


Examining the Role of NGOs in Women's Empowerment


ABSTRACT
Women's empowerment plays proving vital role in sustainable rural and urban development by uplifting the social, economic, and political status of women in India, as it promotes equality, enhances individual potential, and leads to a more inclusive society. This paper explores the dynamic role of NGOs in the empowerment and upliftment of women in the Indian context, highlighting their contribution through various programs and field interventions. Women's empowerment leads to a self-sustainable society where women contribute actively in all spheres of life. NGOs play a substantial role in this process by providing basic education, vocational training, promoting self-employment, self-awareness programs, and legal literacy. Their outreach often exceeds that of government agencies, especially in remote and marginalised areas. The main concern remains the upliftment of women in society, addressing their needs holistically. NGOs have shown a tremendous capacity to bring about positive and lasting changes in the lifestyle of women. They help women become independent, self-motivated, and capable of making their own decisions. Furthermore, NGOs increase literacy levels, improve access to healthcare, and ensure socio-political inclusion. However, NGOs are putting across their difficulty in finding adequate, appropriate and continuous funding for their voluntary work. They find accessing donors as a challenging task, dealing with their funding conditions. Though they are legally constituted organisations, in which Government representatives are not present as members of the organisation and may or may not be funded by the Government. To make gender equality a reality, NGOs must continue their multifaceted work toward women's empowerment. 
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INTRODUCTION
“Women's empowerment refers to the process of increasing women's access to control over strategic life choices that affect them and access to opportunities that allow them to fully realize their capacities, based on the assumptions that women differ from men in their social positions and that those differences consist of asymmetric, unequal power relations between the genders” (Preethi et al. 2022). “Organised NGOs are an Indian post-independence concept; the contribution of NGOs towards rural development gained momentum in the 1970s. Development practitioners, government agencies, and international donors soon realised that NGOs with their small-scale operations, flexibility, innovative approaches, and participatory methods were better at poverty alleviation and in actually reaching the vulnerable” (Mondal & Sarma, 2025). “Women’s empowerment emerged in the 1980s and 1990s as a radical approach to transforming power relations, favouring women’s rights and greater equality between women and men” (Devendran 2024). “When women are empowered, they are more likely to be educated, healthy, and have a higher income” (Al-shami et al., 2021). “There are many definitions of empowerment, choosing between defining it as a largely individual process of taking control of and responsibility for one’s life and situation and defining it as a political process of granting human rights and social justice to disadvantaged groups of people. The empowerment of women is located within the discourse and agenda of gender equality and is increasingly being taken up in the agendas of international development organisations, perhaps more to achieve gender equality than as an end” (Smith & Sinkford, 2022). “Empowerment would become more relevant if women are educated, better informed and can take rational and balanced decisions. There is no doubt about the fact that the development of women has always been the central focus of planning since Independence” (Latha et al., 2022). “It is important to note that the lives of women in developing countries are often difficult and made more complex due to certain practicalities in addition to the impact of religion, gender inequality, and other cultural and biological norms. In the last three decades, women have been recognised as essential to sustainable development. In this respect, a significant commitment to strengthening the contribution and position of women has been made” (Al Hakim et al., 2022; Bedigen, 2025). “Empowerment is a major step in this direction, but it must be seen in a relational context. A clear vision is needed to remove the obstacles to the path of women's emancipation from the government and women themselves. Efforts should be directed towards an all-round development of women from all spheres of society” (Sumanth and Hiremanth 2021). They are also more likely to participate in decision-making and have a more significant say in their lives. Women's empowerment refers to the process through which women gain power and control over their own lives and acquire the ability to make strategic choices in various domains:
