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Challenging the links between microfinance and domestic violence: evidence from rural India 

 

Gil Yaron, Rebecca Gordon, John Best and Sunil Choudhary 
 

Abstract 
 
The impact of microfinance on domestic violence has been widely discussed, but there is still no consensus due 
to the fact that context and programme implementation mechanisms have a large effect on outcomes. An 
innovative grassroots microfinance organisation in India, Rojiroti, has a number of unique features which make 
a positive impact on domestic violence more likely. Using a quasi-experimental design with panel data and 
matched control sites, this article reports on a study that found a significant reduction in levels of domestic 
violence among women members of Rojiroti, alongside a significant increase in asset ownership and knowledge 
of household finances.  
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Introduction 

 

There has been a plethora of literature focusing on the positive impacts associated with microfinance 
in terms of poverty alleviation and social change, including many studies examining the impact 
microfinance has had on domestic violence (Kabeer 1998). However, findings have been mixed; some 
papers conclude that microfinance can lead to an increase in domestic violence (Murshid, Akin- cigil, 
and Zippay 2016), others that it has no impact (Aktaruzzaman and Guha-Khasnobis 2010) and some 
more dated literature notes a reduction (Hashemi, Schuler, and Riley 1996). These differences are 
often attributed to the heterogeneity of delivery mechanisms. It is difficult to determine which 
impacts come from microfinance alone, through economic effects, or from the features of its delivery, 
such as self-help groups (SHGs) (Duvendack et al. 2011). This article focuses on Rojiroti, a grassroots 
microfinance organisation, and considers the role of its unique features as well as contextual factors 
to situate the observed findings. We hypothesise that the unique delivery of this organisation has led 
to a reduction in domestic violence through an increase in income and asset generation, accompanied 
by individual and collective empowerment.  
 
This article uses panel survey data on women in SHGs and matched control sites to examine changes 
in domestic violence, as well as knowledge of household finances as a proxy for changes in household 
positions and social norms over a three-year period (2008–2011). The results show a significant 
reduction in domestic violence among the treatment group in comparison with the control group and 
demonstrate that this type of microfinance is associated with significant increases in women’s 
knowledge of finances, potentially indicating a shift in household decision-making and the position of 
women within the household. This also has the potential to lead to the reduction in domestic violence.  
First, we give an overview of the literature exploring microfinance and domestic violence, before 
describing Rojiroti microfinance. The theoretical framework is then presented, including a reflection 
on which features of Rojiroti microfinance provision may have led to a reduction in domestic violence. 
We then present our methodology and results. The final section summarises conclusions and 
implications for practice.  
 

Microfinance and Domestic Violence  
 

One of the most widely cited studies on microfinance and domestic violence found anecdotal evi- 
dence that issues with access to loans and loan repayments led to increased violence for women 
(Goetz and Sen Gupta 1996). Other studies also found an increase in levels of domestic violence, due 
to challenging traditional gender roles (Bajracharya and Amin 2013). However, Bajracharyaa and Amin 
noted that previous findings that had seen strong positive association between member- ship and 
violence did not hold when a comparison group was used in analysis.  



 

 
Alternatively, Hashemi, Schuler, and Riley (1996) found that microfinance was linked to a reduction in 
domestic violence, with only 9–13% of group members reporting male violence, in comparison with 
21–27% of women in control groups. This finding is particularly interesting, given that the context of 
this study in rural Bangladesh in the early 1990s resembles our context, with families relying on 
exploitative local money lenders prior to the introduction of microfinance. A more recent study also 
strongly suggested that domestic violence is declining in villages with microfinance, as women’s 
economic roles expand and they gain a stronger sense of their rights (Schuler et al. 2013).  
 
Of particular interest to this research are studies that found a reduction in domestic violence, but with 
some caveats, as the way in which microfinance is delivered, to whom, and for how long could all 
influence whether domestic violence is reduced. Dalal, Dahlstrom, and Timpka (2013) found that 
women with higher education levels and wealth indexes experienced increased domestic violence 
when they joined microfinance programmes. Similarly, Murshid, Akincigil, and Zippay (2016) posited 
that the likelihood of domestic violence did not vary with microfinance participation, but the 
interaction effect of microfinance and better economic status was significantly associated with 
domestic violence. On the other hand, Leach and Sitaram (2010) demonstrated that men’s behaviour 
towards women depended on how much income they brought into the household and that dom- estic 
violence increased when their business was not succeeding.  
 
