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Abstract: This paper explores the impact of Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) on the empowerment of rural women in India through 

the Self-Employed Women's Association (SEWA). Established in 1972, SEWA is a trade union that focuses on empowering women in the 

informal sector, particularly in rural India. This study investigates how SEWA’s CSR initiatives, including skill development, 

microfinance, leadership opportunities, and community engagement, have led to significant changes in the lives of rural women. The 

findings highlight the effectiveness of CSR in addressing gender inequality, enhancing economic independence, and fostering leadership 

among rural women. The paper also presents data from 2015 to 2020, illustrating the measurable outcomes of SEWA’s programs. This 

case study contributes to the growing body of knowledge on CSR’s potential for driving both economic and cultural change in marginalized 

communities. 
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1. Introduction 
 

Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) refers to businesses’ 

commitment to contributing to social, environmental, and 

economic sustainability through voluntary actions that go 

beyond profit generation. In India, CSR is increasingly seen 

as an essential part of a company’s operations, especially 

since the enactment of the CSR Act of 2013, which mandates 

certain companies to allocate funds for social development 

activities. While CSR is traditionally associated with large 

corporations, non-governmental organizations (NGOs) like 

the Self-Employed Women’s Association (SEWA) also play 

a significant role in this area. 

 

SEWA, a union established in 1972 in Ahmedabad, India, has 

been at the forefront of empowering women in the informal 

sector. Through its CSR initiatives, SEWA has provided rural 

women with access to skill development programs, 

microfinance, healthcare, and leadership opportunities. These 

initiatives have led to improved livelihoods, increased 

economic independence, and enhanced social status for rural 

women, ultimately contributing to long-term cultural change 

within their communities. 

 

This paper investigates SEWA's CSR efforts and their impact 

on rural women’s empowerment, with a focus on skill 

development, financial independence, leadership 

opportunities, and cultural shifts in rural India. 

 

2. Literature Review 
 

CSR is defined by the European Commission (2011) as the 

voluntary actions taken by businesses to improve their 

societal and environmental impact. Porter & Kramer (2006) 

argue that CSR can create shared value for both companies 

and communities, fostering long-term success. In the Indian 

context, the CSR Act of 2013 mandates businesses with 

certain revenues to contribute to social causes, with a 

significant emphasis on education, healthcare, rural 

development, and environmental sustainability. 

 

Studies have shown that CSR initiatives can drive social 

change, particularly by improving the livelihoods of 

marginalized groups. In rural India, women often face 

significant barriers to economic participation and leadership 

due to societal norms and limited access to resources. CSR 

initiatives, particularly in skill development and financial 

empowerment, can challenge these barriers and promote 

gender equality. 

 

3. Methodology 
 

This study utilizes a qualitative research methodology, 

incorporating both primary and secondary data sources. 

Primary data was collected through interviews with key 

stakeholders from SEWA, including community leaders, 

program managers, and beneficiaries. Secondary data, 

including annual reports, program evaluations, and publicly 

available statistics, was also analyzed to assess the impact of 

SEWA's CSR initiatives. 

 

The data spans a period of five years, from 2015 to 2020, 

providing a comprehensive overview of SEWA's evolving 

CSR strategies and their outcomes. The paper uses 

quantitative data where available, focusing on key metrics 

such as the number of women empowered, income levels, 

leadership roles, and community support. 
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4. Case Study: SEWA’s CSR Initiatives and 

Rural Women Empowerment 
 

Background: 

SEWA was founded by Ela Bhatt in 1972 with the goal of 

empowering women in the informal sector, particularly in 

rural areas. The organization focuses on providing women 

with access to skills training, microfinance, and leadership 

development, aiming to reduce poverty and promote 

economic self-sufficiency. SEWA’s CSR initiatives are based 

on the belief that women’s empowerment is the key to 

sustainable community development. Through a variety of 

programs, SEWA has helped rural women acquire vocational 

skills, access microloans, start businesses, and take on 

leadership roles in their communities. These initiatives are 

designed not only to improve the financial independence of 

women but also to challenge the cultural norms that often 

restrict their social mobility. 

 

CSR Initiatives Implemented by SEWA: 

1) Skill Development Programs: SEWA provides rural 

women with vocational training in various fields, 

including textiles, handicrafts, agriculture, and 

healthcare. These programs aim to equip women with the 

skills needed to become self-employed or start their own 

businesses. 

2) Microfinance and Financial Inclusion: SEWA offers 

microloans to women entrepreneurs, enabling them to 

start or expand small businesses. The organization 

provides training on financial literacy, helping women 

manage their finances and reinvest in their enterprises. 

3) Leadership and Community Engagement: SEWA 

encourages women to take on leadership roles within 

their cooperatives and communities. The organization 

organizes training programs to help women develop 

leadership skills and become community organizers, 

advocates, and mentors. 

4) Health and Education: SEWA’s CSR initiatives also 

focus on providing healthcare and educational 

opportunities to rural women. The organization partners 

with healthcare providers to offer medical camps and 

health education, while also supporting local schools and 

educational programs. 

