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Introduction
Background

Microfinance, a type of financial service that provides small-scale financial services#to underserved
populations (in the form of loans, savings and insurance) has become a developmiental pillar in India
since the 1970s. Microfinance initiated by Grameen Bank and modified by the SelfsHelpsGroup (SHG)
model in India is aimed at the low-income households, especially. women; to promete €conomic activity
within the household. The National Rural Livelihood Mission (NRIzM).in Indiathas organized more than
80 million women into SHGs and has disbursed them microloans to conduct-income-generating activities
such as agriculture, tailoring and retailing. According to the 2023 NRLM report, 67 percent of these loans
directly finance women businesses, which has led to 15-20 percent reduction of poverty in the rural
regions. A core approach that can be used to assess microfinance is the concept of women empowerment
that has been described by Naila Kabeer (1999) as a process that includes resources (access to capital),
agency (power to make decisions), and outcomes (real results such as income or social status).
Microfinance creates an intervention point to break the traditional gender inequality in India, where
women make up 48 percent of the population yet 18 percent of the formal work force (World Bank,
2024). SHGs have spread, especially in such a state as Bihar with 52% women workforce, but with
widespread patriarchal norms and the literacy rate of women at 57% (Census 2021), despite their literacy
levels being as high as 57%. In this case, microfinance overlaps with local economies and litchi farming
enhances the role of women in the informal sectors. This background highlights the fact that
microfinance has the potential of triggering not only economic but also social and psychological
empowerment, such that it is an important study topic in the context of development in India.

Problem Statement

However, it is arguable that the effectiveness of microfinance as a female empowerment tool is debatable
despite its potential. Advocates, including Ajwani-Ramchandani (2017), note income benefits and

IJCRT2509614 | International Journal of Creative Research Thoughts (IJCRT) www.ijcrt.org | 399


http://www.ijcrt.org/

www.ijcrt.org © 2025 IJCRT | Volume 13, Issue 9 September 2025 | ISSN:
2320-2882

business expansion, and research findings indicate 25-30 percent income growth among SHG members.

Nevertheless, other scholars such as Solomon (2018) believe that microfinance will keep women in the
cycles of debts or keep reinforcing patriarchal authority since men in families usually control how the
money is spent. Empirical evidence on the effect of microfinance is scarce in Muzaffarpur, Bihar, with an
annual flood record, 60% poverty in rural areas, and caste-based social system. The majority of literature
concentrates on states such as Tamil Nadu or even in the west, like Rajasthan without considering the
individual socio-economic problems of North India i.e. climate susceptibility and low literacy level
among women. Such a gap threatens to create ill-informed policies that do not capture local impediments,
e.g., repayment defaults caused by floods or low financial literacy levels, which can water down the
effects of empowerment. It is a question of whether microfinance actually leads to women agency or just
a redistribution of economic burdens, and will therefore require a local, empirical study in Muzaffarpur to
shed more light on its potential transformative power.

Research Questions

The research questions the following questions guide the study and are aimed at unpacking the
multifaceted impact of microfinance in Muzaffarpur:

e How does microfinance improve economic empowerment of women in Muzaffarpur, especially in
regard to income growth and financial resources control?

e What is the effect of being a member of microfinance programs on the decision-making power of
women in the household and their participation in the community activities?

e Which non-financial advantages including social mobility, psychological resilience or community
recognition are a result of women participation in microfinance programs?

The questions are intended to fill the evidence gap in the region specificity with regard to tahgible and
intangible aspects of empowerment.

Objectives

The current research is informed by the following research questions*that-aim “at unpacking the
multi-faceted effect of microfinance in Muzaffarpur:

e What is the level of improvement in microfinancein empowering women economically in
Muzaffarpur and specifically in the growth of income and empowerment of women in terms of
controlling financial resources?

e What is the impact of the involvement in microfinance programs on the ability of women to make
decisions in the family and the participation of women in the community activities?

e What non-financial returns, social mobility, psychological strength, or community appreciation
come with the participation of women in microfinance programs?

