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Abstract

In India, women constitute about 48.46 per cent of the total population as per the 2011

census, but their participation in economic activity is ohly' 34 pér cent. Development of the
nation and healthy and harmonic;us growth of the society Would not be possible unless women
are brought into the mainstream of national development. Women empowerment is a process of
nly economically independent but also to have freedom to spend their

equipping women not 0
esteem and dignity to realize their full capabilities,

nfidence, self-

money, to enhance self-co
develop positive attitude, take independent decisions and participate actively in all the
developmental activities in the spheres of family, community and society at large.This paper
identifies the role microfinance in empowerment of women This paper attempts to iglentify the
areas of empowerment and to evolve strategies to speed up the process of women empowerment
Women empowerment cannot be ensured through micro-credit alone. There are many constraints

that need to be addressed. Simply knowing how to handle a cheque book or opening a bank

account does not empower women. They have to understand thattheir power stems from the way

anage the resources provided through the group. Checks and balances within the system

they m
re-enforced. Promoting empowerment requires a significant change in attitude,

have to be

changes in working practices and challenging vested interests. There is a need to develop
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effective structures for participatory management which combine requirements of efficient
service delivery and contribution to empowerment.

Keywords: crofinance. Women empowerment, Self — help groups
Introduction

In India, women constitute about 48.46 per cent of thetotal population as per the 2011
census, but their participation in economic activity is only 34 per cent. Development of the
nation and healthy and harmonious growth of the society would not be possible unless women
are brought into the mainstream of national development. Historically, women were considered a
liability while men were considered an asset. With the change of time, women are now
considered as partners of men in every walk of life. Empowerment is generally perceived to
mean an increase in both capacity of individuals or group to male purposeful choices and to
translate these choices into desired action and outcomes. The term empowerment has been
widely employed for over a decade, notably by those promoting microfinance schemes
throughout the world. In development discourse, this term is commonly used in reference to
gender inequalities. It is concerned with power and particularly with the power relations - and the
distribution of power — between individuals and groups. It makes power structure more inclusive,
including all women and men, senior citizens, people with disabilities. Empowerment signifies
not only increased participation in decision-making, but above all the process through which
people feel themselves to be capable of making decisions and having the right to do so (Kabeer
2001).Women empowerment is a process of equipping women not only be €conomically
independent but also to have freedom to spend their money, to enhance ones confidence, self-
esteem and dignity to realize their full capabilities, develop positive attitude, take independent

decisions and participate actively in all the developmental activities in the spheres of family

community and society at large.
Self —Help Group Approach

The terms ‘self-help’, ‘self-sufficient’, ‘self-reliance’, ‘self-assertion’, ‘self-respect’ and

‘self-governance’ are often used interchangeably ‘Self-help’ means aiding one’s self without

depending on the aid of others. It is also quite similar to phrases such as ‘self-sufficient’, which

means sufficient for oneself without external aid or cooperation and “self-reliance’, which means

liance on oneself and power, trust on one’s self. While ‘self-respect’ is respect for one’s self
re >

P ART - VI/ Peer Reviewed Referred and UGC Listed Journal - 40776

ENGLIS 168

\



.Com

irrespective of back ound
o feag and regard for one’s character, ‘self-assertion’ is a
ividuals who are confi ‘ natural proce
dent and aware. ‘Self-governance’ refers to autonomy, self process !
, self-rule without

transform that power to improve the quality of our life
Microfinance I i
in India works through self ~help group approach. Mi fi
. . . . ) . Micro i
provision of financial services to low-mncome clients, including consumers and inance is the
s and the self-emplo
yed

dominantly wo iti
y women, who traditionally lack access to banking and related serv
ed services. Micr i
. ocredit,

. f. . l ] . ] .l

services within the reach of millions of people who are too poor to be served b
y regular banks, i
s, in

to empower women Women mak
. (& :
up a large proportion of microfinance benef;
. eneficiaries

