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Abstract 
Widows in India face significant socio-economic challenges and vulnerabilities, including financial 
insecurity, social marginalization, and bureaucratic hurdles in accessing government welfare schemes. 
To address these issues, the Government of India has implemented the Widow Pension Scheme, 
providing financial assistance to eligible widows. The introduction of Direct Benefit Transfer (DBT) 
aims to enhance transparency, reduce leakages, and ensure timely pension disbursement. However, 
despite these reforms, widows in urban areas, particularly in South-East Delhi, continue to face 
obstacles in accessing their entitlements. This study examines the efficacy of DBT in the Widow 
Pension Scheme with a focus on South-East Delhi, analyzing its impact on financial inclusion, the 
challenges in implementation, and the lived experiences of beneficiaries. The research is based on a 
mixed-method approach, incorporating policy analysis, primary data interpretation, and qualitative 
interviews with pension recipients. Key findings indicate that while DBT has improved transparency 
and efficiency, issues such as delayed payments, digital illiteracy, banking access barriers, and 
Aadhaar-related authentication failures hinder effective delivery. Additionally, the study highlights the 
role of intermediaries, awareness levels, and administrative efficiency in shaping the success of the 
scheme. By providing a detailed case study of DBT implementation in South-East Delhi, this research 
contributes to the broader discourse on social welfare delivery in India. The findings offer policy 
recommendations for improving widow pension schemes, such as simplifying eligibility criteria, 
enhancing digital accessibility, strengthening grievance redressal mechanisms, and leveraging 
community-based support networks. These insights can inform policymakers in refining welfare 
interventions to ensure more equitable and effective financial assistance for widows in urban India. 
 

Keywords: Widow pension scheme, Direct Benefit Transfer (DBT), social welfare, vulnerability, 
financial inclusion, policy implementation 
 

Introduction 
A widow is traditionally defined as a woman whose spouse has died and who has not 
remarried (Oxford English Dictionary, 2023). The term "widow" carries significant socio-
cultural and economic implications across different societies. In many cultures, widows face 
distinct legal, financial, and social challenges, often influenced by patriarchal norms and 
traditional inheritance systems (UN Women, 2021). The status of widows is particularly 
critical in countries like India, where widowhood can lead to social ostracization, economic 
dependence, and limited access to resources (Chen, 2000) [4]. Similarly, international human 
rights organizations highlight the need for policies that protect widows from discrimination 
and ensure their access to social security (United Nations, 2020). The definition of 
widowhood extends beyond the mere loss of a spouse; it encompasses the broader socio-
economic vulnerabilities that arise from this change in marital status.  
This research looks at multifaceted vulnerability faced by widows and the role of social 
assistance polices for widows with special reference to widow pension scheme of the 
Government of NCT Delhi at mitigating some of these vulnerabilities and deprivations. 
Vulnerability is a multi-dimensional concept that refers to an individual’s or group’s 
exposure to risks, harm, or adverse conditions due to socio-economic, political, 
environmental, or personal factors. According to Chambers (1989), vulnerability is "not 
simply exposure to risk but also the lack of means to cope with and recover from adverse 
conditions." This definition highlights both external threats (such as poverty, illness, 
discrimination, or natural disasters) and internal coping mechanisms (such as access to 
resources, social networks, and institutional support). Moser (1998) expands on this by 
defining vulnerability as "the insecurity of well-being among individuals, households, or 
communities in the face of a changing environment and socio-economic pressures." This 
perspective underscores that vulnerability is dynamic and shaped by structural inequalities 
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such as gender, class, and age. In the context of social 

policy and gender studies, describes vulnerability as "a 

condition where individuals lack the capacity to exercise 

choice and control over their lives due to structural 

constraints, limiting their agency and access to resources." 

This definition is particularly relevant in discussions of 

widows, who often face economic, legal, and social 

vulnerabilities due to patriarchal norms. This study explores 

how policies addressing widows, particularly the Widow 

Pension Scheme through Direct Benefit Transfer (DBT), 

function in South-East Delhi, examining both their 

effectiveness and the challenges faced by beneficiaries. 

Also, the paper assesses other schemes and policies that are 

aimed at mitigating vulnerability of widows in Delhi. 

