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Self-Help Groups Led Women 

Empowerment 
S hammi Bqjqj 

_ professor in Economics, Guru Nanak Girls College, Yamunanagar, Haryana, India. 
\~l~r,tnt 

Women empowerment is an unavoidable process to seek the holistic 
mipowennent of a nation. It is a process in which women challenge the existing 
nanns and culture in efforts to promote their well being. Being empowered 
they become able to organize themselves to increase their own self reliance, to 
assert their independent right to make choices, to face the challenges and to 
break the shackles of domination. Women empowerment & gender equality 
have become the topics of utmost importance in the recent times because gender 
inequality & its socio-economic & cultural dimensions are all pervasive in the 
third world as well as in the developed world. However in the third world, 
this problem is more acutely associated with the economic disempowerment of 
women. Many initiatives have been taken to bring the women in mainstream 
economy by making them economically empowered. Self-help groups can be 
a major tool to lead his economic & social transformation. The study seeks to 
examine the impact of participation in Self-help groups on the empowerment of 
women in the context of great importance being given to group approach while 
concep~ualizing any program for rural women. Access to credit can help in the 
expanszon of the resource base for women; they can think about establishing 
and _even expanding small businesses. Self-help groups have enabled them to 
realize their own identity and power in all spheres of life with the help of a 
group approach. This paper focuses on the role and performance of self-help 
groups (SH Gs) in the empowerment and socio-economic betterment of women. 

I<ey Wotds: Women empowerment, Gender equality and Self-help groups, 

Introduction 

\y Otn 
of en ernpo 

SOciety Werment has been considered as a prerequisite for the development 
of all dev als a Whole. Women empowerment is one of the top most priorities eopm . . ental policies among all the countries. There has been growing 
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r" ri"ss ,11110 n,T tlw na tion States to ta ke him to account the ge d 
awn ... ..... - • o . . f I f d n er 

h .1 , imnlcn1l'ntin,~ nnd npprms ing the o rma so evelopmental Perspe . 
w I t: .- o prog ct1v 

. . . rani e 
It is true that wens a n.tt1on canno t flouri sh if half of our popular . l'lle~. 

· d · 1 · d th b · 10n I e 
are discriminated c1ga111st an m nrg ma 1se on e as1s of their · • woni 
' · · · · · II I k f 1 · f b · t · J gender 1A, ~n 
are focing discnmmatton m a wa s o I e, e I socia, cultural · vvoni 

. f , econo . en 

Politica l. Despite being the la rgest proportion o total human re lll1c and 
& d . ·1 source . 

economy, yet women nre more poor un e r pnv1 eged than men in the 

subject to many socio- econo mic nnd cultural cons traints. They are no:s .they are 

importance in the society ns men get. given any 

In rural areas the situa tion is more severe. Women development acti .. 

needed to get them out o f the shackles of poverty, illiteracy and back:it~esare 

Although government has s tarted many conventions and agreements a; ness. 

same, s till there is a long w ay ahead to achieve the desirable results O or !he 
· ver the 

centuries, women were treated as less than equal to ~en in many ways. Women 

were not allowed to vote, own property, get educat10n, or work in any jobs. In 

many rural areas, women were not even allowed to attend social functions like 

wedding ceremonies. 

But the situation has been changing for the last many years. Now women are 

more empowered to do whatever they want. They are getting education, having 

the right to vote; contesting elections; doing jobs in every sector and becoming 

entrepreneurs too. There was a time when they were considered as subordinate to 

men but now they are becoming leaders. It is not only in urban India but in rural 

economies too. 

In this transition, Self-Help Groups has played a big and important role in 

rural India. Self-help group is a small economically homogeneous affinity group 

of the rural poor voluntarily coming together to save small amount regular!~ 

which are deposited in a common fund to meet members' emergency need_s an 
1 

to provide collateral free loans decided by the group. It is a system of poohng 0
 

small savings and mobilizing the resources for attaining economic indepent~n~ 

System will help provide employment to the women and make them a e als 

earn for themselves. Group approach is a better strategy to achiev~ -~e -~~to 

rather than working at individual level. Self-Help groups are a great mioatt and 

remove poverty among women and help them become economically stronger 

empowered. 

