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Abstract
This article investigates the aspirations and empowerment of girl cadets in the National Cadet Corps (NCC) within Nuapada district, Odisha, India, an aspirational district characterised by socioeconomic challenges such as poverty, illiteracy, and gender disparities. The study highlights the role of the NCC as a transformative platform for youth empowerment, particularly for marginalised young women, by fostering leadership, discipline, and community service. Utilising a mixed-methods approach, data were collected from 21 girl cadets aged 15-23, focusing on their career aspirations, personal development, and the challenges they face. Findings reveal that a significant majority aspire to join the Armed Forces and civil services, attributing their ambitions to the influence of NCC training, which enhances self-confidence, discipline, and leadership qualities. However, the study also reveals persistent barriers, including societal expectations and a lack of guidance, highlighting the need for additional support mechanisms, such as mentorship and career counselling. The cadets expressed a desire for increased leadership opportunities and skill development workshops, underscoring their proactive approach to overcoming challenges. This research contributes to the understanding of how structured youth programs can empower young women in aspirational districts, offering insights for policymakers to enhance NCC's impact and address the unique needs of girl cadets. Future research may explore longitudinal impacts of NCC participation and its integration with broader development initiatives to further support youth empowerment in marginalised communities.
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Introduction
Nuapada district in Odisha, India, exemplifies the complex socioeconomic challenges facing many regions designated as "aspirational" under the Government of India's development program (Dash and Dash 2025). Characterised by persistent poverty, illiteracy, tribal marginalisation, and gender disparities (Meher 2019), Nuapada presents a compelling context for examining youth empowerment initiatives. According to the 2011 Census of India, with a female literacy rate of just 44.76% (compared to the national average of 64.63%), and limited educational opportunities for girls, the district reflects broader patterns of intersectional disadvantage across rural India (Dash 2018). The National Cadet Corps (NCC), as India's premier youth organisation, aims to develop character, comradeship, discipline, leadership, and ideals of selfless service among young people (Jain et al 2025). Established in 1948 under the Indian Defence Act 1917, the NCC has evolved from its military origins to embrace broader community development and social service activities, creating a transformative platform for youth empowerment, particularly for young women from marginalised backgrounds (Sarkar and Margaj 2015). 
Recognising the need for increased female participation, a dedicated NCC wing for girls was introduced in 1949 to encourage their involvement and address the shortfall in the Indian Army (Akashvani 2025). The entry of women into the NCC reflects the broader integration of women in the Indian armed forces, which began with the formation of the Indian Military Nursing Service in 1888. Women were first inducted as officers in non-medical roles in 1992, and by 2014, they made up 3% of the Army, 2.8% of the Navy, and 8.5% of the Air Force. Significant advancements include the introduction of combat roles for women in the Air Force, such as fighter pilots, in 2015 (Lobo n.d.). 
The Government of India's Aspirational Districts Programme (ADP), launched by the National Institution for Transforming India (NITI) Aayog in 2018, identifies Nuapada as one of 112 districts requiring prioritised intervention across health and nutrition, education, agriculture, water resources, and basic infrastructure (NITI Aayog 2018). The ADP operates on the principles of convergence, collaboration, and competition to accelerate development outcomes (Jain and Mishra 2019). Within this framework, youth empowerment programs, such as the NCC, offer valuable mechanisms for addressing systemic gender inequalities while fostering community leadership (Geetha and Sarkar 2025). The NCC's presence in aspirational districts, such as Nuapada, represents a strategic investment in human capital development, aligning with the ADP's focus on enhancing people's capacity to engage actively and benefit from economic growth (Parekh 2024). 
This paper examines how participation in the NCC shapes the aspirations and empowerment of girl cadets in Nuapada district. By exploring the lived experiences of young women, the authors seek to understand how structured youth programs can potentially transform life trajectories in contexts of persistent disadvantage. The NCC's emphasis on leadership development, community service, and skill acquisition (Jain et al 2025) offers a unique lens through which to examine processes of empowerment agency among adolescent girls navigating multiple dimensions of marginalisation. 
Literature Review
Youth Empowerment through Structured Programs
Research on youth empowerment has increasingly recognised the importance of structured programs in facilitating positive development outcomes. The National Cadet Corps (NCC) represents one of Asia's most significant uniformed youth initiatives, with a documented history of contributing to character building and leadership development (Divya and Rajagopalan 2014). Sharma and Hooda (2023) emphasised the association of NCC participation with positive outcomes, including unity in diversity, employability, improved mental health, and patriotism among cadets. However, the authors note a significant limitation in the quantity and quality of research on the NCC, despite its substantial footprint in Indian youth development. The transition of NCC from a co-curricular activity to a credit course in some educational institutions represents a significant evolution in its pedagogical status, warranting renewed scholarly attention (Sharma 2025).
The theoretical foundations of youth empowerment emphasise the importance of building agency, resources, and capabilities to make strategic life choices. Kabeer's (1999) conceptualisation of empowerment as "the expansion of people's ability to make strategic life choices in a context where this ability was previously denied to them" offers a valuable framework for understanding the potential impacts of NCC participation. This perspective aligns with the NCC's stated aims of developing character, discipline, leadership, and ideals of selfless service among youth (Krishnan 2021). Empirical studies suggest that participation in structured youth programs can enhance self-confidence, goal-setting abilities, and civic engagement among adolescents, particularly those from marginalised backgrounds (Jain et al 2021).
NCC and Gender-Specific Impacts 