 

Literature Review 

Several studies highlight the economic vulnerability of 

widows in India. Studies focusing on social welfare schemes 

in urban areas, particularly in Delhi, highlight Widows in 

India face severe economic hardships due to patriarchal 

social norms, lack of employment opportunities, and weak 

legal protection regarding property rights. Chen and Dreze 

argue that widowhood in India often leads to a decline in 

household income and increased dependency on family 

members. Agarwal emphasizes the discriminatory property 

inheritance laws that prevent widows from accessing 

financial resources, particularly in rural India. Desai and 

Joshi further highlight that older widows, especially those 

from marginalized communities, suffer from extreme social 

isolation and economic deprivation. 

A study by Bhat and Dhruvarajan indicates that widows in 

urban areas, while having better access to employment 

opportunities, still struggle with job security and gender-

based wage disparities. Patel explores the intersectionality 

of widowhood and caste, noting that Dalit and tribal widows 

face compounded discrimination, further limiting their 

access to financial resources and social welfare schemes. 

The Government of India introduced the Indira Gandhi 

National Widow Pension Scheme (IGNWPS) under the 

National Social Assistance Programme (NSAP) to provide 

financial assistance to widows aged 40 and above, 

belonging to below-poverty-line (BPL) households. Jain 

(2015) reviews the policy and highlights inconsistencies in 

its implementation across different states, with issues such 

as delayed payments, lack of awareness, and inadequate 

funding. 

The Planning Commission (2011) noted that restrictive 

eligibility criteria, such as age limits and income thresholds, 

exclude many deserving widows from receiving benefits. 

argues that while state-specific widow pension schemes, 

such as those in Delhi and Rajasthan, offer higher pensions 

than the central scheme, the lack of uniformity in pension 

amounts and eligibility creates disparities in welfare access. 

A comparative study by Kumar (2020) [12] analyzes the 

efficiency of widow pension schemes in different states, 

noting that Kerala and Tamil Nadu have relatively better 

implementation mechanisms due to robust digital payment 

infrastructure and community engagement, whereas states 

like Uttar Pradesh and Bihar face major challenges in 

pension distribution. 

The transition from cash-based pension disbursement to 

Direct Benefit Transfer (DBT) was introduced to minimize 

corruption, ensure timely payments, and enhance 

transparency in welfare schemes. Argues that DBT has 

significantly reduced leakages in pension payments, 

ensuring that funds reach beneficiaries directly into their 

bank accounts. However, finds that many widows, 

particularly in urban slums and rural areas, struggle with 

technical barriers such as biometric authentication failures 

in Aadhaar-linked bank transfers. 

Sharma and Gupta highlight that while DBT improves 

transparency, challenges related to banking access, digital 

literacy, and lack of grievance redressal mechanisms hinder 

its effectiveness. Chopra and Mehta examine the impact of 

DBT on widow pension schemes in Delhi and find that 

while the system reduces delays, many widows lack bank 

accounts in their own names, leading to dependency on 

family members or intermediaries. The Reserve Bank of 

India (RBI, 2022) reports that DBT has increased financial 

inclusion through the Pradhan Mantri Jan Dhan Yojana 

(PMJDY), but older women and widows still face hurdles in 

accessing banking services due to limited mobility and lack 

of proper documentation. 

Delhi's Widow Pension Scheme, administered by the state 

government, provides financial assistance to widows aged 

18 and above. However, a report by the Delhi Commission 

for Women (2018) found that many eligible widows in 

South-East Delhi face challenges in accessing their pensions 

due to issues such as Documentation hurdles, delayed 

disbursement and banking barriers. 

A study by Kumar and Rao on widow pension beneficiaries 

in Delhi reveals that while DBT has improved efficiency, 

local-level corruption, such as demands for bribes by 

intermediaries, remains a concern. Sen and Mukherjee 

further argue that government helplines and support 

mechanisms for widows in Delhi are underutilized due to 

lack of awareness among beneficiaries. 

