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ABSTRACT

	Self-Help Groups (SHGs) play an important role in enhancing socio-economic empowerment among rural and tribal women by improving access to credit, skills, and livelihood opportunities. However, tribal women still face constraints such as limited education, financial services, and institutional support. This study analyzed and compared the socio-economic empowerment of tribal women SHG members and non-members in Gujarat using an ex-post facto research design. A total of 160 respondents (80 SHG members and 80 non-members) were selected through multistage purposive sampling from Sabarkantha and Aravalli districts during 2024-2025. Data were collected through personal interviews and analyzed using frequency, percentage, and composite empowerment indices. The results showed that SHG members had relatively better socio-economic characteristics compared to non-members. Economic empowerment analysis based on percentage scores indicated higher values among SHG members in housing (76.25%), household assets (68.75%), savings (67.71%), expenditure (66.88%), and income (61.25%), while non-members showed relatively higher dependence on loans. Similarly, social empowerment scores were higher among SHG members in self-confidence (75.00%), skills (73.75%), social awareness (72.92%), and access to services (55.92%) compared to non-members. The mean economic and social empowerment indices were also higher for SHG members than non-members. However, the study is limited to selected districts and sample size. Overall, SHG participation significantly enhances both economic and social empowerment of tribal women. Strengthening SHG programmes and extending institutional support can further promote inclusive and sustainable rural development.
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1. INTRODUCTION

In rural and tribal regions of India, agriculture and allied activities form the backbone of livelihoods, with women playing a significant role in household income generation and resource management. However, despite their substantial contribution, tribal women often face socio-economic constraints such as limited access to education, financial services, and institutional support, which restrict their overall empowerment and development (Jabeen et al., 2021). In addition to these challenges, tribal women often experience limited participation in formal financial systems and development programmes, which further restricts their economic independence and social mobility. Their access to productive resources, skill enhancement opportunities, and institutional support remains comparatively low, resulting in reduced capacity to improve their livelihoods. Moreover, socio-cultural barriers and lack of awareness about available schemes hinder their active involvement in decision-making processes at both household and community levels. These constraints collectively emphasize the need for effective institutional mechanisms that can address both economic and social dimensions of empowerment among tribal women (Mukherjee et al., 2026; Rasool & Vyas, 2025; Sahu et al., 2024). Over the past few decades, Self-Help Groups (SHGs) have emerged as an effective institutional mechanism for promoting women’s empowerment and rural development. SHGs facilitate collective savings, access to microcredit, skill development, and participation in income-generating activities. These groups also enhance women’s decision-making ability, social participation, and access to government schemes and development programmes (Nath, 2022). As of recent estimates, more than 90 lakh Self-Help Groups covering over 10 crore rural women households have been mobilized under the National Rural Livelihood Mission (NRLM), indicating the large-scale outreach and impact of SHG-based interventions in India (Government of India, 2025). Several studies have reported that participation in SHGs positively influences the socio-economic status of rural women by improving income levels, savings behavior, and access to financial resources. Additionally, SHGs contribute to social empowerment by enhancing self-confidence, communication skills, and community participation among women (Sahni et al., 2022; Jadoun et al., 2021). The SHG Bank Linkage Programme has further strengthened financial inclusion, connecting millions of women to formal banking systems with high repayment rates exceeding 95%, demonstrating their financial reliability (NABARD, 2024).
Despite these advancements, disparities still exist between SHG members and non-members in terms of access to resources, economic opportunities, and social empowerment. Women who are not associated with SHGs often remain excluded from institutional benefits, leading to lower levels of income, skills, and social participation (Tamuli et al., 2021; Jebessa et al., 2023). This uneven access to institutional mechanisms often results in persistent income inequality and limited livelihood diversification among non-member women in rural and tribal areas (Brahma & Mushahary, 2022; Pomerai & Mangwende, 2024). However, limited empirical studies have systematically compared the socio-economic empowerment of SHG members and non-members, particularly in tribal regions of Gujarat. Despite the rapid expansion of SHGs and their demonstrated impact, there remains a lack of region-specific comparative studies assessing both economic and social dimensions of empowerment among tribal women (Kamar & Kumari, 2025; Sarawagi & Singh, 2025). Socio-economic empowerment is a multidimensional concept encompassing both economic aspects such as income, assets, and savings and social dimensions, including self-confidence, skills, awareness, and access to basic services (Singh and Singh, 2014). A comprehensive assessment integrating these dimensions is essential to understand the overall impact of SHG participation on tribal women’s livelihoods and well-being. In this context, the present study was undertaken to conduct a comparative analysis of socio-economic empowerment among tribal women SHG members and non-members in Gujarat. Such gaps highlight the need for a comprehensive and comparative evaluation of SHG interventions to better understand their role in reducing socio-economic disparities. The specific objectives of the study were:
1. To study the socio-economic characteristics of tribal women SHG members and non-members.
2. To assess the socio-economic empowerment index of tribal women SHG members and non-members.

