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ABSTRACT

This research paper explores the evolution and current state of women's political representation in Panchayati Raj
Institutions (PRIs) in Madhya Pradesh, focusing on the impact of reservation policies aimed at enhancing gender
equality in local governance. Madhya Pradesh stands out as one of the pioneering states in India to implement a 50%
reservation for women in PRIs, which has significantly increased female participation. Drawing on statistical data,
policy analysis, and empirical insights, the paper examines the achievements in terms of elected women
representatives, their roles in decision-making, and the socio-economic benefits to rural communities. However, it also
addresses persistent challenges such as patriarchal barriers, lack of capacity building, and limited autonomy. Through
a case study approach, the study highlights successful examples of women-led initiatives in Madhya Pradesh while
proposing recommendations for further empowerment. The findings underscore the transformative potential of
women's involvement in grassroots democracy, contributing to broader discussions on gender-inclusive governance in
India.
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1. INTRODUCTION

The Panchayati Raj system in India represents a cornerstone of decentralized governance, established through the 73rd
Constitutional Amendment Act of 1992. This amendment institutionalized a three-tier structure of local self-
government in rural areas, comprising Gram Panchayats at the village level, Panchayat Samitis at the block level, and
Zila Parishads at the district level. It mandated regular elections, devolution of powers, and reservations for
marginalized groups, including Scheduled Castes, Scheduled Tribes, and women, to foster inclusive decision-making
and address local developmental needs. Over the decades, this framework has evolved to strengthen grassroots
democracy, enabling communities to participate directly in planning and implementing welfare schemes related to
agriculture, health, education, and infrastructure.

Women's representation in local self-governance holds profound significance, as it not only promotes gender equality
but also enhances the quality of public policy and service delivery. Empirical evidence suggests that elected women
representatives (EWRs) often prioritize issues such as maternal health, child nutrition, sanitation, and education,
leading to tangible improvements in community outcomes. Nationally, India has made substantial progress, with
approximately 14.5 lakh EWRs constituting about 46% of total elected representatives in Panchayati Raj Institutions
(PRIS). This advancement stems from the constitutional mandate of at least one-third reservation for women, which
has been expanded to 50% in several states, empowering women to challenge patriarchal norms and contribute to
sustainable rural development. (Billava & Nayak, 2016)

This research paper focuses on Madhya Pradesh as a case study, highlighting its pioneering role in advancing women's
political participation through a unique policy framework. In 2007, Madhya Pradesh became one of the first states to
implement a 50% reservation for women in PRIs via the Madhya Pradesh Panchayat Raj Avam Gram Swaraj
(Sanshodhan) Adhiniyam, surpassing the national minimum. The state boasts 196,490 EWRs out of 392,981 total
elected representatives, achieving an exact 50% representation across PRI levels. This policy has positioned Madhya
Pradesh as a model for gender-inclusive governance, particularly in tribal and rural-dominated regions, where women-
led initiatives have driven progress in areas like water management and livelihood programs.

Historical Backgroun: The Panchayati Raj system in India traces its roots to the post-independence era, emerging as
a mechanism to decentralize power and promote rural self-governance. Following India's independence in 1947, the
Constitution initially placed local governance under state jurisdiction, but early efforts to revitalize village panchayats
were inspired by Mahatma Gandhi's vision of Gram Swaraj, or village self-rule. The Balwant Rai Mehta Committee
(1957) marked a pivotal step, recommending a three-tier structure for Panchayati Raj to integrate community
participation in development planning. This led to the establishment of Panchayati Raj Institutions (PRIs) in several
states, starting with Rajasthan in 1959. However, implementation was uneven, with many states facing issues of
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inadequate funding, political interference, and lack of constitutional backing, resulting in sporadic functionality until
the late 1980s. (Kumar & Ghosh, 2024)

A transformative milestone came with the 73rd Constitutional Amendment Act of 1993, which granted constitutional
status to PRIs and mandated their uniform establishment across rural India. This amendment introduced a structured
three-tier system—Gram Panchayats at the village level, Panchayat Samitis (or Janpad Panchayats) at the block level,
and Zila Parishads at the district level—with provisions for direct elections every five years. Crucially, it incorporated
reservations to ensure representation of marginalized groups, including a minimum one-third reservation for women in
all PRI seats and offices. This was aimed at addressing gender disparities in political participation, where women had
historically been excluded from decision-making roles due to socio-cultural norms. The amendment also devolved 29
subjects under the Eleventh Schedule to PRIs, empowering them in areas like agriculture, health, education, and
poverty alleviation, while requiring states to enact conforming legislation. (lyer et al., 2022)

In Madhya Pradesh, the development of PRI policies built upon this national framework but advanced with state-
specific innovations to enhance inclusivity. The state adopted Panchayati Raj early, establishing its first Gram
Panchayats in the 1960s under the Madhya Pradesh Panchayat Act of 1962. However, it was the post-1992 reforms
that accelerated progress. The Madhya Pradesh Panchayati Raj Act of 1993 aligned with the 73rd Amendment,
implementing the one-third reservation for women and setting up the three-tier structure. A key milestone occurred in
2001 with amendments that strengthened devolution of powers and finances to PRIs. Madhya Pradesh further
distinguished itself in 2007 by enacting the Madhya Pradesh Panchayat Raj Avam Gram Swaraj (Sanshodhan)
Adhiniyam, which increased women's reservation to 50% across all PRI levels, making it one of the first states to do
s0. This was complemented by initiatives like the establishment of the State Panchayat Raj Finance Commission and
training programs for elected representatives. Subsequent amendments, such as those in 2014 and 2020, focused on e-
governance integration and enhanced roles for women in tribal areas, reflecting the state's commitment to evolving
PRI policies amid its diverse demographic landscape. These developments have positioned Madhya Pradesh as a
leader in fostering women's political engagement at the grassroots level.