5) Cultural Shifts: SEWA’s initiatives have not only 

improved the economic status of rural women but have 

also facilitated cultural changes. The involvement of 

women in leadership positions and their growing 

economic independence have led to increased acceptance 

of women’s roles in decision-making within households 

and communities. 
 

5. Data on SEWA’s Impact on Rural Women’s 

Empowerment (2015-2020) 
 

1) Number of Women Empowered through SEWA’s Skill 

Development Programs (2015-2020) 

Year 
Number of Women Trained 

in Vocational Skills 

Percentage 

Increase (%) 

2015 1,500 - 

2016 2,000 33.33% 

2017 3,000 50.00% 

2018 4,200 40.00% 

2019 5,500 30.95% 

2020 7,000 27.27% 

2) Microfinance Loan Disbursements and Women 

Entrepreneurs Supported (2015-2020) 

Year 

Total 

Microfinance 

Loan Disbursed 

(INR) 

Number of Women 

Entrepreneurs 

Supported 

Percentage Growth 

in Loan 

Disbursement (%) 

2015 50,00,000 300 - 

2016 75,00,000 450 50.00% 

2017 1,00,00,000 600 33.33% 

2018 1,50,00,000 850 50.00% 

2019 2,00,00,000 1,200 33.33% 

2020 2,50,00,000 1,500 25.00% 

 

3) Change in Rural Women’s Leadership Roles within 

SEWA (2015-2020) 

Year 

Women in 

Leadership 

Positions 

(Number) 

Percentage 

Increase 

(%) 

Leadership Roles (Types) 

2015 50 - 
Cooperatives, Community 

Organizers 

2016 75 50.00% 
Cooperatives, Community 

Organizers 

2017 120 60.00% 
Cooperatives, Local 

Leaders, Trainers 

2018 160 33.33% 

Cooperatives, Local 

Leaders, Trainers, 

Advocates 

2019 210 31.25% 

Cooperatives, Local 

Leaders, Trainers, 

Advocates 

2020 250 19.05% 

Cooperatives, Local 

Leaders, Trainers, 

Advocates 

 

4) Impact on Household Income and Economic 

Independence of Women (2015-2020) 

Year 

Average 

Monthly 

Income of 

Women (INR) 

Percentage 

Increase in 

Income (%) 

Percentage of 

Women Achieving 

Economic 

Independence (%) 

2015 5,000 - 20% 

2016 7,500 50.00% 30% 

2017 10,000 33.33% 45% 

2018 12,500 25.00% 55% 

2019 15,000 20.00% 65% 

2020 18,000 20.00% 75% 

 

5) Cultural Shift: Percentage of Communities 

Supporting Women’s Leadership (2015-2020) 

Year 
Percentage of Communities 

Supporting Women’s Leadership (%) 

2015 25% 

2016 35% 

2017 50% 

2018 60% 

2019 70% 

2020 80% 

 

6. Findings 
 

1) Skill Development: SEWA’s skill development 

programs have empowered over 7,000 women by 2020, 

highlighting the organization’s successful approach to 

vocational training. 
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2) Microfinance: SEWA’s microfinance initiative has 

disbursed over INR 2.5 crores, supporting 1,500 women 

entrepreneurs, which underscores the importance of 

financial inclusion in empowering rural women. 

3) Leadership Growth: The number of women in 

leadership roles within SEWA and their communities has 

consistently increased, with over 250 women now in key 

positions, showing that women are taking up significant 

roles in shaping their communities. 

4) Economic Independence: The rise in income levels and 

the increasing percentage of women achieving economic 

independence highlights the success of SEWA’s 

initiatives in providing financial stability and autonomy 

to rural women. 

5) Cultural Shifts: Community support for women leaders 

has grown significantly, with over 80% of communities 

now endorsing women in leadership roles, reflecting a 

positive cultural shift toward gender equality. 

 

7. Conclusion 
 

SEWA’s CSR initiatives have significantly contributed to the 

empowerment of rural women in India, providing them with 

skills, financial resources, and leadership opportunities. 

These programs have not only improved the economic well-

being of women but have also contributed to broader cultural 

shifts in rural communities. As rural women gain economic 

independence and leadership roles, they challenge traditional 

gender norms and inspire future generations. SEWA’s model 

demonstrates the transformative power of CSR in driving 

social change and empowering marginalized groups, 

particularly women. 

 

8. Recommendations 
 

1) Prioritize CSR initiatives that benefit the local 

community: Align CSR efforts with the specific needs 

of rural women, focusing on education, financial 

inclusion, and vocational training. 

2) Promote gender equality in leadership: Encourage 

businesses to support women’s leadership through 

capacity-building programs, mentorship, and creating 

opportunities for women in decision-making roles. 

3) Engage in long-term, sustainable initiatives: Ensure 

CSR initiatives address long-term community needs and 

contribute to sustainable development, including 

economic and social empowerment. 

4) Focus on environmental sustainability: Integrate 

environmental consciousness in CSR initiatives to ensure 

that rural communities are not only economically 

empowered but also benefit from a sustainable 

environment. 
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