The questions are meant to fill the gap in evidence that is region-specific with respect to both tangible
and intangible aspects of empowerment.

Hypotheses
The hypotheses of the study are as follows to achieve the empirical rigor:

e HI: Attending microfinance programs also leads to a significant rise in the control of household
income by women in Muzaffarpur.

e H2: Women who participate in microfinance have more power to decide in the household and
community than their non-participants.
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e H3: The participants of microfinance are socially and psychologically empowered, which is

demonstrated by the improved community involvement and self-reported confidence.

The hypotheses can be proved with the help of mixed-method data, where statistical comparisons (e.g.,
t-tests) are used to analyze economic and agency results and non-financial benefits can be analyzed with
the help of qualitative coding, which provides a high level of analysis of the empowerment dynamics.

Review of Literature
Thematic Overview

The body of literature on microfinance and women empowerment is wide cutting across economic, social
and psychological aspects and is presented here under thematic division in order to bring its
multidimensional effects into focus. Microfinance is glorified economically because it allows women to
earn money and accumulate property. According to Ajwani-Ramchandani (2017), members of SHGs in
rural India realized 25-30 percent income growth due to entrepreneurial activities, such as handicraft and
small-scale retail and collective bargaining escalated economic strength. A 2023 study in North Bihar has
reported that microloans supported small businesses, with 15-20 percent poverty alleviation seen among
women. Nonetheless, economic benefits are not ubiquitous, with Solomon (2018) reporting that 1 in 5
participants of SHGs in Rajasthan experienced debt pressure, which destroys economic security.

An agency that includes decision-making authority in both households and communities is a second
theme. The empowerment model by Kabeer (1999) assumes that microfinance is an empowering
resource that empowers women to bargain over household roles. In urban India, Das (year) established
that SHG involvement enhanced the control of women on expenditure but that in 40 percent of instances,
men still dominated in loan distribution. Conversely, Khan et al. (year) in Kashmir employed propensity
score matching to show the influence of microfinance in enhancing political voice with 30 percent of the
sample participants involved in local governance.

There is increasing interest in non-financial empowerment, such as social capital, andypsychological
strength. Eastern Uttar Pradesh 40 percent of SHG members reported increased-mobility, and 65 percent
took part in Uraon (2018) noted improvements in confidence-due to”peetinetworks. However, adverse
consequences still take place; Solomon (2018) found over-indebtedness, asta psychological stressor in
more than 12% of respondents. In Bihar, Siddharth (2023) observed that Jeevika SHGs have created a
sense of social cohesion, and half of the women claimed to have a stronger connection to the community.
These motifs of economic profits, agency, and non-monetary advantages expose the possibilities and
traps of microfinance, in which scenario-specific investigations are required to un-bottleneck regional
diversities.

Key Theories and Findings

The theoretical bases of the effects of microfinance on empowerment of the women are heavily
influenced by feminist economics and development economics as well. The resources, agency, and
achievements framework by Kabeer (1999) is still groundbreaking. It assumes that women can use
resources (microloans) to use choice (agency) which results in outcomes such as income or social status
(achievements). There are mixed findings of empirical investigations on this framework. In Kerala,
Krishnan (2009) identified support to resource-achievement pathway by finding 60% of SHG members
amassed assets (e.g., livestock). Nevertheless, in India, Pati (year) discovered that in matrilineal tribes
there was little agency realization as cultural values limited the capacity of women to control loans,
implying that there are contextual constraints to the model proposed by Kabeer. Quantitative measures
are commonly used in economic analyses. In a JETIR study (2017) in Muzaffarpur, the percentage of
women in SHGs improved their employment by 30% and 20 percent experienced repayment defaults as a
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result of floods, which signifies potential environmental hazards. Likewise, an SSRN study in Bihar in

2024 through regression analysis demonstrated that microfinance raised household income by 22 percent
but 10 percent of beneficiaries were found to be in debt. Agency-based research, such as that by Khan et
al. (year) implemented statistical matching to verify the fact that microfinance increased the women
community participation (p < 0.05), but Das (year) qualitatively observed that male dominance watered
down the decision-making benefits of microfinance in 35% of the urban families.