Traditionally, women (especially those in underdeveloped countries) have b
e been unable to readil
y

pate in economic activity. Microfinance provides women with the fi
inancial backin
g they

need to start bus

oves their status and makes them more active in decision-making, th
, thus encouragin
g gender

impr
mately, the goal of microfinance is to give low income peopl
e an opportunit
y to

equality- Ulti

become self-
n report a decline 1

MFIs eve
Observations and experience shows that women are a small credit risk
, repaying their 1
oans and

ore often (0O benefi
s in a socioeconomic wa .
y and changing the current conservative rel
relationshi
1p

n violence towar i
ds women since the inception of microfi
ofinance

end m t the whole family. It is also viewed as a method givi
giving the women

improved statu
een gender and class. A recent World Bank report confirms that societies th
s that discrimi
inate

betw

s of gender pay the cost of greater poverty, slower economi
mic growth

, weaker

on the basi

governance, and a lower living standard for all the people

Women have 2 higher unemployment rate than men in virtually
every count
ry and make

up the majority of the informal sector of most economies. The
: const;

Yy constitute the bulk of those wh
o

need microfinance services. Giving women access to microcredit |
oans th
erefore
generates a

multipliet effect that increases the impact of a microfinance instituti
. . . u lOn’S a el
. . c "
generatlons. A majority of microfinance programs target w Hviies, benefidng
omen wi
xplicit goal

g them- It has

multiple
been well-documented that an incre
ase in w
omen’
en’s resources results

of empowerin
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in the well-being of the family, especially children (Mayoux, 1997; Kabeer, 2001; Hulme and
Mosley, 1997). A more feminist point of view stresses that an increased access to financial
services represent an opening/opportunity for greater empowerment. Therefore the objectives of
this paper are to highlight the role of microfinance in empowering women and to identify the
areas of empowerment and to evolve strategies to speed up the process of women empowerment.
This paper is based on the secondary data obtained from various published works such as books,
reports, journals, articles, magazines, periodicals and electronic web materials.
Group Management Approach

The principle and practice of “working through a group” has always existed in India. The
Sufi methods are group methods. The group methods can exist only if the €go of a person has
come to a point where it is a burden to carry it or when the ego has become so burdensome that
to be alone is to be in anguish. Then the group method becomes meaningful because in 3 group
you can dissolve your ego. In the group, working with a group, merging yourself into 3 group,
you can put your ego aside easily. Further the joint family has disappeared. It was g group
phenomenon. The society has disappeared. The poor have become Strangers in their own
kingdoms. The mass is around the poor but they are not related to it. Whep the poor are unrelated
the whole burden becomes individual. Sitting in a growth Eroup you become a part of the
community, you feel oneness (Somnath, 2009). The logic of SHGs as Spaces for engagement
negotiation and struggle, goes beyond credit and addresses a wide range of developmem issues,
including the role of social mobilisation in women’s empowerment. Today, the ‘group’ element
of microfinance has become a central aspect of practice and has been recognised by many as a
methodological component equal in weight to the actual exchange of finance; and that the
organisation of groups is nothing but ‘social intermediation’ much needeq t0 overcome barriers
to development (Hans, 2010).This is not just'a philosophy, but also a practice.
Shgs for Women Empowerment

In olden days women were restricted to take part in any social activities and pot given
roles in decision making in her family. The situation was even more worsening in ryral and
remote areas. Now the situation has been changed. In today’s scenario more women are engaged
in income generating activities. They believe that a woman is small credit risk and often benefits

the whole family. The main aim of microfinance is to empower women. The self-help group
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movement i issi
in the country made the mission of women empowerment successful
e . . everywhere.
suggests that lending to women yields greater social and economic i
- . | . impacts than
g to men. Micro finance is a totally different business, though, it is about small b
. | ) ) mall busine
which most often involve self i nf -
_employment in the informal s
ector and women mak
e up a large