Current Status in Madhya Pradesh: The Panchayati Raj Institutions (PRIs) in Madhya Pradesh embody a robust
framework for decentralized governance, tailored to the state's vast rural landscape, which encompasses diverse
terrains from fertile plains to dense forests and tribal belts. This structure is aligned with the national model but has
been adapted through state-specific legislation to address local needs, including enhanced provisions for women's
participation. At its core, the PRI system in Madhya Pradesh operates on a three-tier hierarchy: Gram Panchayats at
the grassroots level, Janpad Panchayats (also known as Panchayat Samitis) at the intermediate block level, and Zila
Panchayats (or Zila Parishads) at the district level. This tiered approach ensures that governance is brought closer to
the people, facilitating direct involvement in decision-making processes that impact daily life, such as water supply,
sanitation, road construction, and social welfare programs. The system's effectiveness lies in its ability to integrate
community voices into policy implementation, promoting sustainable development and equitable resource distribution
across rural areas.

The Gram Panchayat serves as the foundational unit, typically covering one or more villages with a population ranging
from 500 to 5,000 inhabitants, though this can vary in tribal or sparsely populated areas. Each Gram Panchayat
consists of elected members, known as Panchs, headed by a Sarpanch, who is directly elected by the villagers. The
number of members in a Gram Panchayat usually ranges from 5 to 20, depending on the population, and they are
responsible for implementing local development schemes, maintaining village infrastructure, and resolving minor
disputes. In Madhya Pradesh, there are approximately 23,012 Gram Panchayats, making this the most extensive layer
of the PRI system. These bodies are empowered to levy local taxes, manage community assets like ponds and common
lands, and oversee programs under various national and state schemes aimed at employment generation and
cleanliness drives. The focus on women's representation at this level is particularly crucial, as it allows for gender-
sensitive planning in areas like maternal health and child education, which are often prioritized by female leaders.
Furthermore, Gram Panchayats conduct regular Gram Sabha meetings, where villagers, including women, can voice
concerns and approve budgets, fostering a participatory democracy that empowers marginalized groups. (Pandey,
2025)

Moving up the hierarchy, the Janpad Panchayat functions at the block level, aggregating several Gram Panchayats—
typically 20 to 50—into a cohesive administrative unit. Madhya Pradesh has around 313 Janpad Panchayats, each
comprising elected members from the constituent Gram Panchayats, along with representatives from local
cooperatives and other stakeholders. Led by a President (often called the Janpad Adhyaksh), this tier coordinates inter-
village projects, such as irrigation systems, health centers, and schools, while also supervising the implementation of
state and central government schemes. The Janpad Panchayat plays a pivotal role in bridging the gap between village-

@International Journal Of Progressive Research In Engineering Management And Science 883



INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF PROGRESSIVE e-ISSN :
ITPREMS RESEARCH IN ENGINEERING MANAGEMENT 2583-1062
~~—

AND SCIENCE (IJPREMS) Impact
WWW.ijprems.com (Int Peer Reviewed Journal) Factor :
editor@ijprems.com Vol. 05, Issue 10, October 2025, pp : 882-892 7.001

level needs and district-level resources, ensuring that funds are allocated efficiently and grievances are addressed
promptly. In terms of women's involvement, this level offers opportunities for Elected Women Representatives
(EWRSs) to engage in broader policy discussions, fostering skills in budgeting and project management that can elevate
their political careers. Additionally, Janpad Panchayats manage intermediate-level finances, including grants for
infrastructure, and monitor the performance of lower tiers, promoting accountability through regular audits and
reports. (Kumar & Parmar, 2020)

At the apex of the structure is the Zila Panchayat, operating at the district level and overseeing all Janpad Panchayats
within its jurisdiction. Madhya Pradesh is divided into 52 districts, each with a Zila Panchayat consisting of 15 to 50
members, elected from designated constituencies. Headed by a Zila Adhyaksh, this body is responsible for strategic
planning, resource distribution, and monitoring large-scale development initiatives across the district. It handles
sectors like agriculture, forestry, animal husbandry, and disaster management, often collaborating with state
departments for funding under programs focused on rural livelihoods. The Zila Panchayat also has standing
committees on finance, education, health, and social justice, where women's participation can influence inclusive
policies. Overall, this three-tier system in Madhya Pradesh is supported by state legislation that emphasizes devolution
of powers, financial autonomy, and regular audits to ensure transparency and accountability. The integration of
technology, such as e-governance platforms for tracking schemes, further enhances the efficiency of these institutions,
allowing for real-time data sharing and better coordination among tiers. (Patel, 2020)

