significantly alter power relations. In India’s context, previous
initiatives like conditional transfers (e.g. schemes incentivizing girl-child education or health)
showed gains in targeted indicators, but the evidence on broader empowerment effects remains
limited. A recent policy brief notes that India’s new wave of unconditional female-targeted
benefits (ranging X1,000-2,500 per month) is driven partly by the growing political influence of
women voters, yet calls for rigorous evaluation of their socio-economic impacts.

Transport Subsidies and Mobility: Separate literature highlights mobility as a key constraint on
women’s employment and education. In many Indian states, lack of affordable and safe transport
limits women’s access to work and services, especially in rural areas. Subsidizing public transit or
offering free passes has been proposed as a way to overcome these barriers. For instance, Tamil
Nadu’s Kovai bus schemes and others have increased ridership among women and girls. Empirical
studies suggest that free transport can raise female labour force participation by expanding job
search and commuting possibilities, though benefits depend on service availability and awareness.
A small but growing body of work on Telangana specifically examines the Mahalakshmi scheme’s
transport component. One local study reports that offering zero-fare travel on TSRTC buses
immediately reduced travel costs for thousands of women, allowing many to venture for education
or work. Respondents in that study noted higher confidence in travelling alone and saved money
that could be spent on other essentials. These early findings align with the view that reducing
transport costs should enhance women’s independence and economic activity.

Context — Telangana’s Gender Indicators: Before Mahalakshmi, Telangana had mixed gender
indicators. Female literacy (2011) was around 58% (versus 75% male), and NFHS-5 data indicated
persistent gender gaps in education and employment. The latest Periodic Labour Force Survey
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(2020-21) shows Telangana’s female work participation rising in rural areas, yet remaining low
overall. A state labour report notes rural women’s workforce participation jumped from ~26% in
2017 to 45% in 2021, suggesting improved engagement. However, urban female participation was
only ~20%. Thus, Telangana’s challenges include mobilizing educated women into paid work and
overcoming patriarchal norms. The Mahalakshmi scheme enters this setting as a bold policy
attempt to tackle two major expense categories for poor women (fuel and transport) while also
giving a direct cash stipend.

Statement of the Problem

While Telangana has made strides in education and self-help groups, structural barriers to equality
persist. Even with rising female literacy and SHG networks, many women remain confined to
unpaid domestic work or vulnerable jobs. High costs of transportation and cooking gas further
drain limited household incomes of women. The Mahalakshmi scheme promises to alleviate these
burdens, but its actual impact on gender empowerment is uncertain. Specifically, it is not yet
established (a) how the combined benefits translate into real economic freedom for women, and
(b) whether the scheme effectively addresses the deepest constraints (e.g., social norms, job
opportunities). There is a policy gap in understanding whether these transfers primarily provide
short-term relief or begin to dismantle systemic inequality. This study addresses this gap by
systematically analyzing the scheme from an economic empowerment perspective.

Objectives of the Study

1. Evaluate financial impact: Quantify how the cash transfers and subsidies under the
Mahalakshmi scheme increase women’s disposable income and reduce expenditure
burdens.

2. Assess mobility effects: Examine changes in women’s use of public transport and
commuting patterns following the introduction of free bus travel.

3. Examine socio-economic outcomes: Investigate whether beneficiaries experience gains
in decision-making, independence or labor market participation that could be attributed to
the scheme.

4. Identify implementation challenges: Document awareness levels, administrative hurdles,
and any exclusion errors or unintended consequences in the scheme’s rollout.

5. Inform policy: Provide recommendations on how the scheme’s design or supporting
measures (e.g. skill training, public health) could be adjusted to maximize long-term
empowerment.

Methodology

This study is based on a mixed-methods review of secondary sources and plausible scenario
analysis. We first collected official documents and credible reports on Telangana’s Mahalakshmi
scheme, including government releases and media coverage. For context, state and national
statistics on female education, labour participation, and household income were compiled from
published sources (e.g. government reports, PLFS data). We reviewed academic and policy
literature on cash transfer programs and women’s mobility schemes in India to frame hypotheses.
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Quantitative analysis relies on published aggregate data. For instance, we compare Telangana’s
female work participation rates with national averages to gauge existing trends. We also use
scheme figures released by TSRTC and state authorities (e.g. total number of free tickets issued,
budget estimates) to infer the scale of benefit. When recent data (post-2023) were not publicly
available, we conservatively extrapolated from initial reports (e.g. December 2023 launch
bulletins).

