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Abstract

The 73rd Constitutional Amendment Act (1992) ushered in a new era of gender-inclusive local governance in
India by mandating reservations for women in Panchayati Raj Institutions (PRIs). In the decades since, women’s
representation in village councils and other local bodies has expanded from negligible levels to nearly half of all
seats nationwide. This study examines women’s political participation in PRIs on a national scale, focusing on
the contemporary period post-1993 and emphasizing how such participation has influenced social empowerment
outcomes. Adopting a mixed-methods approach with secondary data, we analyze government reports, academic
studies, and policy reviews to assess both the extent of women’s representation and its substantive impact on
local governance and community well-being. The findings indicate that greater inclusion of women in panchayat
leadership correlates with shifts in development priorities (such as improved water supply and health services),
enhanced responsiveness to women’s issues, and measurable gains in social indicators like girls’ education.
Moreover, the presence of women leaders has produced broader empowerment effects, including reduced
gender bias and increased aspirations among rural women and girls. Nevertheless, the research also uncovers
persistent challenges: many elected women face structural barriers, from gender discrimination in council
deliberations to the ‘“sarpanch-pati” proxy phenomenon, which can dilute the authority of female
representatives. The paper concludes with a discussion of policy measures and capacity-building initiatives
aiming to strengthen women’s effective leadership in PRIs, thereby deepening social empowerment at the
grassroots.

Keywords: Panchayati Raj;, Women’s Political Participation;, Gender Quotas;, Local Governance; Social
Empowerment; India
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Introduction

Women’s inclusion in local government has been a
cornerstone of India’s democratic decentralization
since the early 1990s. The Constitution (73rd
Amendment) Act of 1992 mandated that not less than
one-third of all seats in Panchayati Raj Institutions
(PRIs) - the system of elected village, block, and
district councils - be reserved for women. This
historic policy intervention aimed to redress gender
imbalances in political representation by ensuring
women’s presence in grassroots decision-making
bodies. Prior to these reforms, female participation in
village councils was extremely limited (under 5% of
local representatives in 1992). The implementation of
mandatory quotas in subsequent local -elections
dramatically altered the composition of rural
governance; by 2000, women constituted over 40% of
all elected local officials. Today, India has
approximately 1.45 million FElected Women
Representatives (EWRs) in PRIs, accounting for
about 46% of all panchayat members - a level of
female representation unparalleled in the world.
Notably, 21 of India’s 28 states (and several Union
Territories) have voluntarily raised their reservation
thresholds to 50% for women, exceeding the
constitutional ~ minimum.  This  extraordinary
numerical gain in women’s descriptive representation
invites important questions about its broader
significance: How has the influx of women into local
political office impacted governance and social
development outcomes? In what ways has women’s
political participation through PRIs advanced the
social empowerment of women and marginalized
groups in rural India?

The objective of this paper is to critically examine the
identity and representation of women in India’s
Panchayati Raj Institutions, focusing on the period
since the 73rd Amendment (i.e., the contemporary era
of decentralized governance). We use the term
identity to denote the intersection of gender (and often
caste and class) with political agency at the local
level, and representation to encompass both the
descriptive presence of women in councils and their
substantive exercise of power to effect change. The
core research question is: What has been the impact
of women’s political participation in PRIs on social
empowerment outcomes in rural communities? Social
empowerment is understood here as improvements in
the status and agency of women (and other
disadvantaged groups) in society - for example,
enhanced decision-making power, reduced gender
gaps in education and health, and shifts in social
norms towards gender equality.

This inquiry is situated within a national scope, rather
than focusing on specific states or regions, to draw
generalized insights from the Indian experience of
women in local governance. The study’s significance
lies in informing ongoing debates on gender quotas

and decentralization: whereas proponents argue that
bringing women into local leadership roles can
transform development priorities and empower
women at large, skeptics point to persistent patriarchy
and “proxy” representation as limiting factors. By
analyzing a breadth of secondary evidence - including
government surveys, policy evaluations, and
scholarly research - this paper provides a
comprehensive overview of what three decades of
women’s panchayat leadership have achieved and
what challenges remain.

Structurally, the paper is organized as follows. The
Review of Literature synthesizes prior research on
women’s participation in PRIs, highlighting key
findings on outcomes and barriers. The Methodology
section then outlines the mixed-methods approach
and data sources used in this study. In the Results, we
present quantitative and qualitative findings on
women’s representation and its social impacts, while
the Discussion interprets these results in light of the
theoretical and  policy context, examining
implications for empowerment and governance.
Finally, the Conclusion summarizes the insights and
offers recommendations for policy and future
research. Through an academic and analytical lens,
we aim to contribute to understanding how identity
and representation intersect in the arena of local
democracy, and how India’s experiment in mandated
female leadership at the grassroots has reshaped the
social fabric in rural areas.

Review of Literature

A rich body of literature has emerged evaluating the
outcomes of women’s increased representation in
India’s local government since the 73rd Amendment.
Early studies noted that the introduction of gender
quotas in PRIs was a transformative moment for rural
governance, inducting an unprecedented number of
women  into  political  office. = Descriptive
representation, i.e. the numerical presence of women,
rose sharply from virtually token levels to the
constitutionally mandated one-third and beyond,
leading scholars to investigate its effects on
substantive representation - the extent to which
women leaders advance different policy priorities or
improve development indicators.

One influential strand of research focuses on the
policy and service delivery impacts of women-led
panchayats. Chattopadhyay and Duflo (2004), in a
pioneering randomized study, compared villages with
reserved (female) and unreserved (male) pradhan
positions. They found that women pradhans tended to
invest more in public goods closely linked to
women’s everyday needs - notably drinking water
facilities - and slightly less in projects like road
infrastructure that typically received higher male
prioritization. These findings suggested that women’s
leadership can redirect local development to better
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address the practical gender needs of communities.
Follow-up studies reinforced this pattern: Female-
headed village councils were associated with greater
provision of water supply, sanitation, and health
services, reflecting ~ women  representatives’
attentiveness to issues of welfare and social
infrastructure. For example, Ban and Rao (2008) and
Beaman et al. (2010) documented improvements in
the availability of drinking water and educational
facilities in villages governed by women. Such
outcomes support the idea that women officeholders
bring new perspectives and priorities, thereby
enhancing the responsiveness of local governments to
underserved social needs.

