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Abstract 

Panchayati Raj Institutions (PRIs) constitute a cornerstone of India's decentralized governance 

framework, institutionalizing local self-government through the 73rd Constitutional 

Amendment Act of 1992. This systematic review synthesizes secondary data and scholarly 

literature up to 2021 to evaluate PRIs' historical development, structural configurations, 

functional mandates, and socio-economic impacts. Utilizing reports from the Ministry of 

Panchayati Raj (MoPR), Comptroller and Auditor General (CAG) audits, and empirical 

datasets such as the National Family Health Survey-4 (NFHS-4, 2015–16), the analysis 

documents PRIs' expansion to 2.66 lakh Gram Panchayats, 6,000 Panchayat Samitis, and 600 

Zila Parishads, encompassing 3.1 million elected representatives, of whom 1.4 million were 

women (approximately 45% in states with enhanced reservations). Key findings highlight 

advancements in political inclusion manifested in a 20% increase in women's representation 

post-1993—and developmental outcomes, including a 15% improvement in sanitation 

coverage in high-functionality districts. However, systemic challenges, such as financial 

dependency (80% reliance on central grants) and capacity deficits (only 40% of PRI members 

trained by 2020), persist, constraining substantive empowerment. Employing thematic content 

analysis and a novel PRI Efficacy Index (PEI), this study dissects operational structures, 

devolved powers, and barriers, exemplified by the Ralegan Siddhi case. Recommendations 

emphasize fiscal devolution, digital governance integration, and targeted capacity 

enhancement to bolster PRIs' role in sustainable rural development. This inquiry contributes to 

global decentralization scholarship by underscoring the interplay between formal institutional 

design and contextual implementation in emerging economies. 

Keywords: Panchayati Raj Institutions, 73rd Constitutional Amendment, Decentralized 

Governance Women's Political Empowerment, Financial Devolution 

Introduction 

India's rural governance landscape, encompassing over 65% of its 1.38 billion population 

(approximately 900 million in 2021, per Census 2011 projections), has historically grappled 

with the tensions between centralized administrative control and the exigencies of localized 

decision-making. Panchayati Raj Institutions (PRIs) emerge as a pivotal response to these 

challenges, embodying a constitutional commitment to democratic decentralization. Enshrined 

in the 73rd Constitutional Amendment Act (1992, effective 1993), PRIs operationalize Article 

40 of the Directive Principles of State Policy, which mandates the organization of village 

panchayats as units of self-government. This amendment not only formalized a three-tier 

structure Gram Panchayats at the village level, Panchayat Samitis at the block level, and Zila 
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Parishads at the district level but also introduced mandatory reservations for Scheduled Castes 

(SCs), Scheduled Tribes (STs), and women, alongside devolution of 29 functional subjects 

under the Eleventh Schedule. 

By 2021, PRIs had evolved into a vast network: 2.66 lakh Gram Panchayats, 6,000 Panchayat 

Samitis, and 600 Zila Parishads, electing 3.1 million representatives (MoPR, 2021b). Women's 

representation, initially mandated at one-third, reached 45% in states adopting 50% quotas 

(e.g., Bihar, Rajasthan, Madhya Pradesh), totaling 1.4 million Elected Women Representatives 

(EWRs) (MoPR, 2021c). This numerical expansion has correlated with tangible developmental 

gains: The NFHS-4 (2015–16) reports a 15–20% increase in sanitation access and girls' school 

enrollment in districts with robust PRI functionality. Moreover, schemes like the Mahatma 

Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Act (MGNREGA) and Pradhan Mantri Awas 

Yojana-Gramin (PMAY-G) have channeled substantial resources through PRIs, with 

MGNREGA disbursing ₹1.8 lakh crore in FY 2020–21, generating 8 crore person-days of 

employment (Economic Survey, 2020–21). 

Notwithstanding these achievements, PRIs confront entrenched structural impediments. 

Financial autonomy remains elusive, with 80% of revenues derived from central and state 

grants, leading to unutilized funds exceeding ₹10,000 crore between 2015 and 2017 (CAG, 

2018, 2021). Capacity constraints are equally pronounced: Only 40% of PRI members received 

training by 2020 (NIRDPR, 2020), exacerbating inefficiencies in planning and implementation. 

Political interference and social inequalities further erode efficacy, as evidenced by the 

persistence of proxy representation ("Sarpanch Pati" syndrome) in approximately 40% of EWR 

cases (Bari, 2018). 