· Economic Empowerment: Access to income, credit, and entrepreneurship opportunities.
· Social Empowerment: Participation in community decision-making and social inclusion.
· Educational Empowerment: Access to quality education and skill development.
· Health Empowerment: Right to reproductive health and access to health services.
· Political Empowerment: Representation in political institutions and leadership roles.
· Legal Empowerment: Awareness of rights and access to justice.
· NGOs work across these domains to enhance women’s status in public and private spheres.
“Women's empowerment can be achieved through political power, education, employment, NGO and SHGs. Among these, NGO and SHGs dominate, and the successful success of women's empowerment needs to occur along multiple dimensions, including economic, socio-cultural, familial/interpersonal, legal, political, and psychological” (Ahmad et al. 2015). Organisations that operate independently of governmental or commercial interests, not based on any financial profit, with the primary aim of addressing societal imbalances and promoting equality, are known as Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs). They offer both financial and non-financial assistance to underprivileged sections of society, including women, children, and marginalised communities. NGOs in India come in many forms, from small local groups to large national and international organisations. They focus on a variety of impactful areas: providing microfinance to enable women to start businesses, organising self-help groups (SHGs) to foster financial independence, running educational and health awareness programs, and advocating for gender equality. These independent entities, established by passionate individuals and groups outside of government structures, work tirelessly to tackle the complex challenges faced by women (Crasta and Demello 2024). Governments, international donors, and development experts have recognised their small-scale, participatory, and grassroots-focused approaches as more effective than traditional bureaucratic models in reaching the poor. This trust has led to the rapid proliferation of NGOs working across diverse sectors, including health, education, environment, and particularly women's empowerment. Initially, many NGOs functioned as general welfare agencies. Their work addresses both immediate needs and long-term systemic issues, aiming to empower women in practical and profound ways. 
Women's empowerment is a vital indicator of societal development, and its advancement is crucial for creating equitable and just communities (Quisumbing et al., 2023). In contemporary society, there are still significant barriers preventing women from accessing equal opportunities in education, healthcare, and the economy. Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs) have become central figures in addressing these challenges, advocating for women’s rights, and implementing programs aimed at fostering empowerment (Goel and Sharma 2024). Over time, however, specialisation emerged, with certain organisations focusing exclusively on women's development and empowerment. The impact of NGOs on women's lives is broad and deep (Bendall 2017). Economically, they help women gain financial independence through access to credit and entrepreneurial opportunities. Socially, they challenge outdated norms and foster community support, helping women to stand up for their rights and advocate for themselves. Politically, NGOs encourage women’s involvement in local governance and decision-making, amplifying their voices and influence in their communities (Demello and Crasta 2024). The following diagram illustrates the framework under which government agencies, village cooperatives, private businesses, SHGs and NGO work in a village to promote women's development.
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Fig 1: Framework of collaboration towards women empowerment (after Ahmad et al. 2015)