increase women’s bargaining power within the house hold and will be empowered and
red and enjoy

greater control over household decision resources (Khandekar, 2003). The initiative of
> . ative of 1992 to

make the traditional and formal banks to € i
xtend financial service i
I s to deprived sectio
ns through

informal self — help groups has now blos i
somed into a monolith mi
icrofinance initiativ
e. It has

been recognized as a decentralized cost effective and fastest growing microfinance i
ce initiative in

the world, enabling over 103 million poor households’ access to variety of sustainable fi
) ' e financial

services from the banking system by becoming members of nearly 8 million self — hel
— help groups.

The small beginning of linking only 500 self — help groups to banks in 2002 had gr
own to over

0.5 million self- help groups by March 2002 and further to 8 million groups by 2012.Thi
.This group

maintain a balance of over 6550 crore in the savings bank account with the banks whil
s while they are

estimated to have harnessed savings of over 22000 crore. Over 79 per cent of self
of self — help

’ h 1S one O th isting
I e most distinguishi
3 ll’lg

groupslinked t

feature microfinance sector in the country.Most identified
. self-help grou i
ps role in empowerm
ent

of women include

Economic Independence

Groups provide the poor women the access to economi
omic resources lik
e money and th
ere

1

by enab
d control over income leading to greater levels of economic independ
ndence

income levels an

Participation in Decision-Making with in The Household
Microfinance enable the women to participate in decision making o
n economic and

financial issues like family income, consumption pattern, rising of loan, sal
) € an
d mortgage of

s etc.enhancing perce

asing women's partici

greater expenditure on women's welfareThe self — help gr.
oups enhance th

e

asset ptions of women's contribution to household in
come and fami
mily

welfare, incre

issues and leading to
nd social status of

pation in household decisions
about expendi
1ture and oth
er

economic a women at family and society level.

viewed Referred and UGC Listed Journal - 40776
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Self-Empowerment

The groups give the women the opportunities of self-developrhent through imparting
them education, training and the practical knowledge. Working in the group is an opportunity for
women to develop her. Access to networks and markets give wider experience of the world
outside the home, access to information and possibilities for development of other social and
political roles.
Socio-Political Empowerment

Contributing to the family’s financial resources can confer g greater legitimacy on
women. Women's point of view (and more generally of all those excluded from the community)
can become valuable and make it possible to pass over certain cultura] and social barriers
regarding equality among members of the same village or neighborhood. Where women's
groups have received women's rights training and leadership training contributed to their ability
to bring about change within the households and communities in relation to issues like domestic
violence and divorce. Political Empowerment is more specifically relates to involvement in local
political institutions, participation in public demonstrations, the claim to rights, lobbying the
authorities, etc. make it possible to reinforce the role and involvement of SHGs in local
development. The self-help groups enable the women to participate in socio-political decision

making at local level through their participation in Village Gram Sabha, Panchayat meetinos and
political activities.
House Keeper to An Organiser

The groups change the women from house keeper to organiser, manager and decision
maker. Women learn skill and ability from the group. Micro finance brought courage and self-
confidence and improved their skill and self-worthiness. It is found that microfinance improved
the literacy level of rural women improved awareness on children education to high level
awareness about environment Many microfinance programmes, in addition to providing financial
services, develop non-financial services like health, education, and awareness programmes
(information about contraception or encouragement to denounce acts of domestic violence)

Running the house and managing expenses; deciding about the marriage, etc; and keeping

control over income earned.
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Unity and Integrity

memberS i i i iti
t ] ’ N ge elcC. t

improved general welfare of family and community. It is accepted that microfinance has b h
as brought

economic development directly and indirectly happiness and peace in the family

Economic Empowerment
Economic empowerment i
includes the access to Y
use and control of i
economic resources

.