Objective of the Study 
. . Help groop5• 

This paper confines the study of women empowerment through Self- 1 crot1P5 

:ne m~in obje~tive of this paper is to study the origin & growth ~f Self-h:f ~If-Jie1P 

m India & their current status. The study also aims to find the impact 

Groups on women empowerment. 



Methodology 

Self-Help Groups Led \.Vomeri E' mpow,•rtt1c111· 

----
IOJ 

esent study is descriptive in nature and mainly en, 1 ,• 

ri,e pr rment of women through Self-help groups . tpl iosl tze.d on the l'COnornic 

rnPowe m ,e nd,an ec n Tl 
e d is based on secondary data, which is collected from th' __ u o~y. "IL' 

stu y s government official websites, books, newspapers . c reclo~ds o~ Self-help 
group , , JOurno s ~md Econom ic:-i 

survey. 

Literature Review 

Goankar (2001) in her study concluded that the movement of Self-he!., G 
· · I ·b d . F ,roups 

can significant y contn ute towar s the reduction of poverty and unemployment 

in the rural sector of the economy and the Self-help Groups can lead to social 

transformation in ter~s. of economic development and social change. John (2008) 

found that membership m Self-help Group included a great confidence in the mind 

of the majority of women to succeed in day-to-day life. Positive change was found 

in the attitude of relatives and friends towards the women in Self-help Groups. 

Ram and Dhiman (2012) focused on the role of Self-help Groups in promoting 

entrepreneurial culture among the SHG's members of Jakhal block district 

Fatehabad Haryana. In the research, primary data had been collected from 100 

sample respondents from seven villages of Jakhal block district Fatehabad through 

a designed schedule by conducting interview and observation methods and .it had 

been found that these groups were not working up to the mark due to conservative 

family culture and poor educational background of the masses. It had also been 

found that among surveyed group members after starting SHG activities, only 6% 

of the member's family income increased more than rupees 20000 per annum, 55% 

?1ember's income increased up to Rupees 20000 annually, 26% member's income 

~creased up to Rupees 10000 and 13 percent member's income had not improved 

m the post SHG period. According to Ramakrishna et. al. (2013), self-help Gr~ups 

are formed for addressing their common problems. They make regular savings 

and use the pooled savings for the benefit of their m~m_b~rs ~rough a structu~ed 

process of essential financial intermediation like pnonhzatton of needs, seth~g 

~If determined terms for the repayment and keeping records. It builds financi~l 

discipline and credit history that then encourages banks to lend to them in cert~m 

;ultiples of their own savings and without any demand for collateral security. 

thee study is based on secondary data source and considered s.elf-~elp ~r:?e;:s 

S .k~owerful instrument for women empowerment and erad1cat10n o p . y. 

a1 1a (20J . • t merely a micro 

crect·t . 4) in his study concluded that Self-help Group is no n Self-
1 , it i d · b d on the wome 

help G s an empowerment process. The stu Y is ~se . d that most of 

the res roups of Jorhat district of Assam. He analyzed ~n his_ 
stu ~d to promote 

incoll1 pondents joined a Self-help group to raise status m society~ women are 

econorne _generating activities. After joining the Self-help groupst bee transformed 

1ca1Iy d . . rment canno 
or deJiv ~n socially empowered. This empowe heir Jives. Shrieesha 

ered; it must be self generated to take control over t 



104 

. India: Perspective, Issues and Challen 

Empowerment tn ~e, 
Women 

--- fj d ou t the role of Self-he lp g ro ups and 

(2019) conductf~d a ~tud~~~n n the members of Self-he lp g ro ups in ~: anaJfo 

the level of sa tisfacti? n I h gr study she condudcd tha t Self-help G nd ragJ,1 

