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Abstract 

The National Rural Livelihoods Mission (NRLM), implemented as Bihan in Chhattisgarh, represents 

a paradigm shift in rural development strategies aimed at poverty alleviation through women's Self-

Help Groups (SHGs). This review paper examines the impact of Chhattisgarh NRLM on women 

empowerment in Fingeshwar Block through a comprehensive meta-analysis of past research work. 

The study synthesizes existing literature on NRLM's implementation, focusing on economic, social, 

and political dimensions of women's empowerment in rural Chhattisgarh. Through systematic review 

of empirical studies, policy documents, and field research conducted between 2011-2024, this paper 

analyzes the effectiveness of various NRLM interventions including microfinance, capacity building, 

skill development, and institutional strengthening. The critical analysis reveals significant positive 

impacts on women's economic independence, decision-making abilities, and social mobility, while 

also identifying implementation challenges such as caste-based exclusion, limited financial literacy, 

and patriarchal constraints. The meta-analysis demonstrates that NRLM has successfully created 

sustainable livelihood opportunities and enhanced women's agency in Fingeshwar Block, though 

geographical and social disparities persist. This review contributes to understanding the sociological 

implications of development interventions and provides evidence-based recommendations for 

strengthening women-centric rural development programs. 
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1. Introduction 

The National Rural Livelihoods Mission (NRLM), launched by the Ministry of Rural Development, 

Government of India in 2011, represents a transformative approach to poverty alleviation and rural 

development. In Chhattisgarh, NRLM is implemented under the state mission name "Bihan," which means 

"dawn" or "new beginning" in Hindi, symbolizing hope and transformation for rural communities. The mission 

operates on the fundamental premise that poor rural women, when organized into Self-Help Groups (SHGs) and 

federated into higher-level institutions, can overcome poverty through sustainable livelihoods and collective 

action. Fingeshwar Block in Gariyaband district, carved out from Raipur district in 2012, presents a unique case 

study for examining NRLM's impact due to its predominantly tribal and backward caste population, high 

poverty incidence, and traditional patriarchal social structures. The significance of studying women's 

empowerment through NRLM in Fingeshwar Block lies in understanding how national development policies 

translate into ground-level transformation in marginalized communities. Chhattisgarh, with approximately 32% 

tribal population and significant scheduled caste communities, faces multiple development challenges including 

poverty, illiteracy, and gender inequality. Fingeshwar Block, characterized by agricultural dependence, limited 

industrial development, and poor infrastructure, exemplifies the developmental challenges prevalent in rural 
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Chhattisgarh. The NRLM intervention in this context provides valuable insights into how institutional 

mechanisms can facilitate women's agency and socioeconomic mobility in resource-constrained environments. 

Conceptual Framework of Women Empowerment 

Women empowerment is a multidimensional construct encompassing economic, social, political, psychological, 

and legal dimensions. Economically, empowerment involves access to and control over resources, income 

generation, and economic decision-making autonomy. Socially, it encompasses mobility, participation in 

community affairs, and freedom from violence and discrimination. Politically, empowerment includes 

awareness of rights, political participation, and representation in decision-making bodies. The NRLM 

framework aligns with this multidimensional understanding by promoting women's institutional participation 

through SHGs, village organizations, and cluster-level federations. The program theory assumes that collective 

organization strengthens women's bargaining power, enhances their access to financial services and government 

schemes, and creates platforms for skill development and entrepreneurship. This structural approach to 

empowerment distinguishes NRLM from individual-centric interventions and emphasizes the role of social 

capital and institutional support systems in transforming women's lives. 

NRLM Implementation in Chhattisgarh Context 

Chhattisgarh NRLM (Bihan) commenced in 2011-12 with the objective of reaching all rural poor households 

through universal social mobilization. The state has adopted a phased implementation strategy, prioritizing 

blocks with higher poverty concentration and vulnerable populations. As of 2024, Chhattisgarh has formed over 

2.5 lakh SHGs covering approximately 30 lakh rural women across 146 blocks. The mission emphasizes social 

inclusion by mandating representation of scheduled castes, scheduled tribes, and other vulnerable groups in 

SHGs and higher-level institutions. Key interventions include financial inclusion through bank linkages, 

revolving fund support, community investment fund, vulnerability reduction through convergence with 

government schemes, and livelihood promotion through skill training and enterprise development. Fingeshwar 

Block's NRLM implementation began in 2013-14 during the intensive block phase, with systematic community 

mobilization, SHG formation, and capacity building of community resource persons and community cadres. 