Literature from sub-Saharan Africa has highlighted that often microfinance alone does not lead to a 
reduction in domestic violence. However, one study found that combined microfinance and gender 
empowerment interventions had led to improved outcomes in relation to gender equality, including 
reductions in violence (Gibbs et al. 2012). Similarly, an organisation that combined economic empow- 
erment interventions with gender training saw a significant reduction in domestic violence for women 
(Jewkes et al. 2014). Interventions combining economic and empowerment mechanisms might be 
more likely to find a positive impact on domestic violence.  
 
There is no definitive effect that microfinance has, but the socio-economic status of the partici- pants, 
their location, and the mechanisms through which microfinance is delivered, including com- binations 
with other interventions, can influence the impact on domestic violence. This study focuses on a 
grassroots organisation in rural India and hopes to provide insight into the way the specific context 
and mechanisms of microfinance delivery can influence domestic violence.  
 
Rojiroti Microfinance 
 

The Rojiroti approach to microfinance involves the creation of SHGs, rotated loans from savings and 
subsequent credit from the Centre for the Promotion of Sustainable Livelihoods (CPSL), a Bihar-based 
NGO (a “Society” under Indian law). Groups are formed after open village discussions, then local, 
educated, unemployed youth are trained as record keepers and facilitators of SHGs. Facilitators are 
paid from interest income on loan repayments, which in 2011 accounted for half of the interest 
revenue. More than 70% of facilitators are female. However, most new groups are formed as a result 
of demand by female relatives of SHG members, with experienced group members becoming 
community mobilisers in villages where they have relatives. Although they use Rojiroti training 
materials to form groups, this generates something like a viral spread of SHGs. A third source of new 
members, accounting for one third of new members, were contracts from other NGOs for CPSL to run 
microfinance for them.  
 
Once the SHG is meeting regularly, members start saving a small amount, typically Rs 2.50 (US$ 0.06). 
As soon as the group has saved Rs 20–50 (US$ 0.30–0.80), funds start being loaned to individual 
members following priorities agreed by the group. At the outset, small loans are often for basic 
medical costs (for example, transport to a clinic, consultation with a doctor, or over the counter drugs). 



 

This was the most popular loan use (29%), followed by 20% of loans for social purposes (mainly 
weddings and funerals). In 2011, an annual interest rate of 24% was charged with flexible repayment 
mechanisms. The combination of small amounts of credit on offer, and relatively high transaction 
costs (for example, participation in at least four weekly SHG meetings before revolved savings produce 
loans) make Rojiroti more likely to attract the most socio-economically disadvan- taged people. More 
than 90% of the SHG members in the study were from Scheduled Caste and Tribes (62%) or other 
disadvantaged castes, and 80% were below the official poverty line, compared to 20% of Indian 
microfinance borrowers (of whom 95% were women) who were from Scheduled Caste or Tribes (Sa-
Dahn 2016).  
 
After six months (assuming the SHG has demonstrated the ability to rotate the amount paid in weekly 
savings across the group, and there is unmet demand for credit) the group starts to receive general 
purpose or emergency loans from Rojiroti. Emergency loans are made available within 24 hours and 
can be taken alongside outstanding loans. For general purpose loans, women are required to explain 
to the group how they would repay. This leads women to engage in repay- ment strategy discussions 
with their household. Loans to individuals in a group rise over time: general purpose loans of less than 
Rs 50 (US$0.80) when the SHG is six months old can be Rs 3000 (US$46) for members of groups that 
are more than 24 months old. Many traditional models of microfinance pro- vision do not offer 
emergency loan services (Churchill 2003), nor do they require the borrower to detail their repayment 
strategy.  
 