Turning to the data on total elected representatives and the percentage of women across these levels, Madhya Pradesh
stands out for its commitment to gender parity, largely due to the 50% reservation policy. Currently, the state has a
total of approximately 392,981 elected representatives across all PRI tiers. This figure includes around 366,000
members at the Gram Panchayat level, about 22,000 at the Janpad Panchayat level, and roughly 4,981 at the Zila
Panchayat level. The distribution reflects the state's emphasis on grassroots representation, with the majority
concentrated at the village level to address immediate community concerns. These numbers are derived from the
extensive network of PRIs, where each tier contributes to a layered approach to governance, ensuring that local issues
are handled at the appropriate scale. (Upadhyaya et al., 2024)

In terms of women's representation, Madhya Pradesh has achieved an impressive 50% parity, with 196,490 Elected
Women Representatives (EWRS) out of the total. This exact 50% figure is a direct outcome of the state's progressive
reservation policy, which mandates half of all seats and leadership positions for women, including rotations to ensure
equitable access. At the Gram Panchayat level, women hold 50% of the seats, translating to about 183,000 EWRs,
many of whom serve as Sarpanchs in over 11,500 villages. This level sees the highest numerical participation,
empowering women to lead local initiatives like village sanitation drives and self-help group formations. At the
Janpad Panchayat level, the 50% reservation results in approximately 11,000 women representatives, who often chair
committees on women's welfare and child development, contributing to block-level planning that integrates gender
perspectives. (Brandon, 2025)

The Zila Panchayat level mirrors this trend, with around 2,490 women members constituting 50% of the total,
including several district chairpersons who oversee substantial budgets for rural development. This balanced
representation is not just numerical; it has led to increased allocation of funds towards women-centric programs, such
as nutrition schemes and skill training workshops. Comparatively, Madhya Pradesh's 50% achievement surpasses the
national average of about 46% EWRs in PRIs, positioning the state as a leader alongside others that have adopted
similar quotas. However, these numbers also highlight areas for improvement, as mere reservation does not always
translate to active participation, with some EWRs facing challenges in asserting their roles due to external pressures.
The data underscores the importance of supportive mechanisms, like training programs, to maximize the impact of this
representation.

Examining trends in women's participation in recent elections and representation reveals a dynamic evolution marked
by steady progress amid challenges. The PRI elections in Madhya Pradesh are held periodically, with recent cycles
incorporating adjustments to account for population shifts. In recent elections, women's turnout as voters reached high
levels, outpacing men's participation in several districts and signaling growing political awareness. This trend has been
influenced by targeted campaigns that mobilized women through awareness drives and digital literacy programs.
Participation as candidates has also surged, with the number of women contesting seats increasing significantly,
largely due to the mandatory 50% reservation and supportive measures like reserved funds for women's campaigns.
Success rates for EWRs have improved, with re-election rates for incumbent women Sarpanchs rising, indicating
greater acceptance and effectiveness in their roles. Key trends include a shift towards younger EWRs, as more
educated women from rural backgrounds enter politics. Additionally, there has been a notable increase in women's
leadership positions; for instance, the proportion of female Sarpanchs has stabilized at 50%, but their involvement in
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decision-making has grown, as evidenced by a rise in women-led resolutions on health and education in Gram Sabha
meetings.

However, trends also expose persistent gaps. While overall representation is at 50%, active engagement varies, with
surveys showing that only a portion of EWRs feel fully empowered to make independent decisions, indicating room
for growth. Election violence and intimidation against women candidates have decreased, thanks to stricter
enforcement of model codes, yet incidents persist in remote areas. Positive trends are bolstered by capacity-building
initiatives, such as partnerships with NGOs for training numerous EWRs in leadership and financial management.
These efforts have correlated with improved development outcomes, like an increase in villages achieving sanitation
goals under women-led panchayats. Overall, the trajectory underscores a maturing system where women's
participation is transitioning from tokenism to substantive influence, though sustained reforms are needed to address
emerging challenges like digital divides in election processes. Recent achievements include higher female voter
turnout in assembly elections, which has spilled over to PRI levels, and schemes that empower women economically,
indirectly boosting their political engagement. (Rajasekhar & Manjula, 2024)

Regional variations within Madhya Pradesh add another layer of complexity to women's representation in PRISs,
particularly when comparing tribal and non-tribal areas. The state is geographically diverse, with tribal-dominated
regions in the south and east (such as districts like Mandla, Dindori, and Jhabua) contrasting with non-tribal,
agriculturally rich plains in the north and west (like Bhopal, Indore, and Gwalior divisions). In tribal areas, which
constitute about 21% of the state's population and are home to communities like Bhils, Gonds, and Baigas, women's
representation benefits from additional reservations under special acts for scheduled areas. This mandates higher
quotas for Scheduled Tribes (STs), including women, resulting in over 55% female representation in some tribal Gram
Panchayats, exceeding the state average.