 

Problem Statement 

Widows in India, particularly those from economically 

disadvantaged backgrounds, face significant socio-economic 

hardships, including financial instability, social exclusion, 

and limited access to welfare schemes. To address these 

challenges, the government has implemented various social 

protection measures, such as the Widow Pension Scheme, 

facilitated through the Direct Benefit Transfer (DBT) 

system. While DBT aims to ensure transparency, reduce 

leakages, and expedite fund disbursement, its effectiveness 

in reaching the intended beneficiaries remains a critical area 

of inquiry. In South-East Delhi, where urban poverty, 

bureaucratic inefficiencies, and digital literacy gaps persist, 

the implementation of the Widow Pension Scheme through 

DBT presents unique challenges. Many widows face 

difficulties in accessing banking services, navigating digital 

platforms, and meeting eligibility requirements, which often 

results in exclusion from the benefits they are entitled to. 

Moreover, delays in fund transfers, administrative 

bottlenecks, and a lack of awareness about grievance 

redressal mechanisms further hinder the scheme's impact. 

This study aims to critically examine the policies governing 

widow welfare, with a specific focus on the effectiveness of 

DBT in delivering the Widow Pension Scheme in South-

East Delhi. By analyzing beneficiaries’ experiences, 

administrative challenges, and policy gaps, the research 

seeks to provide insights into the extent to which DBT has 

improved financial security for widows and identify areas 

for policy enhancement to ensure more inclusive and 

efficient welfare delivery. 
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An Analysis of Government Support Programs for 

Widows in Delhi 

1. Delhi Pension Scheme to Women in Distress (Widow 

Pension Scheme) under Department of Women and 

Child Development, Government of Delhi. 

 

This is a welfare scheme of Govt. of NCT of Delhi to 

provide social security by way of financial assistance to 

widows, divorced, separated, abandoned, deserted or 

destitute women in the age group of 18 year to lifelong who 

do not have adequate means of subsistence and are poor, 

needy and vulnerable. 

Assistance of Rs.Two Thousand Five Hundred per head is 

remitted to the bank account of the beneficiary on a monthly 

basis. 

 

Eligibility Criteria 

• A woman who is a widow, divorced, separated, 

abandoned, deserted or destitute women above the age 

of 18 years to lifelong. 

• Residence of minimum 5 years in Delhi before the date 

of application. 

• Annual income of applicant should be less than Rs 

1,00,000/-per annum from all sources (including rent, 

interest/dividends on savings & investments, earnings 

from farm, property sale proceeds etc.) of the applicant. 

• Applicant should have the Aadhar number 

• The Applicant should have single-operated Aadhar 

linked account with any bank in NCT of Delhi only. 

• Must not be receiving any pension/ financial assistance 

from Central Govt./ State Govt./MCD or NDMC and 

other Governmental/local bodies or any other source for 

this purpose. 

2. Financial Assistance for the Marriage of Daughters of 

Poor Widows and Orphan Girls (WDM) under 

Department of Women and Child Development, 

Government of Delhi 

 

Financial Assistance for the marriage of daughters of poor 

widows and orphan girls is the welfare scheme of Govt. of 

NCT of Delhi to provide financial assistance to the poor 

widows for performing the marriage of their daughters (up 

to two daughters) and to provide financial assistance to the 

guardians including Homes/Institutions or foster parents of 

an orphan girl or an orphan girl for her marriage. 

The quantum of Assistance is one-time Rs. 30,000 (Rs. 

Thirty Thousand only per application) up to two daughters 

only. 

 

Eligibility Criteria 

• Financial assistance can be granted for performing 

marriage up to two daughters only. 

• Residence of minimum 5 years in Delhi before the date 

of application. 

• Income of applicant should be less than Rs 1,00,000/-

Per year from all sources (including rent, 

interest/dividends on savings & investments, earnings 

from farm, property sale proceeds etc.) of the applicant. 

• Applicant should have Aadhar number 

• The Applicant should have single-operated Aadhaar 

linked account with any bank in NCT of Delhi only. 

• The applicant should not be in receipt of any assistance 

from the discretionary fund of the Lt. Governor or the 

Chief Minister of Delhi for the same purpose. 

• The girl whose marriage is to be solemnized should be 

major on the date of marriage i.e. above 18 years of 

age. 

• The application must be submitted within a period of 

sixty days, before or after the date of marriage being 

solemnized. 