2. material and methods

The study was conducted using an ex-post facto research design involving systematic procedures of site selection, sampling, data collection, and data analysis. Detailed description of the sampling design and data collection procedures is presented in the subsequent sections.

[bookmark: _Hlk226027571]2.1 Study Area

The present study was conducted in Sabarkantha (23.03°N, 73.07°E) and Aravalli (23.5°N, 73.1°E) districts of Gujarat, situated in the western region of India (Figure 1). These districts were purposively selected due to their significant tribal population, comprising 23.16 per cent in Sabarkantha and 21.18 per cent in Aravalli (JJM, 2024). The region is predominantly agrarian, where agriculture and allied activities form the primary source of livelihood, with active participation of tribal women in household and income-generating activities. In recent years, Self-Help Groups (SHGs) have emerged as important grassroots institutions for promoting rural development and women’s empowerment in these districts. Under various livelihood promotion programmes, particularly the National Rural Livelihood Mission (NRLM, 2025), SHGs have facilitated access to microcredit, capacity-building training, and income-generating opportunities for rural women. These institutional mechanisms play a crucial role in enhancing financial inclusion, skill development, and social participation among tribal women.
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Fig. 1. Map showing the study area

2.2 Sampling and Data Collection

A multistage purposive sampling technique was adopted to select the respondents for the study. In the first stage, Sabarkantha and Aravalli districts of Gujarat were selected purposively due to their high concentration of tribal population and the active presence of Self-Help Groups (SHGs). In the second stage, two talukas from each district Khedbrahma and Vijaynagar from Sabarkantha, and Bhiloda and Meghraj from Aravalli were selected based on the intensity of SHG activities and the participation of tribal women in livelihood activities. In the third stage, four villages were selected from each taluka, resulting in a total of sixteen villages. From each selected village, ten tribal women respondents were chosen, comprising five SHG members and five non-members, ensuring equal representation of both groups. Thus, the final sample size consisted of 160 respondents, including 80 SHG members and 80 non-members. The study adopted an ex-post facto research design with a comparative approach to analyze differences between SHG members and non-members without manipulating variables (Kerlinger, 1966). Primary data were collected through personal interviews using a well-structured and pre-tested interview schedule. The schedule was designed to obtain detailed information on socio-economic characteristics and various dimensions of socio-economic empowerment, including economic and social aspects. Secondary data were gathered from SHG records, government reports, and other relevant published sources. This sampling design ensured a balanced and systematic comparison between SHG members and non-members, facilitating a comprehensive analysis of socio-economic empowerment among tribal women.
[bookmark: _Hlk197372573]2.3 The socio-economic profile of tribal women of SHG members and non-members

The socio-economic profile of tribal women SHG members and non-members was assessed using key parameters such as age, education, family size, family occupation, and herd size. These variables were selected to understand the socio-economic background of respondents and to facilitate a comparative analysis between SHG members and non-members, as socio-economic characteristics significantly influence participation in development programmes and empowerment outcomes (Pandya and Pandya, 2008; Sultana, (2021). Respondents were categorized using standardized classification procedures to ensure consistency and comparability with earlier studies. Age was classified into three groups (18-35 years, 36-50 years, and above 50 years) based on standard guidelines (NAEP, 2023). Education levels were categorized from illiterate to graduate level following the classification adopted by Pandya and Pandya (2008). Family size was grouped into small, medium, and large categories as suggested by Sultana, (2021), while family occupation categories were defined based on combinations of livelihood activities following Shrivastava, et al., (2023). Herd size was considered an important economic indicator reflecting livestock ownership and income-generating potential, and was categorized into small (1-2 animals), medium (3-4 animals), and large (more than 4 animals), following the classification suggested by Basak & Roy (2024). This structured classification framework facilitated a systematic comparison between SHG members and non-members, enabling the assessment of socio-economic differentials and their role in influencing the level of socio-economic empowerment among tribal women.