Research on the NCC's impact on gender empowerment remains limited but promising. Gulankar (2025) found that profiling girl cadets participation builds confidence, enhances discipline, and fosters leadership capabilities among young women. Cadets reported transformational experiences, with one noting: "From a shy underdog, I became a confident, disciplined, and respected person" (Gulankar 2025). Such testimonials suggest that the NCC has the potential to challenge gender norms and expand horizons for female participants. The increasing participation of girls in the NCC, now representing 40% of cadets, further underscores the organisation's growing relevance as a platform for gender empowerment (Ministry of Defence 2025). Sonia (2025) reported, "With female cadet participation reaching nearly 40%, NCC is setting a benchmark for gender inclusive youth development. Girls have not only joined in larger numbers but are excelling in leadership roles during training and camps."	Comment by Microsoft account: Missing in Reference list (given at the end of manuscript)?	Comment by Microsoft account: Missing in Reference list (given at the end of manuscript)?
The NCC's emphasis on adventure activities, community service, and leadership training uniquely benefits girls in contexts where mobility and public participation are often restricted (Krishnan 2021). Colonel Nishad Mangrulkar, Commanding Officer of the 36 Mah NCC Battalion, emphasises that "NCC goes beyond just uniformed parades and physical training sessions. The cadets are capable of being a second line response team in case of any emergency, disaster, or war-like situation" (Gulankar 2025). This orientation toward civic responsibility and emergency response provides girls with opportunities to develop competencies that are traditionally associated with male-dominated domains. 	Comment by Microsoft account: Missing in Reference list (given at the end of manuscript)?
Aspirational Districts and Barriers to Girls' Education
Research on aspirational districts highlights the intersecting barriers to education and employment facing girls in rural India (Sarkar et al 2021). The Aspirational Districts Programme (ADP) was launched in 2018 to accelerate development in India's most underdeveloped districts through data-driven governance and healthy competition (NITI Aayog 2025). These districts typically exhibit indicators well below national averages across health, education, and economic parameters. In Nuapada, specifically, geographical isolation, poverty, and cultural norms limiting girls' mobility create significant constraints on educational and employment opportunities (Sarkar et al 2021).
Studies examining gender disparities in STEM education reveal the importance of role models and exposure opportunities in shaping girls' aspirations. The Gumla district initiative in Jharkhand, another aspirational district, demonstrates how targeted interventions can transform girls' educational trajectories. By organising visits to the Indian Space Research Organisation (ISRO) for tribal girls from economically challenged backgrounds, the district administration helped participants "see the opportunities in science and technology" and gain "the necessary confidence for studying science" (Kumar 2024). Such initiatives highlight the importance of beyond-school experiences in expanding horizons for girls in marginalised communities.
Research Gaps
Despite growing interest in both youth empowerment and aspirational districts, significant knowledge gaps persist. First, there is a notable absence of studies specifically examining the experiences of NCC girl cadets in aspirational districts. Most research on the NCC adopts a broad national perspective, potentially overlooking the unique challenges and opportunities faced by participants in marginalised regions. Second, existing studies tend to focus on quantitative outcomes (e.g., enrollment numbers, academic performance) rather than qualitative experiences of empowerment and aspiration formation. Third, there is limited research exploring how NCC participation might intersect with other development initiatives in aspirational districts, such as the ADP's focus on improving health, education, and economic outcomes. 
These gaps are particularly significant given the NCC's ongoing expansion, including plans for phased growth and increased female participation, without a nuanced understanding of how the program functions in specific contexts, such as Nuapada. Policymakers and implementers may miss opportunities to maximise their impact on gender equality and youth development if they lack this understanding. 
Significance of the Paper
This research paper has significant implications across key areas, including theoretical, policy, and practical aspects. Theoretically, it enriches the literature on youth empowerment and gender development by offering a detailed account of how a structured program can enhance agency among girls in marginalised contexts, thereby providing empirical support for existing models of change. From a policy perspective, the findings present actionable insights for the administrators of the National Cadet Corps (NCC) and the Aspirational Districts Programme, demonstrating the NCC's positive impact and justifying further investment and expansion, while also outlining challenges and suggestions for program improvement, such as the incorporation of career counselling and mentorship. Practically, the study serves as a valuable resource for NCC officers, school administrators, and community leaders in Nuapada and similar districts, highlighting the transformative potential of the NCC and the importance of promoting girls' participation. By amplifying the voices of cadets and ensuring that program design reflects their experiences, the research ultimately contributes.
Objectives 
1. To document the socio-demographic profile and future career aspirations of girl cadets in Nuapada.
2. To analyse the perceived influence of NCC training on the career choices, self-confidence, and personal development of girl cadets.
3. To identify the key personal qualities that girl cadets develop through their NCC experience.
4. To investigate the specific challenges girl cadets face in achieving their goals.
5. To elicit the girl cadets' own recommendations for enhancing the NCC program to better support girls in aspirational districts.
Materials and Methods
The study utilised a cross-sectional, mixed-methods design to gather data through a structured survey that included both closed-ended and open-ended questions, focusing on various domains such as demographic details, NCC involvement, career aspirations, personal development self-assessment, perceived challenges, and suggestions for program improvement. Participants consisted of 21 girl cadets from Nuapada district, aged 15-23, all enrolled in graduation-level studies, with NCC experience ranging from 1 to 4 years, specifically from the Army Wing. Data were analysed using descriptive statistics, including frequency and percentage analysis through Microsoft Excel, to identify patterns in aspirations and challenges. Ethical considerations were emphasised by ensuring participant anonymity and confidentiality, with no personally identifiable information included in the report, and data presented in aggregate form, with direct quotes anonymised to protect respondents' identities. 
Results and Discussions
This study aimed to explore how the NCC empowers girl cadets and affects their aspirations within an aspirational district setting, Nuapada, Odisha. The findings, obtained through a mixed-methods survey, reveal a narrative of transformed ambitions, developed resilience, and a conscious challenge to socio-structural barriers.
Table 1. Demographic profile and NCC background of respondents
	Variables
	Factors

