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We identify the impact of gender on the governance of a large poverty alleviation 

programme in India (NREGA)
1
, in a context where local people are in a position 

to closely monitor the actual against the prescribed allocation of public funds. 

 

 

 

Political reservations for women offer prospects of diversity and other governance dividends (e.g. Page, 

2007; Swamy et al., 2001). Yet, in settings where gender discrimination affects the attributes and 

attitudes of candidates for political office, female representatives are likely to assume office with less 

political and administrative experience. Thus, even if women political leaders were intrinsically more 
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development-oriented than their male counterparts, extant disparities might initially blur and 

significantly delay the onset of governance gains. 

Using cross-sectional survey data and a panel of official social audit reports, we present rigorous 

analysis of the impact of village council headship quotas for women on corruption and on the quality of 

delivery of a large scale, rural poverty alleviation program in India.  Our paper is the first to shed light 

on how governance and corruption evolve from the time women elected leaders in reserved seats 

assume office (2006) and towards the end of their tenure (up to 2010) and thus as newly elected women 

leaders accumulate political and administrative experience. The timing of the relevant election overlaps 

almost exactly with the roll out of the public program (2006) and enables us to study short and long 

term program implementation with the characteristics of the village council (including the council head) 

unchanged. Specifically, we are able to demonstrate (a) whether newly elected women leaders in 

reserved seats initially perform worse; (b) whether they partly catch up, fully catch up or eventually 

outperform (male) leaders in unreserved seats and (c) the time it takes for such partial catch up, full 

catch up or overtake to occur.   

Recent research has exploited the national policy of randomly reserving one-third of village council 

headships for women in India to study the difference in governance outcomes between male and female 

political leaders using cross-sectional, village council level data. In a pioneering study in the Indian 

states of Rajasthan and West Bengal, Chattopadhyay and Duflo (2004) found that public investments in 

village councils with a female reserved head reflected the preferences of female voters, exemplified by 

drinking water and roads, more strongly. Others have questioned such differences in male and female 

leadership behavior (Rajaraman and Gupta, 2012) and its consequences for governance. Ban and Rao’s 

(2008) study of four South Indian states found that  “(village councils) led by women are no worse or 

better in their performance than those with male leaders, and women politicians do not make decisions 

in line with the needs of women.” Bardhan et al. (2010) find reservations of village council headship for 

women in West Bengal to be associated with a significant worsening of within-village targeting of 

public programs to disadvantaged households, and no improvement on other targeting dimensions. They 

interpret these findings as consistent with a more complex hypothesis of ‘capture-cum clientelism’ 

which may be weakened by the election of politically inexperienced women into reserved posts
2
. 

Bardhan and Mookherjee (2012) formalize capture and clientelism in a theoretical model and speculate 

that such adverse effects of reservations may attenuate as women accumulate experience. 

In an influential paper, Beaman et al. (2009) study voter prejudice and how exposure to women leaders 

(in first and second time reserved village councils) in West Bengal affect the electoral prospects of 

women candidates and the likelihood that women will stand for office. They also report cross-sectional 

survey findings on average investments in public goods in reserved and non-reserved village councils. 

Residents in female reserved village councils were less likely to have paid a bribe to be deemed eligible 

to receive various public program benefits or get a water connection. This was independent of whether 

the council had been reserved once or twice and parallels our survey but with different corruption 

findings. While Beaman et al. (2009) focus on the attitude and response of the electorate to first time or 

repeat exposure to women political leaders, we study performance from the start towards the end of 

tenure of newly elected women leaders and whether accumulating political and administrative 

experience impact on corruption and the delivery of a large poverty alleviation program.  

To sum up, empirical evidence on the impact of gender headship quotas on the quality of public service 

delivery is ambiguous. Moreover, robust evidence on the impact of women’s leadership on corruption in 

public programs is very limited. Our research addresses this void and is of immediate policy relevance 

given the renewed global commitment to boosting women’s presence in political life (World Bank, 

2012) and the debate within India about whether to reserve state and national legislature seats for 

women or not
3
.  
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3
 In 2004, 8 per cent of India’s national assembly seats were held by women (Election Commission of India: 

http://eci.nic.in/eci_main1/index.aspx). A 2009 constitutional amendment which increased reservation of village council 

headships for women to 50 per cent has been implemented in a few states. 
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At the outset, governance outcomes may diverge because of systematic differences in the preferences of 

male and female political leaders. Early evidence from cross-country survey data attest to women’s 

greater honesty and commitment to ethical conduct (Dollar et al., 2001) and suggest that women, on 

average, are less tolerant of corruption than men (Swamy et al., 2001). Experimental studies also 

indicate that women are more risk-averse and thus less likely to engage in risky behavior than men 

(Eckel and Grossman, 2008; Fletschner et al., 2010). Juxtaposing these findings to political life would 

make women less willing to accept bribes or to indulge in corrupt practices provided that such acts are 

perceived as illegal. If political power is captured from the de-facto leader, which may be more likely 

under female headship, risk aversion could make female leaders more inclined to let public funds leak 

and avoid confronting and punishing pilferers. Thus whether, and the ‘channels’ through which female 

leadership impacts on corruption and governance in real world settings has yet to be convincingly 

unpacked. 

