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Abstract
This paper evaluating a comparative assessment of gender empowerment in two Indian states, Kerala and Gujarat. The empirical verification based on the data provided by the fifth rounds of National Family Health Surveys (NFHS-5, 2021). The analysis concentrated on five fundamental components of women empowerment namely, education attainment, health and nutritional wellbeing, economic empowerment, decision-making autonomy, and protection from gender-based violence. Kerala exhibited commendable performance in the field of education, healthcare, decision-making autonomy, and legal awareness due to the persistent investments in social development. Meanwhile, Gujarat has poor performance in most of the social metrics, but demonstrates comparatively better achievement in female labour force participation indicates economic-oriented empowerment in the state. The standardized empowerment index derived from the five dimensions emphasized the advantage of Kerala over Gujarat in gender empowerment. At the same time, it opens up fundamental barriers of Kerala such as patriarchal norms and low workforce participation that restricts all-out achievement in gender-empowerment. Findings of the work underscores the need for multi-dimensional techniques to survive the constraints in women empowerment.
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Introduction
Gender empowerment is a multi-faceted and diverse concept that has a pivotal role in the developmental debate and human right discussion. Empowerment consists of the expansion of women’s agency, control over resources, capacity for decision-making, and participation in social, economic, and political domains (Sen, 1999). Gender empowerment strongly integrated to human development and is an ethics-oriented concept. It is a multidimensional issue, which could not confine with a simple indicator like economic inclusion. It consisted of meaningful widening of women’s independence, self-determination, capabilities and access to resources.  In India, women empowerment indicators are influenced by number of factors including social classes, regional disparities, policy frameworks and regional diversity. Hence, to have a better picture of gender empowerment, it should be approached on a disintegrated level. Analysis of women empowerment in two-distinct states of different region will provide the level and variation in empowerment over regions. In the federal system of India, there is considerable inter-state variation in gender empowerment.
There are number of studies dealing with women empowerment of India, of which certain studies deal with country-wise comparison, while certain other studies were concentrated on inter-state comparison. Still some other studies focused on state specific women empowerment. Sunita and Kamala (2004) analysed women empowerment of Indian states using NFHS 2 data and concluded that average Indian women are disempowered and there has been little change in empowerment overtime.  Seema and Antra (2020) compared status of Indian women with other nations based on various secondary data sources. They found that India ranked low in empowerment while comparing with other countries. Sajda and Pranjit (2021) studied women empowerment of selected Indian states by using various data including NFHS data. They observed certain improvement in women empowerment over period. Vignitha et al (2024) compared women empowerment across all the 28 Indian states on 4 dimensions using NFHS 5 data. They observed wide disparities in women empowerment among Indian states. Kumar and Mondal (2024) also conducted a women empowerment study of all Indian states by employing NFHS data on six dimensions. They found that Kerala not among the top 15 empowerment states, while Chhattisgarh placed third of the list in women empowerment. Kulkarni N and Shaikh RB (2024) conducted a study of empowerment in Karnataka based on NFHS 4 and 5 data, which used 5 dimensions. The study claimed improvement in women empowerment of Karnataka between NFHS 4 and 5, but deteriorated in terms of gender-based violence cases over the period. comprehensive review of the existing work on women empowerment in India revealed that there are few studies specifically compare women empowerment between two Indian states, particularly Kerala and Gujarat
The states, Kerala and Gujarat, depict two contrasting streams of development paradigm in India. Kerala has conventionally followed welfare-oriented and social-democratic model emphasizing universal access to education, health, and decentralized governance, whereas Gujarat has followed a market-oriented, growth-centric paradigm with a focus on industrial development and infrastructure-led modernization (Desai et al., 2010; Pooja Sharma 2019). The divergent development models and regional distinction crafted the Kerala and the Gujarat as ideal states in India to compare the accomplishments in gender empowerment. A relative analysis of the distinction, along with the state-specific dynamics of gender empowerment including institutional issues and policy frameworks deserves much more importance. 
The study primarily employed data derived from fifth rounds of National Family Health Survey (NFHS). The data helped to conduct an evidence-based structural verification of gender empowerment in these two states. The NFHS data includes extensive database on decomposed gender information. It provides detailed information with regard to crucial gender empowerment metrics such as health, education, economic participation, major household decision making and disclose gender-based violence (Ministry of Health and Family Welfare, 2021). This study juxtaposes the Kerala and Gujarat development models using micro-level NFHS data, enables a comprehensive cross-sectional analysis of empowerment indicators within their socio-political and historical contexts. This paper utilizes sophisticated evaluation techniques that will help to determine the crucial factor behind gender empowerment, and also proposes policy strategies that supported or obstructed the achievements in each state. The main objective of the paper is to delineate the attainments and impediments of the two states in the realization of women empowerment based on NFHS data. Further, establish these findings within the broader frameworks such as socio-political, economic and institutional contexts. Such a tactics enables a delicate insight in to the state-specific governance frameworks and gender-related outcomes. It also sheds light in to the adaptable techniques and permanent hurdles.

