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omen’s self-help groups (SHGs) are transforming India’s rural landscape—not just as 

microfinance institutions but as engines of agricultural innovation, food security, and 

gender equity. This article explores the dynamic role of SHGs in strengthening women’s 

decision-making in agriculture and promoting sustainable practices. Drawing from IFPRI 

research and national programs, it highlights how SHGs empower women to participate in 

key decisions about inputs, technologies, and farm investments. The article makes a case for 

scaling up SHG-led agricultural interventions to ensure inclusive and climate-resilient rural 

development. 
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Introduction 
India’s agricultural sector employs nearly 60% of rural women, yet only 13% of them own 

land (FAO, 2021). While they work tirelessly across sowing, weeding, transplanting, and 

harvesting, women’s voices in agricultural decision-making have traditionally been limited. 

Societal norms, financial exclusion, and lack of training have created a gender gap in access 

to technology, inputs, and institutional support. Against this backdrop, Self-Help Groups 

(SHGs) have emerged as a powerful grassroots mechanism. Since the 1990s, India’s SHG 

movement has grown to include more than 8 million groups, covering 90 million women 

across states through initiatives like the National Rural Livelihoods Mission (NRLM). These 

groups are no longer just about savings and credit—they are becoming nodes for agricultural 

training, input distribution, market linkage, and collective bargaining. As the global 

development agenda focuses on inclusive, climate-smart agriculture, India’s SHGs represent 

a unique opportunity to empower rural women, reduce poverty, and promote sustainable food 

systems from the bottom up. 

SHGs as Platforms for Empowerment and Knowledge Exchange 
The strength of SHGs lies in their simplicity and social solidarity. Groups typically start with 

basic savings activities but gradually evolve into community institutions that build trust, 

enhance mobility, and foster self-confidence. As these groups mature, they often become 

channels for delivering a range of development services, including agricultural inputs and 

training. 

In recent years, SHGs have been integrated into key agricultural development efforts: 

 Under DAY-NRLM, SHG members receive skill development under the Farm 

Livelihoods module, covering topics like soil health, seed treatment, pest control, and 

nutrition gardens. 
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 NGOs like PRADAN, BAIF, and Digital Green use SHG networks to roll out 

participatory learning programs such as System of Rice Intensification (SRI) and kitchen 

gardening in tribal and backward regions. 

 In Madhya Pradesh, SHGs have been trained to operate custom hiring centers, providing 

farm equipment rentals to smallholder women farmers. 

These initiatives go beyond capacity building—they shift power structures, giving women 

greater say in farming, family budgeting, and community development. 

Women’s Participation in Agricultural Decision-Making 
A major breakthrough facilitated by SHGs is the enhancement of women’s agency in 

household and farm-related decision-making. Raghunathan’s (2020) study reveals that SHG 

membership correlates with greater involvement in key decisions such as: 

 Choice of crops and inputs (e.g., certified seeds vs. saved seeds); 

 Borrowing for farm investments (e.g., pumps, goats, fertilizer); 

 Hiring labor and purchasing equipment; 

 Marketing of produce and use of income. 

This empowerment happens through both exposure to training and collective negotiation. 

Women who attend SHG-led farmer field schools report higher confidence in interacting with 

male extension agents, negotiating in markets, and advising neighbors. Importantly, SHGs 

also influence intra-household dynamics. In many cases, women shift from silent workers to 

joint planners with their husbands. This shared decision-making improves household 

cohesion and better resource use. In Bihar, SHG members were 15% more likely to adopt 

improved paddy varieties after participating in SHG-led demonstration plots. In Tamil Nadu, 

over 60% of women in SHG households participated in joint decisions on drip irrigation 

installation. 

Improved Agricultural Practices Through SHG Channels 
Through structured training and peer-to-peer learning, SHGs serve as technology diffusion 

agents. Several agricultural innovations have reached remote rural areas thanks to SHG 

networks: 

a. Seed Management and Soil Health: SHG members are trained in seed selection, seed 

treatment using Trichoderma or cow urine, and preserving indigenous seed varieties. Some 

SHGs have even formed community seed banks, ensuring access to climate-resilient crops. 