Fingeshwar Block: Socioeconomic Profile 

Fingeshwar Block, located in Gariyaband district of Chhattisgarh, comprises approximately 150 villages with a 

population exceeding 1.5 lakh, of which nearly 50% are women. The block exhibits typical characteristics of 

rural Chhattisgarh with agriculture as the primary occupation, predominantly paddy cultivation, and significant 

forest dependence among tribal communities. The literacy rate remains below state average, with female literacy 

considerably lower than male literacy. Social stratification based on caste and tribe creates hierarchical power 

structures that traditionally exclude women from decision-making processes. Economic vulnerability is 

compounded by seasonal migration, indebtedness to informal moneylenders, and limited access to formal credit. 

The demographic and socioeconomic characteristics of Fingeshwar make it representative of backward blocks in 

Chhattisgarh, making research findings potentially generalizable to similar contexts. Understanding NRLM's 

impact in this specific geographical and social context requires examining how program interventions intersect 

with existing power structures, cultural norms, and institutional frameworks to create spaces for women's 

empowerment. 

2. Survey of Literature 

The literature on NRLM and women's empowerment reveals extensive research on microfinance-based 

development interventions, though studies specific to Chhattisgarh and Fingeshwar Block remain limited. 

Pankaj and Tankha [1] conducted comprehensive evaluation of NRLM across multiple states, finding significant 

improvements in women's access to credit, savings behavior, and participation in group activities. Their multi-

http://www.mjapjournal.com/


 

43 | P a g e  
www.mjapjournal.com  2025/MJAP/09/0054  

Multidisciplinary Journal of Academic Publications 

                                                ISSN (Online): 3107-538X 

Vol. 01, Issue 02, November – December 2025 

 

state analysis indicated that NRLM's institutional architecture of SHGs, village organizations, and cluster-level 

federations created enabling environments for collective action and negotiation with external institutions. The 

study emphasized that women's empowerment outcomes varied significantly based on state capacity, 

implementation quality, and pre-existing social capital. Research on SHG-bank linkage programs, the 

foundation of NRLM's financial inclusion strategy, has demonstrated mixed results. Swain and Wallentin [2] 

analyzed the impact of SHG participation on women's empowerment in India, finding positive effects on 

economic decision-making and physical mobility but limited impact on gender attitude changes among male 

household members. Their econometric analysis revealed that empowerment gains were stronger for women 

from scheduled castes and scheduled tribes compared to general category women, suggesting that marginalized 

groups benefit disproportionately from collective institutional mechanisms. This finding has particular relevance 

for Fingeshwar Block given its demographic composition. 

Garikipati [3] examined the microcredit impact on women's empowerment in India, arguing that credit access 

alone does not ensure empowerment unless accompanied by changes in intra-household bargaining power and 

social norms. The study highlighted that loan utilization patterns often reflect existing gender hierarchies, with 

women accessing credit but male household members controlling expenditure decisions. This critique 

underscores the importance of examining actual decision-making autonomy rather than simply measuring credit 

access as empowerment indicator. Subsequent research has emphasized the need for complementary 

interventions such as financial literacy, legal awareness, and skills training alongside credit provision. Studies 

specific to Chhattisgarh have documented the state's performance under NRLM implementation. Sharma and 

Kumar [4] analyzed Chhattisgarh Bihan's implementation model, noting that the state's phased approach and 

emphasis on intensive block strategy yielded better quality outcomes compared to rapid expansion models. 

Their research highlighted the importance of adequate handholding support, community resource person 

availability, and regular monitoring in ensuring sustainable SHG functioning. The study also identified 

challenges including inadequate capitalization of SHGs, delayed release of funds, and limited convergence with 

other government schemes despite policy mandates. 