Another important theme in the literature is the
impact of women’s political participation on social
empowerment and human development outcomes.
Several studies have examined whether having
women in local power translates into better metrics of
well-being, especially for women and children.
Evidence from the state of Bihar, which in 2006
became the first state to implement 50% reservations
for women in PRIs, indicates positive health impacts:
increased women’s leadership at the panchayat level
led to a significant rise in institutional births (child
deliveries in hospitals or health centers), thereby
improving maternal and neonatal health safety. This
finding by Kumar and Prakash (2018) aligns with
broader observations that female local leaders often
prioritize health and social welfare programs. At the
same time, the Bihar study found more mixed effects
on other indicators (such as child mortality, which
saw no significant overall change), suggesting that
while women’s presence can facilitate certain
improvements, it is not a panacea for all development
outcomes and may interact with other socio-economic
factors. Nonetheless, the general trend from multiple
case studies across India is that women’s participation
has enhanced service delivery in domains like water,
health, and education that directly affect daily life in
rural households.

Perhaps the most striking contributions of women’s
local governance lie in the realm of social and
attitudinal change. Researchers have explored how
the symbolic representation of having women in
power influences community perceptions and the
aspirations of other women. A landmark study by
Beaman et al. (2012) exploited the randomness of
quota rotation in West Bengal villages and found that
exposure to female pradhans profoundly shifted
gender norms. In villages that reserved the pradhan
seat for a woman for two election cycles, the gender
gap in parents’ aspirations for their children’s
education nearly vanished - parents in these villages
were just as likely to desire higher education for
daughters as for sons, a substantial change from
villages that never had a woman leader. Similarly, the
career ambitions of adolescent girls surged: after
experiencing women’s leadership, girls in these

communities were more likely to envision themselves
in professional roles and achieved higher educational
outcomes (the study recorded a closing of the gender
gap in school attendance and literacy rates). This role
model effect underscores the power of representation
beyond immediate policy outputs; female leaders
visibly challenge traditional gender stereotypes,
thereby empowering other women and girls to
broaden their horizons. Over time, repeated exposure
to women in authority also led to a measurable
reduction in prejudice: male villagers reported more
positive attitudes about women’s competence as
leaders and were more willing to vote for women in
subsequent elections. In summary, the literature
suggests that women’s participation in PRIs has both
instrumental benefits (tangible improvements in
services and  development  priorities) and
transformational benefits (shifting social norms and
empowering the next generation).

However, scholarly assessments also temper these
optimistic ~findings by highlighting persistent
challenges and limitations to women’s effective
participation. One recurring issue documented is the
phenomenon of “proxy” leadership or the sarpanch-
pati syndrome - where the husband or male relative of
an elected woman de facto exercises power while the
woman is a nominal figurehead. Early reports soon
after the 1990s reforms noted cases of women being
put up as proxy candidates for seats reserved for
women, only to have real decisions taken by male
family members or local elites. Subsequent research
indicates that while many women have become
assertive leaders in their own right, proxy influence
remains a concern in some areas, undermining the
spirit of the reservation policy. For instance, a
qualitative study of Dalit (Scheduled Caste) women’s
panchayat leaders in Gujarat and Tamil Nadu found
that dominant caste male actors would often try to
sideline Dalit women presidents from decision-
making, with some women confessing that they had
little say in panchayat affairs despite holding office.
More broadly, gender-based barriers within
panchayats are widely reported. A national survey-
based study on EWRs across 23 states (Ministry of
Panchayati Raj, Government of India) revealed that a
large  proportion of women representatives
experienced various forms of discrimination.
According to the survey data, about 6.8% of female
gram pradhans and 8.9% of female ward members
“often” felt ignored in panchayat meetings because
they were women, with an additional one-third
reporting such feelings occasionally. In other words,
roughly 40% of elected women indicated that they
were at times not taken seriously by their male
colleagues or officials due to gender bias. These
findings underline that simply having a seat at the
table does not automatically translate into voice or
influence; deep-rooted patriarchal attitudes can still
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obstruct women from fully participating in decision-
making.

The literature also points out intersectional challenges
- women from marginalized social groups (like
Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes) face dual
hurdles  of  caste-based and  gender-based
discrimination. Mangubhai, [rudayam, and Sydenham
(2009) documented disturbing accounts of Dalit
women Sarpanchs being subjected to caste indignities
within panchayat offices, such as being asked to sit
on the floor or being denied use of common utensils
for tea and meals by upper-caste officials. In their
study, over one-third of Dalit women representatives
reported caste- or gender-based abuse while executing
their duties, indicating that social prejudices outside
the council hall permeate governance spaces as well.
These intersecting oppressions can significantly
curtail the agency of Dalit and Adivasi women
leaders, who may struggle to assert authority in
environments dominated by higher-caste men.
Consequently, while the 73rd Amendment’s quota
system succeeded in bringing diverse women into
local governance, the extent of their empowerment
and influence has varied widely. Factors such as
education, family support, caste dynamics, and access
to capacity-building determine whether a given
woman leader can act independently and effectively
represent her constituents’ interests.

In sum, the existing literature portrays a complex
picture of women’s political participation in India’s
PRIs. On one hand, there is strong evidence of
positive impacts: changes in resource allocation
towards public goods beneficial to women,
improvements in certain development outcomes, and
meaningful gains in the empowerment of women and
girls at the societal level. On the other hand, structural
impediments and gender power imbalances continue
to limit the realization of the full potential of
women’s leadership in some contexts. These insights
set the stage for our study, which builds on previous
findings and uses updated data to evaluate where
India stands today in leveraging women’s
representation in panchayats for social empowerment.

Methodology
Research Design

This research employs a mixed-methods design
grounded entirely in secondary data analysis. The
approach integrates quantitative data on women’s
representation and socio-economic outcomes with
qualitative insights from case studies and policy
evaluations. By combining multiple forms of
evidence, the study aims to draw a holistic
understanding of the impact of women’s participation
in PRIs. The design is non-experimental and
explanatory: we do not manipulate any variables but
rather analyze existing information to discern patterns

and associations relevant to women’s political
empowerment in local governance.

Data Sources and Collection

Given the scope of covering all of India and the post-
1993 period, the study relies on diverse secondary
sources:

e Government Reports and Data Sets: We
collected national and state-level data from
official publications, including reports from
the Ministry of Panchayati Raj (MoPR) and
Ministry of Women and Child Development
(MWCD). Key data include the number and
percentage of Elected Women
Representatives in PRIs over time, and
policy documents related to women in local
government. For instance, Press Information
Bureau releases and answers to Parliament
questions were used to obtain up-to-date
statistics (such as the total count of women
in PRIs and the list of states with 50%
reservation). We also drew on the
Accountability Initiative archive of a
Government of India-commissioned survey
of EWRs, which provided granular data on
women’s experiences in panchayats (e.g.,
incidence of feeling discriminated against).
Additionally, aggregate social indicators at
the district or state level (literacy rates,
health outcomes, etc.) were obtained from
secondary compilations (e.g., National
Family Health Survey reports and census
data) to correlate with the timeline of
women’s increased representation.

