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Women empowerment is a very complex issue. It also involves transformation of the 

structures or institutions that reinforce and perpetuates gender discrimination. Women 

empowerment enables them to gain access to and control of material as well as information 

resources. Vast literature on women empowerment has revealed that no country has achieved 

true gender equality, although the World Conference on Women (2005) recommended many 

important and conclusive suggestions. Similar situations have prevailed in India too. However, it 

is argued that, through microfinance, poverty can be reduced as well as the resultant increased 

access and control over financial resources by women can itself become an empowering 

instrument.  

 

 The present study gives an evidence for success of Micro finance in bringing about 

empowerment for women in a remote district of Karnataka in India. The district referred is 

Dakshina Kannada and the NGO is Sree Kshethra Dharmasthala Rural development project –

SKDRDP (1999). The organization is fourth largest micro finance industry in the country. 

CRISIL has awarded mfr3 rating to SKDRDP acknowledging its strong institutional linkage, 

availability of financial and non financial strength to scale up and sustain operations and good 

asset quality and adequate monitoring mechanisms. 

 

 The hypothesis set for the study is micro finance made available through SHGs has 

generally empowered women members of SKDRDP. To conclude, Micro finance leads Self Help 

Groups to be a substantial tool for development of the weaker sections of the society. This has 

been adequately achieved by the NGO in the study with reasonable success. 

 

KEYWORDS: Micro finance, Self Help Groups, Women empowerment, Gender discrimination 

and NGO. 

 

Abstract 



Online International Interdisciplinary Research Journal, {Bi-Monthly}, ISSN2249-9598, Volume-II, Issue-II, Mar-Apr 2012 

 

 
w w w . o i i r j . o r g                      I S S N 2 2 4 9 - 9 5 9 8  

 
Page 158 

Introduction 

The word „empowerment‟ used by development agencies like World Bank and NGOs, does not bear the 

same meaning as used by feminist development theorists and practitioners.  However, much of the literature views 

empowerment as a process of change in existing power structure. It is clearly concerned with power, and particularly 

with the power relations – and the distribution of power – between individuals and groups (Kahlon 2004).   

 

Batiwala (1994) defined empowerment as „the process of challenging existing power relations and of 

gaining greater control, over the sources of power‟. 

 

„Empowerment is the most frequently used term in development dialogue today.  It is also the most 

nebulous and widely interpreted of concepts.  It has simultaneously become a tool for analysis, as also an umbrella 

concept to justify almost every conceivable development intervention‟ - Deshmukh-Ranadive and Murthy (2005). 

 

Literature review 

A statement of Philosophy: “If you give a woman a fish, you have fed her a meal; if you teach her to fish, 

she is able to feed herself and her family”.  Feeling overwhelmed by the stresses in their lives, they often experience 

feelings of anxiety, fear, frustration, helplessness and thus find themselves unable to affect the measure of control 

necessary to ensure a quality of life, they perceive to be accepted (Women Empowered Inc.).  

 

The issue of empowerment of women is very complex as the issues related to women are varied and 

multidimensional. In its simplest form, women empowerment means the manifestation of redistribution of power 

that challenges patriarchal ideology and the male dominance.  It is both a process and the result of the process.  It is 

transformation of the structures or institutions that reinforces and perpetuates gender discrimination.  It is a price 

that enables women to gain access to and control of material as well as information resources (Avasthi and 

Shrivastava, 2001). 

 

Achieving gender equality however is a grindingly slow process, since it challenges one of the most deeply 

entrenched of all human activities. These observations are based on the reports of Bridge (2004), Ghosh (1999), Hill 

and King (1995) Marcoux (1998) and Sadler (2004).  Despite worldwide evidence of the low levels of female 

participation in social, educational, economic and political spheres, there is still a tendency to see it as a real 

problem only in limited number of countries. As far as decision making power, measured by comparable reports, no 

country has achieved true gender equality. This is in spite of the World Conference on Women, 2005 (marking the 

10
th

 Anniversary at Beijing) bringing the focus on energy to the efforts to empower women. 