Qualitative insights are drawn from stakeholder statements and surveys. This includes statements
by officials (e.g. TSRTC managing directors) and findings from early-scheme surveys conducted
by independent researchers. Media and press releases provided evidence on beneficiaries’
experiences and interim outcomes. Where possible, we contrast Telangana’s approach with
analogous programs elsewhere (e.g. Assam’s Orunodoi cash transfer) as reported in literature to
infer potential long-term effects.

Key Indicators of Women’s Socio-economic Status (Telangana vs India)

Indicator Telangana India (National Avg)
Female Literacy Rate (2011 | 57.9% ~65.5% (census 2011)
census)

Female Work Participation Rate | 45.1% 27.2% (rural, PLFS 2021)
(2020-21) — Rural

Female Work Participation Rate | 19.7% 18.8% (urban, PLFS 2021)
(2020-21) — Urban

Sex Ratio (females per 1000 | 984 (2011 census) 940 (2011 census)

males)

Women-headed Households 12.9% (2011 census) ~10.3% (2011 census)

Sources: State and national statistical reports. Telangana’s female workforce participation,
especially in rural areas, 1s substantially higher than the national average (Table 1). This suggests
latent capacity for women’s economic engagement. However, the low urban participation and
literacy gap indicate persistent barriers. These baseline conditions inform our interpretation of
Mahalakshmi’s potential impact.

Components of the Mahalakshmi Scheme and Benefits

Scheme Component Benefit Description (Eligible Women)

Cash Allowance 22,500 per month direct transfer to female head of
household

LPG Subsidy X500 per domestic LPG cylinder (capped per
household)

Free Public Transport Zero-fare travel on all TSRTC buses (city and
intercity) for women, girls, and transgenders
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Table 2 summarizes the scheme’s entitlements. The direct cash of 32,500 monthly provides a
guaranteed supplement to household incomes. The subsidized LPG (X500 per refill) cuts the cost
of cooking gas dramatically for poor women. The flagship component is the free bus travel benefit,
which effectively eliminates transport costs and aims to increase women’s mobility.

Beyond tables, Figure 1 (below) illustrates trends in women’s labour-force participation in
Telangana by rural/urban residence, highlighting the sharp rise in rural female work rates up to
2021. This contextualizes the backdrop against which Mahalakshmi operates: growing rural
employment yet stagnating urban participation, possibly a pool of women who could further
benefit from enhanced mobility and cash support.

Figure 1: Female Work Participation Rates (WPR) in Telangana (2017-2021). The substantial
increase in rural women’s WPR (from 25.9% to 45.1%) contrasts with the slight decline in urban
WPR. This suggests rural women in Telangana are increasingly active in the economy. The
Mahalakshmi scheme’s free transport benefit may further support this trend by facilitating
commutes to work or markets for rural women, while its cash support addresses both rural and
urban poor.

Discussion

Financial Relief: The scheme’s direct and indirect monetary impacts are immediately apparent.
By December 2023, Telangana officials reported that the free bus travel scheme alone would
impose a fiscal cost of about 33,000 crore annually, implying a very high utilization rate by
women. Preliminary data suggest that many beneficiaries were previously spending 21,500 or
more per month on bus fares. The cash transfer and LPG subsidy further reduce women’s expenses:
for a beneficiary family, combining 32,500 monthly and a likely 500 gas subsidy corresponds to
%36,000 annual support. In a context where average rural household income may be on the order
of 100,000 per year, this is a non-trivial boost. Early reports confirm that women beneficiaries
have indeed saved significant sums. One analysis noted that within four months of launch, women
cumulatively saved over 1,100 crore in travel expenses due to free rides. Although that data
extends slightly beyond 2023, it reflects immediate uptake: more than 14-30 lakh women rode
free daily by early 2024. This surge implies a large transfer of purchasing power into women’s
hands (via savings on transit), which aligns with the scheme’s empowerment goal.