 

 

 

 

To sum up, our results, across both the household survey data and the audit data, suggest that female 

reserved council heads (sarpanches) accumulate experience through learning by doing which in turn, 

translates into governance improvements. These conclusions resonate with but also substantially nuance 

Ban and Rao (2008) and Bardhan et al. (2010) who have drawn attention to the potential negative 

implications of the political and administrative inexperience of women council heads in reserved seats. 

Providing the first rigorous evidence on the time it may take for women political leaders in reserved 

seats to become effective, we are able to show that catching up occurs quickly and is not just remedial 

but complete. We also point to the higher possibility and risk of capture of power in GPs governed by 

reserved female heads in the early days of their tenure.  

We attribute these results to the lack of prior political and administrative experience of sarpanches. 

Substantive backing for this explanation is obtained from the audit data analysis which shows that as 

experience accumulates, governance improves. The explanation is also supported by results which 

suggest that sub-district (mandal) level bureaucracy are more likely to be held responsible for 

malfeasance in the program in GPs reserved for a woman sarpanch. While there is no effect of 

experience on reducing bureaucratic capture of power per se, it is somewhat ameliorated in GPs where 

reserved sarpanches have had prior political experience.   

Crucially, the progress made by women political leaders is not just remedial but involves rapid and 

complete catching up.  Women political leaders do not perform better or worse than men once these 

initial, gendered disadvantages recede. Given the higher gender parity and female literacy in Andhra 

Pradesh relative to other parts of India, our estimates of learning effects and the time to catch up are 

likely to represent lower bounds. 

 

 

 

 

Our findings of variation in women leader’s performance during the course of their tenure 

highlights the importance of timing of measurement of relevant outcomes in efforts to evaluate 

the impacts of political reservations. Policy focus on evaluating the impacts of women 

leadership using cross-sectional analysis risks neglecting how the timing of performance 

 EVIDENCE AND ANALYSIS  
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assessment may affect the conclusions arrived at. Instead, our research suggests, verdicts both 

about the costs of and overall impacts of gender quotas depend on the time trajectory of 

leadership performance. They underline the need for capacity building and institutional support 

to reduce corruption and make women’s political participation and affirmative action policies 

more effective.  

   
 

 

 

We identify the causal impact of female leadership on corruption over the tenure of the village council 

head by studying the interaction between the nation-wide policy of randomly reserving one-third of 

village council headships for women and the implementation of India’s most ambitious poverty 

alleviation program to date - the National Rural Employment Guarantee Act (NREGA) - in the state of 

Andhra Pradesh. First, using cross-sectional survey data we analyze whether corruption in program 

registration and the quality of program delivery differ by village council reservation status. Second, we 

use official audit reports covering a five year period to build a village-level panel dataset with in-depth 

information on corruption in program delivery. We can thus explore whether any early setbacks, evident 

in the cross-section, recede and improve through learning-by-doing and the accumulation of experience 

over the duration of women reserved council heads’ time in office. Unlike any previous study, we 

measure a variety of corruption outcomes, including irregularities in the receipt of wage payments by 

beneficiaries (e.g. bribes and impersonations) and in material expenditures on program projects (e.g. 

ghost projects and bribes). 

Our analyses of household survey data, in village councils within a sub-district, suggest that households 

in village councils reserved for women are more likely to have experienced corruption and sub-standard 

NREGA administration, particularly at program inception. Although this result does not hold for every 

program process, all significant coefficients point in the same direction. These conclusions hold both for 

processes for which the village council is primarily responsible and for those where responsibilities are 

shared with other program functionaries.  

Turning to the audit panel data, which allow for performance variation over time, we find more 

irregularities in female reserved village councils at the onset of the program and a significant decline in 

irregularities with the duration of the female council head’s time in office. This progress is not only 

remedial but involves rapid and complete catching up. Our results are robust to unobserved sub-district 

characteristics, overall time trends and district specific time trends.  

We do not find evidence of reporting biases, gender stereotypes or differences in the probability of re-

election of male and female leaders as alternative explanations for these results.  However, the audit 

data indicate that sub-district level bureaucrats are more likely to be responsible for NREGA 

discrepancies in female reserved village councils, suggesting a greater vulnerability to bureaucratic 

capture in such councils. This vulnerability is likely to be exacerbated by women’s political and 

administrative inexperience. Indeed, in instances where female heads have prior political experience and 

do not require assistance in executing their day to day duties, NREGA governance is significantly 

better.   

Given that women’s status in south India (viz. Andhra Pradesh) is relatively favourable, our estimates 

are likely to represent a lower bound of the ‘costs’ of political reservations: catching up may take 

considerably longer in settings where gender disparities are more deeply entrenched e.g. in large, north-

Indian states. The variation in women’s performance during their tenure highlights the importance of 

timing of measurement of relevant outcomes in efforts to evaluate the impacts of political reservations 

using cross-sectional data. Our study also highlights the need for more research addressing the dynamic 

aspects of political gender quotas in developing countries.  These findings underline the need for 

capacity building and institutional support to reduce corruption and make women’s political 

participation and affirmative action policies more effective. 
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