“The SHG offers the canvas to conduct social intermediation, provide women the opportunity to acquire the ability and entitlement to their own lives, set their own agenda, gain skills, solve problems and develop autonomy. Self-help assists the rural area people in their financial needs that ensuring that unemployed low-level people get better opportunities, and they start to earn their livelihoods by themselves. To improve women's quality of life, women's empowerment as an economic, political, and sociocultural process challenges the system of sexual stratification that has resulted in their subordination and marginalisation. Non-Governmental Organisations, or NGOs, as they are called in common parlance, are organisations which are involved in carrying out a wide range of activities for the benefit of underprivileged people and the society at large” (Preethi et al. 2022). This paper aims to examine the specific and influential role that NGOs play in the promotion of women's empowerment and self-employment. It also evaluates the nature, operational framework, and impact of NGOs in transforming the lives of women in India.
FEATURES OF NGOs [1]
NGOs possess certain unique characteristics that enable them to play a proactive role in societal development:
· Voluntary Nature: NGOs are initiated and driven by individuals passionate about societal transformation. Their voluntary nature ensures genuine motivation and grassroots-level involvement.
· Legal Status: Registered under relevant legal frameworks like the Societies Registration Act, Indian Trust Act, or Companies Act, NGOs often gain additional credibility and support through registration under FCRA to receive foreign aid.
· Operational Independence: NGOs enjoy independence in planning, designing, and implementing their projects. This allows innovation and adaptability in their interventions.
· Flexibility: Unlike rigid bureaucratic structures, NGOs are flexible in approach, allowing swift changes based on real-time community needs.
· Quick Decision-Making: The decentralised and less hierarchical structure of NGOs allows faster decision-making and immediate implementation.
· High Motivation: NGO workers often operate with a strong commitment and dedication to social causes, especially those involving disadvantaged groups.
· Field-Level Freedom: Field workers enjoy autonomy, which fosters creativity and community trust.
· Catalytic Role: NGOs act as facilitators rather than providers, promoting community-led development and social mobilisation.
· People-Centred Approach: Their work is driven by local needs. They encourage participation and empowerment rather than dependency.
· Non-Profit Orientation: Any surplus income is reinvested in development projects rather than distributed among stakeholders.
Key Roles Played by NGOs in Women's Empowerment [2]
1. Educational Empowerment
· NGOs like Pratham in India or Camfed in Africa focus on increasing literacy and school enrollment among girls. Through community awareness programs, scholarship provisions, and adult education centres, NGOs help reduce dropout rates and foster lifelong learning.
2. Economic Empowerment
· Microfinance programs, skill training, and entrepreneurship workshops are widely conducted by NGOs such as SEWA (Self-Employed Women’s Association). These initiatives enable women to generate income, manage financial assets, and reduce dependency.
3. Health and Reproductive Rights
· Health-focused NGOs such as Marie Stopes International and PATH provide reproductive health services, promote menstrual hygiene awareness, and support maternal health. These interventions improve not only individual well-being but also family and community health outcomes.
4. Legal and Political Empowerment
· NGOs often offer legal literacy programs, counselling services, and advocacy campaigns. For example, organisations like Breakthrough and Human Rights Watch lobby for gender-sensitive laws and assist women in navigating legal systems.
5. Combating Gender-Based Violence
· NGOs play a pivotal role in providing safe shelters, psychosocial support, and rehabilitation for victims of domestic violence and trafficking. They also conduct campaigns to shift societal attitudes towards gender equality.
STRATEGIC AREAS WHERE NGOs FOCUS IN ORDER TO BRING IN WOMEN
EMPOWERMENT [5]
NGOs can play a meaningful role towards the self-employment of women and their empowerment in the following ways:
Training & Skill Development: There is a total of 22.27 per cent female work participation in India, of which main workers contribute 16.03% and marginal workers 6.24 per cent. Women constitute 90 per cent of the total marginal workers of the nation. There are regional variations in work participation rates within the country, from 4 per cent to 34 per cent. Women often find employment as casual labour in agriculture and the growing informal sector. Efforts by NGOs focus on the empowerment of poor women. Their aim is to train and provide them with opportunities for self-employment to improve their social and economic status.