[bookmark: _Hlk226027768]2.4 Socio-Economic Empowerment Index

The socio-economic empowerment index was developed to assess and compare the social and economic status of SHG members and non-members. Scores were assigned to selected indicators as per Singh and Singh (2014) to formulate two separate indices Economic and Social Empowerment.

2.4.1 Economic empowerment index

This index was based on six indicators: household assets, income, expenditure, savings, loan amount, and housing type. Each respondent received a score for these indicators, and the economic empowerment index (En) was calculated using the formula:



Where,

 = ith economic indicator
 = Maximum scores of ith economic indicators

2.4.2 Social empowerment index

This index assessed social empowerment through four indicators: self-confidence, skills, social awareness and recognition, and access to public services. Scores were assigned accordingly, and the social empowerment index (Sn) was calculated using a similar formula: 

[bookmark: _Hlk226031786][bookmark: _Hlk189237681]                                             
Where,
 = ith social indicator
 = Maximum scores of ith social indicators

2.5 Statistical Tools and Analytical Techniques

The data were analyzed using appropriate statistical methods. Frequency and percentage were used to describe the socio-economic characteristics of respondents. Mean and standard deviation were computed to compare the economic and social empowerment indices between SHG members and non-members. 
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Where:
· X̅ = Mean 
· X = Observations 
· N = Number of observations

3. results and discussion

3.1 Socio-Economic Profile of Respondents

The comparative analysis of socio-economic characteristics between SHG members and non-members revealed noticeable differences (Table 1 and figure 2). A higher proportion of SHG members (63.75%) belonged to the middle age group compared to non-members (51.25%), while non-members had a greater share of younger respondents (31.25%). Educational status showed a clear disparity, with SHG members having higher levels of education, as 37.50 per cent had secondary education compared to 18.75 per cent among non-members. In contrast, a larger proportion of non-members were educated only up to the primary level (62.50%) and had a higher illiteracy rate (12.50%). In terms of family occupation, SHG members were more engaged in diversified livelihood activities, with 36.25 per cent involved in agriculture, dairy, and other occupations, compared to 26.25 per cent among non-members. Herd size also differed significantly, as 36.25 per cent of SHG members possessed large herds (>4 animals) compared to only 15.00 per cent of non-members, indicating better economic capacity. Overall, SHG members exhibited relatively better socio-economic status than non-members, suggesting that participation in SHGs contributes to improved livelihood diversification and resource ownership among tribal women.

Table 1. Distribution of sample respondents according to socio-economic characteristics (n=160)
	Sr. No.
	Categories
	Members
	Non-members

	
	Age
	(F)
	(%)
	(F)
	(%)

	1.
	Young (18 to 35 years)
	13
	16.25
	25
	31.25

	2.
	Middle (36 to 50 years)
	51
	63.75
	41
	51.25

	3.
	Old (>50 years)
	16
	20.00
	14
	17.50

	
	Education

	1.
	Illiterate
	03
	03.75
	10
	12.50

	2.
	Primary level (1st to 8th std)
	29
	36.25
	50
	62.50

	3.
	Secondary level (9th to 10th std)
	30
	37.50
	15
	18.75

	4.
	Higher Secondary (11th to 12th)
	14
	17.50
	04
	05.00

	5.
	Graduate / Post-graduation
	04
	05.00
	01
	01.25

	
	Family size

	1.
	Small (up to 4 members)
	22
	27.50
	16
	20.00

	2.
	Medium (5 to 8 members)
	42
	52.50
	49
	61.25

	3.
	Large (> 8 members)
	16
	20.00
	15
	18.75

	
	Family occupation

	1.
	Dairy
	03
	02.50
	06
	07.50

	2.
	Agriculture + Dairy
	28
	53.75
	38
	47.50

	3.
	Agriculture + Dairy + Others
	40
	36.25
	21
	26.25

	4.
	Dairy + Others
	09
	07.50
	15
	18.75

	
	Herd size

	1.
	Small (1 to 2 animals)
	13
	16.25
	21
	26.25

	2.
	Medium (3 to 4 animals)
	38
	47.50
	47
	58.75

	3.
	Large (>4 animals)
	29
	36.25
	12
	15.00


(F - Frequency, % - Percentage)  
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	Fig. 2. Graphical distribution of sample respondents according to socio-economic characteristics