SHGs also promote soil health awareness, encouraging farmers to use biofertilizers, reduce 

urea dependency, and adopt composting and vermicomposting practices. 

b. Integrated Pest Management (IPM): In Andhra Pradesh and Odisha, SHGs have 

conducted IPM campaigns using tools like pheromone traps, neem-based sprays, and crop 

rotation techniques. These reduce pesticide exposure, cut costs, and improve ecological 

sustainability. 

c. Nutrition-Sensitive Agriculture: SHGs promote kitchen gardens, backyard poultry, and 

biofortified crops to improve household food security. In Jharkhand and Chhattisgarh, SHG 

members have led campaigns on growing iron-rich pearl millet and leafy greens. 

d. Livestock and Allied Enterprises: SHGs play a critical role in diversifying income 

through goat rearing, poultry farming, beekeeping, and fishery. These low-investment 

activities are often led by women and help buffer against crop failure. 

Challenges to Scaling SHG-Driven Agricultural Change 
Despite their growing role, SHGs face systemic challenges in scaling agricultural impacts: 

 Institutional Overload: SHGs are often expected to implement multiple schemes (health, 

nutrition, sanitation), diluting their focus on agriculture. 

 Technical Gaps: Not all SHGs have access to qualified agri-resource persons or 

extension specialists. Training quality varies widely by district. 

 Limited Market Access: SHGs lack support for aggregation, grading, storage, and value 

addition, which limits their bargaining power in markets. 
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 Credit Access and Financial Literacy: SHG members often struggle to secure loans 

above ₹50,000 due to lack of collateral or formal credit history. 

 Gender Norms: In some regions, women’s visibility in agriculture still invites social 

resistance. Family approval, especially from male members, can restrict participation in 

trainings or SHG-led enterprises. 

Addressing these issues requires stronger convergence with departments of agriculture, 

women and child development, and rural livelihoods. It also calls for a gender-

transformative approach that challenges stereotypes and supports women's leadership. 

Policy Implications and Future Directions 
To unlock the full potential of SHGs in agriculture, a multi-pronged strategy is needed: 

 Strengthen SHG–KVK–ATMA linkages: Ensure regular technical training through 

Krishi Vigyan Kendras and Agricultural Technology Management Agencies with follow-

up support. 

 Digital Extension for SHGs: Develop mobile-based advisory platforms tailored for low-

literacy women. Voice messages in local dialects (like Digital Green’s “Awaaz De”) can 

be highly effective. 

 SHG Agri-Entrepreneurship Models: Promote group enterprises for value-added 

products—e.g., millet snacks, herbal teas, and farm inputs. These can be scaled through 

Farmer Producer Organizations (FPOs). 

 Dedicated Agricultural Credit Lines: Design SHG-friendly agri-loans with flexible 

repayment terms and crop-linked insurance. 

 Gender Sensitization of Extension Personnel: Train male extension workers and 

community leaders to support women’s participation in agriculture and decision-making. 

 Recognition Mechanisms: Institutionalize awards or public recognition for high-

performing SHG clusters in sustainable farming or agribusiness innovation. 

With such support, SHGs can evolve into farm incubators, agribusiness leaders, and 

community educators, driving sustainable rural transformation. 

Conclusion 
Self-help groups are more than a development intervention—they are a movement redefining 

the rural fabric of India. By linking collective action with agricultural knowledge, SHGs have 

empowered millions of women to become co-creators of change. Their involvement in 

farming decisions improves productivity, ensures sustainability, and enhances household 

resilience. In the decade ahead, integrating SHGs into the formal agricultural extension and 

innovation systems can yield vast dividends—not just in yield or income, but in dignity, 

equality, and community resilience. The seeds of change have been sown. It’s time to help 

them grow. 
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