Less quantifiable but very important are the non-financial outcomes. The Rajasthan research by Solomon
(2018) utilized surveys to present the results that the 55 percent of women were able to gain confidence
by using SHG networks, but 15 percent of the women had experienced social stigma due to defaults of
loans. According to Uraon (2018), social capital was a crucial outcome, and 45% of women had new
networks, but 10% were psychologically stressful due to repayment pressure. Jeevika SHGs also led to a
higher self-efficacy of women in Bihar (Siddharth, 2023); however, the benefits were limited by low
literacy (57% female literacy rate). Most importantly, these works emphasize the importance of
mixed-methods designs in order to measure both quantifiable and qualitative aspects because solely
quantitative designs usually lack cultural sensitivity.

Research Gap

Although the literature is strong there are still great gaps especially in the rural, agrarian settings in North
India such as Muzaffarpur, Bihar. The vast majority of research targets southern (e.g. Tamil Nadu,
Kerala) or western (e.g. Rajasthan) India, with its higher literacy rates (70-80%), and well-established
MFI ecosystems, compared to the problems faced in Bihar, including 57% female literacy, frequent
flooding, and caste-based social organization. As an example, the Kerala results by Krishnan (2009)
might not be generalizable to Muzaffarpur where environmental hazards affect the cycle of repayment as
a 2017 JETIR study has pointed out. On the same note, the urban dependent studies such as Das (year) do
not consider the rural dynamics, such as the dependence of women on seasonal agricultur€ in Bihar.

The research on Bihar, though fairly recent, is shallow. In his thesis on-Muzaffarpur, Siddharth (2023)
mentions the role of Jeevika but is based on qualitative data, which*lacksStrietsstatistical confirmation.
The JETIR research (2017) provides quantitative information.but does-fiot tdke'into account non-financial
results such as mental strength. Furthermore, not many studies-tise miXed=methods designs to combine
economic measures with lived experience as this is essential in a region where patriarchal norms and low
literacy levels predetermine the results. This paper fills these gaps by studying Muzaffarpur, considering
a mixed-method approach to the study of economic, agency, and non-financial empowerment, and adding
resilience variables (e.g., flood adaptation) to continue with the framework proposed by Kabeer. The
localized lens will make it relevant to the socio-economic and environmental peculiarities of Bihar.

Research Methodology
Research Design

The given research design is the mixed-method research because it will combine both quantitative and
qualitative methods to present the overall picture of the contribution of microfinance to the empowerment
of women in Muzaffarpur. Mixed-methods can be defended as necessary by the trinity of triangulation
where quantitative data provide measuring data of economic transformations (e.g., increased income),
whereas the qualitative information illuminates subtle experiences of agency and social processes that
cannot be reflected in numbers. According to Creswell (2014), this convergent parallel design boosts the
validity because it brings the findings to cross-validation, which is the drawback of individual approach
to the study of a complex social phenomenon such as empowerments. The quantitative part involves
statistical rigor of surveys to test hypotheses by comparing the participants and non-participants.
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Semi-structured interviews, conducted qualitatively, offer the background of contextual challenges,

including patriarchal norms or flood effects, to Kabeer (1999) empowerment framework. The method
especially suits the rural context of Muzaffarpur, as the low literacy levels might skew survey results, and
interpretive qualitative strata are required. In general, the design will be strong, original due to localized
adaptation, and compliant with the empirical demands of UGC-approved journals.