3.2 Socio-Economic Empowerment Index

The socio-economic empowerment of tribal women was assessed using a composite index comprising both economic and social dimensions, including income, assets, savings, and access to basic services. Such indices are widely used to quantify empowerment and compare different groups in development studies (Singh and Singh, 2014). 

3.2.1 Economic empowerment index

The Economic Empowerment Index showed a clear difference between SHG members and non-members, based on the percentage scores of key economic indicators (Figure 3). SHG members consistently recorded higher scores across most indicators, indicating better economic stability and access to resources.
Among the indicators, housing type showed the highest score for SHG members (76.25%), compared to non-members (65.42%), reflecting better housing conditions and living standards among SHG households. Similarly, higher scores were observed in household assets (68.75%) and savings (67.71%) for SHG members, compared to 52.71% and 51.04% for non-members, respectively, indicating improved asset ownership and saving behavior. Expenditure levels were also higher among SHG members (66.88%) than non-members (55.83%), suggesting greater financial capacity and consumption ability.
In terms of household income, SHG members recorded a higher score (61.25%) compared to non-members (48.75%), highlighting improved earning opportunities among SHG participants. However, in the case of loan, non-members showed a slightly higher score (49.38%) than SHG members (40.00%), which may indicate a greater dependence on borrowing among non-members due to limited financial stability.
The Economic Empowerment Index further confirmed these differences, with SHG members having a higher mean score (65.49) compared to non-members (54.06), indicating a relatively stronger economic position of SHG members. These findings suggest that participation in SHGs enhances financial inclusion, promotes savings and asset accumulation, and improves income-generating capacity among tribal women. Similar results have been reported in recent studies, which highlight the positive impact of SHGs on improving economic conditions, livelihood security, and financial independence among rural women (Basak & Roy Chowdhury, 2024; Sahu et al., 2024).


Fig. 3. Comparative economic empowerment scores (%) of SHG members and non-members

The overall Economic Empowerment Index further substantiated these findings, with SHG members recording a higher mean score (65.49) compared to non-members (54.06) (figure 4). This difference indicates a relatively stronger economic position of SHG members. The improved economic status of SHG members may be attributed to access to microcredit, collective savings, and income-generating opportunities facilitated through SHGs. These findings are consistent with earlier studies, which reported that SHGs significantly enhance financial inclusion and economic self-reliance among rural and tribal women (Kumar and Rao, 2021). Overall, the results suggest that participation in SHGs plays a significant role in improving the economic empowerment of tribal women.
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Fig. 4. Average economic empowerment index

3.2.2 Social empowerment index	

The Social Empowerment Index revealed a significant difference between SHG members and non-members based on the percentage scores of key social indicators (Figure 5). SHG members consistently recorded substantially higher scores across all dimensions, indicating better social empowerment compared to non-members.
Among the indicators, self-confidence showed the highest score for SHG members (75.00%) compared to non-members (38.58%), reflecting greater confidence in decision-making, handling financial situations, and interacting with officials. Similarly, skills development was considerably higher among SHG members (73.75%) than non-members (37.92%), indicating better communication, financial, and business skills among participants.
Social awareness and recognition also exhibited a notable difference, with SHG members scoring 72.92% compared to 37.33% for non-members, suggesting higher participation in social activities and awareness of community issues. In terms of access to facilities and services, SHG members recorded a higher score (55.92%) compared to non-members (37.25%), indicating relatively better access to basic services such as healthcare, sanitation, and drinking water.
The findings highlight, with SHG members showing a significantly higher mean score compared to non-members, indicating stronger social empowerment among SHG participants. These findings suggest that participation in SHGs enhances self-confidence, skill development, social awareness, and access to essential services among tribal women. Similar results have been reported in recent studies, which highlight the positive role of SHGs in improving social inclusion, leadership ability, and community participation among rural women (Basak & Roy Chowdhury, 2024; Sarawagi et al., 2025).