Mobility and Participation: Removing transport costs has boosted women’s mobility. Transport
officials report women’s share of ridership on state buses jumped from about 40% pre-scheme to
an estimated 55% shortly after launch. Anecdotal evidence suggests increased female presence on
long-distance routes as well. By eliminating fares, the scheme makes bus travel attractive for
students, workers and others who previously could not afford frequent commutes. Importantly,
many rural women gained access to city education and markets. For example, municipal authorities
in Hyderabad noted that roughly 6—10 lakh women began using city buses daily. This enhanced
mobility directly supports empowerment: as Ramana and Shravan (2025) document, beneficiaries
report greater confidence traveling alone and a newfound ability to work or study outside the home.
With free travel, a poor woman can take a job or attend school without incurring bus fares, thus
expanding her economic and social opportunities.
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Empowerment Outcomes: The literature suggests that saving money on basic needs can increase
women’s autonomy. In Telangana, interviews from early scheme evaluations show women
spending these savings on food, education or starting micro-enterprises. By effectively raising
disposable income, the scheme aligns with development theory that additional cash in women’s
hands often translates into improved nutrition and child welfare. Moreover, the Mahalakshmi cash
benefit being directly targeted to women (typically the household head) reinforces their fiscal
agency. The IJIRMF study finds that respondents noted enhanced decision-making power and self-
confidence as a result of the scheme. This is consistent with the idea that when women control
more resources, their say in family decisions tends to increase. In Telangana’s patriarchal setting,
even such small shifts can be meaningful for gender norms.

However, potential challenges remain. High enrolment numbers strain administrative systems.
Transport officials have mentioned temporary overcrowding as ridership jumped. Also, the flat
cash benefit may become inflationary if not carefully managed; its fiscal burden (several thousand
crore per year) is substantial for a state budget and may limit other welfare spending. There is a
risk of leakage if non-eligible persons use the scheme (for example, the requirement of Aadhaar
and ration card checks must be enforced). We also note that cash and free services alone may not
overcome factors like domestic responsibilities or safety concerns, which also suppress women’s
workforce participation.

Findings

1. Substantial Financial Savings: The Mahalakshmi scheme immediately reduced direct
costs for beneficiaries. Initial data indicate women saved the equivalent of ¥1,100+ crore
in transport fares within four months. The 32,500 cash stipend and cheap LPG further boost
household income. Overall, families report having hundreds of rupees extra per month
(sufficient to buy groceries or pay utility bills).

2. Increased Mobility and Ridership: Free bus travel led to a surge in female ridership on
public buses. Within weeks, women’s share of passengers grew from ~40% to over 55%,
with tens of lakhs riding daily in rural and urban routes. This suggests many women who
were previously homebound or confined to informal markets can now travel for work,
education, and healthcare.

3. Positive Empowerment Signals: Preliminary surveys show improved self-reported
confidence and decision-making among beneficiaries. A majority of women using the
scheme say they now “travel alone easily” and make more household decisions. The extra
income is often controlled by women themselves (since they receive the cash directly),
consistent with empowerment gains documented in similar programs.

4. Administrative Efficiency and Awareness: The rollout has been rapid and well-covered
in media and via local authorities. Many eligible women, especially those active in Self-
Help Groups, learned about Mahalakshmi quickly. However, some gaps in awareness
remain in remote areas. Timely issuance of Smart Travel Cards (under preparation) and
fixed observance of eligibility checks are needed to prevent misuse.

5. Economic Participation Impact: It is too early for hard labour-market statistics, but
qualitative reports suggest that some women are using free travel to seek jobs. Combined
with the cash cushion, this may gradually raise female employment rates. Telangana’s
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rising rural female work participation trend could accelerate if the scheme translates into
actual employment gains.

Conclusion

The Mahalakshmi scheme represents a bold policy innovation at the nexus of women’s
empowerment and social welfare. By combining direct cash support with concrete cost savings on
travel and energy, it delivers significant immediate benefits to poor women in Telangana. Early
evidence is promising: women are saving thousands of rupees per year, traveling more freely, and
reporting greater independence. These outcomes align with theoretical expectations that putting
resources directly in women’s hands will enhance their agency.

Nonetheless, empowerment is a complex process. The scheme’s long-term success will depend on
sustaining its financing and integrating it with other initiatives — for example, linking beneficiaries
to skill development and job opportunities to convert mobility into employment. Monitoring is
essential: household surveys or panel studies should be launched to quantitatively assess changes
in women’s decision-making and labour income attributable to the scheme. The government’s
target of financially empowering one crore women reflects ambitious goals. Continuing to adapt
Mahalakshmi (for instance by ensuring urban and marginalized women also benefit) can help
Telangana move closer to gender equality. As this analysis shows, the initial data and reports
suggest Mahalakshmi has indeed turned policy into practice, making real strides towards women’s
empowerment in the state.
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