· d 's tnct n e ' . 1roup 

mandal, Ch1tta , . th conditions o f women socialJy and cco _s a,~ 

. nt to change e . . nol'll1cai1 

an instrume d socio economi c empow erment 1s achieved . y 

According to the stu yh, onceeralI development of w o m en. Se1f-help Crou'p' t Would 

• I' t' ons on t e ov 
sen b 

have im_p ICa i . 1 l' t' I and psychologica l empowerment of women. W a le 

onomIC soc1a ' po l ICa . I t d t d 001(,n 

ec . . '. . S lf-h Ip groups have obv10us y crea e rem en ous impact 

Partic1pation m e e d h d Upon 

. d style of poor women an ave empo were them at va . 

the hfe pattern an b f h "otJ~ 

levels not only as individuals but also as the m em ers o t e community and 

the society as a whole. The study is based on secondary d:ta collected from 200 

respondents of various Self-help ?roups members and analyzes th~t the se!f group 

is a tool to remove poverty and improve wom en entreprene urship and financial 

support in India . 

Women Empowerment 

Women empowerment can be simply d efin ed as creating an environment where 

women are given the power to make decisions pertaining to their own Jives. The 

World Bank (2002) identifies empowerment as being about increasing people's 

choices and freedom of action to participate in negotiations with influence, control 

and hold accountable institutions that affect their lives. Empowerment is the 

process whereby the powerless gain control over circumstances of their lives. 

~abeer (1999) emphasizes power as the ability to make choices and empowerm~nt 

is the P~~cess of acquiring the ability of making choices by those who are _d~rued 

such ability. ~~powerrnent is about ability: women's ability to control individual 

h~alth; the ability to control her life; and ability to change the world . Bradley (1995) 

views emp~werment as the degree to which women are social actors and thus a.ble 

~~ affect their own positions. The term empowerment may indicate a redistribut~on 

N tw
powekrhto the. less powered group. United Nations Population Information 

e or as defined w 
h'ch are 

aB fo llows:- omen empowerment based on five components w 1 

• Women's sense of self worth 

• Their right to have access t .. 

• The· · h 
O opportumtJes and resources 

Jr rig t to have th 
• Their . h e power to control their own lives 

rig t to have and to deter . 

• Th~ir ability to influence t ~me_ choices , a better 

social and econo . . . he direction of social changes to crea te 
m1c order nat' 11 

An em pow . •d ' JOna Y or internationally of 

le d · ere womanis v· 1· able 

a ing her life independ t•l. isua ized as a confident person who is cap . her 

own opinio en y; who is c bl hO hi3!1 

and fi I ns at every matter· wh h apa e of making her choices; w ·nJtiofl 

na ly who is capable of ~ta ~ as the freedom from all kinds of dorrll 

ndmg for her own rights. 
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The 
,~e's 
\trol 
fut 

.ves. 
ner.: 
1iec 
iua'. 
~~ 
ab:e 
tiOfi 

tiOfl 

l afe 

c.,lf-hc:>lp gnJup is .i vill~'!"t:' b-nsed finnn ·, \ . .\ .:,t: · 10 20 l 1 cm 1 n t"ertn , ...1 • 
· -~"""d ot - oca won, en Th , b \:.:1;.nnry Clm1,,1 itt" 
'-11nf"-~ . . · ~ 1nen, t.'rs . k "'t:! usually 

l trl'butions tor a tew montl1s until then~ is -~n -> ·\ ~ n,n ta? more ret,u\nr ''"v· 
' '-'n _ . ... c ug, capit \ . 1 _ o . "h ing 
funJs may b~ lent back to the_ members or other vi\ln '~mt ,e group for\ending. i. rther linked to_ ban~s for dehvery of micro C"""d 't I g\ers. These SHGs are then 
1,.1 • 1· -t· . . l ,..._ , . . t nysempl . 
t,uilding, planmng o at: 1v 1ty c u sters, infrastn1cture b . . . . ,a~ns on capaci ty .n1 

d marketing. 
u1ld up, technolor;y, cred it 

• 

overview and Origin of Self-help Groups in India 
India's earliest Self-help group started in 1972 w·th tl . lf . . . Ah d b 

l , e se -employed women 
assooahon m me a ad working wifu poor self l d . 