e Academic Publications: We reviewed peer-
reviewed journal articles, working papers,
and respected institutional studies that
examine various facets of women’s role in
PRIs. This included econometric studies (for
quantitative  impacts) and field-based
research (for qualitative insights). Notable
examples are the econometric analysis by
Chattopadhyay & Duflo (2004) on
expenditure patterns, the policy experiment
assessment by Beaman et al. (2012) on
aspirations, and evaluations by scholars on
health and education outcomes. These
studies were accessed through academic
databases and organizational repositories.
While the original studies provided the
analytical findings, in some cases we relied
on summaries or policy briefs (for example,
an International Growth Centre policy brief
on Bihar and an MIT News synopsis of a
Science article) to extract the key results and
contextual details.

e Policy Reviews and NGO Reports: To
capture on-ground challenges and narratives
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of empowerment, the study examined reports
by non-governmental organizations and
think tanks focused on gender and
governance. For instance, the Dalit women’s
political participation study by Navsarjan
Trust/IDEAS (as summarized in an IDSN
report) offered qualitative evidence of caste
and gender dynamics in panchayats.
Similarly, the Observer Research Foundation
(ORF) and other policy institutes’
publications were consulted for recent
analyses, especially around the 30-year mark
of the 73rd Amendment. These sources
provided commentary on the progress made
and persisting hurdles (such as ORF noting
prevalent gender bias and the need for
capacity-building). Wherever possible, we
cross-verified information across multiple
sources to ensure reliability and to minimize
reliance on any single report that might carry
anecdotal or region-specific bias.

All sources used are cited in-text, and the References
section lists the full details in APA style. Only
secondary data (already published or officially
released information) was utilized; no primary
surveys or field interviews were conducted for this
study. This choice was made to leverage the broad
coverage of existing studies and data sets, enabling a
pan-India perspective.

Data Analysis

The analysis proceeded in two parallel streams
corresponding to quantitative and qualitative
components, with integration in the interpretation

stage:

Quantitative Analysis: We aggregated and
tabulated data on women’s representation
(e.g., proportion of women among elected
officials, number of women presidents of
panchayats, etc.) over time to illustrate
trends. Simple time-series and cross-
sectional comparisons were employed. For
example, we created a timeline of the female
share of panchayat seats from the early
1990s to the 2020s, noting major jumps
corresponding to policy changes (like states
increasing reservations to 50%). In addition,
we analyzed summary statistics from
surveys - such as the percentage of women
reporting certain experiences - to understand
common challenges. Where available, we
also examined correlations between the
presence of women leaders and select
development indicators (e.g., changes in
village-level outcomes before and after
women’s tenures, as reported in studies).
While rigorous causal inference was beyond
the scope of our secondary analysis, we drew

on the findings of studies that had employed
causal identification (such as randomized
quota  assignments) to  bolster our
conclusions about impact. Quantitative
results are presented in a descriptive manner
using tables and percentages to highlight key
facts (for instance, Table 1 in the Results
summarizes the representation levels and
reservation policies by state).

Qualitative Analysis: We performed a
content analysis of qualitative information
from case studies, interviews quoted in
reports, and narrative evaluations. This
involved coding recurring themes related to
empowerment (e.g., confidence building,
community  perception  change, policy
priorities, gender bias, proxy leadership).

We synthesized testimonials and
observations from different sources to
identify patterns - for instance, similar

challenges faced by women across different
states, or common strategies that enabled
successful women leaders to overcome
obstacles. The qualitative analysis enriched
our understanding of sow and why certain
outcomes  occurred. For  example,
quantitative data might show an increase in
girls’ schooling in areas with women
leaders, while qualitative accounts might
attribute this to specific initiatives led by
women or a change in the village culture
encouraging girls’ education. By
triangulating such evidence, we aim to
provide a nuanced interpretation rather than
a purely numerical evaluation.

Mixed-Methods Integration: Finally, we
integrated the quantitative and qualitative
findings in the discussion. The mixed-
methods approach allowed us to validate and
explain phenomena. Where quantitative data
indicated a trend (say, women pradhans
invest more in water infrastructure), we
looked to qualitative evidence to see if
women’s  personal experiences or
motivations explain that trend (e.g., women
leaders prioritizing water because they are
traditionally responsible for household water
needs). Conversely, when qualitative reports
suggested an issue (like widespread proxy
leadership), we examined if quantitative data
(such as training program uptake or
enforcement of rules) shed light on its
prevalence or mitigation. The convergence
and divergence of the two types of data are
discussed to give a comprehensive picture.

Scope and Limitations
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The scope of this study is broad - covering all of rural
India’s PRIs over approximately three decades. By
design, it emphasizes breadth over depth in any single
locality. One limitation of relying on secondary data
is the variation in context: outcomes of women’s
participation can differ vastly by region (due to socio-
cultural differences) and over time. We mitigated this
by focusing on national-level patterns and using
representative studies, but some finer nuances may
not be captured. Another limitation is potential bias in
sources: Government reports may present an overly
positive view, whereas NGO reports might focus on
problems. We strove for balance by including
multiple perspectives and noting where findings are
consensus-based versus isolated.

Importantly, our methodology does not involve
primary fieldwork; thus, real-time developments
(especially very recent ones) are interpreted through
the lens of available documentation. For instance, as
of 2023-2025, new initiatives (like the Nari Shakti
Vandan Act for legislatures, or MoPR’s campaigns
against sarpanch-pati) are unfolding; our analysis of
their impact is necessarily prospective or based on
initial reports. We acknowledge that measuring
“social empowerment” is complex and cannot be
fully captured by a few indicators. Thus, our results
rely on proxy measures (such as community attitudes,
participation rates, and service outcomes) as
evidenced in the literature.

Overall, the methodology, while constrained by
available data, enables an informed and triangulated
examination of women’s political participation in
PRIs at scale. The next section presents the results of
this analysis, structured around the key dimensions of
representation and empowerment identified.

Results

1. Women’s Representation in PRIs: Scale and
Trends

Nationwide Reach of Representation: The data
confirm that women’s inclusion in Panchayati Raj
Institutions has grown to an impressive scale in India.
As of the mid-2020s, women make up about 46% of
all elected representatives in rural local bodies. This
amounts to roughly 14.5 lakh (1.45 million) women
serving as members of Gram Panchayats (village
councils), Panchayat Samitis (block councils), and
Zilla Parishads (district councils) across the country.
This proportion exceeds the constitutionally
mandated one-third minimum, thanks to many
jurisdictions voluntarily increasing reservations.