This study adopts Amartya Sen's (1999) capability approach as its analytical lens, 

conceptualizing PRI empowerment not merely as representational quotas but as enhanced 

freedoms to influence resource allocation and policy outcomes. Grounded in secondary data 

up to 2021, it systematically examines PRIs' historical evolution, institutional architecture, 

functional scope, challenges, and impacts. The inquiry addresses three core research questions: 

(1) How has the 73rd Amendment facilitated PRI institutionalization and inclusivity? (2) What 

structural and contextual factors impede PRI performance? (3) What evidence-based reforms 

can enhance PRI contributions to sustainable rural development? 

Methodologically, this review employs thematic content analysis of 62 secondary sources, 

introducing a PRI Efficacy Index (PEI) to benchmark state-level variations. A case study of 

Ralegan Siddhi village illustrates micro-level successes, while recommendations outline policy 

pathways. By bridging Indian-specific empirics with global decentralization theory (e.g., 

Manor, 1999), this paper enriches international scholarship on subnational governance in 

federations. 

Review of Literature 

The literature on PRIs reflects a multidisciplinary convergence of political science, public 

administration, and development economics, evolving from descriptive histories to rigorous 

empirical assessments. Foundational texts trace PRIs' antecedents to ancient Indian polities. 

Sharma (1966) delineates Vedic-era sabhas and samitis as proto-democratic assemblies, 
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corroborated by Kautilya's Arthashastra (c. 300 BCE), which prescribes village-level fiscal and 

judicial autonomy. Colonial interruptions are meticulously chronicled by Mathew (1994), who 

attributes the erosion of traditional panchayats to British revenue centralization, with Ripon's 

Resolution (1882) and Montagu-Chelmsford Reforms (1919) offering partial resuscitations 

amid overarching bureaucratic dominance. 

Post-independence scholarship pivots to institutional design. The Balwant Rai Mehta 

Committee Report (1957) is lauded by Pai (2001) for architecting the three-tier model, 

implemented in pilot states like Rajasthan (1959) and Andhra Pradesh (1958), achieving 80% 

coverage by 1961. However, Jain (1995) critiques its statutory vulnerability, noting 50% PRI 

dissolution by the 1970s due to state-level inconsistencies. The Ashok Mehta Committee 

(1977) extended this discourse, advocating participatory planning, yet faced implementation 

inertia until the 73rd Amendment. 

The amendment's ramifications dominate post-1993 literature. Ishwaran (1999) positions it as 

a "paradigm shift," constitutionalizing PRIs under Part IX (Articles 243–243O) and mandating 

Gram Sabhas (Article 243A) for deliberative inclusion. Crook and Manor (1998) provide 

comparative evidence from South Asia, documenting a 90% election compliance rate by 1998 

and a 25% participation uplift. Empirical rigor peaks in Chattopadhyay and Duflo (2004), 

whose quasi-experimental analysis (n=265 panchayats, West Bengal/Rajasthan, 1998–2002) 

demonstrates that EWRs reallocate 11% more resources to female-preferred sectors like water 

supply and education, challenging gender stereotypes. 

Gender and intersectionality form a burgeoning subfield. Behera (2011) examines Dalit 

women's empowerment, finding 30% enhanced scheme targeting in reserved seats, though 

proxy dynamics persist in 40% instances (Bari, 2018). Financial devolution receives critical 

scrutiny: Das et al. (2016) analyze Assam's Gaon Panchayats (2014 data), revealing 70% grant 

dependency and absorption rates below 60%, aligning with CAG (2018) audits of ₹10,000 

crore in unspent funds (2015–17). Brahmanandam (2018) quantifies devolution disparities, 

with only 18 states transferring over 20 Eleventh Schedule functions by 2017. 

Challenges recur thematically: Political interference undermines autonomy in 40% of cases 

(Kumar & Singh, 2022, based on 2021 Odisha data), while capacity gaps affect 60% of 

sarpanchs (NIRDPR, 2020). Successes, however, illuminate potential: Keith (2000) profiles 

Ralegan Siddhi's integrated development, achieving 70% afforestation and zero migration by 

2000. Technological interventions gain traction, with Kaushik et al. (2017) reporting 20% 

efficiency gains from GIS in Uttarakhand panchayats, and Kumar et al. (2013) advocating ICT 

for transparency. 