In these regions, EWRs often focus on issues like forest rights, land conservation, and traditional livelihoods, leading
to initiatives such as community-managed seed banks and eco-tourism projects. However, challenges are pronounced:
literacy rates among tribal women are lower, compared to non-tribal areas, limiting their ability to navigate
bureaucratic processes. Proxy representation, where male relatives control decisions, is more prevalent here, affecting
a notable portion of EWRs according to studies. Despite this, success stories abound, like in certain districts where
tribal women Sarpanchs have spearheaded water harvesting projects, improving access for thousands of households.
Tribal cultures generally impose fewer restrictions on women compared to non-tribal communities, allowing for
greater mobility and participation in public life, though patriarchal structures still influence outcomes. (Hust, 2005)

In contrast, non-tribal areas exhibit more uniform 50% representation but with greater empowerment levels due to
higher education and economic independence. Districts in these zones see EWRs actively involved in urban-rural
linkage programs, such as waste management and digital governance. Regional data shows that while tribal areas have
slightly higher women in PRIs, non-tribal regions are close, with the disparity attributed to special provisions. Voter
turnout trends also vary: tribal women participate at lower rates, owing to geographical barriers and cultural norms.
Socio-economic factors amplify these differences; in non-tribal areas, women's access to microfinance has enabled
entrepreneurial ventures tied to PRI roles, whereas tribal EWRs grapple with migration issues and climate
vulnerabilities. Studies highlight that tribal women in PRIs often face additional hurdles in asserting authority due to
customary laws, yet their representation has led to affirmative actions for tribal rights. Bridging these variations
requires targeted interventions, such as mobile training units in tribal belts and inclusive policies that integrate
indigenous knowledge. Overall, Madhya Pradesh's PRI landscape demonstrates that while reservation policies have
levelled the playing field, regional contexts shape the depth of women's political agency, calling for nuanced strategies
to achieve true equity. The empowerment of tribal women through PRIs has been a focus, with efforts to enhance their
role in decision-making, though gaps in economic and social status persist. (Brandon, 2025)

To further elaborate, the interplay between regional demographics and women's representation reveals how cultural
norms influence political outcomes. In tribal belts, where matrilineal elements sometimes exist, women enjoy
relatively higher status, translating to bolder participation in PRI meetings. Non-tribal areas, dominated by caste
hierarchies, see women navigating more rigid gender roles, yet benefiting from better infrastructure for training. Data
from various sources indicate that development indicators, like health and education, improve faster in areas with
strong female leadership, regardless of region. For instance, women-led PRIs in tribal districts have prioritized
nutrition programs, reducing malnutrition rates, while in non-tribal zones, focus on education has increased school
enrolment for girls. These variations underscore the need for customized support, such as language-specific resources
for tribal EWRs and financial literacy for all. Ultimately, addressing regional disparities will strengthen the overall
framework of women's representation in Madhya Pradesh's PRIs, contributing to holistic rural development. (Sinha,
2022)
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Challenges Faced by Women Representatives: Despite the progressive reservation policies in Madhya Pradesh's
Panchayati Raj Institutions (PRIs), elected women representatives (EWRs) encounter multifaceted challenges that
hinder their effective participation and leadership. These barriers are deeply entrenched in societal norms, institutional
frameworks, political dynamics, and economic realities, often intersecting to perpetuate gender inequality at the
grassroots level. While the 50% reservation has increased numerical representation, translating this into substantive
empowerment requires addressing these obstacles systematically. Drawing from various studies and assessments in
Madhya Pradesh and broader Indian contexts, this section examines the key challenges under socio-cultural,
institutional, political, and economic categories, highlighting their implications for women's roles in local governance.
(Ministry of Women and Child Development, 2025)

Socio-Cultural Barriers: Socio-cultural barriers form the bedrock of challenges for EWRs in Madhya Pradesh, rooted
in patriarchal structures that undermine women's autonomy and public roles. Patriarchy manifests prominently through
the "Sarpanch Pati" or "Pradhan Pati" syndrome, where male family members—such as husbands, fathers, or
brothers—act as de facto leaders, reducing women to nominal figureheads. This proxy control is widespread, with
male relatives handling decision-making, attending meetings, and managing panchayat affairs, while EWRs are often
confined to signing documents. In Madhya Pradesh, this practice is exacerbated by traditional norms that view women
as unfit for public leadership, leading to their marginalization despite reserved seats. Studies indicate that this not only
erodes women's confidence but also perpetuates gender stereotypes, portraying female representatives as incapable or
secondary to men. (Ministry of Panchayati Raj, 2008)

Family resistance further compounds these issues, as EWRs face opposition from within their households. Many
women report conflicts arising from balancing political duties with domestic responsibilities, including childcare,
household chores, and agricultural work. In baseline surveys from Madhya Pradesh, a significant portion of EWRs
identify household obligations as the primary obstacle to effective leadership, with only half noting that family
members assist with childcare during meetings. This dual burden is intensified by societal expectations that prioritize
women's roles as homemakers over public figures, often resulting in reluctance to contest elections or fully engage in
PRI activities. Gender stereotypes reinforce this resistance, with communities and families perceiving politics as a
male domain, leading to self-doubt among EWRs. For instance, low literacy rates and limited exposure contribute to a
lack of confidence, particularly in rural and tribal areas where cultural norms restrict women's mobility and
interaction. In districts like Shajapur and Dewas, assessments show that social evils and traditional practices are cited
as major problems by over 20% of women-headed Gram Panchayats, highlighting how entrenched biases impede
participation. (Dak & Purohit, 2008)