	Age
	15-17
	18-20
	21-23
	Above 23

	n (N=21)
	3
	13
	5
	0

	Educational Level
	Secondary
	Higher Secondary
	Undergraduate
	Postgraduate

	n (N=21)
	0
	0
	21
	0

	Years of NCC Experience 
	1-2 Years
	3-4 Years
	Above 4 Years

	n (N=21)
	10
	11
	0

	NCC Wing
	Army
	Navy
	Air Force

	n (N=21)
	21
	0
	0


*N – total number of survey respondents; n – number of respondents who responded to a specific dimension 
Source: Table compiled by authors.
Table 1 depicts that the present study covered 21 NCC girl cadets from Nuapada district. The participants belong primarily to the undergraduate level (100%). The age distribution shows that most respondents, 61.9%, fall within the 18-20 age group, followed by 23.8% in the 21-23 age group and 14.3% in the 15-17 age group. Data indicate that participation in NCC is concentrated at the college level for the present study, which is consistent with the typical composition of the Senior Division/Wing in higher education institutions. In terms of NCC experience, a nearly equal distribution is observed between those with 1–2 years (47.6%) and 3–4 years (52.4%) of training, which reflects moderate to sustained engagement with NCC activities. Additionally, all participants belong to the Army Wing, indicating limited exposure to or availability of other NCC wings, such as the Navy and Air Force, in the district. This pattern reflects infrastructural and institutional constraints commonly found in aspirational districts, such as Nuapada, where the Army wing dominates due to logistical feasibility (NITI Aayog 2021).	Comment by Microsoft account: Missing in Reference list (given at the end of manuscript)?
Table 2. Career aspirations of girl cadets
	Career Aspirations
	n (N=21)
	Percentage (%)