activities (and thus a widening of economi iti
nomic opportunities), inc i
, increase and diversificati
ication of

income sources the increase in C0nsumpti0n expel l(l' V.
’ lture, sa lngS ca aC.l acce
p y9

increase in family savings in women’s name etc. In short, Self — help groups enhanced the abil
e ability

of women to save and access loans, opportunit
, y to undertake an economi ivi
c activity, mobility

SS

increased self-confidence ability to command respect within th
, in the household and ici i
participate 1n

house-hold decision-making. Women’s priorities reflect broad development conc b
erns: a better

quality of life for their families, stable employment and incomes, education for their child
children and

eradication of social evils such as alcoholism.Most peo
. ple manage to mobili
ilise resources t
0

pOOI' tO leUe[age dleit iIlitiati E’ : ¢ ]' [lg [lle pI ocess Of blli 1 1

economic security.
Suggestions and Conclusion
Women’s empowerment cannot be ensured through micro-credit alone. Th
. There are many

ed to be addressed.

nd that simply knowing how to handle a cheque book or i
opening

constraints that ne
Members must understa

a bank account does not empower them. They have to understand that their pow
er stems from the

way they manage the
rprises that assure them a stable income.

resources provided through the group. The
. y need to be invol .
ved in those

micro-ente

o  Checksand balances within the system have to be re-enforced
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¢ Promoting empowerment requires a significant change in attitude, changes in working
practices and challenging vested interests.

° Flexibility to women’s needs and deciding the best ways of combining empowerment
and sustainability objectives can be through research on women’s needs, strategies and
constraints and a process of negotiation between women and development agencies.

o  There is a need to develop effective structures for participatory management which
combine requirements of efficient service del'ivery and contribution to empowerment.

»  The design of microfinance products has conventionally been seen as a technical issue,
based on access and financial sustainability concerns. In regard to savings and
insurance, the main concerns have again been on access and financia] sustainability

_ rather than returns on savers’ capital.

¢ One of the challenges is to keep the self — help groups away from the influences of
political parties who would reduce the programme to a vote bank. In an effort to
promote and support a large number of self — help groups policy makers and resource
providers run the risk of turning these groups into state helped groups.

e  Greater focus should be on product design that must include attention to gender
concerns. If the design of loan products is inappropriate to women's needs and do not
allow women to make maximum use of loans.

. It is difficult to say which factors are more important for empowering women. The
differences in pace of empowerment might be a result of various factors: household and
village characteristics, cultural and religious norms within the society, behavioral
differences of family members; and the kind of training and awareness programmes
that women have been exposed to.

e  Additional services like training, awareness raising workshops and other activities
focus on financial services are also an important determinant of the degree of its impact
on the empowerment process of women.

° What is worrying in the current situation is that enthusiastic assumptions of automatic
beneficial impacts of micro-finance are being used as a pretext for withdrawing support

for other empowerment and poverty alleviation measures, including support for
suppor
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micro-finance programmes themselves. Then in response to mounting evidence of
potentially limited contribution to poverty alleviation and empowerment donors are
responding by saying that issues of empowerment and welfare need to be treated
separately from micro-finance, despite the diversion of funds from these ‘separate’
strategies. There is therefore a need to develop effective strategies for networking
between micro-finance programmes and other orgahisations working for change in
order to challenge donor pressure and address the macro-level constraints on the
empowerment contribution of micro-finance programmes themselves.

Enabling women to join the organization and take up promotion possibilities will
require_changes in institutional culture and also introduction of more family friendly
working practices. Active promotion of women to leadership positions until gender
equity is reached is the need of the hour.

Microfinance programmes also provide a potentially large and organised grassroots
base for developing advocacy and lobbying strategies around gender issues. SEWA
and other NGOs in India have effectively linked women in micro-finance groups to
wider organizations for lobbying and advocacy.Women’s perspectives and needs must
be fully integrated into all training and social and infrastructure provision.