3. The Delhi Family Benefit Scheme under Department of 

Social Welfare, Government of Delhi 

 

The scheme provides one-time assistance to the family 

members of deceased primary bread winner (male/female) 

of a household. 

One -time assistance of Rs. 20,000/- is given by account 

payee cheque. 

 

Eligibility Criteria 

• Age of the deceased should be between 18 to 60 years, 

i.e. death of the bread earner has occurred while he/she 

was in the age group 18-60 years. (any document for 

age proof as listed for Old Age Pension)) “Bread 

earner” is defined as the member of the household 

whose earnings contributed the largest proportion to the 

total household income. 

• Resident of Delhi for more than 5 years before the date 

of application (any document as listed for Old Age 

Pension) 

• Family income of the applicant should not be more than 

Rs 1,00,000/ per annum. 

• The applicant should have an Aadhaar number 

• The applicant should have a ‘singly-operated’ account 

in any Bank in National Capital Territory of Delhi only 

for receiving the payment through Public Financial 

Management System (PFMS) 

 

The final approval in all the three above mentioned scheme 

is given by Social Welfare Officer in each district after 

receiving the application. 

 

Research Methodology 

Research Design: A mixed method was adopted for the 

research wherein both Quantitative and Qualitative data was 

collected to meet the objectives of the research. 

 

Sampling: Purposive Sampling was used for the research 

purpose wherein a sample of one hundred (100) widow was 

selected. Purposive Sampling was used because of the based 

on the inclusion and exclusion criteria chosen for the 

research. 

 

Sample Size 

 
Serial Number District Sample Size 

1 South-East 100 

 

Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria 

The following points will be kept in mind while deciding on 

the inclusion of widows for the purpose of the study - 

a. Women who are below poverty line and has been 

widowed for more than two years. 

b. Widows who have been receiving Widow Pension 

Scheme for the past one year. 

c. Widowed women who are permanent residents of 

Delhi. 
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Data Analysis and Interpretation 

The data collected from surveys and interviews indicate that 

widows enrolled in the scheme predominantly belong to 

low-income and marginalized communities. The 

demographic analysis reveals: 

 

1. Socio-Economic Profile of Beneficiaries 

a. Age Distribution: The majority of beneficiaries (65%) 

fall in the age group of 50-70 years, with a smaller 

percentage of younger widows (35%) aged 30-50 years. 

This indicates that the scheme primarily benefits elderly 

widows with limited employment opportunities. Most 

of the women who were below 40 years of age became 

widow in the COVID pandemic. 

b. Educational Background: Around 72% of 

respondents have no formal education or primary-level 

schooling, while only 28% have completed secondary 

education or higher. This lack of education creates 

barriers to accessing digital and banking services under 

DBT. 

c. Occupational Status: The respondents were engaged 

in a range of occupation. 10% of the respondents were 

Battery Rickshaw Drivers, 30% of the respondents were 

self-employed in economic activities like vegetable 

vendor, and domestic help etc., another 10% of the 

women were engaged in cutting and tailoring activities. 

Most of the respondents (35%) were homemakers. 

After the death of the breadwinner of the family, the 

widows engaged themselves in some economic 

activities to sustain the family. In some cases, the 

widow took up the economic activity of the deceased 

husband in order to take care of the family. 

d. Number of dependents on the widow - In most of the 

households (95%), the number of dependents were 2-4 

person who were school going children.  

e. Ownership of residence - 80% of the respondents live 

in rented accommodation and stated that the rent was 

one of the major areas where their monthly expenditure 

goes apart from expenditure on food items. Rented 

accommodation was the primary sink where the 

expenditure goes in case of the families who did not 

have their own home. 