	Armed Forces (Army/Navy/Air Force)
	12
	57.14

	Civil Services (IAS/IPS/IRS)
	10
	47.62

	Teaching/Education
	3
	14.28

	Corporate Sector
	1
	4.76

	Social Work/NGO
	1
	4.76


Source: Table compiled by authors.
Table 2 indicates that the career aspirations among NCC girl cadets reveal a strong inclination toward national service-oriented careers. A majority, i.e., 57.14% respondents, aspire to join the Armed Forces, followed by 47.62% respondents aspiring for Civil Services. Additionally, smaller proportions of respondents, i.e., 14.28% expressed interest in teaching, 4.76% in corporate jobs, and 4.76% in social work/NGO sectors. This distribution suggests that NCC participation is effectively fostering patriotic and service-oriented motivation, which aligns with the organisation's stated aims of developing character, discipline, and a spirit of national service among young people. The dual prominence of the Armed Forces and Civil Services indicates that cadets perceive NCC training as a stepping stone toward leadership and public administration careers. Earlier studies, like Gupta (1981), reported that NCC exposure significantly influences female students' orientation toward defence and civil administration roles. Additionally, the relatively lower preference for private sector or NGO-based work reflects a value-driven aspiration, where cadets equate empowerment with national duty and structured service. This inclination may also be influenced by limited employment visibility in rural Odisha, where public sector and defence careers are considered stable and prestigious (Padhi and Panda 2021).
Table 3. Aspiration to join the Armed Forces
	Aspiration to Join the Armed Forces
	n (N=21)
	Percentage (%)

	Yes
	19
	90.48

	Maybe
	2
	9.52

	No
	0
	0


Source: Table compiled by authors.
Table 3 reveals that 90.48% of cadets expressed a firm aspiration to join the Armed Forces, while the remaining 9.52% indicated uncertainty ("maybe"), and no respondents outright rejected the option. This uniform enthusiasm highlights the strong motivational environment that NCC activities foster. The data corroborates findings from Verma et al (2025), which suggest that NCC participation increases the self-efficacy of female students, making defence services appear both achievable and desirable. The disciplined exposure, adventure training, and sense of belonging to a structured national program play crucial roles in reinforcing this aspiration. In an aspirational district like Nuapada, where young women often face socio-cultural and economic constraints, such a pronounced defence ambition highlights the transformative role of the NCC in reshaping gender expectations. The cadets’ willingness to enter a traditionally male-dominated sphere reflects confidence and agency, two critical components of empowerment (Kherdekar 2017).	Comment by Microsoft account: Year given the list (References; at the end) is 2024???
Table 4. Preferred branch of the Armed Forces
	Branches
	n (N=21)
	Percentage (%)

	Army
	21
	100

	Navy
	0
	0

	Air Force
	0
	0


Source: Table compiled by authors.
Table 4 presents an interesting fact that 100% of cadets preferred the Army over other branches, such as the Navy and Air Force. This unanimous choice may be influenced by familiarity, availability of Army-oriented NCC units, and visible pathways through the C certificate entry route for the Indian Army. The lack of exposure to other branches could also be attributed to institutional limitations, as observed in many districts where NCC infrastructure remains concentrated in a single wing. This finding aligns with reports by the Ministry of Defence (2022), which note that rural NCC units predominantly belong to the Army due to geographical and resource constraints.
Table 5. Motivational factors for career goals
	Motivational Factors
	n (N=21)
	Percentage (%)