Table 1 summarizes the reservation policy and
current female representation in PRIs by category:

Gram 33% min. (per | ~46% of members
Panchayat 73rd are women
Members Amendment);
50% in 21
States
Gram 33% min. | ~43% of Gram
Panchayat reserved; Panchayat heads
Pradhans rotation by | are women (varies
(Heads) term by state)
Block/Zilla 33% min. | ~45-50% (in states
Panchayat reserved; some | with 50% quotas,
Members states 50% e.g. Bihar,
Rajasthan)
Zilla Parishad | 33% min. | Around one-third
Chairpersons | reserved, nationally (due to
rotation rotation; some
states now ~50%)

Category Reservation Female
Policy Representation
(Latest)

Sources: Compiled from Ministry of Panchayati Raj
data and state reports.

As shown, 21 states and 2 Union Territories have
legislated 50% reservations for women in panchayats,
resulting in female majorities or near-parity in many
local councils. In these states (including large ones
like Bihar, Madhya Pradesh, and Maharashtra), half
of all panchayat seats at each tier are earmarked for
women, a policy shift that occurred predominantly in
the late 2000s and 2010s. Meanwhile, the remaining
states adhere to the original one-third reservation, yet
even in many of those, women’s actual presence often
exceeds 33% as women also contest and win
unreserved seats. The trend over time has been
steadily upward: in the first cycle of panchayat
elections post-1993, women typically occupied
around 33-35% of seats (fulfilling the quota); by the
early 2000s, the national average climbed above 40%,
and it further inched up to the current mid-40s
percentage with the adoption of 50% quotas in a
majority of states.

Geographical and Hierarchical Distribution:
Representation is broad-based across India. Even
states that have not increased reservations to 50% still
report close to one-third of panchayat representatives
as women, indicating compliance with the
constitutional mandate. At the leadership level,
because reservation for the position of Pradhan
(village council chairperson) or Sarpanch rotates
among constituencies each term, roughly one-third of
villages are headed by women at any given election.
However, in states with 50% quota, every second
village on average now has a woman Sarpanch. As an
example, Bihar’s 2006 panchayat elections under the
50% rule resulted in women winning 54% of the
Gram Panchayat head positions (many seats were
reserved and a few women also won open seats), a
landmark outcome at the time. Other states (e.g.,
Chbhattisgarh, Rajasthan) have since seen similar near-
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equality in leadership roles. At higher tiers (block and
district), women’s representation has mirrored these
patterns, though slight disparities exist - for instance,
women are sometimes a bit less represented as district
council heads compared to village heads, due to
smaller numbers and possibly more intense
competition at higher levels.

Participant Profile: While this study focuses on the
aggregate level, it is noteworthy that the vast majority
of EWRs are rural women, many of whom hail from
historically marginalized communities. Because the
constitutional framework also mandates reservation
for Scheduled Castes (SC) and Scheduled Tribes (ST)
in proportion to their population, a significant share
of women representatives are SC/ST women. This
means that India’s local government revolution has
brought into office Dalit and Adivasi women who
were doubly underrepresented before - an inclusive
aspect of representation that carries potential for
social change (discussed later). Surveys indicate that
many women entering panchayat politics are first-
time politicians, often with minimal formal political
training, and their educational levels vary widely
(from illiterate women leaders to college-educated
ones, depending on the region). Government
capacity-building programs have been instituted
recognizing this diversity of backgrounds.

In summary, women’s descriptive representation in
India’s PRIs has expanded dramatically, reaching
near parity in numbers in several regions. This
establishes a critical mass of women in local
governance, forming the foundation for any
substantive impacts on policy and empowerment.

2. Changes in Local Governance and Development
Priorities

The increase in women’s representation has coincided
with discernible shifts in local governance priorities
and decision-making patterns. Analysis of budgetary
and programmatic focus in women-led panchayats
versus others reveals that women leaders tend to
champion issues of direct relevance to community
welfare and gender needs:

e Greater Emphasis on Water, Sanitation
and Health: Numerous studies and field
reports  confirm  that  female-headed
panchayats allocate more resources to public
goods related to water supply, sanitation,
health care, and education. In councils
chaired by women, investments in installing
or repairing drinking water facilities (such as
handpumps, wells, piped water) have been
significantly higher than in those led by men.
For example, an analysis across West Bengal
villages found there were “significantly
more public drinking water taps and
handpumps” in villages reserved for women
pradhans, compared to similar unreserved

villages. Women leaders often bring first-
hand awareness of water scarcity and its
burden on women, translating into action
like improving access to potable water.
Similarly, anecdotal evidence and local
government records  suggest ~women
sarpanchs are proactive in constructing
latrines and promoting sanitation campaigns,
aligning with national Swachh Bharat (Clean
India) goals.

Focus on Social Welfare and Education:
EWRs have shown a proclivity to address
social welfare issues. Many women-led
panchayats have been observed to more
diligently implement schemes for healthcare,
child nutrition, and education. For instance,
a government survey reported that 8 out of
10 women panchayat presidents (Pradhans)
surveyed took initiatives to boost school
enrollment in their villages. In some states,
female pradhans outnumbered their male
counterparts in efforts to enroll children in
school or improve school facilities,
indicating a personal commitment to
educational outcomes. Health and nutrition
programs - such as immunization drives,
prenatal care camps, and distribution of food
rations through anganwadi centers - also
receive attentive supervision from women
representatives according to various case
studies. These findings support the notion
that women in local office are responsive to
community wellbeing and particularly
attuned to the needs of women and children,
who historically lacked voice in local
governance.

Infrastructure and Economic
Development: While women prioritize soft
infrastructure, they have not neglected
traditional development projects. Many
women-led panchayats successfully execute
road works, housing schemes, or irrigation
projects. The difference noted in research is
that these projects are often pursued
alongside the aforementioned welfare
initiatives, rather than at their expense. A
study in Rajasthan and Madhya Pradesh
noted that female presidents performed ‘“at
least as well” as males in provision of
irrigation and roads, while still improving
access to drinking water. Thus, fears that
inexperienced women would be unable to
handle big infrastructure have proven largely
unfounded. However, women leaders
sometimes have to overcome gendered
expectations - for example, contractors or
engineers initially not taking them seriously
- to implement such works. With experience
and training, many have managed to deliver
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on hard infrastructure as effectively as their
male peers.

e Transparency and Governance Style:
Another area of noted change is in
governance style. Some observers credit
women pradhans with fostering more
consultative and transparent decision-
making at the village level. There are reports
of women sarpanchs encouraging other
women to speak up in Gram Sabha meetings
(village assemblies) and holding Mabhila
Sabhas (women’s assemblies) to gather
women’s concerns prior to the general
assembly. The MoPR has issued advisories
for separate women’s Gram Sabhas, and
many women leaders have taken these up to
ensure women villagers’ voices are heard in
planning local development. In terms of
financial governance, there is mixed
evidence: in some cases, women-led
panchayats have been applauded for proper
use of funds and keeping corruption in
check, while in other cases they face
challenges in exerting financial control
(especially if bureaucratic or male
interference is present). The advent of e-
governance tools like e-GramSwaraj and
mandatory auditing has somewhat leveled
the playing field by increasing transparency
in all panchayats; women representatives
have been beneficiaries of these reforms as
they  help  demystify  administrative
processes.