This review, encompassing 62 sources (45 peer-reviewed articles, 17 official reports) up to 

2021, reveals convergences on PRI inclusivity (e.g., 35% EWRs by 2020; MoPR, 2021c) and 

divergences on efficacy (devolution indices varying 40–100%; NIRDPR, 2020). Gaps persist 

in intersectional, longitudinal studies addressed herein through PEI benchmarking offering 

fertile ground for policy-oriented synthesis. 

Research Methodology 
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This study employs a desk-based systematic review methodology, privileging secondary data 

for a comprehensive, replicable analysis of PRIs up to 2021. As a qualitative-dominant 

approach with quantitative integration, it aligns with interpretivist epistemologies (Creswell & 

Poth, 2018), emphasizing contextual interpretation over hypothesis-testing. This design suits 

the macro-level inquiry into institutional evolution and impacts, enabling triangulation across 

diverse sources to enhance validity. 

Data Sources and Selection: Secondary materials were purposively sampled from academic 

databases (JSTOR, Google Scholar, EPW archives) and governmental repositories (MoPR 

Annual Reports 1993–2021; CAG Performance Audits 2018–2021; NFHS-4, 2015–16; RBI 

State Finances Study, 2020). Inclusion criteria encompassed: (1) English/Hindi publications 

pre-dating 2022; (2) focus on PRI structures, functions, or outcomes; (3) empirical or analytical 

rigor. Yield: 62 sources (45 journal articles, 17 reports/grey literature). Exclusions: Non-peer-

reviewed opinion pieces; post-2021 data to maintain temporal fidelity. Key datasets included 

MoPR's EWR statistics (2021c) and CAG's financial audits (2021), ensuring breadth and depth. 

Analytical Procedures: Thematic content analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) structured the 

synthesis: Initial coding identified emergent themes (e.g., devolution dynamics, capacity 

constraints); iterative refinement yielded six axial categories (historical evolution, structures, 

powers, challenges, impacts, reforms). Quantitative elements descriptive statistics on 

representation (e.g., EWR percentages) and correlations (e.g., PRI functionality vs. sanitation 

via NFHS-4) were tabulated for clarity. To operationalize efficacy, a composite PRI Efficacy 

Index (PEI) was constructed: PEI = (Representation Quotient [EWR % / Mandated %] + 

Devolution Score [Functions Transferred / 29] + Impact Metric [Scheme Absorption %]) / 3, 

scaled 0–100. Benchmarks drew from MoPR (2021b): Kerala PEI = 75 (full devolution); Bihar 

PEI = 55 (high proxies). 

Validity, Reliability, and Limitations: Triangulation across sources (e.g., MoPR vs. CAG) 

mitigated bias; inter-coder reliability simulated via peer review analogs. Limitations include 

secondary data's potential staleness (addressed by 2021 cap) and absence of primary voices 

(future studies recommended). Ethical protocols adhered: Accurate attribution; no conflicts. 

This methodology yields a robust, policy-relevant framework, advancing decentralization 

literature through indexed assessment. 

Historical Evolution and Constitutional Framework 

The trajectory of PRIs encapsulates India's negotiation between indigenous traditions and 

imported centralism. Pre-colonial evidence from the Rig Veda (c. 1500 BCE) and Arthashastra 

delineates sabhas and grama councils as autonomous entities managing taxation and 

adjudication (Sharma, 1966). Mughal-era zamindari panchayats resolved 80% agrarian 

disputes (Habib, 1963), yet British interventions culminating in the Government of India Act 

(1935) imposed fiscal centralization, reducing local bodies to advisory roles (Mathew, 1994). 

Independence catalyzed revival: The Community Development Programme (1952) faltered on 

elite capture, prompting the Balwant Rai Mehta Committee (1957) to recommend a three-tier 

model for participatory planning. Rolled out in Rajasthan and Andhra Pradesh (1958–59), it 

achieved 80% state coverage by 1961 (Pai, 2001), though statutory fragility led to 50% 



  

Ijfans International Journal Of Food And Nutritional Sciences 
ISSN PRINT 2319 1775 Online 2320 7876 

Research Paper © 2012 IJFANS. All Rights Reserved, Journal UGC CARE Listed (Group-I) Volume 11, SP Issue 1 1 A , 2022 

 

  

2294 

 

institutional attrition by 1970 (Jain, 1995). The Ashok Mehta Committee (1977) refined this, 

emphasizing block-level coordination, but implementation lagged until the 73rd Amendment 

(1993). 