• 

• 

• 

-emp oye women m the 
informal sector. The group tried to help these women to . t k · d f d . " 

· ge wor , mcome 
an oo secun~l-
In 1984, the ~o~cept of _social mobilization and business development through orgaruz1ng of selt-help groups was introduced based on professor Yunus's Grameen Bank n1odel. Initially NABARD along with empaneled Non-Government Organizations (NGOs) designed and developed the promotional ecosystem including the SHG-Bank Linkage Program. In 1990, RBI recognized self-help groups as an alternate credit flow model. Thus, there was a Paradigm shift in fue development banking in India whereby Self-help groups were accepted as group-based clients of banks for both deposit and credit linkages, collateral free lending and lending to groups without specification of purpose/project. 
In 1992, NAB ARD along with RBI initiated the experimental project of_lin~ing 500 Self-help groups with commercial banks based on NABARD gmdelmes and in future promoted it as a regular banking program. . . In 1997, Professor S. R. Hashim committee reviewed the poverty alleviation d 

f th M' · stry of Rural Development, 
an employment generation programs o e 1n1 

fi . Indl·a d d d hiftin. g focus from an individual bene c1ary 
an recommen e s 

approach to a group-based business development approach. . d H 
(IRDP) and its associate ence, Integrated Rural Development Program f Gram Swarojgar schemes for most and a new scheme called Swama Jayan 1 t to below the Yojana (SGSY) was launched to provide ~elf :ri~~r:i;ngroups to bring poverty line households through the formation them out of poverty during 1999 to 2011. 

1 unched. The I 
f Women was a d 

n 2001, National Policy for Empowerment O t development an goal of this policy was to bring about th~ ad_vancem=~~ enable women. to ernpowerment of women One of the obJectives wa ps to institutionalize organize into Self-help g~oups to help women grou 
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Total No. Women ... . _,,.,ne (2020--23) 
SHGs {in Finanaat ;;:::--- -;:-----SHGs of SHGs -.ws F'"~ ~--::-Lakhs) (in Rs.. --w-__ --.ws -- Crore) ut • ..,."'-uen ~ zo20-21 112.23 97.25 (in Rs. ~ ) 374n.s , 

3 2()21-22 118.93 104 
47240 26SS.08 

2022-23 134.03 11 2 .92 ·
48 

l..2 104 _,7 

---'{ear 

- 58892.68 524-55.48 source: NABARD SHG-Bank Linkage Programme Report 

Table 1 reYeals that number of saving linked ::2-2-3 lakh in 2020-21 to 134.03 lakh as on 31 "-< M ,voch.men SH~~ in~a~ tn.)m · fro Rs ..,2686 08 · ar ' 20 23 ·w1fu the in .,_.,. · .:.a,i..ng deposits m ' · .:, . crore in 2020-21 to Rs. - ,, -- :-, . u c-~"$e m : "l.,... 0-➔:).:) .48 as rn, 31;,:.: \ ~.ai\..i 'l. .J. ...). 

Tabie 2: Status o·f Credi't Linked SHG-Bank Linkage Programme (2020--23) 

Year Total No. Women Financial Status Financial Status SHGs (in SHGs of SHGs (in Rs. of Women SHG-s Lakhs) Crore) (in Rs, Cnx-e} 
2020-21 28.87 25.90 58070.68 544-23.. \3 
2021-22 33.98 31.50 99729.22 93817 21 
2022-23 42 .96 4 1.42 145200-23 i 3S3 i 5.69 

Source: NABARD SHG-Bank Linkage Programme Report 

Table 2 s.ho\\·s the progress of credit linked Self-help groups from :o:.:.o ~ :!23 ·which re\'eals that number of credit-linked women SH Gs h.1~ a\~1 in(:re.1~,i ;mm 25.90 lakhs in 2020-21 to 41.42 lakh as on 3P' \ farch 2023. Amount 1..
1 f '-°-~ .ht ; ,·oo to women SH Gs has also increased from Rs. 54-423.13 Crot"e in 2t12t'-11 to R~ 

~m1 i69 Crore as on 31 s: }vlarch 2023. 