Methods
The paper employs a comparative method based on empirical information provided by the NFHS data. Cross-tabulation, percentage variation and empowerment metrics ranking are utilized to verify the difference across five basic domains of empowerment. Achievements of the two states on the empowerment domains such as, educational attainment, health and nutritional status, economic empowerment, decision-making autonomy and freedom from gender-based violence are used for comparative analysis. Moreover, a Standardized Empowerment Index (SEI) is estimated using these five domains that enables to depict the relative distinction of empowerment between the two-states easily. 
Here, the domain educational attainment is identified using literacy rate and school completion rate. Health and nutritional status verified by employing infant mortality rate, full antenatal care and percentage of anemic women. At the same time, economic empowerment is analysed on the basis of ownership of land or house, ownership of bank accounts and labour force participation rate. Decision-making autonomy is compared with participation in key household decision-making, and freedom of women to visit market place or hospital alone. Freedom from gender-based violence is assessed with the help of experience of spousal violence and legal awareness among women about domestic violence. 
Standardized Empowerment Index (SEI) also estimated from these five thematic domains. For estimating the index each variable under the five domains is converted in to scores. The score conversion is conducted by normalizing each variable of the domains by employing min-max method so that the variables are free from measurement units. To make domain-specific comparison more effective, domain-specific composite empowerment index (CEI) is estimated using the scores of each variable of the respective domain. The scores of each variable then weighted on the basis of their relative importance to the domain. Average of this weighted score of the variables under a particular domain will provide domain-specific CEI. This aggregate composite value of each domain represents the relative position of each state in terms of gender empowerment across multiple dimensions. The scores can be standardized on a 0 to 100 common scale, so that domain-specific comparison will be much easier. Finally, SEI estimated by averaging the sum of weighted normalized score of five thematic domains. More comprehensive description on the procedure of calculating CEI and SEI scores given in the respective section.  
.
Findings and Discussion
Distinction of women empowerment in Kerala and Gujarat is analysed with the help of five important thematic domains of women empowerment. The five empowerment domains used in this paper are educational attainment, health and nutritional status, economic empowerment, decision-making autonomy and freedom from gender-based violence.  Performance of Kerala and Gujarat on each of the domains is presented in Table 1. All the variables under each domain, except infant mortality, is presented in percentage form. Infant mortality shown as number of infant deaths under one year age per thousand live births. 

	Table 1

	Comparative Analysis of Kerala and Gujarat

	Sl. No.
	Indicators
	Variables
	State

	
	
	
	Kerala
	Gujarat

	1
	Education Attainment
	Literacy rate (%)
	97.9
	72.9

	
	
	10 Years or more schooling (%)
	72.2
	33

	2
	Health and Nutrition
	Infant Mortality (per 1,000)
	6
	34

	
	
	Full Antenatal Care (%)
	61.2
	30.7

	
	
	Women with Anemia (%)
	34.3
	54.9

	3
	Economic Empowerment
	Own Land/House (%)
	34.9
	27.2

	
	
	Own Bank Account (%)
	70.6
	48.6

	
	
	Labor Force Participation (%)
	20.4
	30.2

	4
	Decision-Making Autonomy
	Participation in household decision (%)
	92.1
	85.4

	
	
	Alone to visit Market/Clinic (%)
	81.6
	64.3

	5
	Protection from Gender-Based Violence
	Experienced Spousal Violence (%)
	14.3
	20.1

	
	
	Legal Awareness of Violence (%)
	62.5
	41.7

	Data Source: NFHS-5, 2021.



