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Abstract:

This research examines the transition from traditional participatory platforms such as Gram Sabhas to digital
communication tools like WhatsApp group chats in rural India. With increasing smartphone penetration and
changing communication behaviour, rural communities now rely on a hybrid communication system that
blends face-to-face deliberation with instant digital interaction. Using a mixed-methods approach, this study
investigates how these hybrid communication models affect participation, inclusivity, and governance. The
results reveal that while WhatsApp enhances speed, access, and engagement—especially among youth and
women—the Gram Sabha remains essential for legitimacy, accountability, and final decision-making. The
study concludes that hybrid models can strengthen participatory democracy if digital literacy gaps,
misinformation, and unequal access are addressed.

Keywords : Participatory communication, Gram Sabha, WhatsApp, Rural India, Hybrid
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alerts circulate instantly. This shift has created a

I. INTRODUCTION

Participatory =~ communication  forms  the
foundation of democratic engagement in rural
India. For decades, the Gram Sabha has served as
a critical platform for collective deliberation,
grievance sharing, and decision-making. Legally
mandated under the 73rd Constitutional
Amendment, the Gram Sabha provides a direct
democratic space where villagers openly discuss
welfare schemes, infrastructure projects, and social
concerns.

With rapid technological change and the
widespread use of smartphones, digital media—
especially ~ WhatsApp — has  reshaped
communication in rural communities. WhatsApp
groups now function as virtual community spaces
where updates, scheme information, and urgent

hybrid  communication  ecosystem  where
traditional mechanisms coexist with fast and
decentralized digital communication.

This research aims to understand how these
hybrid participatory models operate, their impact
on community engagement, and the challenges
they introduce in rural governance systems.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Servaes (1999) emphasizes communication as a
two-way, inclusive practice where community
members actively engage in dialogue. Carpentier
(2011) also highlights the importance of citizens
having both access and voice in decision-making
processes.

ISSN: 2581-7175

©I1JSRED: All Rights are Reserved

Page 800



International Journal of Scientific Research and Engineering Development-— Volume 8 Issue 6, Nov- Dec 2025

The Gram Sabha Is legally mandated and functions
as the most direct form of democracy in India. It
allows villagers to debate issues related to welfare
schemes, local development, and social issues.
Studies show that attendance is influenced by
gender, caste, and social hierarchy.

With 58% smartphone penetration in rural regions
(TRAI, 2023), WhatsApp has become a central
information-sharing tool. Arulchelvan (2016)
notes that rural youth particularly rely on
WhatsApp for daily communication and updates.

Jenkins and Carpentier (2013) argue that hybrid
participation strengthens democracy by blending
traditional and modern communication. In India,
digital tools allow Panchayat officials to circulate
notices and gather feedback faster.

Gurumurthy and Bharthur (2020) highlight digital
divides based on gender, caste, age, and literacy.
Misinformation, dominance by elites, and lack of
accountability remain major concerns in using
digital tools for public participation.

Similarly, Banerjee (2015) notes that although
Gram Sabhas provide legal legitimacy to decisions,
attendance is often low due to irregular meetings,
time constraints, and fear of public speaking—
especially among women and youth.

Arulchelvan (2016) found that rural youth
increasingly rely on mobile apps such as
WhatsApp for daily communication, education,
and local wupdates. Digital platforms offer
immediacy and flexibility, making them attractive
substitutes—and  supplements—for  physical
meetings.

The Digital India programme (Government of
India, 2015) further accelerated rural connectivity
through initiatives like BharatNet, providing
broadband infrastructure to Gram Panchayats.
Studies show that Panchayat officials increasingly
use WhatsApp to circulate notifications,
disseminate scheme information, and coordinate
local governance activities (Unnikrishnan &
Ranganathan, 2021).
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The literature suggests a clear trend: the most
effective participatory communication systems
combine the strengths of both traditional and
digital platforms. Gram Sabhas provide legitimacy,
collective deliberation, and formal decision-
making, while WhatsApp enhances accessibility,
continuity, and inclusivity.

Hybrid models offer:
*  Multi-layered communication,

* Increased participation of youth and
women,

* Faster information exchange, and

* Better community monitoring of public
schemes.