The economic incentive for the group to ensure repayment is very strong, as the cost of losing 
affordable credit for those without other alternatives is very high (for example, village money lenders 
charging up to 120% interest per annum). This, rather than joint liability by the group or a set amount 
for weekly repayment, ensures that loans are repaid. From an operational perspective, the downside 
of this flexibility is that 2.3% of loans were outstanding at 90 days in 2010, although no loans were 
outstanding for 180 days. This reflects both demand and supply factors. Borrowers sometimes face 
shocks that delay repayments. For example, drought has often led to share-cropping farmers in Bihar 
losing a large proportion of one of the three crops typically harvested over a year. However, the strong 
incentives to retain access to Rojiroti loans mean families make an effort to pay just the interest on 
outstanding balances until they have the income to pay off the loan principal. The relatively small 
average loan sizes (Rs 1478 or US$23) and having community-based staff make it feasible to collect 
small, weekly repayments. Greater flexibility in repayment schedules may lead to lower levels of stress 
in loan repayment and helps to keep defaults below 1%. Much of the strongest criticism of other 
microfinance organisations comes from the lack of flexibility in repayment (Bateman 2011) leading to 
the poorest households engaging with local moneylenders to pay off their loans. Additionally, while 
microfinance organisations charge lower rates than local loan sharks, many still charge high rates, 
arguing that this is necessary to cover high operational costs (Bateman 2011).  
 
It is clear that Rojiroti operates differently to other microfinance programmes that have been 
examined previously and thus there may be a number of features that support a reduction in domestic 
violence.  
 

Exploring the Theory 

 

There are a number of models that are used to describe how MF participation may result in certain 
outcomes: Pitt, Khandker and Cartwright (2006) describe two different mechanisms as the potential 
for income and asset generation (in their paper, they specifically use standard income and substitution 
effect) and ‘empowerment’ effects. We theorise that increased economic potential through asset and 
income generation, accompanied by individual and collective empowerment, are the main 
mechanisms through which microfinance can lead to a reduction in domestic violence.  
 



 

Income/ Asset Generation 

 

The consistent link between poverty and domestic violence can be explained by the fact that families 
who live in poverty have higher levels of stress which permeates family relationships, making poor 
women more likely to experience family violence (Jewkes, 2002). Kabeer (2005) argued that 
microfinance can lead to reduced domestic violence, because it lessens financial strains within families 
associated with poverty either by an increase in income for women members through asset creation 
or protection against income shocks.  
 
However, it is clear that microfinance’s impact on income and assets, or on a family’s economic status 
more broadly, is not necessarily associated with a reduction in domestic violence. The body of 
literature indicating that microfinance leads to an increase in domestic violence points to status 
inconsistency theory, which suggests that higher incomes and female independence can threaten or 
destabilise marital norms and lead to increased domestic violence (Murshid, Akincigil, and Zippay 
2016).  
 

Individual Empowerment Effects  

Kabeer (1998) defines individual choice as the ability to define one’s goals and act on them. In other 
words, the underlying assumption is that women’s empowerment is the process of having and using 
resources to reach certain achievements (in this case, reduce domestic violence). While the economic 
effects show that a woman might have an increase in resources, it is important to consider whether 
she can use these to reduce domestic violence.  

A woman’s position within her household is important as male dominance in the family and male 
control of wealth in the family have strong linkages with incidents of domestic violence. Aktaruzza- 
man and Guha-Khasnobis (2010) found that women’s participation in microfinance did not diminish 
domestic violence significantly, because of their limited control over the use of credit, which could be 
seen as a lack of their ability to utilise their newfound resources, or a lack of agency. If a woman has 
more resources, accompanied by a greater position to utilise them, it is likely her position in the 
household will change. It is argued that microfinance can lead to an increased recognition of women’s 
productive role (Panda 2016) and subsequent changes in family dynamics may therefore reduce the 
likelihood of domestic violence.  

However, as methodological critiques of studies of microfinance have highlighted, the self-selec- tion 
of highly empowered women into microcredit groups might make them an already more resi- lient 
group to domestic violence (Duvendack et al. 2011). This study aimed to address this through its 
methodological approach to dealing with self-selection bias.  

Collective Empowerment Effects  
 

Through SHGs, women have the potential to develop more durable social networks which might lead 
to a reduction in domestic violence. Gordon’s (2016) study found that SHGs enabled women to access 
social resources such as educational information to challenge social norms and ability to discuss 
domestic violence as a group, and in some cases address violence with collective action.  
 

Group membership may also lead to wider cultural shifts and long-term social norm change 
which could also reduce levels of domestic violence. An increase in social and physical mobility may 
be an important potential impact of MF; when women are more able to move alone and have larger 
social groups, women’s empowerment and autonomy are more likely to gain acceptance and lead to 
increased position of women in society as a result of this visibility (Panda, 2016). Change in social 
position is often cited as a key factor leading to a reduction in domestic violence, as women are both 



 

more aware of their rights, and more able to challenge them individually and collectively (Schuler et 
al., 2013). 
 