Role of Self-help Groups (SHGs) in Women Empowerment 

1. Economic Independence 
I Se 1 . . • th micro loans to ~ustJ.in ~-nelp groups p rovide \.vomen entrep rene1:1rs \ -\ '1 . them to devd ... 1p ~ busL1.esses, while also creating an enY1.ronmen t tor 

I 

• 

greater agency and decision-m aking skills. . i . k. ,~ facilitie:-: 5e1, L . d u'-mo l,an u,~ _ u-nelp Groups inculca te the h abit of sa, '1.ng an - 0 

-mlong the members. ·t. c.:Jt· wom~n and ~ . . · · a~O~ i ~ sav1~g habit thus _s~gthens _the bar~~ucti,~e purpo..~s. :cy are ma betteT position to acqtl.lre loans fo P 



2. Inclusiveness 

• A Self-help Group comprises a small group of women who corn 
make regular monetary contributions. e together10 

• Emerging as an important 1nicrofinance system, Self-help Group 
platforms that promote solidarity among women bringing them tos :~rk as issue of health, nutrition, gender parity and gender justice. gt er on 

3. Social Upliftment 

• Self-help group culture has brought the country changed in the general dynamics of power within a family and ultimately the society at large. 
• They now have a greater say in family matters and also are seen as stakeholders and partners in taking the community forward. 
• Financial independence has eventually paved the way for societal upliftment of women and their voices. 

4. Political Mobility 

• Many members of Self-help groups are being elected as legislators for 
bringing change and inclusive development. 

• Their participation in the governance process enables them to highlight issues such as dowry, alcoholism, open defecation, primary health care etc. 
and impact policy decisions. 

• Leadership skills learned through Self-help groups help several Self-help 
Group members to get elected as Sarpanch/ Pradhan. 

5. Empowering Women in Crisis · 

• According to a World Bank report, women in SH Gs are also working as Bank 

• 
correspondents referred to as Bank Sak.his. ·th 

· WI Even during distressing times like pandemics, they are helping mote the distribution of pensions, providing door to door service~ to r:fers, communities to access their account credits through direct benefit tran 

Some Success Stories of Women SHGs 
. . t absoli11e Kudumbshree 1n Ker ala: It was launched in Ker ala in 1998 to wipe ou werif1g poverty through community action. It is the largest women etnP

0 
ursniP . t . h h . t eprene G) pro1ec mt e country. It as three components- microcred1t, en r (Srl , and empowerment. It has three tier structures- neighborhood groups 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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Self-Help Groups Led Women E 
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~ . 
development society (15-20 SHGs) and com . 

~;:~eration of all groups). mumty development society 

n flimalaya Self-help Group has emerg d 

Gree . Udh e as a brand . th . 

' asha of district ampur for the sale of value-added m e village 

f m fruits and vegetables. The leader of the gr S products prepared 

ro ginal land and did agriculture and used to p oup ushma Rani had a 

rnnlayr for domestic consumption. She attended a tr:7~are processed products 

o d d b nmg program for w 

Self-help groups con ucte y the Department of h f 1 omen 

'dentified a group of 6 women from that village andoprr1ocu.dturde.fiDepa~tment 

1 bl· 
VI e nan a al and 

technical support to esta 1shed a low cost preservation •t. 20 
. 

d · 1· • um m 19. Durmg 

Z019-20, ~he pr~ uchon was 1m1ted to_ only 5 quintals which reached to 12 

to 15 qumtals m 2021-22. The group 1s selling the products und b d 

H. 1 p d , 
er ran 

name '~~een 1ma aya ro ucts. Besides running this enterprise, Sushma 

is prov1d_mg em~loyment to 5 other women and many unemployed workers 

and service providers. 

