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Abstract 

Women’s empowerment is a multi-dimensional process involving economic, social, political, and 

psychological transformation. In Assam, the State and Central governments have introduced a range of 

schemes and policy instruments aimed at improving women’s socio-economic status, ensuring safety, and 

expanding political and entrepreneurial opportunities. This paper examines major government initiatives 

in Assam, including Orunodoi, Swanirbhar Naari, Arundhati/Arundhati Gold, Mission Shakti components, 

ASRLM support for Self-Help Groups (SHGs), and recent mobility and entrepreneurship efforts, and 

analyses their design, implementation, outcomes, and gaps. Drawing from official scheme descriptions, 

recent reporting, and program documents, the paper argues that while Assam’s policy mix shows 

commitment and innovation, critical implementation challenges (targeting, financial inclusion, capacity 

building, gendered social norms, monitoring, and convergence) limit transformational impact. The paper 

concludes with practical recommendations for strengthening outcomes: better targeting and data systems, 

capacity building for women’s collectives, stronger linkages to markets, gender-sensitive monitoring and 

evaluation, and multi-sectoral convergence to tackle structural barriers. 
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1. Introduction 

Women’s empowerment is central to inclusive and sustainable development. Empowered women 

contribute to household welfare, local economies, and democratic life. In Assam, a state with significant 

rural populations, ethnic diversity, and developmental challenges, empowering women is both a social 

justice imperative and a pragmatic development strategy. Over the last decade, Assam has introduced and 

scaled a range of schemes targeting women’s economic security (cash transfers, entrepreneurship support), 

social protection (maternal benefits, safety centers), and capacity building (SHG strengthening and skill 

training). These policy initiatives operate within a larger national framework (e.g., centrally sponsored 

schemes such as Beti Bachao Beti Padhao, Mahila Shakti Kendras, and Mission Shakti at the national 

level) while also including state-specific programs such as Swanirbhar Naari and Arundhati/Arundhati 

Gold. This paper analyses the policy architecture in Assam, evaluates outcomes and bottlenecks, and 

proposes recommendations to enhance empowerment outcomes. 
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Literature Review: Concepts and Evidence 

Women’s empowerment is commonly conceptualized across three domains: economic (access to income, 

assets, credit), social (education, health, autonomy), and political (representation, voice). A rights-based 

approach links empowerment to legal entitlements, public services, and accountability mechanisms. 

Empirical literature shows that cash transfers can reduce poverty and improve health/education outcomes. 

Still, their empowerment effects depend on transfer size, conditionality, and complementarity with 

services (training, childcare, market access). SHGs and micro-enterprises can generate employment and 

social capital. Yet, their long-term viability hinges on market linkages, financial literacy, and the removal 

of systemic barriers such as mobility restrictions and care burdens. Safety and protection (helplines, One-

Stop Centres) are necessary preconditions for women’s meaningful public participation. For Assam, 

additional literature highlights the role of community cadres (Jeevika Sakhis), local cultural norms, and 

the state’s unique socio-political context in shaping program outcomes. 

Overview of Major Government Policies and Schemes in Assam 

Assam’s policy landscape combines state-level programs and central schemes implemented locally. Key 

initiatives include: 

1. Orunodoi (Direct Benefit Transfer program): A flagship welfare scheme targeting economically 

vulnerable families with monthly DBT support for essential needs; often cited for its reach among 

women beneficiaries as household financial decision-making shifts with cash inflows 

2. Swanirbhar Naari / Atmanirbhar Asom (Women-focused entrepreneurship programs): 

Launched to support women entrepreneurs and artisans through credit, grants, and market support. 

State announcements and scheme pages describe components aimed at weavers and women SHG 

members, with training and seed capital. 

3. Arundhati / Arundhati Gold Scheme: A social incentive designed to support girl children and 

brides through financial or in-kind incentives intended to improve the status of girls in vulnerable 

families. (State scheme description). 