However, Kelkar (2005) reported that women’s membership of MF groups led to incidents of 
violence, as women were perceived to be failing to perform their household studies. It is clear that 
group membership can be damaging if women’s individual agency and position within the household 
does not change.  
 

The drawbacks of each of these related pathways through which MF may have an impact of 
reducing domestic violence have been noted, but there are three main reasons why Rojiroti might 
have more of a positive impact on levels of domestic violence: 

• Rojiroti delivers small and manageable loans, recognising that large loans could lead to 
increase financial pressures and increased domestic violence. Emergency loans may also 
protect families against income shocks, ultimately reducing financial stress.  

• Rojiroti’s requirement of women to detail how they would repay their loans necessitate family 
discussion about finances, leading to a potential change in women’s role in household 
decision-making.   

• Rojiroti’s focus on regular group meetings, led by women themselves, may provide strong 
networks of support (Gordon, 2016). Rojiroti’s method of involving all in the village regarding 
group set-up may also ensure that husbands are more likely to support women’s 
membership.   

 

Asset building and income generation may have facilitated the reduction of domestic violence 
due to declining financial stress and ‘empowerment’ effects, particularly driven by Rojiroti’s SHG and 
women-centred design may have led to overall change in familial relationships. A combination of 
these factors could have led to the reduction in domestic violence.  
 

Data and Methods 
 

Setting 

Bihar, Uttar Pradesh and Madhya Pradesh have been historically recognised as having poorer 
economic conditions than the average Indian state. Despite recent improvements, they fall behind the 
national metrics on many measures of poverty and development; for example, levels of intimate 
partner violence are high in these states, with 43.7 percent of women in rural Bihar having 
experienced spousal violence. Of women in rural Uttar Pradesh, 39.3 percent reported having 
experienced domestic violence. In Madhya Pradesh, prevalence is lower, but still 35.4 percent of 
women in rural areas have experienced spousal violence (National Family Health Survey, 2016).  
 

Methods  
We use panel data on both Rojiroti members (the treatment group) and women in a control group to 
estimate the outcome of the programme over approximately two years on the incidence of domestic 
violence. The survey questionnaire captures a range of household assets, whether forced asset sales 
occurred in the past year (an indicator of economic shocks and vulnerability at baseline) and number 
of, and educational status of, school age children. However, marital status is unknown and data on 
age was unfortunately only collected for the treatment group. Two questions relating to norms,  
whether a woman knows her household income and expenditure and whether permission is needed 
from a male relative to travel outside the village, and a question on domestic violence were included.  
 

Female respondents reported incidents of domestic violence in the previous year in one of 
four categories below (Table 1). To produce an index from these categories we use the midpoint of 
the incidence category, truncating the ‘six or more’ category to six. As well as this truncation, we 
recognise that this index has a number of limitations including the fact that we have no evidence on 



 

the severity of the violence and that any such index is ad-hoc. Taking the incidence may well 
understate the impact of the change from never being beaten (0), to being beaten 1 – 2 times (1.5) 
compared with being beaten 3 – 5 times (4). However, given that we do not have evidence on the 
impact of violence, our index provides a lower-bound to any observed reduction in domestic violence.  

 
(Table 1) 
 

Our quasi-experimental approach compares the change (difference) in outcome variables 
experienced by the treatment group over two years with the difference experienced by the control 
group. To identify a treatment sample, all 400 villages in the areas of Bihar, Madhya Pradesh and Utter 
Pradesh where Rojiroti MF was operating were stratified according to whether they were: a) flood 
prone; b) assured of a crop; or c) drought prone. A sample of villages was drawn from the database in 
proportion to those in each of these areas. Within each village, a random sample of ten SHG members 
was drawn. Between July and November 2009, 740 women who were members of newly formed SHGs 
at baseline, who had not received any loans from CPSL, were interviewed and were re-interviewed in 
January and February 2011 (follow-up) 14 to 19 months later. These women formed the treatment 
group.  
 