Gender awareness is obviously central to any empowerment strategy. Although
women’s equal access (o all micro-finance services is essential, providing an adequate
and non-discriminatory regulatory framework needs to be seen as a fundamental human
rights issue, and an integral part of fulfilling the demands of the Micro-Credit Surrlmit
Campaign, rather than the end aim of gender policy itself.

There is also a need to separate women empowerment issues from poverty concerns. It
is not sufficient to target policies solely at the household level programmes, also need
to address inequalities within the household. Targeted interventions for women

empowerment to enable them to define priorities and actively promote change in their

households, communities and national and international policy.
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*  .Market research needs however to go beyond identifying potentially profitable
products. If it is to contribute to sustainable livelihoods and empowerment goals it must
identify those products which most adequately meet the needs of women clients and
which help them challenge gender inequalities in the household, market and
community. Gender awareness needs to be- linked with strategic actions over a long

period to be effective.

e  Organisations which do not themselves internally promote gender equality cannot be

effective in contributing to gender equality amongst their clients. There is
overwhelming evidence that micro-finance programmes without an organizational
gender policy are much less likely to reach. Inter organizational collaboration where
programmes link with other programmes to give clients/members 3 greater range of
micro-finance and complementary services, pool resources to benefit from economies
of scale, exchange information ways of devising loan packages which enable women to
enter more lucrative industries, encourage diversification of activities and increase

women’s control over income.

o Need to integrate microfinance finance policy with other services like literacy, health,
women education, infrastructure development. There is a need to develop a viable set of
indicators for empowerment which can be used alongside those of financial
sustainability and poverty targeting.

. Need to look beyond financial intermediation towards social intermediation; responding
to issues of society, ecology and economy like domes}ic violence, food inflation, and

climate change, waste management etc. It is crucial therefore those micro-finance
-fin

programmes are adequately supported to build on their considerable organizational
strength, reaching thousands of women and men, to challenge gender inequality and
economic injustice. It is also crucial that microfinance programmes are concejved as a
complement to, rather than substitute for effective policies to transform national and
international economic and political inequalities.The road ahead i uphill and arduous.
Sincere and committed effort from all participating agents only can eventually lead to

real empowerment.
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Ultimate objective of microfinance is to make women an independent and self-
dependent.In our country micro finance is a tool for making women self-reliant. These women
can provide their children, including girls, with education which in turn can empower them,
thereby setting a new trend of independent women, enjoying their full potential. Self — help
groups have transformed woman from being alive to live with dignity. The empowerment of
women and improvement of their status and economic role needs to be integrated into economic
development programmes, as the development of any country is inseparably linked with the
status and development of women. Policy reforms on savings, social insurance and women
empowerment is the most potential solution to ending poverty. It has proved to be immensely
valuable. As a result, worldwide, MFIs have started developing and delivering a range of
financial products. In a hierarchical society divided on the lines of caste and community,
development initiatives should always keep open the option of moving towards equality. There
are innumerable small segments that are empowered economically and socially. It will make a
strong bargaining group capable of making qualitative changes in the socioeconomic realm.
While mjcrofinarice has definitely addressed the question of access to economic
~ centered approach of financial intermediaries tends to

resources for women, the market-

undermine the complexity of the social systems that the clients are a part of. This, coupled with

the challenge of increasing outreach, often results in its inability to concentrate much in the area

of social and political interventions, which need to be put in place for better credit absorption, so

as to result in the empowerment of women. There is a need, therefore, for a more integrated

approach at a geographical level with all organizations — MFIs and others — to work hand in

hand, using their individual areas of core competence in addressing the needs of women in that
particular area. It must be recognized that the holistic empowerment of a woman occurs at

various levels — individual, household and community. Their needs at each level are different,

and cannot be addressed by one organization alone, and it becomes necessary to bring together

other local resource organizations to address these concerns. Also essential to holistic

empowerment is a conducive policy environment, which promotes better growth of the sector.
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