The table shows achievements of Kerala and Gujarat over women empowerment domains. Under educational attainment domain, literacy rate shows that Kerala achieved almost cent percent female literacy, while there was more than one-fourth illiterate females in Gujarat. Similar observations can be derived in case of school completion. It shows that nearly three-fourth of the females in Kerala had 10 or more years of schooling, while in Gujarat only one-third of the women had 10 or more years of schooling. Historical backing in terms of social reformist movements, extended investment in public schooling and favourable social outlook towards female education acts as a catalyst in educational indicators of Kerala, where as regional disparities, patriarchal mindset and deficiency in public schooling acts as a detrimental force in Gujarat. 
Health and nutrition domain assessed by infant mortality, percentage of women who got full antenatal care and women with anemia. Lowest infant mortality in India, 6 per 1000 live births, belonged to Kerala. Infant mortality in Gujarat shows that it was almost 6 times more than that of Kerala. Similarly, data on full antenatal care implies that only 30 percent of the females in Gujarat availed full antenatal care, while in Kerala it was more than double of the achievement in Gujarat. The data further shows that more than half of the women in Gujarat faces with the problem of anemia, while in Kerala it comes only one-third of the females. The positive health outcomes in Kerala were owed to solid public healthcare infrastructure which induced to pervasive maternal care, neighborhood healthcare and decentralized delivery model. Meanwhile, due to the lopsided allocation of resources across rural and urban area, and fragile antenatal services had weakened the healthcare services in Gujarat. 
The domain of economic empowerment shows that only one-fourth of the women in Gujarat owned a house or land, while in Kerala more than one-third of the women have ownership of a house or land area. Similarly, less than half of the females in Gujarat have a separate bank account, while in Kerala more than 70% of the females had own bank accounts. At the same time, female labour force participation in Gujrat was more than 30%, while it comes only 20% in case of Kerala. That is, in contrast to the other variables female labour force participation was favourable to Gujarat. Lower female work participation in Kerala attributed to socio-cultural norms and deficiency of labour demand in formal sectors.  Even though there is higher female employment participation in Gujarat, majority of them employed in informal sectors with meagre earnings and lack of job security. 
Decision-making autonomy exhibited that more than 90% of the females in Kerala actively participated in household decision-making, while only 85% of the women in Gujarat actively engaged in this. Similarly, more than 80% of females in Kerala has enough freedom to visit market place or hospitals without male escorts. At the same time, merely less than two-third of the females in Gujarat had the permission to visit such places alone. The female-centered initiatives like self-help groups (SHGs), and decentralization process and formalization of gender participation in Panchayat raj institutions in Kerala pave the way for higher participation of women in decision-making process. Even if autonomy related variables improving in Gujarat, the patriarchal norms of the society restricted female mobility in the state. 
The domain, freedom from gender-based violence exhibited that women who experienced spousal violence was around 14% in Kerala, while it was 20% in Gujarat. Similarly, legal awareness among women with regard to domestic violence reveals that 62% of women in Kerala have legal awareness, while it was on 42% in Gujarat. The data on experience of spousal violence and legal awareness of domestic violence together reveals that there is an inverse relation between number of women experienced domestic violence and the legal awareness among women about the domestic violence. The higher incidence of gender-based violence among the legally ignorant society implies the significance of legal empowerment campaigns among marginalized groups.  
Domain-specific Composite Empowerment Index (CEI)
Domain-specific composite empowerment index (CEI) is estimated for both Kerala and Gujarat in order to distinguish the domain-wise difference in both the states. CEI is estimated by normalizing the variables under each domain. For the estimation of CEI, the values or percentages of each variable converted in to normalized score. Different procedures are adopted to normalize positive and negative variables under each domain. Variables whose higher value signify better empowerment outcome such as literacy, house ownership, freedom to visit market place, etc. are referred as positive variables, while variables whose lower value denotes better empowerment outcome like infant mortality, women experienced spousal violence, etc. are called negative variables. Positive variables are normalized using the equation;