A concrete outcome linked to women’s leadership is
in public health improvements, as evidenced by the
Bihar case. The policy brief analysis showed that the
introduction of 50% women’s quota in Bihar’s
panchayats correlated with a notable rise in
institutional childbirths - births taking place in
medical facilities rather than at home. After
controlling for other factors, districts with higher
women’s representation saw a boost in institutional
delivery rates, suggesting that women leaders were
effective in mobilizing health services or promoting
maternal care utilization. Although the same study
did not find an overall drop in child mortality
attributable to the reservation policy, it did uncover
that in relatively better-off households the child
mortality rates declined (implying that, where
resources were available, women’s leadership
translated into life-saving interventions). In broader
terms, villages with active women leaders have
reported improvements in immunization coverage and
sanitary practices (some of this comes from
qualitative accounts of women organizing cleanliness
drives, etc., which however are harder to quantify).

To summarize this sub-section, the results on
governance outcomes strongly indicate that women’s

presence has shifted the development agenda of local
governments towards more inclusive and socially
oriented domains. Women EWRs have leveraged
their positions to address long-neglected issues like
drinking water, education for girls, and health
services. This aligns with and reinforces prior
research findings that female leadership in PRIs is
associated with greater provision of public goods that
directly benefit families and particularly women. It is
a testament to how identity (women’s lived
experiences and  perspectives) can  inform
representation (policy choices and priorities) in
governance.

3. Social Empowerment Effects

Beyond administrative and developmental changes, a
critical dimension of this study is the social
empowerment engendered by women’s political
participation. The results show multi-faceted
empowerment outcomes:

a. Empowerment of Women Leaders Themselves:
Many elected women have experienced personal
empowerment through their roles. Although we draw
this mainly from qualitative evidence, it emerges as a
consistent theme. Serving in office has given women
greater confidence, public speaking skills, and
visibility. For instance, numerous case studies
describe initially shy or illiterate women who, after a
few years as panchayat members, became adept at
articulating community needs and negotiating with
officials. In a collection of success stories by the
National Institute of Rural Development, women
sarpanchs recounted how they learned to navigate
government procedures, access development funds,
and manage panchayat meetings effectively, gaining
self-esteem and respect in the process. Importantly,
exposure to governance has also broadened women’s
social networks - they interact with the bureaucracy,
civil society groups, and other panchayat members
beyond their immediate family sphere, which is itself
empowering in traditionally patriarchal rural settings.

Empowerment is not wuniversal or automatic,
however. The survey of EWRs indicated that about
59% of women felt they “never” faced gender-based
ignorance in the panchayat, implying they could
participate freely, but the remainder did face
constraints. The ability of a woman to capitalize on
the opportunity of office depends on factors like
family support (some husbands actively encourage
and assist their elected wives in a non-dominating
way, essentially as allies rather than proxies), training
(women who attended capacity-building training were
found to be more active in panchayat discussions),
and prior education/literacy. Government programs
like the recent Sashakt Panchayat-Netri Abhiyan
(2025) have been launched precisely to bolster
women leaders’ capacities and address confidence
gaps. Early evidence from these initiatives suggests
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that when women are equipped with knowledge of
laws and governance processes, they assert
themselves more effectively, reducing dependency on
male relatives or officials.

b. Community-Level Empowerment - Changing
Attitudes and Norms: The presence of women in
local governance has had a demonstrable effect on
social norms regarding gender roles. As detailed
earlier, a key result is the change in aspirations among
girls and their parents. Villages that have seen women
sarpanchs for the first time report that it “broke the
ice” regarding women’s capabilities. Many families
observed that if a woman from their community could
handle the panchayat, then daughters too could aspire
to leadership or at least need not be confined to
domestic roles. The empirical support for this comes
from the West Bengal study where after a decade of
quota implementation, the gender gap in educational
aspirations was eliminated among adolescents in
villages that twice had female leaders. Our review of
education department data in those areas also showed
a narrowing gap in actual school enrollment and
completion rates between boys and girls, correlating
with the timeline of female leadership. Additionally,
there was a modest but significant reduction (about
15-20%) in the time girls spent on domestic chores in
villages with women pradhans, indicating a slight
rebalancing of household gender norms (families
started to relieve girls of some domestic duties to
focus on schooling when they had a woman role
model in public life).

Another aspect of normative change is the perception
of women as leaders in the eyes of men. In
communities with no history of women leaders, initial
resistance or skepticism is common - something
reflected in higher dissatisfaction rates with women
pradhans’ performance early on. However, as women
proved their mettle by executing development
projects, male constituents’ opinions shifted. A
notable finding from a 2009 study (Beaman et al.)
was that men who had been exposed to women
leaders were less likely to hold gender-biased views
about competence, and the bias in evaluating
speeches or work of women vs men leaders
diminished significantly. In practical terms, men in
such villages became more willing to elect women
even in unreserved seats, leading to some women
winning general seats on merit after their reserved
term ended - a phenomenon observed in states like
West Bengal, Karnataka, etc., where a number of
women continued in office beyond the quota rotation,
indicating acceptance by voters. This attitudinal
change is a foundational element of social
empowerment: it moves the society towards greater
gender equality by normalizing women’s authority.

c. Broader Community Outcomes: While harder to
attribute solely to women’s leadership, some broader
community outcomes show improvement in gender

equity context. For example, local governance with
strong women participation has often coincided with
better targeting of welfare schemes to women
beneficiaries (like widow pensions, microcredit for
self-help groups) and increased registration of women
in programs like adult literacy and skill training. In
certain  areas, women representatives  have
collectively formed federations or networks (such as
EWR forums at block/district level) to support each
other and tackle social issues like alcohol abuse or
domestic violence. In Haryana and Odisha, there have
been cases where women panchayat members
together campaigned against liquor sales in their
villages to reduce domestic violence - a social reform
initiative that garnered community support. While
these instances are anecdotal and not uniform
everywhere, they illustrate the potential of women’s
grassroots political presence to ignite community-
driven social change.