	NCC training 
	12
	57.14

	Personal interest
	10
	47.62

	Family influence
	7
	33.33

	Role models
	0
	0


Source: Table compiled by authors.
Table 5 shows that 57.14% of girl cadets believe NCC training is the strongest motivating factor influencing their career goals, followed by 47.62% of respondents who mark personal interest as a motivating factor, and 33.33% who mark family influence as a motivating factor. None of the respondents cited role models as a primary motivator. This finding highlights NCC’s pivotal role as both a motivational and developmental space, where structured exposure and experiential learning translate into career ambition. The comparatively lower influence of family and the absence of role model influence point to a self-driven form of motivation, stemming from the empowerment and confidence developed through NCC participation. Elavarasan et al (2025) revealed parents' misconceptions about NCC activities and adventure camps in their comparative study. The absence of role model influence also indicates a lack of local female defence personnel or mentors in aspirational districts, suggesting a gap that policy and institutional mentorship programs could address.
Table 6. Influence of NCC on career aspiration
	Influence of NCC
	n (N=21)
	Percentage (%)

	Strongly influenced
	18
	85.71

	Moderately influenced
	3
	14.29

	Slightly influenced
	0
	0

	Not influenced at all
	0
	0


Source: Table compiled by authors.
Table 6 reveals that a majority of 85.71% respondents reported being strongly influenced by their NCC experience in shaping their career aspirations, while the remaining 14.29% indicated a moderate influence. None of the cadets reported a slight or no influence. This substantial positive impact indicates that NCC plays a decisive role in career socialisation, particularly in guiding young women toward defence and public service-oriented professions. Exposure to disciplined routines, leadership opportunities, and motivational training under the NCC reinforces their clarity of purpose and goal orientation. Krishnan (2021) emphasised that NCC training prepares youth as good citizens and worthy leaders of the future. In the context of Nuapada, this strong influence highlights NCC's role as a transformative institutional space, where rural girls find structured support and exposure that are otherwise unavailable in conventional academic settings (Dash 2018).
Table 7. Personal qualities developed through NCC
	Personal Qualities 
	n (N=21)
	Percentage (%)

	Leadership
	9
	42.86

	Discipline 
	12
	57.14

	Teamwork 
	6
	28.57

	Confidence 
	9
	42.86

	Physical fitness
	8
	38.10


Source: Table compiled by authors.
Table 7 indicates that 57.14% of the girl cadets reported discipline as the most prominent quality developed through NCC training, followed by leadership (42.86%), confidence (42.86%), physical fitness (38.10%), and teamwork (28.57%). The findings highlight that NCC training effectively instils the core attributes of disciplined behaviour, perseverance, and leadership, which align with its stated objectives of developing character and a sense of duty among cadets. The relatively high emphasis on discipline and confidence indicates that NCC’s structured environment and collective activities significantly enhance both behavioural regulation and self-assurance. Similar findings have been reported by Nabi et al (2024) and Sarkar and Kolte (2025), who observed that regular drills, public speaking exercises, and leadership camps enhance self-esteem and leadership readiness among female cadets. Moreover, the combination of physical fitness and teamwork development demonstrates NCC's holistic approach to personal growth, one that integrates physical, psychological, and moral development. For girl cadets in an aspirational district like Nuapada, such qualities represent vital assets in overcoming social and institutional barriers, thereby contributing to their empowerment and employability.
Table 8. Most influential aspect of NCC training 
	Aspects
	n (N=21)
	Percentage (%)

	Discipline and punctuality
	14
	66.67

	Leadership camps
	7
	33.33

	Adventure activities
	3
	14.29

	Community service activities
	2
	9.52


Source: Table compiled by authors.
Table 8 shows that 66.67% of NCC girl cadets reported discipline and punctuality as the dominant aspect of NCC training, followed by 33.33% who reported leadership camps, 14.29% who reported adventure activities, and 9.52% who reported community service as the most influential aspects of NCC training. The emphasis on discipline and punctuality reinforces the previous findings (Tables 6 and 7), which indicate that the structured and routine-based character of NCC has the most substantial developmental influence. Leadership camps, though less frequently mentioned, are significant in building command abilities and decision-making skills, key aspects of empowerment and self-efficacy.
Adventure and community service activities, although reported by fewer respondents, contribute to resilience, social awareness, and teamwork, qualities integral to the broader aims of youth development. Geetha and Sarkar (2025) supported this findings reporting exposure to adventure and social service enhances adaptability and civic engagement. These results indicate that cadets internalise NCC's discipline-based training as both a personal value system and a professional foundation, preparing them for careers that demand structure, responsibility, and ethical conduct.
Table 9. Self-confidence building
	Self-confidence Building
	n (N=21)
	Percentage (%)