4. Mission Shakti (national/state convergence focus): While Mission Shakti is a central mission 

mode initiative for women’s safety and empowerment with components such as ‘Sambal’ (safety) 

and ‘Samarthya’ (empowerment), Assam has aligned state efforts to this mission to strengthen 

One-Stop Centres, helplines, and empowerment hubs 

5. Assam State Rural Livelihoods Mission (ASRLM) and SHG strengthening: Large-scale SHG 

mobilization and efforts to make lakhs of women micro-entrepreneurs through credit, training and 

federations; recent state plans aim to transform tens of lakhs of SHG members into rural micro-

entrepreneurs. 

6.  Mobility and cadre support (e.g., ‘Sakhi Express’ scooters, Jeevika Sakhis): Mobility 

allowances and vehicle distribution for community cadres to increase reach, reduce time poverty, 

and support enterprise activities. Recent rollouts distributed scooters to thousands of women 

community cadres. 

7.  National schemes implemented in Assam: Beti Bachao Beti Padhao (BBBP), Mahila Shakti 

Kendra, and other centrally sponsored programs that complement state schemes’ objectives. 
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8. National schemes implemented in Assam: Beti Bachao Beti Padhao (BBBP), Mahila Shakti 

Kendra, and other centrally sponsored programs that complement state schemes’ objectives. 

9. These programs together reflect a multi-pronged approach: social protection (cash transfers), 

economic empowerment (loans, entrepreneurship schemes, SHG networks), safety and legal 

recourse (helplines, One-Stop Centres), and human capital (skill development, language and 

vocational training initiatives). 

Analysis: Achievements and Positive Impacts 

1. Broad Coverage and Political Commitment: The diversity of schemes signals strong policy 

commitment to women’s issues at both state and central levels. Rollouts of large DBT schemes 

(Orunodoi), mass SHG programmes, and innovative incentives for mobility and entrepreneurship 

reflect the political will to mainstream women’s economic participation. 

2.  SHG and Livelihood Gains: ASRLM and related SHG strengthening have mobilized women at 

scale, creating collective platforms for microfinance, savings, and enterprise experimentation. 

Where SHGs get sustained capacity building and market linkages, members report increased 

incomes and social capital. 

3.  Safety and Support Systems: Integration of Mission Shakti components (One-Stop Centres, 

helplines) provide women with critical avenues for reporting violence and accessing legal, 

medical, and counselling support, improving immediate protective environments. 

Targeted Innovations: Mobility support (Sakhi Express) and interest-free loan windows for 

women entrepreneurs address practical constraints mobility, transport, and access to capital, that 

often limit women’s economic participation. 

Gaps and Implementation Challenges 

Despite notable steps, several structural and operational gaps limit the transformative potential of these 

schemes: 

1. Fragmentation and Convergence Issues: Multiple schemes operate across departments (Women 

& Child Development, Rural Development, Industries), which can create duplication and dilute 

impact when convergence is weak. Effective empowerment requires joined-up delivery: childcare, 

skill training, credit, market access, and social protection need coherent coordination. 

2. Targeting and Inclusion Errors: Universal or broad DBT schemes risk inclusion/exclusion 

errors. Vulnerable women, tribal, tea garden workers, single mothers, and undocumented migrants 

may remain underserved due to documentation barriers, digital exclusion, or administrative 

opacity. 

3. Limited Market Linkages and Enterprise Viability: Many entrepreneurship initiatives offer 

seed money or small grants but insufficient follow-through in terms of marketing, product design, 

quality control, e-commerce training, and larger working capital. Without these linkages, 

microenterprises struggle to scale beyond subsistence. 

4.  Care Burden and Time Poverty: Women’s disproportionate responsibility for unpaid care 

constrains their ability to engage in work, training, or leadership. Policies often overlook care 
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infrastructure (affordable childcare, community kitchens) that would free time for economic 

participation. 