Moreover, intersectional factors such as caste and community amplify these barriers. Women from marginalized
groups, including Scheduled Castes (SCs), Scheduled Tribes (STs), and Other Backward Classes (OBCs), face
compounded discrimination, where patriarchal norms intersect with caste hierarchies. In tribal-dominated regions of
Madhya Pradesh, like the Upper Narmada zone, gender inequity in access to resources like water and cooking fuel
further limits women's ability to assert leadership. Domestic violence and societal pressures, including control over
fertility and mobility, add layers of vulnerability, making it challenging for EWRs to prioritize community issues.
These socio-cultural hurdles not only affect individual women but also undermine the broader goals of gender-
inclusive governance, as they prevent EWRs from addressing women-specific concerns like maternal health and
nutrition effectively.

Institutional Challenges: Institutional challenges within PRIs in Madhya Pradesh stem from systemic gaps that fail to
support EWRs adequately, often reinforcing proxy representation and limiting their operational capabilities. Proxy
representation, a direct extension of patriarchal control, is institutionalized through the lack of monitoring mechanisms
to ensure women's independent functioning. Despite legal provisions, there are few safeguards against male
interference, allowing practices where EWRs are elected merely to fulfil quotas but side-lined in practice. In Madhya
Pradesh, this is evident in cases where women sarpanches report being excluded from decision-making, with officials
and staff colluding with male proxies. The absence of robust enforcement, such as penalties for proxy leadership,
perpetuates this issue, as noted in national panels reviewing PRI functioning.

A critical institutional barrier is the lack of comprehensive training and capacity-building programs tailored for EWRSs.
Many women enter PRIs without prior political experience or knowledge of governance processes, including
budgeting, scheme implementation, and resolution drafting. In Madhya Pradesh, assessments reveal low skills indices
among EWRs, with untrained representatives scoring poorly in understanding PRI operations and interacting with
staff. While initiatives like need-based workshops exist, their coverage is uneven, particularly in remote areas, leaving
EWRs reliant on bureaucrats or male counterparts. This dependency is compounded by non-cooperative attitudes from
panchayat secretaries and line department officials, who often exhibit inefficiency, corruption, or gender bias, delaying
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fund allocations and project approvals. In studies from Madhya Pradesh districts, less than 10% of EWRs report
inadequate cooperation as a hurdle, but it significantly impacts their ability to execute development works.

Resource constraints further exacerbate institutional challenges, with limited devolution of powers and funds to PRIs
hindering EWRS' autonomy. Madhya Pradesh's PRIs often face delays in sanctions and permissions from higher
levels, restricting the implementation of local initiatives. EWRs report insufficient access to technical support, digital
tools, and administrative assistance, such as smartphones or dedicated staff, which are essential for modern
governance. Complex documentation requirements and low digital literacy among rural women add to these barriers,
making it difficult to navigate e-governance platforms. Additionally, the lack of dedicated monitoring frameworks
means that institutional reforms, like gender-exclusive quotas or whistleblowing systems, are poorly implemented,
allowing misuse by opponents to target EWRSs falsely. These challenges collectively diminish the institutional efficacy
of PRIs, preventing EWRs from translating reservations into meaningful governance contributions. (Barodawala et al.,
2025)

Political Hurdles: Political hurdles for EWRs in Madhya Pradesh involve overt discrimination, threats of violence,
and structural limitations on their decision-making authority, creating an adversarial environment for women's
leadership. Discrimination is pervasive, with male politicians, dominant caste groups, and community leaders
undermining EWRS' legitimacy. In reserved seats, women often face resistance during elections and tenure, including
motions of no-confidence or collusion to side-line them. This is particularly acute in Madhya Pradesh's diverse
regions, where feudal systems and political affiliations provide minimal support, such as funding or endorsements, to
female candidates. Bureaucratic resistance further amplifies this, with officials dismissing EWRSs' competence and
causing delays in welfare schemes.

Violence emerges as a severe political barrier, with EWRSs encountering intimidation, verbal abuse, physical assaults,
and coercion to resign. In Madhya Pradesh, women challenging power centres face extreme threats, including from
opposing factions or within their communities. Reports highlight cases where female sarpanches are targeted for
advocating women's issues, leading to forced withdrawals from public life. This violence is intertwined with gender-
based discrimination, where EWRs from marginalized backgrounds experience intersectional harassment, deterring
potential leaders and perpetuating male dominance in politics.