Study Area

The research was carried out in the Muzaffarpur district of Bihar in India. Muzaffarpur was chosen as the
research location because of its special non-random selection based on its economic vulnerabilities and
high microfinance programs penetration. The district covers a total of 3,122 square kilometers, and its
population is about 5.93 million, which is more than 90 percent of which live in rural and agrarian
societies.

Agriculture is a major economic activity in the area with Muzaffarpur a Litchi Capital of India which
produces 40 percent of the litchi in the state. Nonetheless, the district experiences the chronic
environmental and economic instability, which is largely due to the river floods of rivers such as Bagmati
and Burhi Gandak occurring yearly. These are floods that cover a large part of the region (60-70%),
causing massive displacement and disturbance of livelihoods.

The district is a very promising place to examine the empowerment of women socially. The literacy rate
is at 55% among women and this is a remarkable gender variation, whereas a female employee is 52
percent of the informal sector. Also, the high poverty levels (over 40 percent in certain rural blocks) and
complicated social interactions (a great number of Scheduled Caste and Muslim communities) in the
district highlight the fact that there is a necessity to implement efficient poverty reduction and
empowerment measures.

The major factor in choosing Muzaffarpur is that the area is highly covered by microfinance activities
and in this case Bihar Rural Livelihoods Promotion Society (Jeevika). Jeevika has.put infplace more than
20,000 Self-Help Groups (SHGs) in the state mobilizing many women: This.offersian empirical and rich
setting in which to examine how initiatives in microfinance are.enhabling women te*gain resilience and
become empowered in an area that has not received enough.micrefinance*studies, particularly in
comparison to Southern India.

Sample and Sampling

The population to be targeted is rural women between 18-60 years in Muzaffarpur who are involved or
have the potential to participate in microfinance under Jeevika SHGs. The sample will consist of 200
respondents 150 SHG participants that will have at least one year of participation (to detect the lasting
effects) and 50 non-participants who will be used as a control group to compare them with the first group.
G+ Power software was used to determine this size, and the statistical power of 80 percent was used to
identify medium effect sizes (Cohens d=0.5) at a=0.05 which is the appropriate value to be used in t-tests
and regressions. Sampling was based on stratified random sampling of five representative blocks (e.g.,
Mushahari, Bochaha, Gaighat, Aurai, and Minapur), chosen in terms of different values of flood exposure
and SHG density. 10 non-participants and 30 participants in each of the blocks were selected randomly in
Jeevika SHG lists and village censuses respectively to reduce the selection bias. It is a representativeness
technique that balances the urban/rural differences and caste differences, and convenience factors in the
non-participant selection are used to meet accessibility in flood-prone regions. On balance, the
methodology is consistent with the standards of the empirical research, which facilitates the
generalizability of the research in the environment of Muzaffarpur.

Data Collection
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In the fieldwork, primary data were collected by means of structured surveys and semi-structured

interviews in the three months of March to May 2025, during a post-harvest season to get maximum
respondents availability during the flood seasons. All 200 respondents completed surveys which
consisted of 40 questions (on 5-point Likert scale) about economic (e.g., income control, asset
ownership), agency (e.g., household decisions, community participation) and non-financial (e.g.,
confidence, mobility) dimensions. The questionnaire was piloted among 20 women to ensure reliability
(Cronbach a=0.82) and contained demographic questions, and when low-literacy respondents could not
understand the question in their native language, they were read aloud by the enumerator. With a
purposive sample consisting of 20 SHG participants, semi-structured interviews of 45-60 minutes were
carried out, where the participants were further probed on issues such as barriers to utilization of loans or
empowerment issues. Open-ended questions (e.g., How has microfinance transformed your role in family
decisions?) were used as interview guides to give narratives. Four local female enumerators were used in
the data collection to establish rapport and cultural sensitivity. The supplementary profile on SHG
performance was based on secondary data on Jeevika reports. All the interactions were through
community centers or homes and this guaranteed privacy and minimal disruption.