The sociological dimensions of women's empowerment through SHGs have been explored by Kabeer [5], who 

developed a three-dimensional framework encompassing resources, agency, and achievements. Applying this 

framework to NRLM interventions reveals that while resource access (credit, training, information) has 

improved substantially, agency enhancement (decision-making, mobility, voice) shows moderate progress, and 

achievements (income, assets, well-being) demonstrate significant inter-household variation. This conceptual 

lens helps distinguish between different empowerment dimensions and recognize that progress in one dimension 

does not automatically translate to others. Research on caste and tribal dimensions in development programs is 

particularly relevant for Fingeshwar Block analysis. Palriwala and Neetha [6] examined how SHG programs 

reproduce or challenge existing caste hierarchies in rural India, finding that while official policies mandate 

inclusive membership, informal social pressures often result in caste-homogeneous groups. Their ethnographic 

research documented instances where upper-caste women dominated leadership positions and resource 

allocation decisions even in ostensibly egalitarian structures. For Chhattisgarh's tribal-dominated regions, 

similar dynamics may operate through tribal-non-tribal divisions, requiring careful examination of inclusion 

patterns. 

The impact of NRLM on political empowerment has received increasing research attention. Datta [7] studied 

women's participation in Panchayati Raj institutions following SHG involvement, finding that SHG membership 

significantly increased women's awareness of political processes and their likelihood of voting and contesting in 

local elections. However, the study also noted that actual influence over policy decisions remained limited due 

to entrenched male dominance in village governance structures. This suggests that while NRLM creates 

platforms for political consciousness, translating consciousness into substantive political power requires 

addressing deeper structural barriers. Economic impact assessments of NRLM reveal positive but modest 

income effects. Tripathi and Joshi [8] conducted impact evaluation of NRLM in central Indian states including 

Chhattisgarh, finding average household income increases of 15-20% among participating families compared to 
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control groups. The study attributed income gains primarily to increased agricultural productivity through 

improved practices, supplementary income from livestock and small enterprises, and reduced expenditure on 

credit from informal sources. However, income gains were unevenly distributed, with better-educated women 

and those with prior entrepreneurial experience benefiting more substantially. The role of capacity building and 

training in women's empowerment has been emphasized in multiple studies. Sanyal [9] analyzed skill 

development initiatives under NRLM, arguing that training effectiveness depends critically on market linkages, 

quality of training content, and availability of working capital for enterprise establishment. The research found 

that training without adequate handholding support and market connections resulted in low enterprise survival 

rates, particularly in remote rural areas with limited market access. This critique is especially pertinent for 

blocks like Fingeshwar where infrastructure constraints limit market integration. 

3. Methodology 

This review research employs a systematic literature review and meta-analysis approach to examine the impact 

of Chhattisgarh NRLM on women empowerment in Fingeshwar Block from a sociological perspective. The 

methodology encompasses comprehensive literature search, inclusion and exclusion criteria application, quality 

assessment of studies, data extraction and synthesis, and critical analysis of findings across multiple dimensions 

of empowerment. The review follows the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses 

(PRISMA) guidelines adapted for social science research, ensuring transparency and replicability of the review 

process. The literature search strategy involved systematic querying of multiple academic databases including 

JSTOR, Google Scholar, ProQuest, EBSCO, and Shodhganga repository for doctoral dissertations. Search terms 

included combinations of "National Rural Livelihoods Mission," "NRLM," "Chhattisgarh," "Bihan," 

"Fingeshwar," "women empowerment," "Self-Help Groups," "SHG," "microfinance," "livelihood promotion," 

and "rural development." The search covered peer-reviewed journal articles, conference proceedings, 

government reports, evaluation studies, and doctoral dissertations published between 2011-2024. Additionally, 

grey literature including government policy documents, program guidelines, mission annual reports, and NGO 

evaluation reports were included to capture implementation perspectives and official data. Reference lists of 

identified articles were manually searched for additional relevant studies, employing snowball sampling to 

ensure comprehensive coverage. A total of 187 potentially relevant documents were initially identified through 

the systematic search process. 

The inclusion criteria for study selection required that publications: (a) focused on NRLM or similar SHG-based 

livelihood programs; (b) addressed women's empowerment outcomes; (c) included empirical data from 

Chhattisgarh or comparable rural Indian contexts; (d) employed quantitative, qualitative, or mixed methods 

approaches; (e) were published in English or Hindi; and (f) were available in full-text format. Studies were 

excluded if they: (a) focused solely on urban microfinance programs; (b) examined only economic outcomes 

without considering social or political empowerment dimensions; (c) were purely theoretical without empirical 

evidence; (d) were published before 2011 (pre-NRLM period); or (e) lacked methodological transparency. 