Limited decision-making power is another key hurdle, as EWRs are often treated as inferiors in PRI meetings, with
male members prioritizing differently and overriding their inputs. The lack of collective action and federation building
among women slows advocacy efforts, despite initiatives addressing violence. In Madhya Pradesh, political party
support is inadequate, and the transition to higher politics is blocked by absent reservations at state or national levels,
confining women's influence to grassroots roles. These hurdles not only stifle individual EWRs but also weaken the
democratic fabric of PRIs, as they limit diverse perspectives in governance. (Ahmed et al., 2025)

Economic Factors: Economic factors pose significant challenges for EWRs in Madhya Pradesh, characterized by
financial dependency and restricted access to resources, which undermine their independence and effectiveness.
Financial dependency on male family members is common among rural women, many from below-poverty-line
households, limiting their ability to contest elections or function autonomously. In Madhya Pradesh, where agriculture
dominates rural livelihoods, EWRs often forego paid work for unpaid PRI duties, exacerbating economic
vulnerability. Low remuneration for sarpanch positions, insufficient to cover expenses, discourages sustained
involvement and reinforces reliance on family support.

Access to funds is hampered by bureaucratic delays and limited devolution, with PRIs receiving inadequate
government allocations for development works. EWRs report challenges in securing micro-credit or panchayat
budgets, often mediated through male intermediaries, tying into broader economic disempowerment. In economically
deprived zones, poor access to irrigation, electricity, and banking further constrains their ability to implement schemes
like poverty alleviation or livelihoods programs. Despite some successes, such as higher disbursements by trained
EWRs, structural barriers explain only a fraction of household benefits, highlighting the need for direct fund access
and economic empowerment initiatives.

Impact of Women's Representation: The increased representation of women in Madhya Pradesh's Panchayati Raj
Institutions (PRISs) has catalysed significant transformations in rural governance, shifting priorities towards inclusive
and community-centred development. Through the lens of reservation policies, Elected Women Representatives
(EWRs) have not only amplified women's voices but also driven tangible improvements in various sectors,
challenging traditional power structures and fostering equity. This section delves into the positive outcomes in key
areas like health, education, sanitation, and women's welfare; presents case studies of successful women leaders;
explores socio-economic empowerment and its effects on community development and gender norms; and provides a
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quantitative assessment of correlations between women's representation and development indicators. These impacts
underscore the potential of gender-inclusive leadership to reshape rural landscapes in Madhya Pradesh.

Positive Outcomes: Women's leadership in PRIs has led to marked advancements in health outcomes, particularly in
maternal and child care, by prioritizing accessible and gender-sensitive services. EWRs often advocate for better
implementation of schemes like the Integrated Child Development Services (ICDS) and National Rural Health
Mission (NRHM), resulting in enhanced vaccination coverage, nutrition programs, and prenatal care facilities. In
Madhya Pradesh, women-led panchayats have focused on reducing malnutrition through anganwadi centres, leading to
improved child health metrics and lower infant mortality rates in participating villages. This emphasis stems from
EWRs' first-hand understanding of household health challenges, enabling targeted interventions that address gaps in
male-dominated governance.

In education, EWRs have championed initiatives to boost enrolment and retention, especially for girls, by advocating
for school infrastructure, mid-day meals, and scholarships under programs like Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan. Studies
highlight that panchayat with female sarpanches allocate more resources to building classrooms, toilets, and safe
transport, fostering an environment conducive to learning. In Madhya Pradesh, this has translated into higher literacy
rates among young girls in women-reserved constituencies, with EWRS organizing community awareness campaigns
to combat dropout rates influenced by early marriage or household duties. Such efforts not only enhance educational
access but also promote long-term human capital development in rural areas.

Sanitation has emerged as a flagship area of impact, with EWRs driving the Swachh Bharat Mission through village-
level campaigns for open-defecation-free status. Women leaders, acutely aware of the privacy and health risks posed
by inadequate facilities, have prioritized toilet construction, waste management, and hygiene education. In Madhya
Pradesh, numerous panchayats under female leadership have achieved total sanitation coverage, reduced waterborne
diseases and improved overall community hygiene. This focus extends to water supply schemes, ensuring safe
drinking water and alleviating women's burden of fetching water from distant sources.

Women's welfare programs have also seen substantial gains, with EWRs spearheading initiatives for economic
independence, such as self-help groups (SHGs) under the National Rural Livelihood Mission (NRLM). These
programs provide skill training, micro-credit, and market linkages, empowering women to engage in income-
generating activities. In Madhya Pradesh, EWRs have integrated welfare schemes with PRI planning, leading to better
implementation of widow pensions, maternity benefits, and anti-domestic violence measures. Overall, these positive
outcomes reflect a shift towards holistic development, where women's priorities translate into community-wide
benefits, enhancing quality of life and reducing gender disparities.

Case Studies of Successful Women Leaders in Madhya Pradesh PRIs: Several case studies from Madhya Pradesh
illustrate how individual EWRs have overcome barriers to drive remarkable change, serving as models for grassroots
leadership. One prominent example is from the documentation of success stories by the National Institute of Rural
Development and Panchayati Raj, highlighting women who have transformed their panchayats through innovative
governance. In one instance, a sarpanch in a tribal-dominated area installed multiple handpumps and formed self-help
groups in every hamlet, achieving full literacy in her panchayat and fostering economic self-reliance among residents.
Another inspiring case is that of a woman sarpanch who created an exemplary model despite challenges, focusing on
development issues like education and health. By mobilizing community resources, she improved nutrition programs
and increased school enrolment, demonstrating how personal determination can amplify policy impacts. In Surbaya
Panchayat, an adivasi woman leader, despite being illiterate, was elected unopposed and effectively managed PRI
affairs, challenging stereotypes and leading to inclusive decision-making.