	Very much
	21
	100

	Moderately
	0
	0

	Slightly
	0
	0

	Not at all
	0
	0


Source: Table compiled by authors.
Table 9 depicts that 100% of respondents reported that NCC training contributed “very much” to the development of their self-confidence, indicating universal agreement on this outcome. None expressed only moderate or slight improvement. Such a unanimous perception reflects NCC's remarkable impact on psychological empowerment, enabling young women to envision themselves as capable, assertive, and goal-oriented individuals. The participatory and hierarchical structure of NCC, where cadets often assume command responsibilities, provides continuous opportunities for building self-confidence and public presence.
Studies by Jain et al (2021) and Sarkar and Kolte (2025) emphasised that NCC participation significantly enhances confidence and communication skills among female cadets, leading to greater social visibility and leadership potential. In Nuapada's context, where rural girls often face restricted mobility and traditional expectations, this development represents a meaningful stride toward gender empowerment through experiential learning.
Table 10. Role of NCC in preparedness for future challenges 
	Future Preparedness 
	n (N=21)
	Percentage (%)

	Yes
	21
	100

	To some extent
	0
	0

	No
	0
	0


Source: Table compiled by authors.
Table 10 reveals that 100% girl cadets agreed that NCC has prepared them to face future challenges, indicating complete consensus on its transformative effect. Data highlight that NCC training imparts future-oriented competencies, such as problem-solving, adaptability, and emotional resilience, the qualities essential for success in modern socio-professional environments. This finding supports the broader developmental aim of NCC, as outlined by the Ministry of Defence (2019), to make youth resilient, confident, and capable of handling life's adversities. For cadets from an aspirational district, such preparedness signifies a significant shift from a passive to a proactive self-concept. From a socio-educational perspective, this outcome validates NCC's contribution to capacity building and social mobility, bridging the rural-urban gap in exposure and confidence. It demonstrates how structured youth organisations can serve as effective instruments for empowering and building aspirations in marginalised regions.
Table 11. Challenges faced by NCC girl cadets
	Challenges
	n (N=21)
	Percentage (%)

	Lack of guidance
	7
	33.33

	Societal expectations
	6
	28.57

	Financial constraints
	4
	19.05

	Lack of family support
	4
	19.05

	Gender stereotypes
	3
	14.29


Source: Table compiled by authors.
Table 11 illustrates the multiple overlapping challenges faced by the NCC girl cadets. The most frequently reported issues are a lack of guidance (33.33%), societal expectations (28.57%), financial constraints (19.05%), a lack of family support (19.05%), and gender stereotypes (14.29%). The predominance of “lack of guidance” highlights that many cadets navigate their NCC and career pathways without adequate mentorship or institutional support. In aspirational districts like Nuapada, limited career counselling infrastructure, inadequate exposure to defence careers, and the absence of female role models often hinder the realisation of goals. Deb et al (2023) emphasised the importance of mental health support and career guidance for youth in NCC training. 
“Societal expectations” and “gender stereotypes” indicate that traditional norms continue to influence girls’ participation in uniformed services. While these cadets demonstrate aspiration and agency, they often contend with community perceptions that restrict women’s roles to conventional domains. The relatively lower percentage of “financial constraints” and “family support” issues suggests that while economic limitations exist, the primary barrier remains socio-cultural rather than purely financial. Some parents misinterpret outdoor NCC activities and adventure camps for girls, which restrict their successful participation (Elavarasan et al 2021).
Table 12. Plans to overcome challenges
	Plans 
	n (N=21)
	Percentage (%)

	Working harder
	11
	52.38

	Relying on NCC training
	9
	42.86

	Seeking mentorship
	1
	4.76


Source: Table compiled by authors.
Table 12 depicts the responses to the earlier-mentioned challenges; more than half of the cadets, 52.38% reported their strategy as "working harder." In comparison, 42.86% indicated reliance on NCC training, and a small fraction, 4.76% mentioned seeking mentorship as their coping mechanism. This pattern suggests a strong sense of self-reliance and resilience among the respondents. Most cadets prefer to address barriers through personal effort and the disciplined mindset developed within the NCC, rather than relying on external intervention. This attitude reflects the internal empowerment process fostered by NCC, which is based on the belief that effort, discipline, and perseverance can overcome systemic challenges. The findings, therefore, highlight both strengths and limitations. While NCC nurtures determination and independence, institutional follow-up through counselling and mentorship remains essential to translate motivation into tangible career outcomes.
Table 13. Role of NCC in overcoming gender stereotypes
	Overcoming Gender Stereotypes
	n (N=21)
	Percentage (%)