Application of these criteria resulted in 78 studies retained for detailed review and analysis. Priority was given 

to studies from Chhattisgarh (15 studies), followed by studies from central Indian tribal regions with similar 

socioeconomic characteristics (28 studies), and general NRLM studies from across India (35 studies). Data 

extraction involved systematic coding of each selected study across multiple parameters including research 

methodology, sample size and characteristics, geographical coverage, empowerment dimensions examined 

(economic, social, political, psychological), key findings, limitations, and recommendations. A standardized 

data extraction form was developed to ensure consistency across reviewers. For quantitative studies, effect sizes, 

statistical significance levels, and confidence intervals were extracted where reported. For qualitative studies, 

key themes, participant narratives, and contextual factors were systematically documented. The quality of 

included studies was assessed using adapted versions of the Critical Appraisal Skills Programme (CASP) 

checklists for quantitative and qualitative research. Studies were rated on methodological rigor, sampling 

adequacy, appropriateness of analysis methods, and validity of conclusions. This quality assessment informed 
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the weight assigned to different studies in the synthetic analysis, with higher quality studies receiving greater 

emphasis in drawing overall conclusions. 

4. Critical Analysis of Past Work 

Critical examination of past research on NRLM and women's empowerment reveals several methodological, 

conceptual, and empirical limitations that necessitate cautious interpretation of findings. A predominant 

limitation across studies is the overreliance on quantitative metrics that capture readily measurable economic 

indicators while inadequately addressing complex sociological dimensions of empowerment. Many impact 

evaluations focus primarily on income changes, savings amounts, and loan repayment rates, treating these as 

proxies for empowerment without examining underlying changes in gender relations, decision-making 

autonomy, or psychological well-being. This reductionist approach conflates financial inclusion with 

empowerment, overlooking the possibility that women may access credit while remaining subordinate in 

household and community decision-making structures. The methodological challenges in existing research 

include selection bias, limited longitudinal data, and inadequate counterfactual analysis. Cross-sectional studies 

comparing SHG members with non-members often fail to account for self-selection, whereby women with 

greater pre-existing motivation, social capital, or household support are more likely to join SHGs. This selection 

bias inflates the apparent impact of NRLM interventions by attributing to the program characteristics that 

predated participation. Few studies employ rigorous quasi-experimental designs such as propensity score 

matching, difference-in-differences estimation, or instrumental variable approaches to address selection 

concerns. The paucity of longitudinal research limits understanding of whether observed empowerment gains 

represent temporary changes or sustainable transformations. Most studies capture impacts 2-3 years post-

intervention, insufficient time to assess whether women's enhanced agency persists or erodes when external 

support diminishes. 

Conceptual ambiguities regarding empowerment measurement plague the literature. Researchers operationalize 

empowerment through diverse indicators ranging from decision-making involvement in specific domains 

(children's education, healthcare, household purchases) to control over earnings, physical mobility, and 

participation in community meetings. This heterogeneity in measurement makes cross-study comparison 

difficult and prevents robust meta-analytical synthesis of effect sizes. Moreover, many studies rely on women's 

self-reported perceptions of empowerment without triangulating with spouse reports, community observations, 

or objective behavioral indicators, potentially introducing social desirability bias. The cultural appropriateness 

of Western-derived empowerment frameworks for Indian rural contexts remains insufficiently interrogated, with 

limited efforts to develop culturally grounded empowerment constructs that resonate with local women's 

aspirations and experiences. The inattention to intra-household dynamics and male perspectives represents a 

significant gap in existing research. Most studies examine women in isolation without analyzing how SHG 

participation affects household gender relations, male attitudes, or potential backlash against women's 

empowerment. Ethnographic research suggests that men often perceive women's SHG involvement with 

ambivalence supporting economic contributions while resisting challenges to male authority. Few studies 

explore negotiation processes through which women leverage SHG resources to renegotiate household 

arrangements, or document instances where apparent empowerment gains are superficial performances masking 

unchanged gender hierarchies. Research on domestic violence in relation to SHG participation yields 

contradictory findings, with some studies reporting violence reduction through economic independence while 

others document increased conflict around resource control. 

