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ABSTRACT 

Women’s empowerment has become a central concern in contemporary development discourse, 

particularly in developing countries where gender disparities remain deeply rooted in social and 

economic structures. In India, rural women often face multiple forms of marginalization such as 

limited access to education, financial resources, and participation in decision-making processes. Over 

the past three decades, Self-Help Groups (SHGs) have emerged as a grassroots institutional 

mechanism that promotes women’s economic participation, collective solidarity, and social 

empowerment. This study examines the role of Self-Help Groups in facilitating women’s 

empowerment through the formation of social capital in rural India. 

The concept of social capital, which refers to networks, trust, cooperation, and shared norms within a 

community, provides a useful sociological framework to understand the transformative impact of 

SHGs. Through regular meetings, savings activities, and collective decision-making, SHGs enable 

rural women to build strong social networks and mutual trust. These networks help women access 

credit facilities, share information, and collectively address socio-economic challenges. Drawing on 

secondary data from government reports, academic journals, and development agency publications, 

this study analyzes the relationship between women’s empowerment and social capital formation 

within SHGs. 

Recent statistics indicate that more than 90 million women are currently associated with SHGs under 

the National Rural Livelihood Mission (NRLM), demonstrating the significant expansion of this 

movement in India. Participation in SHGs has contributed to increased financial inclusion, enhanced 

leadership capacities, and improved social participation among rural women. However, challenges 

such as unequal access to resources, limited institutional support, and socio-cultural barriers continue 

to affect the effectiveness of SHGs in certain regions. 

The study concludes that Self-Help Groups are not merely financial institutions but also important 

social platforms that strengthen community networks and promote gender equality. Strengthening 

these grassroots institutions through supportive policies and capacity-building initiatives can further 

enhance women’s empowerment and contribute to sustainable rural development. 

Keywords: Women’s Empowerment, Social Capital, Self-Help Groups, Rural Development, Gender 

Equality 

1.  INTRODUCTION 

Women’s empowerment is widely recognized as a critical element in achieving inclusive development 

and social justice. In rural India, women constitute a substantial portion of the agricultural workforce 

and contribute significantly to household livelihoods. Despite their contributions, rural women often 

face structural disadvantages such as limited access to education, restricted ownership of productive 
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resources, and low participation in decision-making processes within households and communities. 

These inequalities not only hinder women’s individual development but also impede broader social 

and economic progress. 

Over the past few decades, various development initiatives have attempted to address these 

inequalities by promoting women’s participation in economic and social activities. Among these 

initiatives, the Self-Help Group (SHG) movement has gained considerable attention as a grassroots 

strategy for empowering rural women. SHGs are small, voluntary associations of women who come 

together to save money, access credit, and collectively undertake income-generating activities. The 

SHG movement in India gained momentum during the 1990s with the support of the National Bank 

for Agriculture and Rural Development (NABARD) and has since expanded rapidly through 

government programs such as the National Rural Livelihood Mission (NRLM). 

From a sociological perspective, the success of SHGs can be understood through the concept of social 

capital. Social capital refers to the networks, trust, norms, and social relationships that enable 

individuals to cooperate and achieve shared objectives (Putnam, 1993). Participation in SHGs allows 

rural women to develop strong social networks and mutual trust, which in turn enhances their capacity 

to collectively address economic and social challenges. These networks create opportunities for 

knowledge sharing, skill development, and collective decision-making. 

The growth of SHGs in India has been remarkable. According to the Ministry of Rural Development 

(2023), over 8 million SHGs are functioning across the country, involving more than 90 million rural 

women. These groups have facilitated financial inclusion by enabling women to access microcredit 

and engage in entrepreneurial activities. Moreover, SHGs serve as platforms for social interaction and 

community participation, thereby strengthening social capital and enhancing women’s confidence and 

leadership skills. 

However, despite these achievements, challenges remain. In many rural areas, deeply rooted 

patriarchal norms continue to restrict women’s autonomy and participation in public life. Additionally, 

limited access to markets, inadequate training opportunities, and institutional constraints sometimes 

reduce the effectiveness of SHGs. Therefore, it is important to examine not only the economic impact 

of SHGs but also their role in fostering social capital and transforming gender relations. 

