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Background
Reservations for women in local governance in India

Government of India, in 1992, through its 73rd Amendment to the Constitution sought to create genuine democracy at the grassroots village level by mandating that resources, responsibility and decision making power be devolved from central government to rural grassroots people through Panchayati Raj Institutions
 (PRIs). The amendment also provided for reservation of 33% seats for women in the three tiers of local government - Gram Panchayat, Panchayat Samiti and Zilla Parishad
 to facilitate women’s participation in governance. 

Against a background of near invisibility of women in politics, the reservation while bringing in nearly a million women into the local governance arena also ushered in proxy candidates who were persuaded to contest on behalf of their male relatives. Multiple marginalisations of caste, religion, ethnicity and class also affect all elected representatives but elected women are further excluded by their gender, poor literacy and education, restricted mobility, burden of household chores and childrearing.  

Location of the project

Bihar is India’s third largest state in terms of population. While it is one of the biggest states in India, it lags in many critical development indicators in the areas of health, education, work participation and political empowerment of women. However, in the recent past the state Government has undertaken many initiatives to improve the overall situation. 
Implementation experience of project Pahel
In 2007, Centre for Development and Population Activities
 (CEDPA) India, an organization historically committed to promoting and strengthening women’s leadership, with the support of David and Lucile Packard Foundation
, initiated project Pahel (meaning ‘initiative’) with the dual objective of strengthening women’s political participation and in the process enhancing the uptake of Sexual and Reproductive Health (SRH) services.

The project strategy is to capacitate elected women representatives at the village and district level (EWRs) to monitor services and act as health advocates in their respective areas. The EWRs do so by identifying systemic gaps that hinder delivery of quality SRH services through accountability checklists developed to monitor primary, secondary and tertiary health facilities and outreach services. The EWRs then advocate for the filling in of the gaps identified at appropriate forums such as Panchayats, with health authorities and various Standing Committees of the PRIs. 

The monitoring and evaluation strategy framework in this project initially consisted of framing indicators and conducting mix method base line and end line surveys in intervention as well as control districts through randomized case control study. 

Monthly tracking of EWRs over a period of 24 months after the initial training showed that number of EWRs raising issues on FP/RH and girl’s education during various meetings had increased substantially.
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Figure 1: EWRs raising issues in meetings
EWRs have been able to effect a visible change in the participation levels in panchayat meetings and regularity and quality of service delivery in their constituencies. 
Qualitative assessment of changes in EWRs individual and collective agencies 

In the initial period of the project quantitative tools were useful to analyse the changes in the levels of participation, leadership and health monitoring activities of the EWRs. By the second year the project team felt the need to have a more nuanced understanding of the change that the EWRs were undergoing as a result of being part of the project. It became critical to understand their motivation, the skills they had acquired and the extent to which the project contributed to this increase in their individual and collective agency, which the quantitative monitoring framework was unable to capture/measure. 
Objective of the Assessment

The key objective of the assessment was to unpack the journey of change experienced by elected women representatives as a result of associating with Pahel. The main questions to be addressed by the assessment were:

1. What have been the changes at personal level – whether their association with the project has had impact on their relationships within family, community – how they are perceived and how they perceive themselves?
2. How has Pahel enabled the elected women representative’s capacities to address issues affecting women and girls, especially their reproductive and sexual health concerns?

3. What has been the motivation for elected women representatives to actively engage with the activities of Pahel?

4. What lessons and insights does the programme have to offer in terms of approaches to capacitate elected women representatives within the Panchayati Raj system? 

Methodology

Using framework of empowerment which focuses on change, about ‘people’s ability to make strategic life choices in context where it was previously denied to them’ (Naila Kabeer, 1999), Pahel assessment used the Most Significant Change (MSC) technique and contribution analysis to trace women’s journey towards becoming political leaders. 
The MSC technique was applied in six steps in Pahel:

1. Drafting the terms of reference

Participatory methods for drafting the terms of reference for the assessment was the first step towards initiating an effective process – in this case, members of the technical advisory group for the project Pahel, field level implementing organisations and the project team worked collectively to define the assessment. 

2. Establishing the domains of change

The domains of change that were explored included changes in knowledge and awareness, changes in personal development, changed in attitude and behavior, and changes in participation in activities that aim to bring about positive social or political change. Within each domain the areas of enquiry included personal and professional domain.