Mrs Kavita Devi, a resident of Ekma village in Patna attended a combinative 

resource person's right in 2014 to form a Self-help group. After knowing the 

benefits, she joined Baba Brahm Devika Self-help Group in December 2014. 

She started a small store by taking a Rs. 10000 loan from Self-help group. Her 

income increased after starting the shop not only repaid the loan but also 

started doing dairy activities in 2017. 

Mission Shakti: Mission Shakti is a Self-help mission for empowering women 

through the promotion of women Self-help groups to take up various socio­

economic activities which were launched in Odisha on 8th March 2001 on 

the eve of International Women's Day. Mission Shakti has a clear objective 

of empowering women through gainful activities by providing credit and 

market linkage. Empowerment of the men through women Self-help groups 

and dimension Shakti is a flagship program of Government of Orissa. It 

envisages that over a period of time more and more women would be a part 

?f a women Self-help group. Nearly 70 lakh women have been organized 

mto 6 lakh groups in all blocks and urban local bodies of the states so far. 

Issues With Self-help Groups 

Higher NP A: Whether the economic gains of Self-help groups mov;me~t 

;re _adequate to drink qualitative change in their life is a matt~r o_f ~:r a~ep~ 

nd1a· The biggest challenge with Self-help groups currently is :ig . and 

p:~centage due to multiple financing, inadequacies in account ee,r;fo 8% 

0 
h~r things. On average NPA of Self-help groups stands at aroun 

w ich NABARD intends to bring down to 2% in the next 5 years If h I 

lack of T h 
· · · undertaken by Se - e P 

g ec nology Skills· Many of the activities •ary sector 

roups . tl elated to pnm 

ent _are still based on primitive skills mos Y r 1 
. the rural areas 

erpnses. There is a lack of qualified resource personne m 

.LJ 
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. . . '~ 
who could help in skill upgradation or acqu1s1hon of new skills by gro 

members. lip 

D dent for Resources: Even after many years of existence S 
epen h . elf h 

are heavily dependent on t eir promoter NGOs or go · elp 
groups Vern 
agencies. The withdrawal of NGOs or government agencies even from : ent 
where Self-help groups have been federated has often led to their col]/:as 

The leadership and management of most self-help group fed ,P e. 
. ~~ 

continue to be m the hands of NGOs. 

Regional Disparities: The 'Committee on Empowerment of Women'(Raj a 

Sabha) found that even after the number of Self-help groups have grown i 
nearly 70% over the years, the north eastern state of Arunachal Pradesh do/s 

not have even a single Self-help group. There are a greater number of Self. 

help groups in Southern states as compared to Northern states. Out of 66000 

federations, 60000 are located in the four southern states of Andhra Pradesh 
I 

Karnataka, Tamil Nadu and Kerala. 

Conclusion 

It is important to recognize the talent of women and provide them with the right 

opportunities. Self-help groups have benefited people especially women in rural 

areas. The role of Self-help groups in women empowerment cannot be understated. 

Several initiatives are undertaken or being proposed by the government of India 

to ensure growth of Self-help groups in the country with the mean objective of 

women empowerment. Women constitute a larger proportion of the population 

in India. Women form an important part of the labor force in our country and 

thus their economic role cannot be ignored. The core Self-help group philosophy 

is in women empowerment through increasing employability, self sufficiency and 

inculcating a habit of saving among the rural women. Self-help movement has ?e~n 

one of the most powerful incubators of female resilience and entrepreneurship 111 

rural India. For women empowerment to be addressed, women need to be enabled 

to define their priorities and demand their rights & Self-help groups prove to be 

a right step in this direction. This program has uplifted women economically and 

socially in the rural economy. Women in rural areas are now able to create an 

independent source of income. The revolutionary movement that Self-help groups 

have created has given women an important sense of self assurance in the journey 

to become self-reliant. 
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