Fig. 5. Comparative social empowerment scores (%) of SHG members and non-members

The overall Social Empowerment Index further confirmed these differences, with SHG members recording a significantly higher mean score (69.40 ± 8.92) compared to non-members (37.77 ± 6.53) (figure 6). This indicates a higher level of social empowerment among SHG participants. The findings suggest that SHGs play a crucial role in enhancing self-confidence, skill development, and social inclusion among tribal women. Similar results have been reported in earlier studies, highlighting the positive impact of SHGs on social empowerment and community participation (Sahni et al., 2022; Jadoun et al., 2021).
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Fig. 6. Average social empowerment index

4. Conclusion

The present study conducted a comparative analysis of socio-economic empowerment among tribal women SHG members and non-members in Gujarat. The findings revealed that SHG members possessed relatively better socio-economic characteristics, including higher educational levels, diversified livelihood activities, and greater asset ownership compared to non-members. The Economic Empowerment Index indicated a stronger financial position among SHG members, reflected in higher income, savings, and improved housing conditions. Similarly, the Social Empowerment Index showed significantly higher levels of self-confidence, skills, social awareness, and access to basic services among SHG members. However, the study is limited to selected districts and a specific sample size, which may restrict the generalization of the findings to other regions. Despite this limitation, the study clearly establishes that participation in Self-Help Groups plays a significant role in enhancing both economic and social empowerment of tribal women. To further strengthen women’s empowerment, innovative approaches such as promoting digital financial literacy, encouraging SHG-based micro-enterprises, strengthening market linkages, and integrating skill development programmes with local livelihood opportunities can be adopted. In addition, expanding institutional support to non-SHG women and enhancing awareness about government schemes can help reduce existing disparities and promote inclusive and sustainable rural development.
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APPENDIX

Table A1. Score of economic empowerment index for SHG members (n=80)

	Sr. No.
	[bookmark: _Hlk192327151]Economic indicators /scores
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6

	1.
	Household assets
	Below 42500
(08)
	50000
(09)
	57500
(13)
	65000
(10)
	72500
(15)
	Above 72500 (25)

	2.
	Household income
	Below 41000 (12)
	59000
(16)
	77000
(11)
	95000
(10)
	113000
(9)
	Above 113000 (22)

	3.
	Expenditure
	Below 37400
(09)
	43000
(07)
	48600
(15)
	54200
(17)
	59800
(07)
	Above 59800 (25)

	4.
	Savings
	Below 6800
(09)
	7400
(15)
	8200
(09)
	9000
(04)
	9800
(15)
	Above 9800 (28)

	5.
	Loan
	Below 12500 (33)
	15000
(01)
	17500
(17)
	20000
(00)
	22500
(08)
	Above 22500 (21)

	6.
	Housing type
	Kutcha (rent) (00)
	Kutcha (own)(15)
	Semi-pucca (rent) (00)
	Semi-pucca (own) (27)
	Pucca (rent) (00)
	Pucca (own) (38)


(F - Frequency, % - Percentage)  

Table A2. Score of economic empowerment index for SHG non-members (n=80)

	Sr. No.
	Economic indicators /scores
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6

	1.
	Household assets
	Below 42500 (18)
	50000
(14)
	57500
(16)
	65000
(12)
	72500
(9)
	Above 72500 (11)

	2.
	Household income
	Below 41000 (20)
	59000
(18)
	77000
(15)
	95000
(10)
	113000
(9)
	Above 113000 (8)

	3.
	Expenditure
	Below 37400 (15)
	43000
(14)
	48600
(17)
	54200
(11)
	59800
(8)
	Above 59800 (15)

	4.
	Savings
	Below 6800 (20)
	7400
(18)
	8200
(13)
	9000
(7)
	9800
(10)
	Above 9800 (12)

	5.
	Loan
	Below 12500 (36)
	15000
(3)
	17500
(14)
	20000
(0)
	22500
(9)
	Above 22500 (18)

	6.
	Housing type
	Kutcha (rent) (2)
	Kutcha (own) (27)
	Semi-pucca (rent) (0)
	Semi-pucca (own) (24)
	Pucca (rent) (0)
	Pucca (own) (27)


(F - Frequency, % - Percentage)  
	









Table A3. Score of social empowerment index for SHG members (n=80)