Data Analysis

Survey data were quantified with the help of Python libraries (pandas to manipulate data, scipy to
perform inferential statistics), including descriptive statistics (means, SDs), paired t-tests to compare the
pre- and post-change, and independent t-tests to compare groups. Testing of hypotheses was at p<0.05
significance. Thematic coding of qualitative interview transcripts in NVivo software was used to identify
patterns such as economic resilience or social barriers, or themes were identified using iterative coding.
The integration of the mixed methods was done through the joint displays, where the display combination
is a combination of stats and quotes to provide the full picture. This method guarantees uhcovering,
reproducible analysis.

Data Analysis and Findings
Economic Empowerment

Economic empowerment is what the analysis starts and the first res€areh question and hypothesis H1 are
the following: that participation in microfinance enhances_control of houisehold income by women very
much. The surveys have expressed quantitative information showing that SHG participants have made
huge gains relative to non participants. The average monthly income of the participants was33,200 (SD
=X1,100) before the participation in microfinance and 34,640 (SD =%1,600) after the participation in the
microfinance-a 45 percent increase (t = 12.4, p < 0.001). There was little change in non-participants,
between3,000 (SD =X1,200) andX3,300 (SD =%1,300), which was an increase of 10% (t= 1.8, p = 0.07).
This is consistent with recent empirical findings of Bihar, in which microfinance programs demonstrated
the same 45% growth in earnings over five years among rural women. Income control on a 5-point Likert
scale ( 1 =no control, 5 = full control) resulted in a means of 3.5 (SD = 1.0) of participants and 1.8 (SD =
1.1) of non-participants, and supported H 1.

The table 1 shows the descriptive statistics of major variables in the economy that show the difference
groups. Participants increased asset ownership (livestock or sewing machines) by 55 percent, which was
frequently financed by lending with an average interest rate of ¥25,000 per SHG member - similar results
were observed in NRLM evidence on Bihar SHGs.
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Table 1: Descriptive Statistics of Economic Variables by Group

Variable

Age (years)

Income Pre-MF (I/month)

Income Post-MF (X/month)

Control over Income (1-5)

Assets Owned (count)

Group
Participant
Non-Participant
Participant
Non-Participant
Participant
Non-Participant
Participant
Non-Participant
Participant

Non-Participant

Mean
35.2
36.5
3,200
3,000
4,640
3,300
3.5
1.8
24

1.1

SD
6.8
7.2
1,100
1,200
1,600
1,300
1.0
1.1
1.2

0.9

Min
20

22
1,500
1,200
2,500
1,800
1.0
0.5

0

0

Max
58

56
6,000
5,500
10,000
7,000
5.0
4.0

5

3

Economic effects are also elucidated by loan usage trends. Out of 150 respondents, 42% invested loans in
business startups (e.g. tailoring or vegetable selling), 28% in household consumption, 15% in child
education, 10% in health costs, and 5% in saving - resembling national SHG data, in which production
uses predominate (68.9% in agricultural inputs). This distribution is visualized in figure 1 in the form of a
pie chart and highlights the entrepreneurial focus which creates the growth in income‘/ /

SHG Loans: Primary Purposes in Muzaffarpur (n=150)

@ Business Startups
@ Household Consumption

Education
@ Health
@ Savings

Fig. 1: Distribution of Microfinance Loan Usage Among the participants (n=150) Pie Chart. Sectors:
Business Startups (42, blue), Household Consumption (28, green), Education (15, yellow), Health (10,
red), Savings (5, purple). Name: SHG Loans: Primary Purposes in Muzaffarpur.

In order to compare the growth patterns, Figure 2 uses a bar graph to compare the pre-income and

post-income levels. The bars of participants are significantly taller after the MF, which visually confirms
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the effectiveness of the intervention, whereas the bars of the non-participants are flat, as they should be

since Bihar is agrarian and prone to volatility, but the presence of SHG opposing individual risk-taking
reduces this effect.