Lastly, intersectional empowerment should be
mentioned: where women leaders are from
marginalized castes or tribes, their holding of office
itself has begun chipping away at social hierarchies.
Dalit women sarpanchs, for example, have in some
villages successfully asserted their right to hoist the
national flag on Independence Day (a ceremonial
duty of the sarpanch that in some places upper castes
tried to prevent Dalit women from performing). Each
such act, though met with resistance initially,
establishes new norms of equality. That said, the
Dalit women’s study indicated only a minority
(18.5%) of Dalit women felt they had significant
influence on resource allocation for their community,
reflecting that true empowerment for the most
oppressed can be a slow, uphill process even with
representation.

d. Challenges Tempering Social Empowerment:
The results are not uniformly positive and highlight
challenges that temper the social empowerment gains:

e Proxy and Patriarchal Control: In some
panchayats, especially in the initial years of
reservation, the proxy husband phenomenon
(sarpanch-pati) limited the empowerment
effect. If a woman is in office but her
husband dictates decisions, neither is the
woman truly empowered, nor does the
community see women’s independent
leadership. Our examination found that this
practice, while illegal, has been fairly
common knowledge. However, there is
increasing recognition and action against it.
In 2025, the central government’s expert
committee  recommended “exemplary
penalties” for cases of proxy leadership by
husbands, and a national campaign was
launched to curb this practice. This indicates
a policy shift towards strictly enforcing
women’s autonomy in their official role. The
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launch event for the campaign saw women
leaders themselves speak out against the
interference of ‘pradhan-patis’, suggesting a
growing assertion. Over time, one expects
that curbing proxies will significantly
enhance the empowerment outcomes.

e Continued Social Barriers: Empowerment
is constrained by literacy and awareness in
some cases. A considerable number of
EWRs, especially in the earlier years, were
not fully aware of their powers and
responsibilities, ~ which  limited their
effectiveness. This, in turn, limited the
empowerment they could pass on - if a
woman did not genuinely exercise power,
she remained a token, and societal attitudes
might not change much. The institutional
response has been to increase training:
Under the Rashtriya Gram Swaraj Abhiyan
scheme, over two million panchayat
functionaries (including elected women)
have been given training between 2018-
2023, covering topics from panchayat
finance to gender sensitization. Our review
of training outcomes suggests trained
women felt more confident to speak and act,
hinting that continuous capacity-building is
key to translating representation into
empowerment.

e Mixed Community Reactions: Not all
communities readily embrace women in
leadership. In some highly conservative
pockets, women leaders face hostility or
non-cooperation from male colleagues and
villagers, slowing down the empowerment
ripple effect. For example, female ward
members in certain northern states reported
being ignored or spoken over in meetings by
male members. Such behavior not only
undermines  the individual woman’s
authority but also sends a regressive signal
to the community about women’s standing.
Combating these attitudes requires both
enforcement (the state mandating that
women officials be accorded respect and
authority) and normative change
(championing success stories to inspire
mindset shifts).

In conclusion of this section, the social empowerment
effects of women'’s political participation in PRIs are
tangible and largely positive, albeit with caveats.
Women leaders have become agents of change in
their communities by acting as role models and by
directly addressing social issues. Their participation
has begun to reshape power equations in rural society
- empowering themselves, encouraging the
empowerment of other women and girls, and
gradually eroding prejudices. However, the full

realization of these empowerment benefits depends
on overcoming the challenges of proxy -control,
discrimination, and capacity gaps. The evidence thus
points to substantial progress with room for further
improvement to ensure that identity (being a woman
or a woman from a marginalized group) translates
into genuine power and improved social position
through the vehicle of representation.

Discussion

The findings from this study underscore the profound
significance of the 73rd Amendment’s bold
experiment in gender-inclusive governance. Over the
past three decades, India’s local democratic landscape
has been transformed by the massive infusion of
women into Panchayati Raj Institutions. This
discussion section interprets the results in the context
of broader theoretical and policy implications,
comparing them with existing literature and distilling
what they mean for social empowerment and
governance in India and beyond.

Representation as a Pathway to Empowerment

One of the central implications of our findings is that
descriptive representation can serve as a powerful
pathway to substantive empowerment, confirming
and enriching earlier theories of political
representation. In classical representation theory (e.g.,
Pitkin, 1967), descriptive representation - the idea
that representatives mirror the population’s
characteristics - is often justified on normative
grounds (fairness, inclusivity). India’s quota for
women in PRIs was primarily a descriptive measure
to ensure women’s inclusion. However, our analysis
shows that this descriptive representation has had
substantive repercussions: women representatives
have acted for women constituents by improving
services that matter to them and by voicing issues
previously neglected. The correlation between
women’s leadership and public goods provision
oriented to women’s needs (water, health, education)
demonstrates substantive representation of interests in
action. This aligns with the notion of “critical actors”
in feminist political theory - individuals who, by their
presence and initiative, bring new issues to the policy
table (Childs & Krook, 2009). In thousands of
villages, women sarpanchs became critical actors for
gender-sensitive governance, something unlikely to
happen when local bodies were exclusively male
domains.

Moreover, the empowerment effects observed -
changes in aspirations and attitudes - highlight an
often underappreciated facet of representation: its
symbolic impact. The role-model effect we
documented, where girls’ ambitions and parents’
outlook on daughters changed after exposure to
women leaders, speaks to the symbolic representation
converting into real empowerment outcomes (higher
educational attainment for girls, etc.). This validates
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arguments by social theorists that seeing someone
“like you” in power can alter self-perceptions and
societal norms (Bandura’s social learning theory
would support this dynamic). In the Indian context,
where gender hierarchies are deeply entrenched, the
symbolic value of women headmen (a deliberate
oxymoron that became reality) has been
revolutionary. This indicates that policy measures
aiming for representation of marginalized groups can
have spillover benefits that transcend the immediate
political sphere, fostering social change over time.

Heterogeneity and Intersectionality

The discussion must acknowledge that the benefits of
women’s participation in PRIs have not been uniform
for all women, reflecting issues of heterogeneity and
intersectionality. For many rural women, entering
politics has been empowering, but for others,
structural barriers have muted the gains. The varied
experiences of women (general category vs SC/ST,
educated urban-minded women vs impoverished rural
homemakers, etc.) caution  against  over-
generalization. Our study confirms that caste and
class intersect with gender to produce differentiated
outcomes. Dalit women leaders faced additional
hurdles and often hostility that non-Dalit women
might not encounter. This suggests that simply
increasing the count of women is not a panacea unless
accompanied by sensitivity to these layers of identity.
Policies might need to be tailored - for instance,
special training or protection for women from
oppressed castes to ensure they can function with
dignity and authority. This aligns with intersectional
feminism which argues that empowerment strategies
must consider multiple axes of disadvantage
(Crenshaw, 1989).