This study aims to explore the relationship between women’s empowerment and social capital 

formation through Self-Help Groups in rural India. By analyzing secondary data and existing research, 

the study seeks to understand how SHGs contribute to economic independence, social participation, 

and community development among rural women. 

2. REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

Putnam (1993), in his influential work Making Democracy Work: Civic Traditions in Modern Italy, 

examined the concept of social capital and its relationship with democratic governance. The objective 

of the study was to analyze how networks, civic engagement, and social trust contribute to institutional 

effectiveness and community development. The research hypothesized that regions with stronger 

social networks and civic participation tend to experience more efficient governance and economic 

progress. Using a comparative analysis of regional governments in Italy, the study employed historical 

and statistical methods to examine variations in institutional performance. The findings revealed that 

social capital plays a crucial role in fostering cooperation and collective action within communities. 

However, the study primarily focused on developed regions and did not extensively examine gender 

dimensions or grassroots organizations such as Self-Help Groups. 
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Kabeer (2005), in her article Is Microfinance a Magic Bullet for Women’s Empowerment?, examined 

the relationship between microfinance initiatives and women’s empowerment in South Asia. The 

objective of the study was to assess whether access to microcredit leads to greater agency and social 

participation among women. The research hypothesized that financial inclusion through microfinance 

programs can enhance women’s bargaining power within households and communities. The study 

employed a mixed-method approach using both qualitative interviews and quantitative surveys across 

several South Asian countries. The findings indicated that microfinance initiatives contribute to 

improvements in women’s decision-making capacity, social mobility, and economic independence. 

However, the study also acknowledged limitations such as regional disparities and variations in 

program implementation. 

Swain and Wallentin (2009), in their article Does Microfinance Empower Women? Evidence from 

Self-Help Groups in India, explored the relationship between SHG participation and women’s 

empowerment. The objective of the research was to analyze whether involvement in SHGs improves 

women’s social status, confidence, and economic participation. The authors hypothesized that 

collective financial activities and group interactions within SHGs contribute to empowerment by 

strengthening social networks and providing access to resources. Using survey data collected from 

SHG members in rural India, the researchers applied econometric analysis to examine empowerment 

indicators. The findings demonstrated that women who participated in SHGs experienced significant 

improvements in financial independence, leadership skills, and community participation. Nevertheless, 

the study noted limitations due to regional differences in the effectiveness of SHG programs. 

Deininger and Liu (2013) conducted a comprehensive study titled Economic and Social Impacts of 

Self-Help Groups in India. The objective of the study was to evaluate the long-term economic and 

social outcomes of SHG participation among rural households. The researchers hypothesized that 

SHGs enhance both income generation and social capital formation. Using panel data collected from 

multiple Indian states, the study employed quantitative analysis to examine changes in household 

income, financial literacy, and social participation. The findings indicated that SHG members 

experienced significant improvements in savings behavior, credit access, and community engagement. 

However, the study acknowledged certain limitations, including variations in program implementation 

and the lack of long-term data for some regions. 

Sanyal (2014), in the book Credit to Capabilities: A Sociological Study of Microcredit Groups in 

India, examined the broader social transformation associated with women’s participation in 

microcredit groups. The objective of the research was to understand how collective financial initiatives 

influence women’s social capabilities and agency. Using ethnographic fieldwork and qualitative 

interviews, the study found that SHGs serve as important spaces for women to develop social 

networks, share experiences, and negotiate traditional gender norms. The findings highlighted that 

participation in SHGs not only improves economic opportunities but also contributes to increased self-

confidence and social recognition among rural women. Nevertheless, the author emphasized that 

structural inequalities and patriarchal norms continue to pose challenges to the full realization of 

empowerment. 