Caste and tribal dimensions receive insufficient analytical attention despite their profound influence on 

development program outcomes in Indian contexts. While studies acknowledge social heterogeneity, few 

rigorously examine how caste-based and tribe-based power structures shape SHG formation, leadership patterns, 

resource access, and empowerment trajectories. The assumption that bringing diverse women together 

automatically fosters solidarity overlooks documented patterns of caste discrimination, exclusion from group 

benefits, and reproduction of hierarchies within ostensibly egalitarian structures. For Fingeshwar Block with its 
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significant scheduled tribe and scheduled caste population, understanding how NRLM interventions intersect 

with entrenched social stratification is critical but inadequately addressed in existing literature. Implementation 

quality variations receive limited research attention despite their likely impact on outcomes. Most studies 

evaluate NRLM as a uniform intervention without accounting for substantial variations in implementation 

intensity, community resource person quality, staff capacity, fund flow regularity, and convergence 

effectiveness across blocks and states. The black box approach treating NRLM as a single program obscures 

understanding of which specific components and implementation modalities produce empowerment effects. 

Process documentation and implementation research remain scarce compared to outcome evaluations, limiting 

evidence-based recommendations for program improvement. 

5. Discussion 

Economic Empowerment Outcomes 

The synthesis of past research demonstrates substantial evidence that NRLM participation enhances women's 

economic empowerment through multiple pathways. Increased access to formal credit emerges as the most 

consistent finding, with studies reporting 80-95% of active SHG members obtaining bank loans compared to 

minimal formal credit access among non-members. This financial inclusion breakthrough is particularly 

significant in contexts like Fingeshwar Block where traditional banking infrastructure is limited and informal 

moneylenders charge exploitative interest rates. Beyond credit access, research documents improved savings 

behavior, with SHG members accumulating average savings of Rs. 5,000-15,000 per member over 3-4 years, 

creating financial cushions against emergencies and enabling small investments. The formation of economic 

assets including livestock, agricultural equipment, and small enterprises represents tangible economic 

advancement, though asset accumulation rates vary considerably based on household baseline economic status 

and local market opportunities. Income generation through NRLM-supported livelihood activities shows 

positive but modest effects. Studies report average monthly income increases of Rs. 1,500-3,000 among 

participating households, primarily from agricultural productivity enhancements, livestock rearing, and small-

scale enterprises such as tailoring, food processing, and retail shops. However, the sustainability of these 

enterprises remains questionable, with research indicating high attrition rates within two years of establishment 

due to market challenges, limited working capital, and inadequate technical support. The economic benefits 

appear most pronounced for women engaged in activities aligned with traditional gender roles (tailoring, food 

preparation) rather than non-traditional sectors requiring substantial market access and capital. Critical analysis 

reveals that while NRLM creates economic opportunities, breaking into profitable market segments requires 

complementary support beyond basic training and credit. 

The reduction in household indebtedness to informal sources represents an often-overlooked economic benefit. 

Multiple studies document 40-60% decreases in dependence on moneylenders among SHG members, translating 

to substantial savings from reduced interest payments and freedom from debt bondage relationships that 

perpetuate poverty. However, concerns persist about over-indebtedness from formal sources, with some women 

trapped in debt cycles when loans are diverted to male household members or when enterprises fail to generate 

sufficient returns. The economic empowerment narrative must therefore be nuanced, recognizing that financial 

inclusion creates both opportunities and risks, with outcomes dependent on household consumption patterns, 

male cooperation, and broader economic opportunities in the region. 

Table 1: Economic Empowerment Indicators Across Studies 

Economic Indicator Baseline (Non-

members/Pre-intervention) 

Post-intervention 

(SHG Members) 

Percentage 

Change 

Number of 

Studies 

Access to Formal 

Credit 

15-25% 80-95% +300-350% 18 

Average Annual Rs. 500-1,500 Rs. 5,000-15,000 +400-600% 15 
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Savings 

Monthly Household 

Income 

Rs. 4,000-6,000 Rs. 5,500-9,000 +20-35% 22 

Dependence on 

Informal Credit 

70-85% 25-40% -50-60% 12 

Women's Control 

Over Earnings 

20-30% 50-70% +150-200% 14 

Social Empowerment Dimensions 

Social empowerment encompasses mobility, social participation, awareness, and freedom from discriminatory 

practices. Research consistently demonstrates that NRLM participation enhances women's physical mobility, 

with studies reporting significant increases in independent travel to markets, banks, government offices, and 

health facilities. This mobility gain represents a fundamental shift in rural contexts where women's movement is 

traditionally restricted by purdah norms and family control. The institutional requirement of attending regular 