	Yes
	16
	76.19

	To some extent
	4
	19.05

	No
	1
	4.76


Source: Table compiled by authors.
Table 13 reveals 76.19% of cadets affirmed that NCC has helped them overcome gender stereotypes, while 19.05% reported it did so “to some extent," and only one respondent, 4.76% disagreed. This strong consensus indicates that NCC training plays a significant role in challenging traditional gender norms and fostering a more egalitarian mindset. Through active participation in drills, leadership roles, and outdoor camps, the cadets experience a sense of competence and equality that contrasts with stereotypical expectations of femininity. As noted by Verma et al (2025), exposure to uniform discipline and leadership contexts enables girls to internalise a new self-image. 
In the socio-cultural setting of Nuapada, where gender norms often limit female aspirations (Damodar et al 2021), NCC serves as both a symbolic and practical space for empowerment. The cadets' acknowledgement of their role in combating stereotypes suggests that such institutional exposure can significantly alter perceptions at both the personal and community levels.
Table 14. Long-term personal goals
	Goals
	n (N=21)
	Percentage (%)

	To achieve financial independence
	10
	47.62

	To contribute to society
	8
	38.10

	To balance personal and professional life
	6
	28.57

	To become a role model for others
	1
	4.76


Source: Table compiled by authors.
Table 14 indicates that nearly half of the respondents, i.e., 47.62%, identified financial independence as their primary long-term personal goal, followed by 38.10% who identified contributing to society, 28.57% who identified balancing personal and professional life, and 4.76% who identified becoming a role model for others. The prominence of financial independence indicates a clear orientation toward economic self-reliance, which reflects the growing aspiration among young women to establish autonomy and stability through employment. This aligns with the broader goals of empowerment in rural and aspirational contexts, where economic progress is often equated with overall development (Chakrabarty and Konwar 2024).
The notable emphasis on social contribution highlights a value-driven orientation, suggesting that cadets internalise the NCC's civic and service ethos (Nabi et al 2024). Their simultaneous concern for balancing personal and professional life reflects an emerging awareness of gendered responsibilities, while the smaller percentage aspiring to be role models may stem from limited exposure to visible female achievers in defence or civil services within their locality.
Table 15. Perception of equal opportunities in NCC
	Equal Opportunities
	n (N=21)
	Percentage (%)

	Yes
	19
	90.48

	To some extent
	2
	9.52

	No
	0
	0


Source: Table compiled by authors.
Table 15 demonstrates that 90.48% of girl cadets believe that NCC provides equal opportunities to both genders, while a smaller portion, i.e., 9.52% feels it does so only "to some extent." None perceived outright inequality. The perception of gender equity suggests that NCC, as an institution, has successfully established a non-discriminatory environment where girls can participate and perform on equal terms with boys. Such experiences are crucial for reinforcing girls’ confidence in their abilities and for redefining gender norms within traditionally hierarchical structures. In the socio-cultural context of Nuapada, this perceived equality offers a counter-narrative to local gender biases, making NCC a space of inclusion and transformation within an otherwise unequal social framework.
Table 16. Needs for additional support
	Additional Support
	n (N=21)
	Percentage (%)

	Career counseling
	9
	42.86

	Skill development workshops
	9
	42.86

	Mentorship programs
	5
	23.81

	Financial assistance
	3
	14.28


Source: Table compiled by authors.
Table 16 highlights several areas where cadets seek further institutional support. The top two needs are career counselling, as reported by 42.86% of cadets, and skill development workshops, reported by 42.86%, followed by mentorship programs, reported by 23.81%, and financial assistance, reported by 14.28%. These preferences underline the cadets’ recognition that psychosocial and informational support is as vital as physical training. Many individuals feel the need for structured career guidance and training in communication and soft skills that complement their discipline and enhance their confidence.
The simultaneous call for skill-building and mentorship reflects a desire for comprehensive capacity development, consistent with the National Education Policy (NEP) 2020, which emphasises holistic and experiential learning. The lower mention of financial assistance, while still relevant, suggests that the primary gap lies in information, exposure, and guidance, rather than in motivation or affordability. These findings align with Deb et al (2023), who argued that enhancing mentorship and career guidance within NCC can significantly improve leadership outcomes.
Table 17. Suggestions for improvement
	Suggestions
	n (N=21)
	Percentage (%)