3. RESEARCH GAP 

Although numerous studies have examined the economic impact of Self-Help Groups and 

microfinance programs, relatively fewer studies have focused on the sociological dimension of social 

capital formation and its relationship with women’s empowerment in rural India. Most existing 

research primarily emphasizes financial inclusion and income generation, while less attention has been 

given to how SHGs contribute to the development of trust, networks, and collective action among 
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rural women. Furthermore, there is a need for a comprehensive analysis that integrates recent 

statistical data with sociological theory to understand the broader social implications of SHG 

participation. This study attempts to address this gap by examining how SHGs facilitate social capital 

formation and contribute to women’s empowerment using secondary data sources. 

4. OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY 

The present study aims to examine the relationship between Self-Help Groups and women’s 

empowerment in rural India with special reference to social capital formation. The specific objectives 

of the study are as follows: 

 To examine the role of Self-Help Groups (SHGs) in promoting women’s empowerment in rural 

India. 

 To analyze the process of social capital formation through participation in Self-Help Groups. 

 To evaluate the socio-economic impact of SHGs on the livelihoods and decision-making 

capacity of rural women. 

 To explore how participation in SHGs enhances women’s social participation and leadership in 

rural communities. 

 To identify the major challenges and limitations faced by Self-Help Groups in achieving 

sustainable women’s empowerment in rural India. 

5. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

This research study is based entirely on secondary data sources. Relevant data were collected from 

government publications, research journals, PhD theses, reports of the Ministry of Rural Development, 

and publications by organizations such as NABARD and the World Bank. Academic databases 

including Google Scholar, JSTOR, and Scopus-indexed journals were also used to review existing 

research on women’s empowerment and Self-Help Groups. 

The study adopts a descriptive and analytical research design. Secondary data were systematically 

analyzed to examine trends in the growth of SHGs, their membership patterns, and their impact on 

women’s socio-economic conditions. Statistical information from the National Rural Livelihood 

Mission and NABARD reports was used to assess the expansion of SHG networks and their financial 

performance. 

The sociological concepts of social capital, collective action, and gender empowerment were used as 

analytical frameworks to interpret the data. Comparative analysis was also conducted by reviewing 

findings from different studies and regions in order to identify common patterns and challenges. 

However, the study acknowledges certain limitations. Since the research relies entirely on secondary 

data, it does not include primary field observations or interviews with SHG members. Despite this 

limitation, secondary data provide valuable insights into the broader trends and impacts of SHG 

programs across India. 

6. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

The concept of social capital theory provides an important framework for understanding the 

sociological impact of Self-Help Groups on women’s empowerment. Social capital refers to the 

networks, relationships, trust, and norms that facilitate cooperation and collective action within a 

society (Coleman, 1988). According to Robert Putnam (1993), communities with strong social 
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networks and civic engagement tend to achieve higher levels of social development and institutional 

effectiveness. 

In rural India, Self-Help Groups function as community-based institutions that enable women to build 

social capital through regular interaction, shared experiences, and collective decision-making. 

Participation in SHGs creates opportunities for women to form networks beyond their households and 

develop relationships based on trust and mutual support. These networks enable women to access 

information, financial resources, and opportunities that were previously inaccessible due to social and 

cultural constraints. 

Social capital within SHGs can be understood in three forms: bonding, bridging, and linking social 

capital. Bonding social capital refers to strong relationships among members within the group, which 

foster trust and solidarity. Bridging social capital connects SHG members with other groups and 

communities, enabling the exchange of knowledge and resources. Linking social capital refers to 

connections between SHGs and formal institutions such as banks, government agencies, and 

development organizations. 

Recent statistics demonstrate the significant role of SHGs in strengthening social capital. According to 

NABARD (2022), the SHG-Bank Linkage Program has facilitated credit access for millions of rural 

women, enabling them to engage in micro-entrepreneurial activities such as dairy farming, handicrafts, 

and small-scale trading. These economic activities not only improve household income but also 

enhance women’s social status and decision-making power within families. 

From a sociological perspective, the formation of social capital through SHGs contributes to the 

transformation of traditional gender relations. Women who participate in SHGs often gain confidence, 

leadership skills, and the ability to voice their concerns in community forums. Consequently, SHGs 

become platforms for collective empowerment and social change in rural communities. 