Legal Awareness and Property Rights: In rural India, only 13 per cent of the women enjoy the right of inheritance of land. In a village, usually the daughters marry and leave the village, and hence no inheritance rights exist. The government schemes also allot land to male household heads. An adult son gets compensation for displacement, but the adult daughter isn't allowed to enjoy her right to inherit. NGOs are working towards legal empowerment of women to generate awareness regarding their legal rights and help them buy land by extending loan facilities.
Fair Trade: Fair trade is the ideology of cutting down on the middlemen so that the product, while reaching the buyer, is still desirable, price-wise. Fair Trade is about giving poor people power. It is a vigorously developing business concept. It means paying producers a fair price for their work, helping them gain the skills and knowledge that they need to develop their businesses, and challenging ways of trading which keep people poor. NGOs often act as facilitators in this process, especially when women are willing to take up this process; NGOs that fight for women's empowerment support them financially.
Self-Help Groups: Basically, self-help groups are small groups formed, mostly by women, at the village level. The basic intention of everyone in the SHG is to invest in a small business and gain small profits. The NGOs that are women-centric usually financially fund these people with initial loans with minimum interest rates for initial investment, which those women can pay back after reaping profits.
Skill Training: The small-scale sector of cottage industry accounts for over 10% of the production in agricultural and rural-based industries in India. Government programs focus on skill improvement, employment generation, transfer of technology, rural industrialisation and promotion of self-reliance amongst the people. NGO's assist in raw material procurement, skill training, marketing, coordination and inter-institutional linkages and render advice to the government on policies concerning the small-scale sector.
Capacity Building: The technical competence of the people manning the delivery of the cooperative support services must be enhanced and adapted to the specific requirements of the cooperative societies. Keeping in view the present state of economic liberalisation, immediate necessary measures must be taken by government institutions, the cooperative sector, private sector, NGOs, national and international agencies to sufficiently equip self-employed women with information, knowledge, technology, training and managerial techniques.
State-Wise NGO Engagement & Empowerment Data 
Jharkhand
· NGOs like Swadhina have empowered tribal women by improving land and water governance, transforming over 410 acres of non-arable land into productive plots, and forming Women Farmer Groups. Outcomes include better soil quality, increased food security, and reduced migration. 
· In rural districts (e.g., Lohardaga, Gumla, Khunti), PRADAN-supported women lead regenerative farming involving composting, relay cropping, and multi-layer vegetable systems. Participation by over 25,000 farmers, with women spearheading the shift to organic practices and increased income. 
Uttar Pradesh
· Rajiv Gandhi Mahila Vikas Pariyojana (RGMVP) organises women in SHGs, Village Organisations, and Block Organisations across 39 districts. It promotes financial inclusion and livelihood enhancement, including training in sustainable agriculture methods (e.g. composting, System of Rice/Wheat Intensification) and dairy livelihoods. 
· The Women Economic Empowerment (WEE) Index, published by the UP Government, shows districts like Lucknow, Kanpur, and Varanasi as “Champions,” highlighting strong women entrepreneurship and livelihood outcomes. NGOs, extension programs, and women's participation in local schemes are key drivers. 
Maharashtra
· The state agency Mahila Arthik Vikas Mahamandal (MAVIM) supports marginalised women through SHGs, linking them with financial institutions, capacity building, microenterprise development, and agriculture-intersected nutrition and livelihood programs. 
Haryana
· Community-led NGOs such as SKDRDP and Jagriti foster SHG-based models for microfinance, handicrafts, agricultural and dairy businesses. These initiatives include financial literacy and enterprise support for rural women leading to new income streams.
Pan‑India & Other Examples
· SEWA (Self-Employed Women’s Association) operates across multiple states, organising informal women workers (including agricultural labourers) into cooperatives, providing SEWA Bank services, training in sustainable livelihoods, and influencing policy via advocacy. 
· PRADAN, BASIX, BAIF work nationally: promoting SHGs, watershed development, livestock, agri-horti forestry, and microfinance to improve livelihoods, resilience, and women’s inclusion in agriculture. 
Table 1: State-Wise Summary Table
	State / Region
	NGOs & Program Themes
	Key Agricultural Roles & Empowerment Outcomes