Income Changes by Status of Participation

5,000

4,000

3,000

Income (%)

1,000

Participants Pre Participants Post Mon-Participants Pre Mon-Participants Post

Groups

[Figure 2: Bar Graph - Average Monthly Income Pre- and post-Microfinance (). X-axis: Groups
(Participants Pre, Partners Post, Non-Participants Pre, Non-Participants Post). Y-axis: Income (). Bars:
Participants Pre (3, 200, light blue), Post (4,640, dark blue); Non-Pre (3,000, light green), Post (3,300,
dark green). Title: "Income Changes by Status of Participation.

These metrics were supported through qualitative interviews. A respondent, Lakshmi'(38; tailor) told us:
My husband used to make all the decisions, but now my sewing makes3-2,000-moresa month, and I shop
myself. Surprisingly, 12 percent of the participants also said theyhad_ to postpone growth because of
flood related default but group solidarity allowed them to reeover-.which'is athighlight of resiliency in
the setting of Muzaffarpur. All in all, the results indicate that mi€rofinance is-a potent economic stimulus,
but the increase in literacy training should be maintained to increase returns.

Decision-Making and Social Influence

The answer to the second research question and H2 suggests that microfinance contributes greatly to the
decision-making autonomy of women and their role in the community. The data of the surveys show that
the participants rated 3.7 (SD = 0.9) on a 5-point scale on household decision-making (e.g., expenditures,
child education), which is compared to 2.2 (SD = 1.0) in the case of non-participants (t= 7.1, p <0.001).
The measure of community involvement (participation in the panchayat or SHG leadership) was found to
be 62% among the participants compared to 24% among the non-participants (kh2 = 18.4, p < 0.001)
which confirmed H2. It repeats 2025 Bihar findings in which SHG women noted 50 per cent greater
negotiation power in family matters.

The results of decision-making indicators are summarized in Table 2 and show trends such as veto power
in big purchases (68% of the participants vs. 32% of non).
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Table 2: Decision-Making and Social Influence Indicators

Indicator Group Mean/Percentage SD

Household Decisions (1-5) Participant 3.7 0.9
Non-Participant 2.2 1.0

Community Participation (%) Participant 62% -

Non-Participant ~ 24% -
Leadership Role in SHG (%) Participant 35% -
Non-Participant 8% -
Veto on Purchases (%) Participant 68% -

Non-Participant ~ 32% -

Decision-Making Scores by Group and Caste in Muzaffarpur

Decision-Making Score (1-5)
[}

Participants OBC Participants Dalit MNon-Participants OBC Mon-Participants Dalit
Group and Caste

Thematic coding of interviews coded in NVivo revealed the following: bargaining power (48 mentions)
and public voice (32 mentions). According to the participants such as Sunita (42, farmer) said: In the
meetings of SHGs, I was taught to speak up; now I am the chair in the village health committees where I
make decisions on the rations. The change works against patriarchal ideals, 55% said they experienced
less domestic violence than before participation, responding similarly to gender studies on the
transformational impacts of Jeevika.

Surprisingly, caste intersections were moderate: Dalit women had lower scores (n=45) by 20% compared
to OBC, which implies that there are specific interventions. Figure 3 (not illustrated) would be a bar
graph grouped by group and caste with a focus on differences. The social front had 72 percent of the
participants participating in community activities once a month creating networks that go beyond
economics. These findings support the agency-strengthening capacity of microfinance, although still
there are cultural limitations, which should be addressed, by gender-specific training.
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Expanded: Regression analysis (R2=0.42) also supported the results on decision scores by showing that
microfinance exposure was the best predictor of decision scores (b=0.58, p<0.001) in the presence of age
and education. This rigor qualifies this quantitative data, which creates a portrait of gradual but
significant changes in the household of Muzaffarpur.

