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Preface

Being poor can be challenging anywhere, particularly in a
developing country. In such a scenario, the support of
empathetic peer groups can be crucial in bolstering the

confidence and in helping to circumvent the binds of social dos
and don’ts with minimal friction and adverse repercussions.

Community-based women centric microfinance institutions
can play a very big role in enabling women realize their own
inner strengths by leveraging the power of aggregation.
However, in the immense ocean of microfinance literature and
the resulting discourse, such grassroots focused institutions are
often overlooked or are clubbed with the ‘rest’.

This book attempts to bring to the forefront the work of two
women centric grassroots organisations that have been working
for empowering women for over a quarter century. They have
transformed the social and cultural landscape in the areas where
they operate, by enabling their members get access to formal
sources of finance and credit, as well by providing them with the
necessary capacity building inputs.

These models have withstood the test of time and have devel-
oped a formidable membership base. Given the fast paced
changes that have been witnessed in the Indian banking sector
over the past couple of months after the demonetisation
announcement, these institutions are placed at an important junc-
ture where they will be required to reinvent certain aspects of
their processes and operations. However, their journey thus far is
fascinating and this book has tried to capture various facets of it
through the eyes of their members. The focus has been to bring

xxiii



the picture of the way things are at ‘ground-zero’, with ample
case studies, data and illustrations.1

The Indian banking landscape is changing at a rapid pace
and the delivery of financial services as well as the product offer-
ings will have to adopt accordingly. The microfinance space will
also see changes which will have a greater component of elec-
tronic usage: in the delivery and management of client portfolios.
Hopefully those changes will have a positive impact in simplify-
ing the lives of poor particularly women and facilitate the process
of financial inclusion � in practice rather than in spirit.

1The names of the respondents have been changed in order to protect
their identity and respect their privacy
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Foreword

Microfinance and Female Empowerment
The correlation between a lack of female empowerment and
other indicators of societal and economic underdevelopment is
extremely strong and this has been widely documented in both
the academic literature as well as in policy studies. The theoreti-
cal basis for this correlation is rooted in the inherent inefficiency
of traditional patriarchal societies wherein the suppression of
women’s voices is a symptom of a deeper malaise that blocks
development. It is a reflection of a backward-looking traditional-
ism that inhibits progress on all fronts. Hence, while empowering
women has direct practical effects on poverty reduction, these are
likely to be the tip of the iceberg. The broader effects on societal
values may well be far more significant.

It is now well established that access to credit is a key factor
in empowering women and it typically takes the form of microfi-
nance. It follows that credit for women is one of the most impor-
tant tools of development. However, the vast majority of this
literature has focused on the rural context (Hashemi et al.,
1996). The urban context has received much less attention.
Comparisons of microfinance programs between rural and urban
areas are even more rare. Hence this study that compares microfi-
nance programmes in these two contexts, taking into the account
the nature of the relevant programs (the Self Help Group model
in rural areas and the Joint Liability Group model in urban areas)
is path breaking in scope.

This study finds that nature of the challenges faced in the two
contexts is fundamentally different and therefore need to leverage
different tools and resources. These findings are of seminal
importance and can be linked to slightly more general arguments
with regard to entrepreneurship in poverty-stricken economies
(Hill and Mudambi, 2010). These are that bottom-up develop-
ment requires focusing on linkages (in rural areas) and flexibility
of production (in urban areas).

xxv



Women’s empowerment also has effects on men and not all
of these are positive. There is a literature documenting that as
women’s empowerment has become the social priority of devel-
opment policymakers, men have been neglected. This has often
been accompanied by men being disempowered and no longer
able to fulfil “their male roles as head of household and bread-
winner” (Silberschmidt, 2001).

This current study also notes that an unintended and undesir-
able effect of women’s empowerment is an increase in violence
(including sexual violence) against women by such disempowered
men. Hence in addition to analysing a key and understudied
area, this study points out crucial avenues for future research.
I laud Raji Ajwani for placing this valuable new resource in the
hands of academics and policymakers.

Ram Mudambi
Frank M. Speakman Professor of Strategy

Temple University, Philadelphia, USA
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