Control group formation was undertaken by: i) random selection of a village approximately 15 
kilometres away from a treatment village in the same agro-ecological zone. A 15 kilometre buffer zone 
was necessary, as demand from local women who observe friends and relatives in Rojiroti SHGs tends 
to create ‘viral spread’ of new SHGs; ii) identifying the tolas (hamlets) of the selected village in which 
‘scheduled and other backward caste’ households live as the vast majority of Rojiroti clients come 
from these groups; and iii) sketch mapping the tola layout and selection of every Nth household along 
two axes to achieve an average of 20 interviews distributed evenly across the selected tolas. This 
produced a control group of 309 women. Control group participants were paid at the agricultural 
labouring rate for their time and interviews were held in the same period as paired treatment groups.  
 

The limitations to internal validity of a quasi-experimental, rather than an experimental, 
design have been extensively discussed (Duflo, Glennerster, & Kremer, 2008; Khandker, Koolwal, & 
Samad, 2010). While accepting this limitation, estimating the ‘difference-indifference’ (DiD) for 
outcome variables with panel data has a notable strength in comparison with other quasi-
experimental approaches (Khandker, 2005). The control and treatment groups are not assumed to be 
the same in every respect apart from the treatment. We only assume that, in the absence of 
treatment, the unobserved differences between treatment and control groups are the same over 
time, that both groups are on the same development trajectory.  
 

Critics of the DiD approach argue that MF organisations choose to operate in specific villages 
and that only some households choose to borrow (Banerjee, Duflo, Glennerster, & Kinnan, 2015). If 
the selected area has a more conducive environment for development (better infrastructure, a better 
administration or government policies, for example) the apparent returns to MF actually reflect the 
better development opportunities available to anyone in the treatment group area, the so-called 
‘programme placement effect’ (Armendáriz de Aghion & Morduch, 2005). Our random selection of 
paired control villages in the same agro-ecological zone, 15 kilometres from intervention sites, was 
designed specifically to address this problem and, as Table 2 shows, our sample of treatment and 
control women had very similar socio-economic characteristics at baseline.  
 

DiD estimates for outcome variables are obtained by linear regression for woman i as follows:  
 

Outcome variable = β0 + β1.periodi + β2.treatedi + β3.treatedi.periodi + ei 
 
where period = 0 or 1 (baseline or follow-up) and treated = 0 or 1 (treatment or control group).  



 

  
The DiD impact of receiving the (microfinance) treatment on an outcome variable (such as the 

index of domestic violence) is the estimated value of β3. The mean difference between treatment and 
control groups at baseline (β2) and at endline (β2+ β3) is also shown. Estimation was undertaken in 
Stata 14 with the user-written Diff command (Villa, 2012).   
 

We also use Stata’s kernel-based propensity score matching (PSM) to match women with 
similar socio-economic characteristics in treatment and control sites and estimate DiD in outcome 
variables for these women. A Probit model is first used to estimate the probability of treatment based 
on observable characteristics (variables in Table 2 below), generating the propensity score and 
weights (derived from the kernel density function) for a second stage regression for matched 
individuals across treatment and control groups. The DiD is then estimated for a sub-sample where 
conditions for common support hold true and a balancing t-test is run to test for differences in means 
of the specified observable characteristics between the control and treated groups at baseline (see 
Table 2). The region of common support is important as individuals who fall outside this region have 
to be disregarded and for these individuals the treatment effect cannot be estimated (Caliendo and 
Kopeinig, 2008).  As noted below, few individuals were lost.  PSM is likely to work well if the observable 
characteristics that make it likely a woman will take up Rojiroti microfinance in the treatment villages 
are a good predictor for women in control villages. This is a reasonable assumption as control and 
treatment villages are matched and similar, and membership of Rojiroti SHG is closely linked to socio-
economic status. 
 
(Table 2) 
 

Results  
 
Initial Characteristics 

Table 2 indicates that, at baseline, women in both control and treatment communities were very poor. 
More than 60 percent owned no land, 40 percent had been forced into asset sales in the previous year 
due to economic shocks and over 80 percent lived in mud-walled (kutcha) housing.  Women in both 
groups had typically experienced multiple incidences of domestic violence in the past 12 months.  
 

The Incidence of Domestic Violence  
DiD estimates of the project outcome on the index of domestic violence are given in Table 3 below. 
The statistically significant DiD result indicates that the incidence of domestic violence fell significantly 
more in the treatment group than in the control group between baseline and endline.   
 

