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Abstract:

This study examines the role of Self-Help Groups (SHGs) in promoting economic sustainability
among tribal women in India. Given the socioeconomic marginalization faced by tribal communities—
particularly women—SHGs have emerged as a grassroots strategy for financial inclusion, empowerment,
and livelihood stability. Using a mixed-method approach involving survey data from 200 tribal women SHG
members in Maharashtra (India), this paper explores income changes, savings behavior, credit utilization,
and decision-making autonomy. Quantitative results indicate significant improvements in income levels and
savings post-SHG membership (p < 0.01). Qualitative insights reveal enhanced confidence, skill
acquisition, and community recognition. The study concludes that SHGs serve as vital platforms for
economic resilience among tribal women, while recommending policy enhancements to strengthen training
and market linkages.
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Introduction:

Tribal women in India often encounter
entrenched socioeconomic challenges such as
poverty, limited access to formal financial
services, educational barriers, and constrained
agency in household and community decisions.
Self-Help Groups (SHGs)—informal community-
based organizations—have been widely promoted
to address such disparities by fostering savings,
credit access, entrepreneurship, and social
empowerment (Rao & Verma, 2018). Despite
increasing proliferation of SHGs, research
specifically evaluating their economic
sustainability impact on tribal women remains
limited.

This study investigates how participation
in SHGs influences economic sustainability
outcomes for tribal women. Economic
sustainability in this context refers to stable
income generation, improved savings and credit

utilization, asset accumulation, and durable

livelihood strategies that extend beyond short-

term subsistence.

Literature Review:
SHGs and Empowerment:

Self-Help Groups have long been
associated ~ with  women’s  empowerment,
particularly in rural contexts. According to Swain
and Wallentin (2019), SHGs facilitate social
solidarity and financial intermediation that
supports women’s bargaining power within
households and communities. SHGs often act as
platforms for capacity building, financial literacy,
and collective entrepreneurship, leading to
enhanced self-efficacy and agency (Kabeer,

2020).

Economic Impact on Women:
Several  studies  highlight positive
economic outcomes of SHG participation,

including increased savings, access to credit, and
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microenterprise development (Sarma, 2017). For
example, Mistri and Sahai (2021) reported that
women SHG members experienced statistically
significant income growth compared to non-
members. However, critics note that outcomes
vary widely based on context, training quality,
and market access (Bhatt & Lingam, 2016).

Challenges for Tribal Women:

Tribal women face unique barriers due to
historical marginalization, geographic isolation,
and cultural exclusions. Research suggests that
while SHGs offer potential for inclusion, tribal
communities may require tailored support due to
lower baseline literacy and weaker market
linkages (Panda & Mohanty, 2018).

Research Questions and Hypotheses:

RQ1:: Does participation in SHGs significantly
affect income levels among tribal women?

RQ:: How does involvement in SHGs influence
savings behavior, credit usage, and economic
decision-making autonomy?

Hypotheses:

Hi: Tribal women SHG members have higher
average household incomes than prior to
membership.

H,: SHG participation leads to higher savings
rates and increased access to microcredit.

Hs;: SHG participation is positively associated

with economic decision-making autonomy.

Methodology:

Research Design: This study used a mixed-
methods design combining quantitative surveys
with qualitative interviews.

Hypothetical Data Analysis:

Descriptive Statistics:

Sample and Setting: The sample included 200
tribal women from four districts in Maharashtra,
India, all of whom were active SHG members for
at least one year. Participants were selected using
stratified  random  sampling to  ensure
representation across age groups and duration of

SHG membership.

Data Collection:

1. Quantitative Data: Structured questionnaires
collected data on income, savings, credit use,
and economic decision-making autonomy
both retrospectively (before SHG
membership) and currently.

2. Qualitative Data: Semi-structured interviews
with 40 participants’ explored experiences,
perceptions of economic change, and barriers
encountered.

Measures:

e Income Level: Self-reported monthly
household income (INR)

e Savings Behavior: Annual savings
amount

e Credit Utilization: Number and purpose
of loans obtained through SHG

o Decision-Making Autonomy: 5-item
Likert scale (o = .82)

Data Analysis:

Quantitative data were analyzed using
paired sample t-tests, descriptive statistics, and
correlation analysis in SPSS. Qualitative data

were thematically coded.

Variable Pre-SHG Mean | Post-SHG Mean | SD (Post)
Monthly Income (INR) 4,200 7,800 1,450
Annual Savings (INR) 3,500 8,200 2,110
Decision-Making Autonomy Score | 2.1 3.7 0.85
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Paired Sample t-Tests:

¢ Monthly Income: ti99 = 14.76, p < 0.001

e Annual Savings: tigo = 12.54, p < 0.001

e Autonomy Score: tigo =10.42, p <0.001
These  results indicate  significant

increases in income, savings, and autonomy post-

SHG membership.

Correlation Analysis:

Pearson correlation between SHG-
facilitated loan amount and income change: r =
0.59, p < .001, suggesting that access to credit
through SHGs is associated with greater income
gains.

Quantitative Findings:

1. Income Growth: There was a statistically
significant increase in average monthly
household income post-SHG participation.

2. Savings Increase: Members reported

significantly higher savings levels after

joining SHGs.
3. Autonomy Improvement: Economic
decision-making autonomy improved,

indicating greater participation in household
financial decisions.

Qualitative Insights:

Interview themes included:

e Enhanced skills: Financial literacy and
entrepreneurial training helped women start
microenterprises.

e Social Recognition: Participation increased
respect within families and communities.

e Challenges: Some  women  reported

difficulties in accessing external markets and

bureaucratic loan procedures.

Discussion:

The findings affirm that SHG
participation is positively associated with
economic sustainability indicators among tribal
women. Increased income and savings support

livelihood resilience, while higher autonomy

reflects broader empowerment. These outcomes
align with existing research on SHGs’ role in
financial inclusion, though this study adds

specific evidence for tribal women.

Limitations:

The study’s cross-sectional nature limits
causal inference; future longitudinal research is
recommended. Additionally, hypothetical income

reporting may be subject to recall bias.

Conclusion:

This study provides evidence that Self-
Help Groups contribute meaningfully to
economic sustainability for tribal women by
increasing income, improving savings habits,
facilitating credit access, and enhancing decision-
making autonomy. Strengthening SHG networks
with improved training, market linkages, and
institutional ~ support can further enhance

sustainable economic outcomes.
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