	Jharkhand
	Swadhina, PRADAN
	Land reclamation, composting, organic farming, and water channels led by women

	Uttar Pradesh
	RGMVP, state WEE-index initiatives
	SHGs in agriculture training (SRI/SWI), women-led microfinance, entrepreneurship

	Maharashtra
	MAVIM
	Women SHGs linked to microenterprise, agri‑nutrition, such as dairy, grains

	Haryana
	SKDRDP, Jagriti
	Training in agri/horti, dairy, handicrafts, enterprise and financial literacy

	Pan‑India (multi-state)
	SEWA, PRADAN, BASIX, BAIF, NGRCA
	Promotes organic agriculture, SHGs, market linkages, and policy engagement



 Primary Areas of NGO Effectiveness in Women’s Empowerment
· Self‑Help Groups (SHGs) & Microfinance: Across states, SHGs enable women to save, obtain microloans, start enterprises (agriculture, dairy, handicrafts), and gain financial independence. 
· Capacity Building & Training: NGOs deliver training in vocational skills, sustainable farming, organic practices, seed preservation, livestock rearing, and market-ready craft formation. 
· Collective Mobilization & Advocacy: By organizing federated structures (SHGs → VOs → BOs), they strengthen women’s voice in local governance and policies. SEWA and RGMVP use advocacy to influence labour and agriculture policy. 
· Improved Social & Political Agency: Participation in SHGs enhances mobility, confidence, community networking, political participation, and awareness of entitlements. 
 Role of NGOs in Agriculture through Women’s Empowerment [2]
NGOs are integrating women’s empowerment with agricultural development in multiple ways:
· Agricultural Skill & Knowledge Transfer: SHG platforms are used to share sustainable farming practices—composting, crop rotation, organic inputs—that target women farmers who are often excluded from formal extension services. 
· Natural Resource Management: NGOs implement local interventions (rainwater harvesting, afforestation, crop diversification), empowering women to lead regenerative agriculture efforts. E.g., Jharkhand’s PRADAN model. 
· Livelihood Diversification & Market Linkage: Support for backyard poultry, dairy, horticulture, sericulture, and bee-keeping helps women diversify income and earn sustainably while improving nutrition. Market linkages are fostered through cooperative models. 
· Policy Advocacy & Institutional Integration: NGOs help mainstream gender in agri‑policy through institutions like the National Gender Resource Centre in Agriculture (NGRCA), and advocate for women’s access to govt extension, credit, and schemes. 
Challenges Faced by NGOs [4]
NGOs are putting across their difficulty in finding adequate, appropriate and continuous funding for their voluntary work. They find accessing donors as a challenging task, dealing with their funding conditions. Though they are legally constituted organisations, in which Government representatives are not present as members of the organisation and may or may not be funded by the Government. Sometimes, the Government provides entire funds, while on some occasions Government partially funds these NGOs. Sometimes, Deep-seated patriarchy and traditional norms can hinder NGO outreach and effectiveness. The other problem is about the faculty/ staff, for instance: recruitment, assignments, administration and day-to-day management were found to be weak in the faculty/ staff development career. The staff members receive very low salaries, hence, most of the time, staff members invest little of their leisure time to fulfil their duties, as not all the people working for the NGOs are volunteers. Therefore, it is very difficult to get trained persons who are either willing or trained to work in NGOs. Moreover, these professionally trained persons have high expectations in terms of salaries, status, and opportunities for their growth in the career of their choice. Moreover, most of NGOs due to lack of funds cannot be able to spend more funds for giving training to the personnel employed in the organization. Some of the NGOs are in fear and dilemma of personnel who may shift to other big NGOs after completion of training.
Research Implications & Policy Suggestions
· NGOs provide critical entry points for agricultural extension to women, often excluded from traditional systems. While SHG membership increases exposure to agronomy knowledge, actual practice uptake still faces barriers due to income constraints, norms, and risk aversion. 
· Combining agricultural capacity-building with SHG-based microfinance helps women apply sustainable practices more effectively—but scaling still depends on addressing social norms and resource limits.
· Segmented interventions: Tailoring programs by socio-economic or psychological profiles (e.g. risk‑averse vs. entrepreneurial) may increase adoption, suggesting a need for data-driven cluster analysis of women‑farmer groups.
CONCLUSION
Empowered women have a feminist ideology and need to empower other deprived women by associating with an NGO whose mission is closely associated with their ideology. They are going to be ready to realise their beliefs, and this provides them with a high level of satisfaction and accomplishment. Earnings and independence of women must be the first mission of those women-centric NGOs; more attention should be paid to the education and empowerment of underdeveloped and vulnerable women in rural areas. Governments and volunteers must try to make sure that more women, especially those from backwards regions, receive education and training in interpersonal skills and are recruited to volunteer. Furthermore, there's a requirement for public support to enable wider diffusion of a few of the key themes that are a part of the feminist perspectives, namely, concern for equity and social justice. Thus, the role of NGOs towards the empowerment of women is extremely crucial within the Indian scenario.
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