As can be seen in Table 3, few observations are lost by applying PSM in the region of common 
support and the estimated reduction in domestic violence associated with Rojiroti MF is very similar 
using PSM and then applying DiD (as compared to simply using DiD). However, standard DiD (the 
results on the left-hand side of Table 3) and DiD with PSM (the right-hand side of Table 3) do provide 
different explanations as to why the difference between treatment and control group has developed 
over time.  The simple DiD results suggest a fall in the index of domestic violence for both treatment 
and control groups, but a substantially larger fall for the treatment sample. The PSM results suggest 
that once socio-economic characteristics are used to match women in treatment and control groups, 
the index of domestic violence was higher in control groups at baseline and increased very slightly in 
control groups by endline. For these matched women, the index of domestic violence in treatment 
groups fell by nearly a third between baseline and endline. 
 

(Table 3) 
 

Changes in other outcome variables 



 

We repeat the DiD analysis described above for a range of variables to see whether the reported gains 
in terms of reduced domestic violence, made by recipients of Rojiroti microfinance relative to the 
control group, are also seen for other outcome variables. For the sake of brevity, Table 4 presents only 
the DiD estimates and the associated t-statistics for these outcome variables.  
 

Looking at a range of economic variables (in Table 4), we see increases in some areas likely to 
benefit the household as a whole (poultry ownership, mobile phone ownership and use of private 
tuition to supplement weak primary education in rural locations). However, we do not observe 
significant changes in house construction or land farmed. The MF provider believes that this reflects 
the greater costs and institutional challenges related to making progress in these areas in the limited 
time between baseline and follow-up (14 – 19 months).  
 

(Table 4) 
 

Table 5 presents this analysis for two empowerment outcome variables. Here we observe a 
significant increase in the proportion of female borrowers (but not control group members) who know 
household income and expenditure. This is likely to reflect a MF design that requires women to explain 
to their group how any loan will be repaid, incentivising husbands who see loans as benefiting the 
household to discuss household income and expenditure with their wives. The number of women who 
do not need permission to travel outside the village increased for both treatment and control groups, 
reflecting, we suspect, the spread of mobile phones in this area. This outweighs any effect from the 
intervention. 
 

(Table 5) 
 

Discussion  
 

Our findings suggest that women receiving MF experienced reduced domestic violence relative to the 
control group within the first 18 months, while loans are small and while there are associated 
economic gains (e.g. mobile phones and poultry); it precedes wider asset building. However, this is 
not consistent with many other studies that have also found MF leading to decreased domestic 
violence. These studies have found a reduction in domestic violence only once economic gains reach 
a larger scale (Schuler et al., 1998). It is therefore important to assess the mediating factors that seem 
to be functioning in this context.  
 

Asset Creation  
 

There is evidence of increased assets (e.g. poultry, bicycles and mobile phones) for the treatment 
relative to control group. As some 99 percent of loans were repaid, this suggests that additional net 
income was being generated to purchase assets. There is also indirect evidence of increased 
household income in terms of higher spending on school tutoring. Alongside the evidence of a 
reduction in domestic violence, this is consistent with the view that where MF leads to access to 
resources, there can be a powerful mitigating effect on domestic violence, particularly violence that 
stems from poverty (Moodie, 2008). Indeed, women who are members of Rojiroti mentioned how 
violence had reduced due to a reduction in financial worries, because of the ability to receive loans 
(Gordon, 2016). The introduction of economic capital and potentially accompanying assets can 
therefore be a primary reason why MF may have led to a reduction in domestic violence, in line with 
evidence that domestic violence may decrease when there is more severe economic need (Beneria & 
Roldan, 1987). 
 

Rojiroti borrowers are rural and tend to be very poor, as only this group find it worthwhile to 
attend weekly group meetings and save as little as Rs3 (approximately 4 US cents). It is also important 

https://www.developmentbookshelf.com/doi/full/10.3362/1755-1986.2016.015
https://www.developmentbookshelf.com/doi/full/10.3362/1755-1986.2016.015


 

to highlight that, despite a high incidence of poverty, households in our study areas typically have 
diverse livelihood sources and live within a high-potential agricultural environment. This makes it 
viable to borrow and repay loans for social or medical purposes for which the village moneylender is 
the principal alternative. Husbands therefore may value these relatively small loans and we do not see 
the kind of minimum loan value threshold effects reported in other studies (Leach & Sitram, 2010).  