 

A snap shot of history shows that women have always struggled for their rights, and progress is not a 

straight line…  History shows us that rights can be won – and they can also be taken away.  (Nikki Van der Gaag 

2005)  

 

According to Carlos (2005) of the World Economic Forum, the past three decades have witnessed a 

steadily increasing awareness of the need to empower women… Along with awareness of subordinate status of 

women has come the concept of gender as an overarching socio-cultural variable, seen in relation to other factors 

such as race, class, age and ethnicity.  

 

Hashemi and Schuler (1993) hypothesized that the process of empowerment can be attained by weakening 

the systemic basis of women‟s subordination.  According to Batiwala (1994), women empowerment can be attained 

through the process of: 

   -   challenging the ideology of male domination and women‟s subordination; 

   -    enabling women to gain equal access to and control over resources and 

   -   transforming the institutions (family, education, religion, media etc.) and structures (legal, political and 

social) through which the ideology and practice of subordination is reinforced and reproduced. 

 

Income as a tool for empowerment 

Women having access to income primarily ensures the welfare of the family, and can hardly address 

problems of women‟s oppression and subordination.  Using „empowerment‟ in connection with projects that focus 

only on ensuring women‟s access to money making opportunities can only mislead.  The true meaning of 
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empowerment – transforming unequal gender power relations – is in most cases forgotten by development agents 

and practitioners who tend to avoid challenging male power and control i.e., patriarchy. (Endeley, 2001) 

 

Micro finance rides SHG chariot to indoctrinate women on economic principles by injecting small financial 

corpus to support their productive engagements. These homogeneous groups function on simple principle of saving 

fixed sums on regular intervals at the group level to avail loans at fixed rates of interest, repayable on mutually 

agreed terms and conditions among the members. Today micro finance has developed into a profound movement 

making the task of financial inclusion achievable at some point of time? 

 

Women despite their unbearable hardships and commitments to their children for food, health and 

education, have beyond doubt demonstrated their loyalty to financing banks through above 95% repayment of loans. 

Despite this they have difficulties to get long term loans and adequate loan of high value (Amrit Patel, 2010).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

But, is microfinance so powerful a tool that it automatically empowers women who come under its fold?  

As Malcolm Harper asks, is it „grossly exaggerated‟?  Whether newly acquired economic freedom offered by micro 

finance capable of breaking the “challenge of intra-house hold gender relations”?  (Kantor 2003).  These questions 

do not have easy answers. 

 

Women cannot be denied of their due, being half of the population, their entitlement lies at a minimum of 

50% as a matter of right.  The winds of change are now completely unmistakable. It is time now, to speak up, stand 

shoulder to shoulder alongside men, to bring in their energy into the public domain and to work towards a society 

that is inclusive  (Tashi Morup, 2010).  By identifying and quantifying the gendership, policy makers, should offer 

directions and focus towards improving the political and social potentials of women.  

 

 

Present Study 

The study is carried out in connection with SKDRDP- an NGO operating in the state of Karnataka in India. 

SKDRDP took to micro finance in the year 1999.  There are two types of SHGs run by them: for men-Pragathi 

Bandhu, for women-Jnana Vikasa.  The organization is fourth largest micro finance institution in the country with a 

client base of 1,15,172 Self Help Groups, and 12, 32,422 clients and an outstanding loan portfolio of  ` 651.90 crores 

and a total turnover of ` 1559.81crores and savings of  ` 209.3 crores as on 31.3 2010 (Annual Report 2009-10).  It 

has won „change makers award‟ jointly sponsored by Ashoka Foundation, USA and Citi Bank. 

 

CRISIL has awarded mfr3 rating to SKDRDP acknowledging its strong institutional linkage, availability of 

financial and non financial strength to scale up and sustained operations and good asset quality and adequate 

monitoring mechanisms. 