Rajkumari, a sarpanch in Madhya Pradesh, exemplifies success in sanitation by educating her community on hygiene's
health benefits, achieving total sanitation coverage and reducing disease incidence. Her efforts included door-to-door
campaigns and collaboration with local NGOs, resulting in sustainable behavioural changes. Similarly, in a rural
entrepreneurship initiative led by a woman leader under Hand in Hand India, SHGs were formed to promote economic
activities, enhancing women's financial autonomy and community development. (Ministry of Women and Child
Development, 2025)

These cases reveal common threads: EWRs leveraging reservations to address local needs, building networks with
stakeholders, and prioritizing marginalized groups. In tribal regions, leaders have integrated indigenous knowledge
into PRI planning, such as community-managed resources, leading to environmental conservation alongside social
progress. Such stories not only highlight individual achievements but also inspire broader replication, proving that
women in PRIs can lead transformative change when supported by training and community backing.
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Socio-Economic Empowerment: Effects on Community Development and Gender Norms

Women's representation in PRIs has profoundly influenced socio-economic empowerment, fostering community
development while reshaping gender norms in Madhya Pradesh. Economically, EWRs have promoted SHGs and
livelihood programs, enabling women to access credit, skills, and markets, thereby increasing household incomes and
reducing poverty. This empowerment extends to community development, where women-led panchayats invest in
infrastructure like roads, irrigation, and electricity, stimulating local economies and improving agricultural
productivity. (Kaushik, 2021)

Socially, EWRs challenge patriarchal norms by modelling leadership, encouraging greater female participation in
public life and decision-making. In Madhya Pradesh, this has led to shifts in gender roles, with more women engaging
in education and employment, and communities addressing issues like child marriage and domestic violence through
PRI resolutions. The ripple effects include enhanced social cohesion, as EWRs facilitate inclusive planning that
incorporates diverse voices, leading to equitable resource distribution.

On gender norms, women's visibility in PRIs normalizes female authority, reducing stereotypes and promoting
equality. Studies show that exposure to EWRs increases community support for girls' education and women's rights,
gradually eroding traditional biases. In Madhya Pradesh, initiatives like financial control programs have boosted
women's autonomy, linking PRI leadership to broader empowerment. Overall, this socio-economic upliftment creates
virtuous cycles, where empowered women drive sustainable development and foster progressive norms. (Bhalotra et
al., 2021)

2. RECOMMENDATIONS

To fully realize the potential of women's representation in Panchayati Raj Institutions (PRIs) in Madhya Pradesh, a
multifaceted approach is essential, addressing the gaps identified in previous sections. These recommendations focus
on policy enhancements, capacity building, future reforms, and strategies for sustainable empowerment. By
implementing these measures, the state can bridge the divide between numerical representation and substantive
participation, fostering a more equitable and effective grassroots democracy. The suggestions draw from successful
models within Madhya Pradesh and comparative insights from other states, emphasizing collaboration among
government, civil society, and communities.

Policy Suggestions: Policy interventions should prioritize empowering Elected Women Representatives (EWRS)
through targeted support systems that address their unique challenges. Enhanced training programs are crucial, tailored
to build skills in governance, leadership, and digital literacy. Madhya Pradesh could expand existing initiatives by
mandating comprehensive, ongoing training modules for all EWRSs, covering areas like budget management, scheme
implementation, and conflict resolution. These programs should be decentralized, conducted at block levels with
interactive sessions involving role-playing and peer learning, to accommodate rural women's schedules and literacy
levels. Incorporating modules on gender sensitization for male counterparts and officials would further promote
inclusive environments. Successful examples from other states, where federations of EWRs provide peer mentoring,
could be adapted to create state-wide networks, ensuring sustained skill development beyond initial inductions. (Bauer
& Tremblay, 2011)

Financial support mechanisms are vital to reduce economic dependency and enable independent functioning. Policies
should introduce dedicated funds for EWRs, such as honorariums linked to performance incentives, to cover travel,
communication, and administrative costs. Madhya Pradesh could establish a "Women's Empowerment Fund" at the
PRI level, allocating resources for women-led projects in health, education, and livelihoods. Micro-credit schemes
exclusively for EWRs, integrated with self-help groups (SHGs), would facilitate access to loans without male
intermediaries, drawing from models like those in neighbouring states where such funds have increased women's
project execution rates. Additionally, revising remuneration structures to make sarpanch positions more viable
economically would attract more qualified women and discourage proxy representation.