 
In previous studies, pressure on loan recipients to make short term payments on time, in spite 

of constant economic crises they might be facing, often led to an inability of borrowers to build up 
assets and was likely also to cause tension within families (Bateman, 2011). Rojiroti’s flexibility in 
repayment may have enabled women to build-up assets to support families in times of economic 
crises and this may also have contributed to their value in the household (Hashemi et al., 1996). This 
is supported by previous research that found that Rojiroti loans, and flexible repayment, had eased 
familial tensions (Gordon, 2016). 
 

Access to finance, and women’s crucial role in this, can be an important factor in the reduction 
of domestic violence. As economic hardship is higher in Rojiroti families, loans and associated income 
and asset generation are more vital for survival and therefore more likely to reduce domestic violence. 
Unfortunately, the data we have does not allow us to test whether the reduction in reported domestic 
violence would carry over to higher-caste women.  
 

Individual and Collective Empowerment Effects 
 

The reduction in domestic violence is not necessarily a reflection of changed social norms. However, 
there is evidence that the process empowers women individually; the requirement for women to 
make the case to their group as to how their household will repay loans necessitates an understanding 
of household income and expenditure. Husbands are keen to avoid or substitute loans from 
moneylenders for the household and are therefore incentivised to start sharing this information. 
 

Other changes that may have had an impact on the empowerment of women, and on social 
norm change, were an increase in women being able to travel alone, which may too be mediated by 
the increase in mobile phone ownership. These variables could also have been important in improving 
women’s independence, and in encouraging the changed perception of women, which has been seen 
in other studies (Panda, 2016). Rojiroti’s focus on enhancing group solidarity, through the rejection of 
a joint liability model, and encouraging women to become managers of the SHGs themselves may 
arguably have led to greater changes in mobility and perceptions of women. Similarly, mediating 
factors such as mobile phone ownership could also have contributed to a reduction in domestic 
violence, as women may have had a greater ability to call for support during episodes of violence. 
Previous research found that women became more aware of domestic violence during group meetings 
and gained increased independence through travelling alone and having supportive social networks 
(Gordon, 2016).  
 

It is challenging to analyse each of the factors that may have led to a reduction in domestic 
violence. However, there is evidence of an economic effect, through asset generation, on the lives of 
these women, as well as an ‘empowerment effect’, perhaps influenced by features distinctive to 
Rojiroti, such as an improved understanding of household finances and a strong focus on group 
solidarity and support.  
 

Conclusions and Implications for Practice  
 

This study suggests that Rojiroti MF significantly reduced domestic violence after approximately 18 
months of SHG operation. Yet, the quasi-experimental design means that some caution is needed 
when inferring causality. We have attempted to strengthen the design as far as possible by matching 



 

treatment and control sites, and by using panel data. We have also referred to separate qualitative 
analysis of Rojiroti in one Indian state (Bihar).  
 

Context plays an important role in explaining declining domestic violence for members of 
Rojiroti, in particular the provision of loans for flexible purposes being made to very poor, marginalised 
borrowers whose only realistic alternative is a frequently unaffordable village moneylender. This 
approach is financially viable as loan repayment is flexible and households typically have diverse 
livelihood sources and live within a high-potential agricultural environment. Thus, we conclude that, 
when MF loans are given in this way, to these members, there can be positive impacts on levels of 
domestic violence. Women also stressed the importance of being a member of SHGs, enabling them 
to talk about intra-familial conflicts and how to deal with them, as well as increasing their knowledge 
on income-generation and savings (Gordon, 2016). Our results are not able to say whether the 
reduction in domestic violence has been driven by changes in social norms, but they do suggest that 
the MF process in this case has started to change the norm that women do not know household 
income and expenditure. 
 

It is clear that a crucial aspect of Rojiroti MF is firstly the appropriate provision of MF for poor 
members, with a focus on small loans and flexible repayment, and emergency loans to protect against 
income shocks. Secondly, the requirement to detail household finances to ensure repayment has led 
to women’s increased knowledge of household finances, which is likely to have been beneficial in 
creating greater equality in household decision-making. Although impossible to measure through 
quantitative data, the predominantly women-led SHG delivery appears to have also fostered strong 
social networks which the qualitative data has found to be important for wider change related to a 
reduction in domestic violence.  
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