 

About 64 Self Help Group members, 50% of them being women were interviewed through well structured 

questionnaire.  Three major questions which among other things, primarily impact the empowerment issue were 

chosen to enquire.  These questions, in turn, wound through 24 independent issues or subjects.  The major questions 

were related to – decision making, status and recognition and public participation.  

 

In Bangladesh, if a woman, even a rich woman, wants to borrow 

money from a bank, the manager will ask her, „Did you discuss this 

with your husband?‟ 

 And if she answers, „Yes‟, the manager will say, „Is he 

supportive of your proposal?‟ 

 If the answer is still, „Yes‟, he will say, „Would you please 

bring your husband along so that we can discuss it with him?‟  

Yunus, (Banker to the Poor, 2007) 
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Objective 

 

It is argued that, through micro finance, poverty can be reduced as well as the resultant increased access 

and control over financial resources by women can itself become an empowering instrument. The present study 

wants to verify this against the experience of SKDRDP in Karnataka state, India. 

 

Hypotheses 

 Provision of micro finance made available through SHGs has generally empowered its members, especially 

women. 

 

Discussion and Analysis 

  

1. Decision Making   
 

Individual decision making for the eleven parameters discussed showed a poor rating before joining a SHG, 

except for cooking, which is obvious. The command and control of decision making machinery in the family is 

vested with “Husband, father or brother”. As a result women empowerment was critically low. Interestingly husband 

and wife both together decide size of their family. With rest of the parameters there is a clear cut male domination 

reducing women to be least influential. However since joining SHGs there is a dramatic turn around as shown 

below. 

 
Table 1 Decision making: Before and After Joining SHG 

 

No Dimensions 
Before joining SHG After joining SHG 

A B C A B C 

1 Cooking 41 03 05 40 00 06 

2 Buying Assets 11 12 28 37 12 04 

3 Live stock rearing 09 06 13 22 03 04 

4 Social visits 10 17 25 35 14 04 

5 Visiting Offices 05 14 28 28 17 05 

6 Buying jewelry 04 15 25 21 12 12 

7 Children‟s Education 06 11 23 20 10 09 

8 Health care 07 11 31 33 09 07 

9 Size of the family 03 15 12 12 13 06 

10 Working outside 07 06 25 30 05 02 

11 Others 00 00 00 00 00 00 

 

A: Myself; B. Myself/Husband/Father/Brother; C. Husband/Father/Brother 

 

Source – Primary data
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Table 1.1 After Joining SHG: Pearson’s Correlation Matrix 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 

1 1             

2 .982 1            

3 .993 .997* 1           

4 .926 .981 .964 1          

5 .945 .990 .976 .999* 1         

6 .944 .989 .976 .999* 1.000** 1        

7 -.178 .012 -.063 .206 .154 .158 1       

8 .998* .993 .999* .950 .965 .964 -.111 1      

9 .971 .999* .992 .990 .996 .996 .064 .985 1     

10 .984 1.000** .998* .979 .988 .988 .000 .994 .998* 1    

11 .815 .910 .876 .973 .960 .961 .425 .853 .931 .905 1   

12 .931 .983 .966 1.000** .999* .999* .195 .953 .991 .981 .971 1  

13 .996 .961 .979 .888 .911 .910 -.266 .987 .945 .964 .759 .893 1 

*   Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). 

** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

 

In order to understand the impact of one factor over the other a Pearson‟s Correlation Matrix is generated. Significant parameters that determine the low 

participation of women may be attributed to no social visits there by negatively impacting on buying of jewellery. Similarly buying groceries may be reasonably 

related to lack of proper education provided to children. Also, restriction on movement of women outside the houses would have made them not good at cattle 

rearing.        

Index 

Sl. 

No. 