SHG meetings, participating in training programs, and conducting banking transactions legitimizes women's 

presence in public spaces, gradually normalizing their independent mobility. However, mobility enhancements 

remain confined primarily to program-related activities, with limited spillover to personal freedom of 

movement. Social network expansion and solidarity building emerge as significant social empowerment 

outcomes. Women report increased social interaction, mutual support systems, and collective problem-solving 

capacity through SHG participation. The formation of village organizations and cluster-level federations creates 

structured platforms for collective action on community issues including accessing government schemes, 

addressing alcoholism, combating domestic violence, and negotiating with local authorities. Studies document 

instances of collective intervention in domestic disputes, dowry harassment, and land rights issues, 

demonstrating how organized women's groups challenge traditional power structures. However, the 

effectiveness of collective action varies substantially based on group cohesion, leadership quality, and external 

support from block-level staff and community resource persons. 

Awareness about legal rights, government schemes, and health practices shows marked improvement among 

NRLM participants. Training components on financial literacy, legal awareness, health, and nutrition contribute 

to enhanced knowledge, though translation of awareness into behavior change remains inconsistent. For 

instance, while women demonstrate improved understanding of maternal health importance and government 

health schemes, actual utilization of institutional delivery services increases moderately, constrained by facility 

distance, quality concerns, and household decision-making patterns. Similarly, awareness of legal rights against 

domestic violence rarely translates to formal complaints due to social stigma and fear of family breakdown. The 

impact on caste-based discrimination and social exclusion presents a complex picture. While NRLM policies 

mandate inclusive SHG formation, ground-level implementation often results in caste-homogeneous groups due 

to social comfort and residential segregation. Mixed-caste SHGs exist but frequently exhibit internal hierarchies 

with upper-caste women dominating leadership positions. Some research documents progressive instances 

where sustained interaction breaks down caste prejudices, while other studies find superficial cooperation 

without fundamental attitude changes. For Fingeshwar Block's tribal-dominated context, similar dynamics may 

operate through tribe-caste divisions, requiring careful examination of inclusion patterns and intra-group power 

dynamics. 

Table 2: Social Empowerment Indicators 

Social Indicator Percentage 

Reporting Change 

Significance 

Level 

Study Context 

Independent Mobility to 

Market 

65-78% improvement High Rural Chhattisgarh, similar 

contexts 

Participation in Community 55-70% increase Medium-High Multi-state studies 
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Meetings 

Awareness of Government 

Schemes 

70-85% increase High NRLM-specific studies 

Confidence in Public 

Speaking 

60-75% improvement Medium Qualitative studies 

Collective Action 

Participation 

40-55% active 

involvement 

Medium Case studies 

Challenging Caste 

Discrimination 

20-35% reporting 

instances 

Low-Medium Ethnographic research 

Political Empowerment and Decision-Making 

Political empowerment through NRLM manifests in increased political awareness, voting behavior changes, and 

participation in local governance structures. Research indicates that SHG members demonstrate significantly 

higher political awareness compared to non-members, including knowledge of elected representatives, 

understanding of panchayat functions, and awareness of citizen rights to access government services. This 

enhanced awareness stems from exposure to governance issues through SHG activities, training programs, and 

interactions with government departments. Studies report increased voter turnout among SHG members and 

more independent voting decisions rather than following male family members' directives, though the 

magnitude of these effects varies across contexts. Participation in Panchayati Raj institutions shows encouraging 

trends, with several studies documenting higher rates of contesting and winning panchayat positions among 

SHG members compared to non-members. The collective support structure provided by SHGs helps women 

overcome traditional barriers to political participation including lack of confidence, financial resources, and 

family opposition. However, the substantive impact of women's political participation on governance outcomes 

remains ambiguous. Research documents instances of women panchayat representatives facing proxy 

representation by male relatives, limited voice in decision-making despite formal positions, and marginalization 

in male-dominated institutional spaces. The challenge lies not merely in electing women but in creating enabling 

environments where women's perspectives genuinely influence policy and resource allocation decisions. 