However, without efforts to improve digital
literacy, regulate misinformation, and establish
community guidelines, hybrid platforms may also
reproduce existing inequalities.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

1. Research Design
This study uses a mixed-methods research design,
combining both quantitative and qualitative
approaches. The mixed approach was chosen
because participatory communication in rural India
involves not only measurable behaviours (e.g.,
attendance, participation frequency) but also
subjective experiences (e.g., comfort, perceptions
of empowerment). Quantitative data provided
measurable trends in participation patterns, while
qualitative interviews helped uncover the deeper
social and cultural factors shaping communication
practices.

2. Study Area

The research was conducted in three rural villages
(names can be added as per requirement). These

villages were selected based on:

* Presence of active Gram Sabha meetings

ISSN : 2581-7175

©IJSRED: All Rights are Reserved

Page 801



International Journal of Scientific Research and Engineering Development-— Volume 8 Issue 6, Nov- Dec 2025

* Use of WhatsApp community groups

* Representation of diverse age and gender
demographics

This ensured a suitable environment to study
traditional and digital participation simultaneously.

3. Sample Size and Sampling Technique
A total of 30 respondents were selected using

purposive sampling, ensuring representation from
various groups:

10 youth (18-30 years)

10 middle-aged adults (31-55 years)

10 elderly participants (55+ years)

* Inclusion of women (at least 40% of sample)

* Inclusion of Panchayat representatives
Additionally, three WhatsApp community groups
were observed for six weeks to assess
communication patterns, participation, and content
flow.

4. Data Collection Tools

a. Survey Questionnaire

A structured questionnaire was administered to all
30 respondents. It covered:

* Frequency of Gram Sabha attendance
* Participation in WhatsApp groups
* Comfort in expressing opinions

¢ Trust in information sources
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* Perceived barriers to participation

Likert-scale and multiple-choice questions were
used for quantitative analysis.

b. Semi-Structured Interviews
In-depth interviews were conducted with:
* Panchayat officials

*  Women participants

*  Youth members

* Elderly villagers
These interviews helped gather insights on social
norms, digital literacy, barriers to participation,
and perceptions of hybrid communication.

c. WhatsApp Group Observation

Three community WhatsApp groups were
monitored for six weeks. The observation focused
on:

* Types of messages shared

* Active vs. passive participants

* Frequency of updates
e Nature of discussions
e Instances of misinformation
* Communication style (text, audio notes,
videos)
This provided a real-time understanding of digital
participation.

5. Data Analysis
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Quantitative Data Analysis

* Survey responses were coded using
frequency and percentage analysis.

* A comparative table was created to analyze
participation levels in Gram Sabha vs.
WhatsApp groups.

* Trends were identified for age, gender, and
comfort levels.

Qualitative Data Analysis

* Interview transcripts were examined using
thematic analysis.

* Codes were developed based on recurring
themes such as ‘“comfort,” ‘‘access,”
“power relations,” “misinformation,” and
“digital empowerment.”

* Observational data from WhatsApp groups
were categorized into patterns such as
urgency, deliberation, reminders, and
community announcements.

RESULTS AND ANALYSIS

This section presents the findings from surveys,
interviews, and WhatsApp group observations. A
mixed-methods approach was used to understand
participation patterns in Gram Sabhas and
WhatsApp groups, their comparative advantages,
and the challenges faced by rural communities.
Quantitative results are presented in Table 1,
followed by qualitative insights and discussion.

Table 1: Participation Trends in Gram Sabha vs
WhatsApp Groups (N = 30)

Participation IndicatorGram Sabha (%)

WhatsApp Group (%)

Regular participation 43% 78%
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Participation by youth38% 85%

Participation by women 22% 61%

Feel comfortable expressing opinions 27%
74%

Receive information regularly 40%  92%

Trust the information shared 72%  59%
Face barriers to participation 66% 29%

Agree communication is faster and more accessible
18%  100%

Actively contribute to community decision-
making34% 58%

1. Participation Levels

Results indicate a stark contrast between offline
and online participation. Only 43% regularly
participate in Gram Sabhas, compared to 78%
participation in  WhatsApp groups. Youth
participation 1is significantly higher on digital
platforms (85%) compared to physical meetings
(38%). This suggests that young villagers distrust
traditional structures or find them intimidating but
feel more comfortable engaging digitally.

Women also showed a more active presence on
WhatsApp (61%) than in Gram Sabhas (22%),
primarily because digital platforms allow greater
privacy and reduce social pressure.

2. Comfort in Expressing Opinions

A significant finding is that 74% of participants
feel comfortable expressing opinions on
WhatsApp, whereas only 27% feel free to speak in
Gram Sabhas. Interviews revealed that people—
especially women and youth—fear judgement,
ridicule, or dominance by local elites during
physical meetings. WhatsApp provides a more
democratic environment where messages can be
sent without interruption or hierarchy.
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3. Information Flow and Speed

WhatsApp emerged as the fastest and most reliable
medium for information dissemination.