5.  Monitoring, Data, and Outcome Measurement: While scheme counts (beneficiaries, 

disbursement amounts) are reported, there is limited rigorous impact evaluation showing long-term 

empowerment effects (decision-making power, asset ownership, political participation). M&E 

systems need to capture qualitative shifts and not just quantitative reach. 

6.  Social Norms and Safety Concerns: Deep-rooted gender norms restrict mobility and community 

acceptance of women entrepreneurs or cadres. Similarly, violence against women persists despite 

helplines and OSCs; prevention requires community engagement and male-targeted interventions. 

7. Orunodoi and Household Welfare: Regular DBT transfers under Orunodoi have reportedly 

improved household nutrition spending and girls’ school attendance in some recipient families, but 

evidence is mixed across districts with variations by administrative efficiency.  

8.  Swanirbhar Naari and Weavers: The state’s push for women weavers under Swanirbhar Naari 

includes support to revive traditional crafts. Successes occur where clusters received design inputs 

and market linkages; where such support was missing, artisans struggled with low returns. 

9.  Jeevika Sakhis and Mobility: Distribution of scooters and monthly fuel allowances to 

community cadres increased mobility for outreach and micro-enterprise promotion, while also 

signalling recognition of women’s work outside the home. Yet, access criteria and restrictions 

(e.g., conditions relating to family size) have sparked debates on inclusivity.  

Policy Recommendations 

To deepen impact and shift toward structural empowerment, the following policy measures are 

recommended: 

1. Strengthen Convergence Mechanisms: Create district-level women’s empowerment cells 

mandated to coordinate across departments (WCD, Rural Development, Industries, Education, 

Health) with shared KPIs and pooled funding windows for integrated projects (childcare + skilling 

+ enterprise). 

2. Targeted Financial Inclusion & Digital Literacy: Combine DBT and entrepreneurship support 

with sustained financial literacy and digital training, tailored for low-literacy beneficiaries, plus 

simplified documentation pathways for the poorest and marginalized. 

3. Market-Facing Enterprise Support: Move beyond seed grants to provide a full package: 

incubation, product design, quality certification, e-commerce onboarding, and aggregation models 

(producer companies, federations) to scale women’s enterprises. 

4. Care Infrastructure Investments: Invest in community childcare centres (crèches), elder care 

supports, and flexible training schedules to reduce time poverty — essential preconditions for 

women’s economic engagement. 

5. Robust M&E and Impact Evaluation: Introduce mixed-methods evaluations for major schemes 

(randomized evaluations where possible, qualitative studies) to measure changes in agency, asset 

ownership, income stability, and social status — not just beneficiary counts. 

6. Community Mobilization and Male Engagement: Launch sustained community campaigns and 

male-engagement strategies to address norms underpinning gender discrimination and resistance 

to women’s public roles. 
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7. Scale Safety & Prevention Programming: Complement helplines and OSCs with preventive 

education in schools, workplaces, and community spaces; ensure rapid response mechanisms are 

well-resourced and accessible. 

8. Data Disaggregation: Maintain gender- and social-group disaggregated data (by caste, tribe, 

religion, geography) to identify underserved groups and design tailored interventions. 

 

Conclusion 

Assam’s policy landscape for women’s empowerment features many promising instruments  cash 

transfers, enterprise schemes, SHG strengthening, safety centers, and recent mobility/skills innovations. 

These reflect a broad recognition that women’s empowerment is central to state development. However, 

to translate programmatic breadth into sustained empowerment, Assam must overcome implementation 

bottlenecks around convergence, market access, care burdens, inclusion, and rigorous impact 

measurement. Strengthened coordination, market-oriented enterprise support, investment in care 

infrastructure, data-driven targeting, and community norm change are necessary to turn policy promise 

into lived empowerment for Assam’s women. With timely reforms and sustained political will, Assam has 

the potential to convert current schemes into a strong, inclusive platform for women’s socioeconomic 

transformation in the 21st century. 
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