3. Establishing a reference group

The stories were collected from 30 EWRs from the intervention districts and another 18 EWRs from the non-intervention districts. In-depth interviews (IDIs) were conducted among the other stakeholders, 33 IDIs were conducted in the intervention districts while 18 were conducted in the non-intervention districts. Additionally 3 Focus Group Discussions (FGDs) were conducted with the field level project implementation team. 

4. Establishing story collection method 

A story guide was prepared for the six categories of EWRs from the three tiers of PRIs. IDI guides were developed for family members/husbands of EWRs, community members, male peers in Panchayats and health workers to gain their perspectives into the process of change experienced by the EWRs. FGD guide was developed wherein the change perspectives were collected from the field level project implementation team. The field moderators recorded the stories, the IDIs and FGDs. The recordings were later transcribed and edited.
5. Review of the significant change stories
The selection process involved review of stories and selection of one story each for the four domains based on their usefulness and the value of the outcomes described.
6. Secondary analysis

All the EWRs who shared their stories in the intervention locations were visibly confident, inspired and proud of their achievements both as individuals and as a collective. They showed significant growth in terms of their knowledge, skills, belief in gender equity and self-efficacy. They attributed these changes to being a part of the Pahel initiative, communication materials, monthly peer group meetings and the exposure visit to a state in North India. They also perceive that they are now more valued by their children and other family members as well as members of the community, their male counterparts and government officials. This change is validated by the responses of the other stakeholders during IDIs. 
Results
Changes in knowledge or awareness:

Meena Devi, Gram Panchayat Member from Dihra Panchayat feels proud that people associate her children with her name and not the other way around. Today her work as a people’s representative is her passions and she feels a sense of pride when she is able to say, ‘your work will be done. I will get it done’. 

Changes in personal development:

Prabha Devi, Gram Panchayat Member from Lagma is now monitoring schools, Anganwadi centers
, and health services and raising service delivery gaps at official meetings. Prabha says was possible because of the Pahel training where she learnt about her roles and responsibilities as an elected woman representative. She says her work has earned her a lot of respect with the government officials as well as her own community. 
Changes in attitude and behavior:

Ms. Sunita Devi Ward Member from Ubb in Aurangabad district, initiated the construction of a concrete road and is now lobbying with the Panchayat for constructing toilet for girls in the local school. She proudly says that she will not take any dowry in the marriage of her two sons. 
Changes in participation in activities that aim to bring about positive social or political change:

Veena Devi, Gram Panchayat Mukhiya from Sonahuli, says association with Pahel activities helped her overcome her fears - I am not scared of talking to people.  She proudly narrates how she has managed to stop early marriage in her area.
In Conclusion

This paper is an attempt to share the experience and learning from a qualitative assessment process that was led by CEDPA India as an implementing organization. The process has not been without its challenges but the analysis of the process and results have immensely helped in capturing and understanding the feasibility and drivers of change. 
Key learning from the process
· The story guides need to be framed bearing in mind the key assessment questions.

· Selection and orientation of field investigators to capture critical information and take care of ethical issues is critical to the outcomes of the assessment.

· While MSC as a technique looks simple enough as a methodology, its effective implementation requires an advanced capabilities for analytical thinking for those involved in developing the story guides and those administering the story guides which has significant implications for time and budgets.

· Validation/using the lens of other stakeholders help to understand the nature and extent of positive or negative change experienced by the women. On ground programme implementers perceptions (field level implementing organisations) and analysis is important to get the full picture in terms of issues and challenges in projects of this nature.

· Having quantitative information to supplement the outcome of MSC methods helps communicate results in a more convincing manner to external audiences.
The assessment very clearly shows that women’s leadership skills for governance can be built through continuous and consistent support and mentoring. The women themselves are quick to learn and act, both individually and collectively, in their capacity and they can, challenge male dominated public institutions and structures, when they are part of such processes of empowerment and are able to question structures and power relations within the family and outside the family.
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� Grass-roots units of self-governance in India


� The Panchayat is a system of village-level (Gram Panchayat), block-level (Panchayat Samiti), and district-level (Zilla Parishad) councils, members of which are elected by the people, and are responsible for the administration of local public goods. 





� A non-government organization working to improve the lives of girls and women in India


� The article does not necessarily represent the views of the Foundation


� A government sponsored child-care and mother-care center in India to combat child hunger and malnutrition. 
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