	Sr. No.
	Social indicators
	Not at all
	Very little
	Somewhat
	Much more
	To a great extent

	Self-confidence

	1.
	Confidence of financial crisis
	00
	00
	37
	27
	16

	2.
	Confidence in meeting official people
	00
	00
	40
	24
	16

	3.
	Physical mobility
	00
	00
	28
	39
	13

	Social awareness and recognition

	4.
	Social awareness
	00
	00
	32
	37
	11

	5.
	Respect in the family
	00
	00
	40
	29
	11

	6.
	Ability to take up social issues
	00
	00
	44
	27
	9

	Skills
	Extremely poor
	Poor
	Satisfactory
	Good
	Excellent

	7.
	Communication skills
	00
	00
	36
	32
	12

	8.
	Business skills
	00
	00
	37
	29
	14

	9.
	Financial skills
	00
	00
	42
	24
	14

	Facilities/services

	10.
	Medical facilities
	00
	18
	51
	11
	00

	11.
	Hygienic sanitation facilities
	00
	29
	43
	8
	00

	12.
	Drinking water supply
	00
	27
	47
	6
	00



Table A4. Score of social empowerment index for SHG non-members (n=80)

	Sr. No.
	Social indicators
	Not at all
	Very little
	Somewhat
	Much more
	To a great extent

	Self-confidence

	1.
	Confidence of financial crisis
	0
	56
	24
	00
	00

	2.
	Confidence in meeting official people
	29
	51
	0
	00
	00

	3.
	Physical mobility
	27
	38
	15
	00
	00

	Social awareness and recognition

	4.
	Social awareness
	11
	64
	5
	00
	00

	5.
	Respect in the family
	19
	52
	9
	00
	00

	6.
	Ability to take up social issues
	24
	48
	8
	00
	00

	Skills
	Extremely poor
	Poor
	Satisfactory
	Good
	Excellent

	7.
	Communication skills
	13
	53
	14
	00
	00

	8.
	Business skills
	21
	50
	9
	00
	00

	9.
	Financial skills
	19
	56
	5
	00
	00

	Facilities/services

	10.
	Medical facilities
	29
	38
	13
	00
	00

	11.
	Hygienic sanitation facilities
	24
	45
	11
	00
	00

	12.
	Drinking water supply
	20
	44
	16
	00
	00



Age  (n=160)

Members 	
Young 	Middle 	Old 	16.25	63.749999999999993	20	Non-members 	
Young 	Middle 	Old 	31.25	51.249999999999993	17.5	
Percentage (%)




Education Level (n=160)

Members 	
Illiterate	Primary level 	High school level 	Higher secondary	Graduate / Post-graduation	3.75	36.25	37.5	17.5	5	Non-members 	
Illiterate	Primary level 	High school level 	Higher secondary	Graduate / Post-graduation	12.5	62.5	18.75	5	1.25	
Percentage (%)




Family size (n=160) 

Members 	
Small 	Medium 	Large 	27.500000000000004	52.5	20	Non-members 	
Small 	Medium 	Large 	18.75	61.250000000000007	18.75	
Percentage (%)




Family occupation (n=160)

Members 	
Dairy	Agriculture + Dairy	Agriculture + Dairy + Others	Dairy + Others	3.75	35	50	11.25	Non-members 	
Dairy	Agriculture + Dairy	Agriculture + Dairy + Others	Dairy + Others	7.5	47.5	26.25	18.75	
Percentage (%)




Herd size (n=160)

Members 	
Small 	Medium 	Large	16.25	47.5	36.25	Non-members 	
Small 	Medium 	Large	26.25	58.75	15	
Percentage (%)






Members	
Household assets	Household income	Expenditure	Savings	Loan	Housing type	68.75	61.25	66.875	67.708333333333343	40	76.25	Non- Members	
Household assets	Household income	Expenditure	Savings	Loan	Housing type	52.708333333333336	48.75	55.833333333333336	51.041666666666671	49.375	65.416666666666671	



Members	
Self-confidence	Social awareness and recognition	Skills	Facilities/services	75	72.916666666666671	73.75	55.916666666666664	Non-Members	
Self-confidence	Social awareness and recognition	Skills	Facilities/services	38.583333333333336	37.333333333333336	37.916666666666664	37.25	
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