 

2. Implementation Challenges of the Widow Pension 

Scheme 

While DBT has improved transparency in fund transfers, 

several implementation challenges persist: 

a. Digital and Administrative Barriers: Many widows, 

especially those aged above 60, struggle with mobile 

banking and ATMs. About 48% of respondents 

reported difficulties in updating their bank details and 

Aadhaar linkages. 

b. Exclusion from the Scheme: Nearly 30% of widows 

eligible for the pension scheme reported being unable to 

enroll due to documentation issues or lack of 

awareness. The study also found that widows without 

Aadhaar-linked bank accounts faced higher exclusion 

rates. 

c. Lack of Grievance Redressal: Over 60% of widows 

reported no access to formal grievance redressal 

mechanisms, making it difficult to resolve payment 

delays or enrollment issues. 

d. Access to Banking Services: About 55% of 

beneficiaries reported facing difficulties in operating 

bank accounts due to illiteracy, lack of identification 

documents, or issues with Aadhaar-linkage. 

e. Timeliness of Payments: Around 42% of widows 

reported experiencing delays in pension disbursement, 

with some waiting more than three months to receive 

funds. Such delays undermine the scheme’s objective of 

providing financial security. Women who became 

widow before 2019 (COVID Pandemic), the Widow 

Pension Scheme took 8-12 months on an average to 

start. While those who became widows in 2019-2020, it 

took 4-6 months. This highlights that the government 

speed up the process of approval and disbursement of 

pension amount in order to allay the debilitating 

condition brought to their lives by the demise of their 

husband due to COVID pandemic. 

 

3. Financial and Social Impact of the Widow Pension 

Scheme. 

The Widow Pension Scheme through DBT has provided 

some financial relief, but the amount disbursed is 

insufficient to meet basic needs: 

a. Utilization of Pension Amount: 65% of widows 

primarily spend the pension on food and medical 

expenses. 20% use it to support dependent children or 

grandchildren. 15% save or invest a portion of the 

pension for emergencies. Some of the respondents 

commented that the government should either provide a 

home under pradhan mantra Awas Yojana or atleast 

bear the rent of the accommodation as rent constitute 

one of the major expenditure for the family. The 

condition of the family dependent only on earning of 

the widow and that do not have any other earning 

member was even worse off. When it comes to change 

in consumption pattern, the respondents stated that they 

did not witness any change in consumption pattern. 

b. Freedom in Pension withdrawal and Expenditure: 

Financial Independence is marked largely inter alia by 

two factors- Independence to earn and Independence to 

spend. All the respondents under study stated that they 

exercise complete freedom to withdraw the pension 

amount and had full and final say in the expenditure of 

the pension amount and nobody interferes in the same. 

 

Therefore, it could be argued that the respondents have 

financial independence particularly with respect to Widow 

Pension Scheme amount that they receive. Moreover, the 

requirement of the beneficiaries to open single person bank 

account has helped them in saving money in bank and 

thereby gaining some interest, although very minimal. The 

propensity to save was more in the widows who were 

earning or who were supported by their son or other family 

members. In 18% of the cases the respondents commented 

that they were saving to meet the expenses of their 

daughter's marriage which was commencing close. 

c. Perception of Financial Security: Only 35% of 

widows felt that the pension provided a significant 

improvement in their financial stability, while 65% 

stated that it was inadequate to sustain basic living 

costs. The fixed amount of ₹2,500 per month (as per 

Delhi Government’s pension policy) fails to account for 

inflation and rising living expenses. 

d. Social Empowerment and Autonomy: Despite 

financial support, widows continue to face social stigma 

and dependency. Only 25% of beneficiaries reported an 
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improvement in their ability to make independent 

financial decisions, indicating limited economic 

empowerment. 

e. Mode of Assistance to Avail the Widow Pension 

Scheme: In 70% of the cases the respondents 

highlighted that they were supported by NGOs in 

availing the widow pension scheme. They stated that 

the NGOs helped them in aadhar card correction and 

application of the process to avail the widow pension 

scheme. In Madanpur Khadar, Hamari Sada Trust, an 

NGO primarily associated with enhancing literacy level 

among the marginalized children was active in helping 

out widows to avail the widow pension scheme. In 

remaining 30% of the cases, the respondents themselves 

availed the widow pension scheme with the help of 

their son or other family members. They stressed that 

the Common Service Centre (CSC) was helpful in 

outlining the requirements of the widow pension 

scheme, and they applied for the widow pension 

scheme through the Common Service Centres. 

 

Major Findings 

1. Almost all the women responded that the Widow 

Pension Scheme amount has proved to be a cushion of 

financial support and stability of some sort. They 

commented that although the amount was meagre, it 

has contributed to their financial stability in the sense 

that they could meet their daily expenditure and would 

not have to be largely dependent on others for their 

survival. Some of the widows who had an additional 

source of income or who were supported by their 

family members were able to save some of the amount 

from the pension amount. 