Regional heterogeneity also plays a role. Studies and
our synthesis indicate that states with a longer or
stronger tradition of women’s political activism (e.g.,
Kerala, where women’s literacy and social movement
participation are high) saw women representatives
taking on more assertive roles quickly. In contrast, in
some north Indian states where female seclusion
norms are stricter, changes came slowly and required
more external support (such as NGOs working with
elected women). These differences imply that the
contextual environment - socio-cultural and
institutional - influences how far women’s
representation translates to empowerment. The policy
takeaway is that one-size-fits-all approaches might
falter; instead, support systems for elected women
(like training, peer networking, legal literacy, etc.)
should be strengthened, especially in areas where
societal resistance is strong.

Persistence of Patriarchy in New Forms

A recurring theme is the resilience of patriarchy,
adapting in new forms such as proxy governance. The
sarpanch-pati phenomenon illustrates how normative

change can lag behind institutional change. Legally,
the seat is occupied by a woman, but social norms
allowed (or even expected) the husband to
overshadow her. This indicates a disconnect: at the
formal level, gender equality was mandated, but
informally, communities took time to adjust. Our
results show that this practice, while still present, is
being increasingly challenged - by the women
themselves, by higher authorities, and by public
opinion shifting against it. That the central
government in 2025 found it necessary to explicitly
launch a campaign against proxy husbands suggests
two things: (1) the issue was widespread enough to
merit national attention, and (2) there is now political
will to enforce women’s agency in office, which
perhaps was not as pronounced in earlier years. This
development can be interpreted as a maturation of the
Panchayati Raj system: after getting women in the
door, the next step is ensuring they actually wield the
power of their position.

This pattern could serve as a lesson for other spheres
(e.g., corporate boards or parliaments) where quotas
are implemented - it’s not just about numeric
representation, but also about creating an
environment that allows the represented group to
genuinely participate. Enforcement mechanisms (like
penalties for proxy rule, as recommended) and
capacity-building (leadership training, legal literacy
for women) are policy tools to address this. This also
ties to broader debates on women’s reservation in
higher legislatures: skeptics often raise the specter of
puppet candidates. The panchayat experience, as
discussed, reveals that while proxy issues did occur,
they can be mitigated over time with conscious
efforts, and they do not negate the overall positive
trajectory of change.

Implications for Governance and Development

From a governance perspective, women’s
participation in PRIs has arguably made local
governments more attuned to inclusivity and
accountability. Our findings on enhanced focus on
basic services and community welfare suggest a shift
towards a more people-centric governance model at
the local level. The improvements in transparency
(e.g., women insisting on proper Gram Sabha
functioning) and anecdotal reductions in rent-seeking
(some studies noted that women sarpanchs were less
involved in corruption, though evidence is mixed)
point to potential governance dividends of women’s
leadership. This resonates with international research
that has sometimes found women legislators to be
slightly less corrupt or more diligent in certain
contexts, though one must avoid essentialist
generalizations. The key is that diversity in leadership
- bringing women in - changes group dynamics and
can reduce old boys’ club networks that sometimes
perpetuate graft.
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The development implications are notable: when local
governments prioritize clean water, sanitation, health,
and education, they directly contribute to human
development indices. The rise in institutional
deliveries and immunization under women’s tenure,
and the boost to girls’ education, all feed into
improved  long-term  outcomes like  lower
maternal/child mortality and higher female literacy.
These are building blocks of development that can
have multiplier effects (educated girls have better
livelihoods, healthier families, etc.). Thus, women’s
political empowerment at the grassroots is closely
linked with sustainable development goals (SDGs)
such as gender equality, health, education, and
reduced inequalities. In fact, India’s progress on SDG
5 (Gender Equality) and SDG 16 (Inclusive
Institutions) can be partly credited to the PRIs’
gender quota system, a point that policymakers could
leverage to demonstrate commitment to international
goals.

Policy Recommendations

Based on the discussion of results, several policy
recommendations emerge:

o Strengthen Capacity Building: Continue
and expand training programs like Sashakt
Panchayat-Netri Abhiyan that focus on
leadership and legal literacy for women
representatives. Ensure that trainings are
practical, frequent (not one-off), and cover
confidence-building, public speaking, and
digital skills (especially as governance goes
digital). Such programs should also facilitate
peer learning - connecting new EWRs with
experienced mentor EWRs.

o Enforce Women’s Agency: Develop clear
protocols to identify and address proxy
decision-making. The recommendation for
exemplary penalties for proxy husbands
should be implemented by state governments
via amendments to Panchayat Raj Acts or
rules of procedure, making it legally
punishable for someone to usurp an elected
member’s functions. Additionally,
awareness campaigns in villages can
delegitimize the sarpanch-pati practice by
appealing to community pride in their
elected daughter/mother rather than her
spouse.

e Inclusive Environment in Panchayat
Offices: States and panchayat federations
should work to make the institutional
environment more gender friendly. This
includes basic things like providing separate
toilets for women in panchayat buildings (a
surprisingly overlooked issue sometimes),
scheduling meetings at times convenient for
women (not late nights), and actively

encouraging women to take up key roles in
committees. Sensitization workshops for
male panchayat members and village
secretaries can also reduce instances of
women being ignored or undermined. The
data that ~40% women felt at least
occasional gender-based disregard is a
baseline to improve upon.

e Support Networks and Federations:
Encouraging the formation of EWR
federations at block, district, and state levels
can give women leaders a collective voice
and support system. These networks can
lobby for their interests, share solutions to
common problems, and interface with higher
officials as a group, which can be
empowering. Some states (e.g., Odisha’s
“Federation of Elected Women
Representatives”) have good models.

e Focus on Marginalized Women: Targeted
interventions for SC/ST women
representatives - such as special mentoring,
legal support to tackle caste-based threats,
and confidence workshops - are needed to
address the extra layer of challenge they
face. Also, ensuring diversity in training
materials to include caste discrimination
issues (for instance, role-playing on handling
caste-based obstruction in meetings) could
equip Dalit women to better handle such
scenarios.

e  Monitoring and Evaluation: It is important
to keep measuring the impact of women in
PRIs. The government could institute a
periodic “State of Women in Panchayats”
report. This report could track not just
numbers, but outcomes: e.g., are villages led
by women doing better on certain indicators?
Are women attending Gram Sabhas more in
places with women representatives? Such
monitoring can maintain momentum and
identify where additional support or
corrective measures are needed.

Reflection on Research Methodology

From a research standpoint, our mixed-methods
approach proved effective in capturing the multi-
dimensional effects of women’s participation.
However, it also highlighted some gaps. For example,
data on qualitative aspects (like confidence levels,
decision-making influence within the household of
the EWR) were limited to specific studies. Future
research could benefit from more extensive surveys
focusing on empowerment metrics for the women
themselves (e.g., Has holding office changed her say
in family decisions? Her mobility or economic
independence?). Another fertile area is comparative
research: comparing PRIs with women leaders vs
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urban local bodies (ULBs) with women leaders, or
comparing states that adopted 50% reservation early
vs those that did not, to isolate the impact of higher
quotas.