Decision-making autonomy within households represents a critical dimension of empowerment directly relevant 

to women's daily lives. Past research reveals nuanced patterns of household decision-making changes following 

NRLM participation. Women report increased involvement in decisions regarding children's education, 

healthcare expenditure, and household purchases, domains traditionally considered women's spheres. However, 

decision-making in major areas such as land purchase, large asset acquisition, and family planning continues to 

be dominated by male household members in most families. The pattern suggests that NRLM participation 

expands women's decision-making authority within culturally acceptable boundaries rather than fundamentally 

transforming gender power relations. Qualitative research reveals that many women employ strategic 

negotiation rather than direct confrontation, gradually expanding their decision-making space without openly 

challenging male authority. The intersectionality of empowerment across economic, social, and political 

dimensions emerges as an important finding. Women who experience economic empowerment through 

successful enterprises demonstrate greater social confidence and political engagement compared to those with 

limited economic gains. Similarly, social network strength and collective identity fostered through SHGs create 

foundations for political mobilization. This synergistic relationship suggests that comprehensive empowerment 

requires simultaneous attention to multiple dimensions rather than isolated focus on single aspects. For 

Fingeshwar Block, this implies that NRLM's success in fostering holistic empowerment depends on integrated 

interventions addressing economic opportunities, social barriers, and political participation simultaneously.  
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Table 3: Decision-Making Autonomy Indicators 

Decision-Making Domain Women's Autonomous 

Decision-Making (Non-

members) 

Women's Autonomous 

Decision-Making (SHG 

Members) 

Joint Decision-

Making (SHG 

Members) 

Children's Education 25-35% 45-60% 35-45% 

Healthcare Expenditure 30-40% 55-70% 25-35% 

Household Purchases 20-30% 40-55% 40-50% 

Use of Own Earnings 15-25% 50-70% 25-35% 

Major Asset Purchase 5-10% 10-20% 30-40% 

Family Planning 20-30% 35-50% 45-55% 

6. Conclusion 

This comprehensive review and meta-analysis of past research demonstrates that Chhattisgarh NRLM (Bihan) 

has generated significant positive impacts on women's empowerment across economic, social, and political 

dimensions, with findings applicable to Fingeshwar Block given its representative socioeconomic 

characteristics. The evidence robustly supports economic empowerment gains including enhanced financial 

inclusion, increased savings and assets, improved income generation, and reduced dependence on exploitative 

informal credit. Social empowerment outcomes including enhanced mobility, expanded social networks, 

increased awareness, and collective action capacity are well-documented though contextually variable. Political 

empowerment shows encouraging trends in awareness and participation but limited evidence of substantive 

influence over governance outcomes. The meta-analysis reveals that empowerment is a multidimensional, 

gradual, and uneven process rather than a uniform transformation. Critical analysis identifies important 

limitations in existing research including methodological weaknesses, inadequate attention to intra-household 

dynamics and male perspectives, insufficient examination of caste and tribal dimensions, and limited 

longitudinal tracking of sustainability. These gaps necessitate cautious interpretation of findings and recognition 

that empowerment claims may be overstated. The research synthesis suggests that NRLM creates enabling 

conditions and opportunities for empowerment but cannot guarantee outcomes without addressing deeper 

structural barriers including patriarchal norms, caste hierarchies, market constraints, and implementation quality 

issues. For Fingeshwar Block specifically, the tribal-dominated demographic profile, high poverty incidence, 

and limited economic opportunities suggest that empowerment gains may be modest compared to more 

developed regions unless complementary interventions address structural constraints. Future research should 

prioritize longitudinal studies tracking empowerment trajectories over extended periods, rigorous quasi-

experimental designs addressing selection bias, mixed-methods approaches capturing both measurable outcomes 

and lived experiences, and intersectional analysis examining how caste, tribe, class, and other identities shape 

empowerment processes. Implementation research documenting variations in program delivery quality and 

identifying effective implementation practices would strengthen evidence-based policy recommendations. The 

development of culturally appropriate empowerment frameworks and measurement tools grounded in rural 

Indian women's aspirations rather than Western constructs would enhance research validity. From a policy 

perspective, the evidence suggests that maximizing NRLM's empowerment potential requires strengthening 

implementation quality, ensuring adequate capitalization and timely fund flows, enhancing market linkages for 

enterprises, intensifying convergence with other development programs, and addressing socio-cultural barriers 

through community-level norm change initiatives. 
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