Meanwhile, negative variables are normalized by the equation;


Maximum and minimum value of a variable is the highest and lowest value of that variable among all Indian states. Maximum and minimum values of each variable used for the calculation is presented in Table 2.

	Table 2

	Maximum and Minimum Values of Variable

	Sl. No.
	Indicator
	Max Value
	Min Value

	1
	Female Literacy (%)
	97.9
	50.2

	2
	Completed ≥10 Years of Schooling (%)
	72.2
	21.5

	3
	Infant Mortality Rate (per 1,000 live births)
	46
	6

	4
	Full Antenatal Care (%)
	82.6
	15.3

	5
	Anemia among Women (%)
	63.8
	34.3

	6
	Land/House Ownership by Women (%)
	60
	18.5

	7
	Access to Bank Accounts (%)
	91.4
	38.7

	8
	Female Labor Force Participation (%)
	60.5
	12.3

	9
	Decision-Making Autonomy (%)
	94.1
	68.9

	10
	Can Travel Alone (%)
	87.3
	52.7

	11
	Experience of Spousal Violence (%)
	45.6
	13.3

	12
	Awareness of Domestic Violence Rights (%)
	73.2
	28.5

	Data Source: NFHS-5, 2021.



After estimating the normalized score, each variable is weighted on the basis of relative importance of the variable in a particular domain. Weights of the variables are predefined in accordance with the theoretical relevance and empirical precedents. Each of the five domains then weighted equally by 20%. Finally, the weighted score of each variable is standardized in to a 0 to 100 scale. This is done by simply multiplying the normalized score by 100. Overall status of each domain reflected by domain-specific CEI. Domain-specific CEI can be estimated by averaging the standardized normal score of variables under a particular domain. The standardized normal score and estimated domain-specific CEI for both Kerala and Gujarat is presented in Table 3. 

	Table 3

	Domain-Specific Composite Empowerment Index of Kerala and Gujarat

	Sl. No.
	Indicators
	Variables
	Standardized Scores

	
	
	
	Kerala
	Gujarat

	1
	Education Attainment
	Literacy rate 
	97
	68

	
	
	10 Years or more schooling 
	84
	33

	
	
	Education CEI
	90.5
	50.5

	2
	Health and Nutrition
	Infant Mortality 
	96
	20

	
	
	Full Antenatal Care
	67
	34

	
	
	Women with Anemia 
	77
	45

	
	
	Health and Nutrition CEI
	89
	33

	3
	Economic Empowerment
	Own Land/House
	38
	29

	
	
	Own Bank Account 
	75
	52

	
	
	Labor Force Participation 
	32
	48

	
	
	Economic Empowerment CEI
	48.3
	43

	4
	Decision-Making Autonomy
	Participation in household decision 
	89
	81

	
	
	Alone to visit Market/Clinic 
	84
	66

	
	
	Autonomy CEI
	86.5
	73.5

	5
	Protection from Gender-Based Violence
	Experienced Spousal Violence 
	85
	73

	
	
	Legal Awareness of Violence 
	71
	46

	
	
	Gender-based Violence CEI
	78.5
	59.5

	Data: Estimated from NFHS-5, 2021.
	