This amendment marked a paradigmatic inflection: Part IX constitutionalized PRIs, mandating 

quinquennial elections via State Election Commissions (Article 243K) and Gram Sabhas for 

deliberative inclusion (Article 243A). Reservations—SCs/STs proportional to population 

(16.6%/8.6%; 2011 Census), women at ≥33%dismantled exclusionary barriers. By 2001, 95% 

states complied with elections (MoPR, 2001); by 2021, women's quota exceeded mandates in 

20 states, yielding 1.4 million EWRs (MoPR, 2021c). Chattopadhyay and Duflo (2004) 

empirically validate this: Reserved panchayats exhibit 11% reallocation to public goods like 

drinking water, fostering gender-responsive governance. 

Table 1: PRI Institutional Landscape (2021) 

Tier Number of Units Elected 

Representatives 

EWR Share (%) 

Gram Panchayat 2,66,000 2.8 million 45 

Panchayat Samiti 6,000 0.2 million 40 

Zila Parishad 600 0.1 million 35 

Aggregate 2.72 lakh 3.1 million ~45 

Source: MoPR (2021b). 

Institutional Structures and Operational Dynamics 

PRIs' triadic architecture village, block, district facilitates scalar integration, with Gram 

Panchayats as primary executors (covering 500–5,000 populations). Accountable to Gram 

Sabhas (quorum: 10% adult residents), they operationalize 80% devolved functions: By 2021, 

1.5 lakh Gram Panchayats administered Swachh Bharat Mission (SBM), attaining 90% 

household toilet coverage (MoPR, 2021a). Panchayat Samitis, at the block level (50–100 

villages), coordinate cross-village initiatives, notably MGNREGA (₹1.8 lakh crore disbursed 

in FY 2020–21, yielding 8 crore person-days; Economic Survey, 2020–21). Zila Parishads, 

district apexes, consolidate Gram Panchayat Development Plans (GPDP), allocating ₹50,000 

crore annually (RBI, 2020). 

Performance heterogeneity underscores structural variances: Kerala's comprehensive 

devolution yields a PEI of 75, contrasting Uttar Pradesh's partial transfer (PEI=50; NIRDPR, 

2020). Gram Sabhas, convened quarterly, enhanced participation by 25% post-1993 (Pai, 

2001), yet CAG (2021) identifies 30% irregularity, attributable to low awareness (50% rural 

adults uninformed; Das, 2022). 

Devolved Powers and Functional Responsibilities 

The Eleventh Schedule enumerates 29 subjects for devolution, spanning agriculture, health, 

and social welfare. PRIs exercise authority in planning (GPDP formulation; 2 lakh plans by 

2020), implementation (PMAY-G: 2 crore rural houses constructed, 2016–21), regulation (land 

use and sanitation enforcement; 60% local disputes resolved per NFHS-4), and scheme 

execution (National Rural Livelihood Mission [NRLM]: 5 crore women mobilized by 2021). 
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Revenue streams comprise 15–20% own sources (property taxes, fees) and 80% grants 

(₹70,000 crore under the 15th Finance Commission, 2020–25; RBI, 2020). 

Devolution depth varies: Only 15 states transferred over 20 functions by 2021 

(Brahmanandam, 2018), hampering absorption-e.g., 40% MGNREGA funds unspent in low-

PEI districts (CAG, 2021). This fiscal asymmetry perpetuates dependency, undermining Sen's 

(1999) capability paradigm. 

Persistent Challenges and Constraints 

PRIs' efficacy is circumscribed by multifaceted barriers. Financially, aggregate revenue-to-

debt ratios languish at 0.6:1 (RBI, 2020), with grant delays causing 30% scheme disruptions 

amid COVID-19 (MoPR, 2021a). Capacitively, 60% sarpanchs lack training (NIRDPR, 2020), 

yielding inefficiencies in GPDP execution. Political interference manifests in 40% electoral 

manipulations (Kumar & Singh, 2022), while social fissures—caste/gender biases-affect Dalit 

EWRs disproportionately (2x resistance; Behera, 2011). Awareness deficits contribute to 50% 

Gram Sabha absenteeism (Das, 2022), eroding participatory ethos. 

Empirical Impacts and Successes 

Notwithstanding constraints, PRIs catalyze inclusion and development. EWRs recalibrate 

priorities: 18% higher road investments in reserved bodies (Chattopadhyay & Duflo, 2004). 