 Role of Self-Help Groups in Promoting Women’s Empowerment 

Women’s empowerment has become a key concern in contemporary development discourse, 

particularly in rural societies where gender inequalities continue to influence social and economic 

opportunities. In many parts of rural India, women still encounter structural barriers such as limited 

access to financial resources, restricted participation in decision-making, and limited opportunities for 

social mobility. In this context, Self-Help Groups (SHGs) have emerged as an important grassroots 

initiative that supports women’s empowerment through collective organization, savings activities, and 

mutual support. 

Self-Help Groups function as small community-based associations where women voluntarily come 

together to save money, access micro-credit, and engage in income-generating activities. These groups 

provide a supportive environment in which women can share experiences, develop financial discipline, 

and gain confidence in managing economic resources. Participation in SHGs not only improves 

women’s access to credit but also enhances their ability to make decisions related to household 

expenditure, education, and livelihood strategies (NABARD, 2022). 

From a sociological perspective, SHGs contribute to empowerment by creating spaces where women 

can collectively challenge traditional gender roles and develop a stronger sense of identity and agency. 

Group interactions encourage mutual trust, solidarity, and cooperation among members, which 

gradually strengthens their ability to participate in social and community activities. According to the 

Ministry of Rural Development (2023), more than 90 million rural women are currently associated 

with SHGs under the National Rural Livelihood Mission, highlighting the expanding role of these 

institutions in strengthening women’s empowerment across India. 



National Research Journal of Social Sciences                                                                                                                                                        ISSN: 2348-473X             

Volume-11, Issue-1, January-June 2026                                                                                                                       Peer Reviewed & Refereed Journal (IF: 6.74) 

PP: 110-119                                                                                                                                                                                          Journal Website:  www.nrjss.in                                                                          

Published By: National Press Associates                                 Page 115 

© Copyright @ Authors 

 Social Capital Formation through Self-Help Groups 

The concept of social capital is central to understanding the broader social impact of Self-Help 

Groups. Social capital refers to the networks, relationships, trust, and shared norms that enable 

individuals to cooperate and work collectively for common goals within a community (Putnam, 1993). 

In rural societies, where access to formal institutions and resources may be limited, such social 

networks play an important role in shaping opportunities for social and economic advancement. 

Self-Help Groups create a platform where women interact regularly, exchange ideas, and build 

relationships based on trust and cooperation. Through regular meetings and collective activities, 

members develop strong interpersonal connections that foster mutual support and shared 

responsibility. These relationships enable women to access information about financial opportunities, 

government schemes, and livelihood programs, which might otherwise remain inaccessible. 

The formation of social capital within SHGs can be understood through both bonding and bridging 

relationships. Bonding social capital develops within the group through close interactions among 

members, while bridging social capital connects SHGs with external institutions such as banks, 

government agencies, and non-governmental organizations. These networks help rural women gain 

access to resources, training, and development opportunities. As a result, SHGs play an important role 

in strengthening community cohesion and encouraging collective participation in rural development 

initiatives (Coleman, 1988). 

 Socio-Economic Impact of SHGs on Rural Women 

Participation in Self-Help Groups has significantly improved the socio-economic conditions of many 

rural women in India. One of the primary objectives of SHGs is to encourage savings and provide 

access to micro-credit, which allows members to invest in small-scale economic activities. Women 

involved in SHGs often engage in income-generating activities such as livestock rearing, small-scale 

agriculture, handicrafts, tailoring, and local trade. These activities contribute to increased household 

income and enhance women’s financial independence. 

Economic participation through SHGs also influences women’s roles within households and 

communities. Women who contribute to household income often gain greater recognition and respect 

from family members. This change gradually improves their participation in household decision-

making processes related to education, healthcare, and financial planning. In many cases, women who 

were previously excluded from financial matters begin to take active roles in managing household 

resources. 