2. Women who became widow before 2019 (COVID 

Pandemic), the Widow Pension Scheme took 8-12 

months on an average to start. While those who became 

widows in 2019-2020, it took 4-6 months. This 

highlights that the government speed up the process of 

approval and disbursement of pension amount in order 

to allay the debilitating condition brought to their lives 

by the demise of their husband due to COVID 

pandemic. 

3. Majority of the widows stated that the Widow Pension 

Scheme has proved to be an additional source of money 

and four of the respondents said that they manage to 

save the amount. The widows who were earning could 

save the amount. For others it has helped in daily 

expenses and stability. It could be argued that the 

respondents have financial independence particularly 

with respect to Widow Pension Scheme amount that 

they receive. Moreover, the requirement of the 

beneficiaries to open single person bank account has 

helped them in saving money in bank and thereby 

gaining some interest, although very minimal. The 

propensity to save was more in the widows who were 

earning or who were supported by their son or other 

family members. 

4. For the women who had adult sons who were earning, 

life was relatively better off financially because they 

contributed to the family and thereby provided a 

cushion of additional income by their financial support. 

5. There were some women who took up the work of 

deceased husband in order to run the family. One of the 

respondents took up the work of vegetable vendor 

which was previously carried on by her husband. After 

the demise of the husband, she took up the work in 

order to sustain the family. Two of the respondents 

were working as battery rickshaw drivers. Therefore, it 

could be argued that the widows who could manage to 

gain an additional source of income to sustain the 

family were trying to engage in economic activities. 

Some of them were not engaged in other economic 

activities primarily because their son was earning and 

was contributing financially to the family. 

6. The top expenses of the family were on rent and food. 

When it comes to change in consumption pattern, the 

respondents stated that they did not witness any change 

in consumption pattern. Thus, we can argue that Widow 

Pension amount has although helped the women in 

gaining financial stability, but the amount is not enough 

that it can bring about a change in the consumption 

pattern of the widows or their families. 

 

Policy Recommendations 

1. Although the pension amount for widows is greater 

when we compare with other states, the respondents 

commented that the amount was not sufficient as some 

of the widows had to remain dependent only on pension 

amount and they cannot afford to carry on other 

economic activities because they had to take care of 

their children and because of social stigma. 

2. Most of the respondents cited that the minimum income 

threshold from all sources should be moved up from 

one lakh per annum to at least three lakh per annum. 

Because of the one lakh annual income criteria set by 

the government, many widows who are needy are left 

out of the scheme and therefore lead a miserable life. 

3. Some of the respondents commented that the 

government should either provide a home under 

Pradhan Mantri Awes Yojana or at least bear the rent of 

the accommodation as rent constitute one of the major 

expenditures for the family. The condition of the family 

dependent only on earning of the widows and that do 

not have any other earning member was worse off. 

 

Conclusion 

Widow Pension Scheme provided through Direct Benefit 

Transfer serves as a cushion and as a means of additional 

support to the widows who have lost the breadwinner of the 

family. It serves dual purpose; it helps in establishing 

financial stability, as the respondents outlined, it also helps 

in securing a mechanism of saving money by means of 

opening of individual savings account. The widows who had 

an additional means of income were able to save some 

amount to meet the future needs. The widows faced certain 

challenges in availing the widow pension scheme. 

Challenges pertaining to correction of Aadhar card and 

other documents required for the pension scheme, 

application for the pension scheme, due to poor computer 

literacy and unavailability of Common Service Centres in 

certain areas proved to be a challenge. Some of the NGOs 

that were working in the area helped out the respondents in 

document correction and applying for the pension scheme. 

Their contribution in ensuring and facilitating in the process 

of availing the widow pension scheme for the widows 

cannot be overstated. The respondents under study stated 

that they exercise complete freedom to withdraw the 

pension amount and had full and final say in the expenditure 
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of the pension amount and nobody interferes in the same. 

Therefore, it could be argued that the respondents have 

financial independence particularly with respect to Widow 

Pension Scheme amount that they receive. 
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