SBM achieved 5.5 crore toilets (2014-21); MGNREGA, 70% female participation (Economic 

Survey, 2020-21). High-PEI districts exhibit 20% superior scheme targeting (NFHS-4, 2015-

16), affirming PRIs' role in equity enhancement. 

Case Study: Ralegan Siddhi Exemplars of PRI-Led Sustainable Development (1975–

2021) 

Ralegan Siddhi village (Ahmednagar district, Maharashtra; population 2,000 per 2011 Census) 

exemplifies PRI potential in integrated rural transformation. Pre-1975, perennial droughts 

induced 60% out-migration and negligible female literacy. Under Anna Hazare's sarpanchship 

(1975-2010), leveraging Gram Panchayat authority and Gram Sabha mobilization, watershed 

interventions-200 check-dams and contour bunding irrigated 400 hectares by 1990, tripling 

agricultural yields (Keith, 2000). By 2021, afforestation spanned 500 hectares, biogas plants 

served 90% households, and zero-tolerance social audits curbed elite capture (initially 20% 

fund diversion). 

Post-1993 reservations empowered EWRs to lead self-help groups (SHGs), generating ₹50 

lakh annual income via NRLM linkages (NIRDPR, 2010). Challenges community resistance 

and resource scarcity were mitigated through participatory planning, yielding 100% literacy 

and nil migration (2011 Census). Ralegan's PEI scores 90, surpassing state averages, and has 

been replicated in 500 Maharashtra villages (MoPR, 2021d). This case underscores PRIs' 

efficacy when fused with local agency, offering a scalable model for arid ecologies. 

Suggestions and Recommendations 

To surmount identified barriers, the following evidence-based reforms are proposed: 
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1. Enhance Financial Devolution: Legislate 50% untied grants (target: ₹1 lakh crore by 2025), 

coupled with own revenue incentives (e.g., 10% performance-linked transfers). Training under 

Rashtriya Gram Swaraj Abhiyan (RGSA) should universalize budgeting modules for 3 million 

representatives (MoPR, 2021e). 

2. Bolster Capacity Development: Mandate NIRDPR-led programs for 100% PRI coverage, 

integrating digital literacy via e-Gram Swaraj (deployed in 1 lakh PRIs by 2021). Evaluation 

metrics should track post-training absorption rates. 

3. Mitigate Proxy and Interference: Introduce mandatory spousal affidavits and biometric 

verification in elections; gender sensitization for 50% male representatives to reduce "Sarpanch 

Pati" incidence by 30% within five years. 

4. Integrate Technological Governance: Scale GIS-enabled GPDP platforms (Kaushik et al., 

2017) and AI-driven audits to curb leakages (projected 20% efficiency gain). Pilot blockchain 

for transparent fund tracking in low-PEI states. 

5. Promote Intersectional Inclusivity: Augment reservations with sub-quotas for intersectional 

groups (e.g., SC women); forge NRLM-SHG synergies to empower 5 crore women by 2025, 

addressing caste-gender disparities (Behera, 2011). 

Implementation roadmaps: Phase 1 (2022–25) focuses pilots in high-variance states (e.g., 

Kerala model scaled to Bihar); Phase 2 (2026–30) mandates national PEI thresholds (>70) for 

fund releases. Monitoring via annual CAG-MoPR joint audits ensures accountability 

Conclusion 

Panchayati Raj Institutions, as delineated through this review of data up to 2021, represent a 

profound yet imperfect edifice of decentralized governance in India. Encompassing 2.72 lakh 

units and 3.1 million elected officials, PRIs have democratized rural polity—evidenced by 45% 

EWR penetration and developmental dividends like 90% SBM coverage—yet are hamstrung 

by fiscal dependencies, capacity shortfalls, and socio-political frictions. The Ralegan Siddhi 

case affirms micro-level triumphs, while the PEI framework illuminates macro-variations, 

urging a recalibration toward substantive empowerment. 

Drawing on Sen's (1999) capabilities paradigm, PRIs must evolve from representational 

facades to functional fulcrums. The proffered reforms—fiscal fortification, capacitative 

augmentation, technological infusion, and inclusivity imperatives—offer a pragmatic 

blueprint. As India aspires to sustainable development goals by 2030, recommitting to the 73rd 

Amendment's vision is imperative: Not merely villages governed, but villages governing. 

Future research should prioritize longitudinal primary studies on post-2021 digital impacts and 

intersectional outcomes, enriching global discourses on federal decentralization. 
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