	More workshops and classes (especially for skill development and career guidance)
	11
	52.38

	More leadership roles for girls
	15
	71.43

	Address physical limitations
	17
	80.95

	More practical applications and adventure activities
	11
	52.38

	Better monitoring of ANO (Associate NCC Officer) performance
	8
	38.10

	Encourage open communication
	9
	42.86

	Inclusion of community service initiatives
	6
	28.57


Source: Table compiled by authors.
Table 17 demonstrates constructive suggestions offered by girl cadets for strengthening the NCC program in their district. The most frequently cited options were addressing physical limitations (80.95%), increasing leadership roles for girls (71.43%), holding more workshops and career guidance sessions (52.38%), and incorporating more practical and adventure-based activities (52.38%). Additional suggestions included encouraging open communication (42.86%), improving the monitoring of ANO performance (38.10%), and incorporating community service initiatives (28.57%).
The emphasis on addressing physical limitations highlights the need for gender-sensitive training environments, ensuring that physical standards, facilities, and equipment adequately support female participation. The high percentage advocating for greater leadership roles suggests that cadets are eager for increased representation and visibility within NCC hierarchies, reflecting their growing confidence and leadership potential. The demand for skill-oriented workshops and practical exposure demonstrates their forward-looking mindset, seeking not only training but also career linkage and application. The call for better ANO monitoring and open communication indicates an awareness of institutional accountability and the importance of supportive leadership within units. Additionally, the data highlight the value of girl cadets in participatory leadership, transparent communication, and experiential learning as key components of effective NCC programs. Moreover, the request for community service inclusion underscores the cadets’ willingness to extend their empowerment to social engagement, which aligns with NCC’s motto of “Unity and Discipline.”	Comment by Microsoft account: (Associate NCC Officer)
Although given in the table, but for better understanding of the abbreviation, it should be given here again.
Conclusion 	Comment by Microsoft account: If more than one, then it should be COCLUSIONS
The study on the aspirations and empowerment of NCC girl cadets in Nuapada district reveals significant insights into how structured youth programs can transform the lives of young women in aspirational contexts. The findings indicate that participation in the NCC not only enhances self-confidence and leadership skills among girl cadets but also fosters a strong sense of national service and ambition towards careers in the Armed Forces and civil services. The overwhelming majority of cadets reported that NCC training has positively influenced their career aspirations, equipping them with essential personal qualities, including discipline, teamwork, and resilience. However, the study also highlights the persistent challenges faced by these cadets, including societal expectations, lack of guidance, and financial constraints. While the NCC serves as a transformative platform for empowerment, the need for additional support mechanisms, such as career counselling and mentorship programs, is evident. The cadets themselves have expressed a desire for more leadership opportunities and skill development workshops, indicating a proactive approach to overcoming barriers and enhancing their experiences within the program. 
Future Scope 	Comment by Microsoft account: Presentation of these recommendations, as per my opinion, may be 
point wise, and
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What should be done/What is being recommended to do?
Who will do it? 
How would it be done?
Future research may focus on longitudinal studies to track the long-term impacts of NCC participation on the career trajectories of girl cadets, particularly in aspirational districts. Additionally, exploring the intersection of NCC training with other development initiatives under the Aspirational Districts Programme could provide insights into comprehensive strategies for youth empowerment. Policymakers may consider integrating mentorship and career guidance into NCC programs, ensuring that cadets receive the necessary support to effectively navigate their aspirations. Furthermore, expanding the NCC's outreach to include diverse wings and activities could enhance the experiences of girl cadets, fostering a more inclusive environment that addresses the unique challenges faced by young women in rural India. By amplifying the voices of cadets and ensuring that program design reflects their experiences, the NCC can continue to play a pivotal role in shaping the aspirations and empowerment of young women in marginalised communities.
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