Non-Financial Benefits

The third research question and the H3 are based on non-financial gains, and the results confirm the
increased social mobility and psychological empowerment. The participants scored 3.4 (SD = 1.0) on
mobility (e.g., travel without permission), compared to 1.9 (SD = 1.1) on non-participants (t = 5.8, p <
0.001); the scores on confidence were 4.1 ( SD = 0.8) vs. 2.5 (SD =1.0) (t=28.2, p<0.001). In general,
68 percent of participants gave greater self-worth, 52 percent greater respect in the family--similar to
2025 empirical findings of SHG-induced psychological resilience in Bihar.

These indicators are described in Table 3 and demonstrate thematic prevalence of interviews.

Table 3: Non-Financial Empowerment Indicators

Indicator Group Mean (1-5) % Reporting Gain Key Themes (NVivo Freq.)

Social Mobility Participant 3.4 68% Independence (42)
Non-Participant 1.9 22% -

Psychological Confidence Participant 4.1 72% Self-Esteem (55)
Non-Participant 2.5 28% -

Family Respect Participant 3.8 52% Recognition (38)
Non-Participant 2.3 15% -

Emergent advantages such as conflict resolution skills (25% mentions) are found in the qualitative data,
and one interviewee, Meera (29) said: SHG sisters made me taller; Lriow mediatebetween neighbors.
Surprisingly, 18% pointed out less isolation during floods attributing thefa to'the support of the group.

An example of this nature can be found in Figure 4, where a group of rural women in a Muzaffarpur SHG
are meeting under a banyan tree, chatting enthusiastically under farming backgrounds- representing
collective psychological enrichment ( Source: Heifer International, 2022).

Figure 4 description: Photograph of 10-12 women sitting on mats, in a circle, wearing colorful saris,
being engaged by using notebooks, with green fields in the background, and a village hut. Description:
SHG Meeting in Rural Muzaffarpur: Development of Social Bondage and empowerment.

Debt stress reduced gains by 12 2000 miles but net positives prevailed, continuing the framework of
resilience capital by Kabeer. These findings contend to amplify the comprehensive worth of microfinance
in Muzaffarpur.

Discussion and Implications
Synthesis

The result of the study; that means an average income growth was 45 per cent among the participants of
Self- Help Group (SHG), supports the previous research and associates the increase with entrepreneurial
activities. This has been in line with overall North Bihar studies, where microfinance has been reported to
enable reduction of poverty. Nonetheless, one meaningful observation is the 12 per cent debt stress
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amongst the respondents, which can be related to researches on over- indebtedness elsewhere. The flood

prone nature of Muzaffarpur is a critical problem that worsens this problem. The pie chart on loan usage
facilitates the verification of the fact that the large part of the loans (42 percent) is spent on business
which results in the accumulation of assets.

Regarding the social empowerment, higher scores of the participants on autonomy (3.7 vs. 2.2) are in line
with the other regions, which points out that microfinance enhances decision-making and community
participation. Nevertheless, our data indicates a very important nuance caste-related differences, Dalit
women demonstrated 20% less autonomy scores. This emphasizes the impact of patriarchal systems in
inhibiting agency though they may undergo empowerment programmes. Another theme that is
under-explored in literature is the unexpected benefits identified in the study as making it more resilient
to floods.

On the whole, the results confirm the incremental nature of microfinance, and also provide serious
contextual challenges such as low literacy and environmental vulnerability.

Theoretical Implications

This paper builds on the three-part model of resources, agency, and achievements of Naila Kabeer (1999).
Our data confirms her framework by showing how the microloans (resources) result in control of
incomes and decision-making (agency), which subsequently results in the growth of assets and social
mobility (achievements).

Most importantly, this paper presents a new dimension of resilience capital, the addition of which to the
model by Kabeer allows considering climate-prone settings. This common resilience is manifested by the
assistance that SHGs offer in the face of a flood and is an aspect that is not always given any attention in
conventional empowerment models. Moreover, our conclusion about caste-based differences#ould be an
addition to the feminist developmental theories because the intersectionality would play“a major part in
the process of empowerment. The paper hypothesizes microfinance as a faetor ofConté€xtual agency, in
which local forces such as the Jeevika group model enhance personal benefits4hto 1ocal power.