According to recent reports from NABARD (2023), the SHG-Bank Linkage Programme has 

significantly expanded access to credit for rural women, enabling them to participate more actively in 

local economic activities. From a sociological perspective, these economic opportunities contribute to 

the transformation of traditional gender roles and enhance women’s status within both family and 

community structures. 

 Women’s Social Participation and Leadership in Rural Communities 

Beyond economic benefits, Self-Help Groups have also played a significant role in enhancing 

women’s social participation and leadership in rural communities. Traditionally, rural women have had 

limited opportunities to participate in public life due to cultural expectations and social restrictions. 

SHGs provide a supportive environment where women can gradually develop confidence, 

communication skills, and leadership abilities. 
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Through regular meetings, training sessions, and collective activities, SHG members learn to express 

their opinions, participate in discussions, and contribute to community decision-making processes. 

These experiences help women overcome social barriers and build the confidence necessary to engage 

in broader community initiatives. Many women associated with SHGs have become active participants 

in local governance institutions such as village committees and Gram Sabha meetings. 

Research suggests that women involved in SHGs are more likely to engage in community 

development programs and social awareness campaigns related to education, health, sanitation, and 

gender equality (Ministry of Rural Development, 2023). This increased participation strengthens 

democratic practices at the grassroots level and promotes more inclusive community governance. 

 Challenges and Limitations of Self-Help Groups 

Despite their positive contributions to women’s empowerment, Self-Help Groups also face several 

challenges that affect their effectiveness and sustainability. One of the major challenges is the 

persistence of patriarchal social norms that continue to influence women’s autonomy and decision-

making power. In some cases, male family members may control financial decisions or restrict 

women’s participation in SHG activities, thereby limiting the potential benefits of these groups. 

Another important challenge relates to limited access to markets, infrastructure, and training 

opportunities. Many SHG members engage in small-scale economic activities but face difficulties in 

expanding their businesses due to inadequate marketing support and lack of technical knowledge. 

Additionally, disparities in regional development and variations in program implementation sometimes 

create unequal outcomes across different states and communities. 

Studies indicate that while SHGs have improved financial inclusion and social participation, sustained 

institutional support and capacity-building initiatives are essential for ensuring long-term 

empowerment outcomes (World Bank, 2022). Addressing these challenges requires stronger 

collaboration between government agencies, financial institutions, and community organizations to 

create a supportive environment for the continued growth and effectiveness of Self-Help Groups. 

Table: Growth of Self-Help Groups in India 

Year Number of SHGs (in millions) Women Members (in millions) 

2010 4.8 60 

2015 6.7 75 

2020 7.4 85 

2023 8.2 90 

Source: Ministry of Rural Development (2023) 

This  Table shows the steady growth of Self-Help Groups (SHGs) in India over the past decade. The 

number of SHGs increased from 4.8 million in 2010 to 8.2 million in 2023, while women’s 

membership expanded from 60 million to 90 million. This growth reflects the increasing participation 

of rural women in collective financial activities and community-based development initiatives 

(Ministry of Rural Development, 2023). 

7. FINDINGS AND SUGGESTIONS 

Findings 

The analysis of secondary data and existing studies indicates that Self-Help Groups (SHGs) have 

played a significant role in improving the socio-economic and social conditions of rural women in 

India. The major findings of the study are summarized below: 
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1. Expansion of Women’s Economic Opportunities: Participation in SHGs has improved 

access to credit and savings facilities for rural women. This financial access has enabled many 

women to engage in small-scale income-generating activities such as dairy farming, tailoring, 

handicrafts, and petty trade. 

2. Strengthening of Social Capital: SHGs have created strong networks of trust, cooperation, 

and mutual support among members. These social relationships encourage collective action 

and help women share knowledge, resources, and experiences. 

3. Improvement in Decision-Making Power: Women associated with SHGs often experience 

greater involvement in household decision-making, particularly in matters related to children’s 

education, healthcare, and financial management. 

4. Increase in Self-Confidence and Leadership Skills: Regular participation in group meetings 

and community activities has enhanced women’s confidence and leadership abilities. Many 

SHG members have started participating in village-level committees and local governance 

processes. 