Description/Parameters 

 

1 Buying Jewellery 

2 Buying Assets 

3 Buying Daily Necessities 

4 Education to Children 

5 Health and Medical 

Attention 

6 Working Outside 

7 Size of the Family 

8 Cooking 

9 Live Stock Rearing 

10 Buying Groceries 

11 Social Visits 

12 Visiting Offices 

13 Any Others… 
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2. Status and Recognition 

As far as impact of SHG membership on status and recognition there is marked increase in women‟s 

participation with regards to all the parameters in view except for participation in dispute settlement. Movement 

outside the village and securing social respect are phenomenal. The world becomes wider and eventually adds to 

social elevation. They are treated well in government offices and are invited as guests for functions. The 

membership has not changed the status in few cases which is worth pondering over. Empowerment is evident in 

status and recognition in rest of the cases. 

 

Table 2 Status and Recognition 

Sl. 

No.  
 Parameters 

A.  

Increased 
B. Decreased C. Unchanged 

1 Social Respect 33 0 0 

2 Participation in dispute settlement 14 1 17 

3 Chosen as a guest for functions etc 19 1 13 

4 Treatment by Government offices 21 1 11 

5 Movement outside the village 32 0 1 

6 Any Other… 5 0 0 

 

Table 2.1 Status and Recognization: Pearson’s Correlation Matrix 

 

 

*   Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). 

** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

 
3. Public Participation  

Association with public offices, semi-public offices and private organizations are also quite indicators of 

empowerment. Formally getting involved in their functioning, contesting their elections and making inroads into 

their managing bodies, reflects empowerment to a great deal. No participation in the activities of Mandal Panchayat 

and Mahil Mandal, occasional visit to Mandal Panchayat and co-operatives etc. may be due to pre-occupation with 

SHG work. Participation in Youth Club and Mahila Mandal activities by women are poor. The correlation co-

efficients also confirm the same. The reasons for such low participation needs to be studied. 

  

Index 
Sl. 

No. 

Description/Parameters 

 

1 Social Respect 

2 Participation in dispute settlement 

3 Chosen as a guest for functions etc 

4 Treatment by Government offices 

5 Movement outside the village 

6 Any Other… 

of Husband 

of Children 

of Relatives 

 1 2 3 4 5 
 

6 

1 1      

2 .339 1     

3 .756 .872 1    

4 .866 .764 .982 1   

5 1.000* .365 .774 .879 1  

6 1.000** .339 .756 .866 1.000* 1 
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Table 3 Public Participation 

Sl. 

No. 
 Parameters 

A 

No Participation 

B 

Occasional 

Visit 

C 

Ordinary 

Member 

D Contested 

Elections 

E  

Office 

Bearer 

1 Mandal Panchayat 19 12 1 0 0 

2 Co-operatives 12 16 3 1 1 

3 Youth club 12 1 1 0 0 

4 Mahila Mandal 19 2 1 0 5 

5 Any Other… 7 0 0 0 2 

       

    Table 3.1 Public Participation: Pearson’s Correlation Matrix   

 1 2 3 4 
 

5 

  

1 1       

    

2 
.878 1    

  

3 .844 .491 1     

4 .785 .413 .960** 1    

5 .716 .315 .938 .994** 1   

       *   Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). 

       ** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

Conclusion    

There is a remarkable improvement since joining SHG – a clear evidence for empowerment. Decision 

making is a very important criteria or tool to judge empowerment.  „Myself‟ leading the rest of two propositions – 

where male in the home influences decision making is unquestionably empowerment. Status and recognition and 

women playing a role in the public – all these show a very positive trend indicating women empowerment.  

 

 Regarding status and recognition of women in the society, it improved mainly because of their movement 

outside the village for various activities which also earned them more social respect.  

 

However, women‟s participation in public activities is a low key affair in study area. This may be due to 

the traditional hold upon women in the society still at work or it may be due to born advantages enjoyed by men in 

the public domain. However, this aspect of study needs more stress and elaboration in order  to empower women in 

terms of their role in public life and enabling them to „control their environment‟(Amartyasen). This would answer 

the question – how does one maximize the chances of women controlling their lives and influencing society so that 

society becomes more just. 

  

In conclusion, it may be said that the hypotheses set for this small study is generally proved:  SKDRDP 

micro finance programme has empowered women. 
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