The study also brings out that while we know a fair
deal about outputs (what women do in office) and
outcomes (effects on community), we need more
insight into processes - how exactly do women
overcome challenges, how do they negotiate power,
etc. These process-tracing studies through
ethnography or longitudinal tracking of women
representatives would add depth to the literature.

Broader Significance

In a broader perspective, India’s experience with
women in local governance is being watched and
emulated by other countries. Many developing
nations have instituted or are considering gender
quotas at local levels, and India provides a large-scale
case study of the long-term impacts. The evidence of
social empowerment and better service delivery offers
a compelling argument in favor of such affirmative
action policies. It demonstrates that given the
opportunity and support, women can lead and can
change the development discourse at the grassroots. It
also highlights that societal transformation is gradual
- legislative changes must be coupled with sustained
efforts to change mindsets.

Our findings resonate with the global discourse on
women’s political participation: for instance, UN
Women’s reports emphasize that women’s leadership
is key to achieving sustainable development and
gender equality. The Panchayati Raj story adds
concrete data to back this claim. At the same time, it
serves as a reminder that achieving equality is not just
about adding women into existing structures, but
often about changing those structures. Empowerment
is both a means and an end - women need
empowerment to be effective leaders (means), and
effective women leaders produce empowerment for
others (end).

In conclusion, the discussion affirms that India’s
initiative of mandating women’s representation in
PRIs has largely been a success in progress - a
success in terms of altering the gender composition
and initial outcomes, and a work in progress in terms
of overcoming deep-rooted patriarchal norms. The
results are encouraging and justify continued and
enhanced support for women’s full and equal
participation in governance. The next and ongoing
challenge is to translate numerical parity into
complete substantive parity, where women not only
hold office in equal measure but exercise power and
influence on par with their male counterparts, thereby
fundamentally redefining local governance as a truly
inclusive and empowering institution for all sections
of society.

Conclusion

This study set out to examine the linkages between
identity and representation in the context of women’s
political participation in India’s Panchayati Raj
Institutions, with a particular focus on how women’s
inclusion in local governance since the 73rd
Amendment has impacted social empowerment.
Through an extensive review and analysis of
secondary data - spanning government statistics,
academic research, and policy evaluations - the
research has yielded several key conclusions:

e Historic Enhancement of Representation:
The 73rd Amendment and subsequent state
initiatives have succeeded in fundamentally
reshaping local governance demographics,
bringing millions of women into the political
sphere. Women now constitute nearly half of
all rural local government members across
India. This dramatic increase from negligible
representation pre-1990s to critical mass
today is in itself a remarkable step towards
gender equality in public life.

e Influence on Governance Outcomes:
Women’s greater descriptive representation
has translated into substantive changes in
governance at the grassroots. Elected women
have demonstrably influenced local policy
agendas - increasing attention and resources
to water supply, sanitation, health,
education, and other public goods that
underpin human development. Villages led
by women have, on average, seen
improvements such as better access to
drinking water and higher institutional
delivery rates, indicating that women’s
leadership can enhance the provision of
services critical to social welfare. These
outcomes validate the premise that
diversifying who governs can change how
we govern and what issues are prioritized.

e Advancement of Social Empowerment:
One of the most significant findings is the
empowering effect that women leaders have
on their communities and on other women.
The research highlights tangible shifts in
social norms: exposure to women in power
has raised aspirations among girls and
altered parental perceptions in favor of
gender parity in education and career goals.
Furthermore, it has gradually reduced biases
among  villagers, fostering greater
acceptance of women in leadership roles.
Women representatives themselves often
gain confidence, skills, and agency through
the process of governing, which can spill
over into their personal lives and
communities. In essence, women’s political
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participation in PRIs has acted as a lever for
broader women’s empowerment, affecting
attitudes and behaviors beyond the halls of
the panchayat.

e Ongoing Challenges: The study also brings
to light the persistent challenges that temper
these achievements. Patriarchal social
structures and gender power imbalances
continue to manifest in forms like the
sarpanch-pati proxy phenomenon, gender
discrimination within panchayat
proceedings, and additional hurdles for
women from marginalized castes. These
issues mean that not all women
representatives are able to function with full
autonomy or effectiveness. About 40% of
women in one national survey felt that their
gender led to them being ignored at least
occasionally in  decision-making, and
instances of women being mere figureheads
have been reported. Such challenges indicate
that representation is a necessary but not
sufficient condition for empowerment;
supportive measures and normative changes
are required to ensure women can exercise
real authority.

e Policy and Practice Implications: The
mixed-methods evidence suggests several
policy interventions are making a difference
or are needed. Capacity-building programs,
such as the nationwide training and
empowerment campaigns initiated by the
government, are crucial to bolster women’s
leadership skills and confidence, thereby
reducing reliance on male relatives. Legal
and policy enforcement against proxy
decision-makers and harassment of women
leaders must be strengthened, following
through on the recent committee
recommendations for punitive action in such
cases. Additionally, institutional innovations
like mandatory Mahila Sabhas (women’s
assemblies) before Gram Sabha meetings
have shown promise in amplifying women’s
voices in local governance. Continued effort
in these directions will help consolidate the
gains from quotas and ensure that identity
(being a woman leader) fully translates into
influence and outcomes.

In conclusion, the Indian Panchayati Raj experience
offers a compelling case study of how affirmative
action in political representation can trigger
empowerment and development gains at the
grassroots. Women'’s entry into local politics has not
only given them a seat at the table but, progressively,
a stronger voice in community affairs and a role in
shaping a more inclusive development agenda. The
journey from the first generation of hesitant women

village council members in the 1990s to today’s cadre
of savvy women sarpanchs who network nationally
and advocate for their rights is a story of social
change unfolding. It reaffirms that political
empowerment and social empowerment are deeply
interlinked - when women are empowered to make
decisions for their community, the benefits
reverberate in society in the form of better
opportunities and greater equality for women at large.

However, this journey is not complete. True equity in
local governance will be achieved when women’s
leadership in PRIs is normalized to the point that
concepts like “women leaders” no longer invoke
surprise; when a woman chairing a village council is
as unremarkable as a man doing so; and when women
in office can operate without extraordinary hindrances
or need for special measures. Reaching that stage will
require persistent efforts to challenge patriarchal
mindsets, continuous investment in women’s
capacity, and perhaps most importantly, the solidarity
and determination of the women representatives
themselves. The findings of this study provide cause
for optimism - showing that the seeds of change
planted by policy have indeed taken root and are
bearing fruit in India’s villages. With sustained
nourishment in the form of conducive policies and
social support, these seeds can grow into a sturdy tree
of gender justice and participatory development at the
grassroots level.
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