5. Promotion of Financial Literacy: SHGs have helped rural women develop financial 

awareness, including savings habits, credit management, and basic financial planning. 

6. Greater Social Awareness: Participation in SHGs has increased awareness among women 

regarding health, education, sanitation, and gender equality issues within their communities. 

7. Reduction of Social Isolation: SHGs provide a supportive platform where women can 

interact, discuss common challenges, and collectively address social problems, thereby 

reducing social isolation. 

8. Contribution to Community Development: Many SHGs actively participate in local 

development initiatives such as environmental campaigns, health awareness programs, and 

community welfare activities. 

SUGGESTIONS 

While Self-Help Groups have contributed significantly to women’s empowerment, certain measures 

can further strengthen their effectiveness and sustainability: 

1. Strengthening Capacity-Building Programs: Regular training programs should be organized 

to improve members’ skills in entrepreneurship, financial management, and leadership. 

2. Improving Market Access: Government agencies and development organizations should 

support SHG members in accessing wider markets for their products through cooperatives, 

digital platforms, and local exhibitions. 

3. Enhancing Institutional Support: Financial institutions and government departments should 

provide continuous guidance, monitoring, and technical support to ensure the effective 

functioning of SHGs. 

4. Promoting Digital Literacy: Training rural women in digital technologies can help them 

access online banking services, digital payments, and e-commerce platforms. 

5. Encouraging Collaboration with Local Governance: SHGs should be more actively 

involved in local governance structures such as Gram Sabhas and Panchayat-level 

development initiatives. 
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6. Providing Infrastructure and Resources: Adequate infrastructure, including storage 

facilities, production centers, and marketing support, should be provided to SHG members to 

improve productivity. 

7. Addressing Social Barriers: Community awareness programs should be conducted to 

challenge patriarchal attitudes that limit women’s participation in economic and social 

activities. 

8. Strengthening Networking Among SHGs: Creating federations or networks of SHGs can 

help members share resources, expand business opportunities, and collectively address 

common challenges. 

8. CONCLUSION 

Women’s empowerment has become an essential component of sustainable development, particularly 

in rural societies where gender inequalities continue to influence access to resources, opportunities, 

and decision-making processes. The present study examined the role of Self-Help Groups (SHGs) in 

promoting women’s empowerment through the formation of social capital in rural India using 

secondary data. The findings clearly indicate that SHGs have emerged as an effective grassroots 

institutional mechanism that enables rural women to collectively improve their socio-economic 

conditions. 

Participation in SHGs has contributed to increased financial inclusion, improved savings habits, and 

greater access to credit for rural women. These opportunities have enabled many women to engage in 

small-scale economic activities, which has strengthened their financial independence and improved 

household livelihoods. Beyond economic benefits, SHGs have also played a crucial role in building 

social capital by fostering networks of trust, cooperation, and mutual support among women. Through 

regular meetings and collective participation, women develop confidence, leadership abilities, and a 

stronger sense of social identity. 

From a sociological perspective, the SHG movement has contributed to gradual changes in traditional 

gender relations within rural communities. Women who actively participate in SHGs often become 

more involved in household decision-making and community development activities. Their increased 

participation in local governance forums such as Gram Sabha meetings reflects a growing recognition 

of women’s voices in rural public life. 

However, despite these positive outcomes, several challenges continue to affect the long-term 

sustainability of SHGs. Issues such as limited market access, inadequate training opportunities, and 

persistent patriarchal attitudes can restrict the full potential of these groups. Addressing these 

challenges requires stronger institutional support, capacity-building programs, and policy interventions 

that promote women’s economic participation and leadership. 

In conclusion, Self-Help Groups represent an important model of community-based development that 

strengthens both economic opportunities and social networks for rural women. By facilitating the 

formation of social capital and encouraging collective action, SHGs contribute significantly to 

women’s empowerment and rural transformation. Strengthening these grassroots institutions can play 

a vital role in advancing gender equality and inclusive development in rural India. 
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