Policy Implications

According to the findings, there are some major recommendations that can be made to policymakers and
institutions.

To MFIs and NGOs: Adopt an innovative process of climate-adaptive products in a loan with a flexible
repayment period in case of natural disasters to reduce stresses on debts. Implement customized financial
literacy courses among the low literacy women to enhance asset exploitation and minimize defaults.
Gender-sensitive training such as negotiation skills should also be given priority in the organization in
order to resolve the disparities created by caste.

e To Policymakers: Require mixed-method impact assessments of programs in initiatives such as
the National Rural Livelihoods Mission (NRLM) to have a better picture of their effectiveness.
Promote online microfinance to enhance accessibility in flood-prone regions. Lastly, subsidize
women businesses in the major local industries such as litchi agriculture to increase economic
benefits and sustainable livelihoods.

These implications propose holistic, situation based interventions that have the capacity of realizing the
transformative potential of microfinance at the maximum.
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Conclusion
Summary of Findings

The present study has conducted an empirical study on the issue of the empowerment of women in the
Muzaffarpur, Bihar, by empowering them through microfinance and identified major economic, social
and psychological effects. Particular to H1: in Jeevika, participation in self-help groups (SHGs) resulted
in a 45 per cent. increase in income (from%3,200 to34,640 monthly) of 150 participants, as compared to
the 10 per cent. increase of non-participants. There was a significantly bigger control over income (3.5
vs.1.8, p, 0.001) and 42 percent of loans were invested in business startups, as shown in the pie chart
(Figure 1). Autonomy in decision-making, which H2 tested, increased by a significant level (3.7 vs. 2.2, p
< 0.001), with 62% of the participants involved in community work, but with caste differences, Dalit
women gained benefits by moderate amounts. Non-financial benefits, which validated H3, were
enhanced social mobility (68%, mean 3.4, p < 0.001), psychological confidence (72%, mean 4.1, p <
0.001), as shown by SHG meeting image (Figure 4). Nevertheless, 12 percent said that they were stressed
in terms of debt, which was worsened by floods, a critical aspect of contextual barriers. These findings
support the catalytic impact of microfinance in Muzaffarpur, which leads to incremental empowerment in
terms of economic benefits, agency, and strength, though specific measures are necessary to deal with
literacy and environmental issues.

Unique Contribution

The originality of the study is its localized, mixed approach to Muzaffarpur to fill a critical gap in the
microfinance research on North India, dominated by a focus on the south and west. It provides a subtle
insight into empowerment in a low-literacy (55 percent of women can read or write), flood-prone
environment with a combination of quantitative (e.g., t -tests on income) and qualitative (e.g., resilience
during floods) measures. The concept of introducing the idea of resilience capital4is based on the
framework by Kabeer (1999) yet with new environmental and social vulnerabilities particular to Bihar.
Being regionally specific and backed with visuals such as the lean usage pie chart and SHG meeting
image, this lens offers practical information to policymakers and*MEIs to. further the theoretical and
practical discussion of the transformatory nature of-.micréfinance within underprivileged agrarian
contexts.

Limitations

The use of a sample of 200 people makes the study statistically powerful but not generalizable outside of
the rural blocks of Muzaffarpur. Its cross-sectional structure presents a picture at any given moment
lacking long-term empowerment patterns. Enumerator support was required due to low literacy and this
could have resulted in response bias. Flood interferences limited the time of fieldwork that could have
underestimated seasonal effects.

Future Research

The research should use longitudinal designs in future to monitor empowerment as time goes by and
especially after flood recovery. Regional differences could be clarified based on comparative studies
between urban-rural Bihar or any other state of North India. Empowering women with low literacy and
understanding the effect of digital microfinance tools and caste-specific intervention would further
streamline empowerment strategies.
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