	



The table shows a detailed insights in to the disparities between Kerala and Gujarat in terms of women empowerment. It demonstrates that Kerala surpassed Gujarat across all the five domains of women empowerment. Kerala’s best performed gender empowerment domains are healthcare, education and protection from gender-based violence. The instigator behind the remarkable success of Kerala is heavy public investments in social infrastructures like healthcare and education. Because of the better education and awareness female autonomy also thrived in Kerala. Gujarat exhibits somewhat better performance in case of economic participation due to the comparative advantage in female labourforce participation. This exclusive assessment reinforced the peculiarity of multidimensional development of women which should be composed of education, health and social development along with the economic development.
Standardized Empowerment Index (SEI)
Standardized empowerment index (SEI) is estimated using domain-specific weighted normalized score. SEI exclusively compare the overall empowerment of Kerala and Gujarat so that one can realize the relative position of the two states and can propose the necessary remedies for improvement. SEI estimated by summing up domain-specific weighted normalized score across all five domains. The score is then standardized in to a 0 to 100 scale by using the formula;

After normalization and weighting of all variables, maximum possible weighted score a state can secure will be 2. The estimated domain-specific weighted score and SEI is presented in Table 4. 

	Table 4

	Standardized Empowerment Index

	Sl. No.
	Indicators
	Domain Specific Weighted Score

	
	
	Kerala
	Gujarat

	1
	Education
	0.362
	0.202

	2
	Health
	0.48
	0.198

	3
	Economic
	0.29
	0.258

	4
	Autonomy
	0.346
	0.294

	5
	Protection
	0.312
	0.238

	Sum of the weighted Score
	1.79
	1.19

	SEI
	89.5
	59.5

	Data: Estimated from NFHS-5, 2021



The table shows that Kerala’s SEI of 89.5 substantially outstripped Gujarat’s SEI of 59.5, which reveals a high gender empowerment in Kerala and moderate gender empowerment in Gujarat. The score reflects that Kerala attained considerable advancement in gender well-being and agency due to a more comprehensive and universal empowerment mechanisms. Popular public policies and prioritized investment in social infrastructure provided adequate momentum in the achievement of women empowerment in the state. Meanwhile, Gujarat attained certain progress in economic dimensions through enhanced female labourforce participation, but has lagged behind in overall gender development. This suggests more advancement of women empowerment in the state through targeted policy interventions. 

Conclusion 
The available evidence through empirical verification reveals that gender empowerment in India is a complicated, non-proportional and irregular mechanism. It is determined by a number of factors including state or region-specific governance, policy preferences and cultural frameworks. Kerala model is successful in nurturing personal potentials and household level agency through proper investments in social infrastructure. At the same time, Gujarat emphasized upon market mechanism for higher workforce participation and faced with structural vulnerabilities in health, education, autonomy and protection from violence. The distinction in the women empowerment of the two states emphasize the significance of multifaceted, region-specific and targeted policy interventions. Even though Kerala has substantial social infrastructure and social opportunities, the state fails to translate the achievements in to economic participation. This indicates the existence of structural and cultural barriers in the state. Meanwhile, Gujarat has more economic orientation due to higher employment participation, but has more vulnerable social infrastructures so that it lags behind in education, health and autonomy.  Hence, the state requires a comprehensive intervention mechanism in women empowerment. This divergence in empowerment insisted upon the multi-dimensional approach for empowering women, which should encompass both growth-oriented and welfare-oriented models. That is, to foster women empowerment an amalgamation of economic, social, legal and institutional reforms is required. 
This juxtaposed evaluation argued for a collaborative and inclusive strategy to gender policy. In such a strategy, best practices should be shared and framed in accordance with the regional peculiarities. Similarly, policy strategies and government interference should be aligned with the spatial adaptability. Such empowerment strategies should be adequate to address overall disparities along with particular focus on issues of marginalized genders such as caste, tribal and geographic isolation. Moreover, the empowerment problems should also amenable to capture emerging disparities like digital divide and environmental resilience. Thus, the study advocates for a balanced and integrated approach to gender empowerment, that draws from both Kerala’s emphasis on social welfare and Gujarat’s focus on economic growth. By adopting a structural reforms and multipronged approach in women empowerment strategies, India will converge towards actual gender equality and empowering women across its diverse regions.
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