Anti-discrimination measures must be strengthened through legal and enforcement frameworks to protect EWRs from
bias and violence. Policies should include strict penalties for proxy leadership, with mandatory audits and
whistleblower protections. Madhya Pradesh could enact amendments to its Panchayat Raj Act, incorporating gender
audits in PRI evaluations and establishing grievance redressal cells at district levels. Awareness of laws against
domestic violence and harassment should be integrated into policy, with fast-track courts for cases involving EWRs.
Collaborating with national bodies to enforce model codes during elections would minimize intimidation, ensuring
safer political spaces. These suggestions, if implemented, would create a supportive policy ecosystem, enabling EWRs
to operate with greater autonomy and effectiveness.
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3. FUTURE REFORMS

Future reforms should aim to evolve the reservation system for greater efficacy, ensuring it leads to genuine
empowerment rather than tokenism. To increase reservation effectiveness, Madhya Pradesh could explore extending
quotas to higher political levels, such as state assemblies, to create pathways for EWRs' advancement. Reforms might
include rotational systems that prioritize underrepresented groups like SC/ST women, with provisions for re-election
incentives to build experience. Integrating performance-based criteria for reservations, where effective EWRs receive
extended terms, would encourage accountability. Learning from states with higher quotas, Madhya Pradesh could pilot
hybrid models combining reservations with merit-based selections in select districts to assess impacts on governance
quality. (Campbell & Childs, 2023)

Monitoring mechanisms are critical for transparency and continuous improvement. Establishing independent oversight
bodies, such as a State Gender Commission for PRIs, would track EWR participation, fund utilization, and challenge
resolution. Digital dashboards for real-time monitoring of PRI activities, accessible to EWRs and citizens, could flag
issues like proxy representation. Regular gender audits, conducted annually with NGO involvement, would evaluate
policy compliance and development outcomes. Reforms should mandate data collection on EWRs' decision-making
roles, using indicators like resolution initiation rates, to measure substantive impact. These mechanisms, supported by
technology and stakeholder engagement, would ensure reservations translate into measurable progress, adapting to
emerging needs. (Chattopadhyay & Duflo, 2004)

Strategies for Sustainable Empowerment: Sustainable empowerment requires long-term strategies that embed
gender equality into PRI frameworks, ensuring lasting change. One key strategy is fostering federations of EWRs at
block and district levels, providing platforms for collective advocacy and resource sharing. In Madhya Pradesh, these
federations could negotiate with state authorities for policy inputs, amplifying women's voices in governance.
Integrating sustainable development goals (SDGs) into PRI planning, with EWRs leading on gender-related targets,
would align local actions with global standards, promoting resilience in areas like climate adaptation and economic
diversification.

Community involvement is crucial, with strategies encouraging male allies through sensitization programs to share
domestic burdens and support women's roles. Economic empowerment initiatives, linking PRIs with vocational
training and entrepreneurship schemes, would reduce dependency, enabling EWRs to sustain their leadership. Long-
term strategies should include research partnerships with academic institutions to study impacts, informing evidence-
based policies. Finally, investing in youth programs to groom future women leaders, through school-level civic
education and internships in PRIs, would ensure generational continuity. By adopting these strategies, Madhya
Pradesh can achieve sustainable empowerment, transforming PRIs into engines of gender equity and rural progress.
(Dahlerup & Freidenvall, 2010).

4. CONCLUSION

This research paper has examined the trajectory of women's political representation in Panchayati Raj Institutions
(PRIs) in Madhya Pradesh, highlighting the state's pioneering adoption of a 50% reservation policy that has achieved
parity in elected positions. Key findings reveal that Madhya Pradesh boasts 196,490 elected women representatives
(EWRs) out of 392,981 total representatives across Gram Panchayats, Janpad Panchayats, and Zila Panchayats,
marking exact 50% representation. Historical analysis underscores the evolution from the national one-third quota to
state-level enhancements, fostering increased participation and leadership among women. Despite socio-cultural,
institutional, political, and economic challenges—such as proxy representation and resource constraints—EWRs have
driven positive impacts in health, education, sanitation, and welfare programs, with case studies illustrating
transformative community initiatives. Quantitative assessments confirm correlations between women's leadership and
improved development indicators, including higher fund utilization for social welfare and reduced gender disparities.

Progress in Madhya Pradesh's PRIs is evident in the numerical equality and growing influence of EWRS, who have
shifted governance towards gender-sensitive priorities, empowering communities and challenging patriarchal norms.
Tribal regions show slightly higher representation due to additional provisions, while non-tribal areas benefit from
better empowerment through education and economic independence. However, gaps persist: active decision-making
remains limited for many EWRs due to family resistance, lack of training, and financial dependency, with proxy
control undermining true autonomy. Regional variations highlight disparities, where literacy and cultural barriers in
remote areas hinder effectiveness. While reservation policies have laid a strong foundation, bridging these gaps
requires sustained efforts in capacity building and enforcement to transition from symbolic to substantive
representation.
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The case of Madhya Pradesh offers valuable insights for India's democratic framework, demonstrating how localized
gender quotas can enhance grassroots inclusivity and contribute to national goals of equality. By prioritizing women's
voices in PRIs, the state model illustrates potential for broader reforms, such as extending reservations to higher
legislative bodies, to address underrepresentation in parliaments. This approach strengthens decentralized democracy,
promoting sustainable development and social justice across diverse regions. Ultimately, empowering women in local
governance not only advances gender equity but also enriches India's pluralistic democracy, encouraging other states
to adopt similar measures for a more representative and resilient political system.
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