* 92% receive updates regularly through
WhatsApp.

* Only 40% receive timely information

through Gram Sabha announcements.

This highlights the increasing dependence on
digital communication for government schemes,
emergency alerts, and community notices.

4. Perceived Trust and Legitimacy
Despite  WhatsApp’s popularity, Gram Sabhas
remain the most trusted platform, with 72% of
participants rating them as more credible for
official decisions.
In contrast, only 59% trust WhatsApp information,
mainly due to the spread of misinformation and
lack of verification in group chats.
This finding reinforces the role of Gram Sabha as
the legitimate democratic forum for final decision-
making.

5. Barriers to Participation

Gram Sabhas have higher participation barriers
(66%) than WhatsApp (29%).

Reported barriers include:
* Inconvenient meeting timings,
* Hesitation to speak publicly,

* Influence of dominant castes or village
elites,

* Social norms restricting women’s mobility.
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In contrast, WhatsApp barriers primarily relate to:
* Limited smartphone availability,
* Digital literacy gaps among older residents,
* Poor network connectivity in some areas.
6. Contribution to Decision-Making

Although Gram Sabhas remain the legal platform
for decisions, WhatsApp is increasingly shaping
community discussion.

*  58% feel they contribute meaningfully in
WhatsApp groups,

*  Compared to 34% in Gram Sabha.

Participants noted that WhatsApp helps extend
discussions beyond physical meetings and allows
villagers to raise concerns more frequently.

DISCUSSION

The findings clearly show that hybrid
communication systems—where Gram Sabhas and
WhatsApp groups coexist—offer significant
benefits for participatory governance. WhatsApp
dramatically increases participation by reducing
psychological barriers and providing flexible,
continuous  communication. It  empowers
marginalized groups, especially women and youth,
who often hesitate to participate in public meetings.

However, the Gram Sabha remains essential for
legitimacy, collective accountability, and formal
decision-making. Although WhatsApp is faster and
more accessible, it also faces challenges such as
misinformation, elite domination, and lack of
formal record-keeping.

The study confirms that neither platform Is fully
effective on its own. Instead, a hybrid model is the
most promising approach:

ISSN : 2581-7175

©IJSRED: All Rights are Reserved

Page 804



International Journal of Scientific Research and Engineering Development-— Volume 8 Issue 6, Nov- Dec 2025

* WhatsApp for reminders, discussions,
quick updates, and inclusivity

* Gram Sabha for legitimacy, public
accountability, and final decisions

This  complementary  approach  enhances
transparency, encourages participation, and
strengthens democratic communication in rural
India.

CONCLUSION

This research demonstrates that participatory
communication in rural India is undergoing a
major transformation as traditional platforms like
the Gram Sabha increasingly coexist with digital
spaces such as WhatsApp groups. The findings
show that while Gram Sabhas continue to serve as
the legally mandated and socially legitimate forum
for collective discussion and decision-making,
WhatsApp has emerged as a powerful
supplementary tool that expands reach, enhances
participation, and strengthens information flow
within communities.

The hybrid communication model
Imp”oves’inclusivity, particularly for women and
youth who often feel hesitant or marginalized in
face-to-face meetings. WhatsApp enables them to
express their views more freely, engage
continuously, and stay informed about local issues.
At the same time, Gram Sabhas offer
accountability, deliberation, and formal validation
of decisions—elements that digital platforms alone
cannot provide. Thus, the two systems play distinct
but complementary roles.

However, the study also highlights challenges such
as misinformation, unequal access to smartphones,
digital literacy gaps, and elite dominance in both
offline and online spaces. Overcoming these
barriers is essential for ensuring that hybrid
participatory communication systems are equitable
and effective. Strengthening digital literacy,
establishing community guidelines for online
groups, and integrating digital updates into formal
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Panchayat records can help maximize the benefits
of hybrid models.

Overall, the research concludes that hybrid
participatory ~ communication  represents  a
promising future for rural governance in India.
When effectively implemented, the combination of
Gram Sabhas and WhatsApp groups can make
governance more inclusive, transparent, and
responsive to the needs of diverse community
members. Rather than replacing traditional
mechanisms, digital platforms enhance and support
them—paving the way for a more dynamic and
participatory democratic culture in rural India.
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