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Kudumbashree means "prosperity of the family" in Malayalam. It was launched in 1998 by the
Government of Kerala as a poverty eradication and women empowerment programme. Twenty-
eight years later, India's President inaugurated its Silver Jubilee celebrations at
Thiruvananthapuram, and the national government recognises it as India's largest self-help
group network and the model from which other states are supposed to learn.

That trajectory — state programme to national model to global reference — is not accidental. It
is the result of a specific design philosophy: that poverty eradication and women's
empowerment are not separate programmes but the same programme, and that neither can be
delivered to communities from outside but must be built by communities from within.

The Three-Tier Architecture
Kudumbashree's organisational structure is its most replicated design element. At the base:

Neighbourhood Groups (NGs) of 10 to 20 women who meet weekly to save, lend to each other,
and discuss community issues. Above that: Area Development Societies (ADS) that federate
multiple NGs at the ward level. At the top: Community Development Societies (CDS) at the
panchayat level that interface with local government and access state-level programmes.

This three-tier structure creates something that few development programmes achieve:

institutional depth. The NG is where a woman learns to speak in a formal meeting. The ADS is
where she learns to represent a group. The CDS is where she learns to negotiate with elected
officials. Each tier is a training ground for the next. By the time a woman has been active in all
three levels, she has effectively had a leadership education that no classroom provides.



The Thrift and Credit Foundation
At the heart of Kudumbashree's economic model is thrift — the systematic practice of small,
regular savings. Geetha, who has overseen Kudumbashree finances in an Alappuzha panchayat
for years, explains: "Through its thrift and credit programme, Kudumbashree significantly
improves the financial status of underprivileged women. Neighbourhood groups collect small,
regular savings, which are then pooled and lent internally to members in need."

The mechanism is important: money stays within the group. Unlike microfinance institutions that
lend to communities, Kudumbashree's model lends members money that other members have
saved. The interest paid by a borrower becomes a return for the group. The moneylender is
replaced not by an institution but by the community itself. This is more than a financial service.

It is a transfer of the lender's power from outside the community to within it.

The bank linkage programme extends this beyond internal savings: Kudumbashree's track
record gives members access to formal bank loans without physical collateral, replacing the
moneylender relationship with a formal credit relationship that builds rather than extracts credit
history.

The Enterprise Layer
Kudumbashree's economic scope extends beyond savings and credit into enterprise. By 2023,

Kudumbashree had facilitated the creation of thousands of women-led micro-enterprises across
Kerala in food processing, agriculture, services, and manufacturing. Approximately 350 Micro
Enterprise Consultants (MECs) support these enterprises with training, business planning, and
credit facilitation.

Research comparing enterprise members' income before and after Kudumbashree participation
shows gradual but sustained progress — the kind of income growth that comes from
institutional support rather than a single project intervention. Enterprise members have moved
from survival income to investable surplus, from consumption of food to production of food-
based products for sale, from informal labour to documented enterprise ownership.

The Scale Numbers
Kudumbashree is the largest self-help group network in India: 4.5 million women, organised in
more than 280,000 Neighbourhood Groups, federated into 19,737 Area Development Societies
and 1,064 Community Development Societies across Kerala's 14 districts. These numbers are
not analogous to a government scheme's beneficiary count. Every Kudumbashree member
meets weekly, saves regularly, participates in lending decisions, and has at minimum nominal
awareness of the institutional structure they belong to. The active participation rate is its own
evidence.



Kerala's 2023 Silver Jubilee milestone triggered an honest self-assessment: 64,006 families
remain in extreme poverty despite 28 years of Kudumbashree. The Chief Minister's
acknowledgment of this number at the Jubilee closing was itself a signal of institutional maturity
— an organisation confident enough to name its failures alongside its successes and plan
accordingly.

The National Resource Organisation
In 2012, the Ministry of Rural Development recognised Kudumbashree as a National Resource
Organisation under NRLM — meaning other states are supposed to learn from it.
Kudumbashree's technical teams have supported SHG ecosystem building in other states. The
three-tier model has been adapted in different forms across NRLM's implementation.

Odisha's Mission Shakti — the state's women's SHG federation — has structural parallels with
Kudumbashree's design. The lessons from Kerala's 28-year experience, including both what
works and what the 64,006 remaining extreme-poverty families reveal about the limits of the
SHG model, are directly applicable to Mission Shakti's next phase.

Contact and Further Reading
Website: kudumbashree.org | For partnerships and adaptation support: contact via Kerala
State Poverty Eradication Mission, Thiruvananthapuram

Key evidence:

Wikipedia: Kudumbashree — Silver Jubilee data, three-tier structure, National Resource
Organisation status
Down to Earth: 25 years of Kudumbashree (April 2024) — most comprehensive recent
journalistic assessment
Feminism in India: Resilience in Action (November 2024) — detailed programme
description including 2024 Happiness Centres initiative
Journal of Advanced Research in Humanities and Social Sciences (2023): impact on
women's entrepreneurship — peer-reviewed economic analysis
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