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Abstract
The present study was conducted with the aim of investigating the role of microcredit funds in

empowering rural women entrepreneurs in Bahar County, Hamadan Province. The research
method was survey—analytical, and the statistical population consisted of 360 women who were
members of 12 rural microcredit funds in this county. The sample size was determined as 400
individuals (200 members and 200 non-members) using Cochran’s formula. The data
collection instrument was a questionnaire, the validity of which was confirmed by experts, and
its reliability was measured using Cronbach’s alpha. For data analysis, statistical tests including
T-test, ANOVA, and correlation coefficients were applied. The findings indicated that women
who were members of the funds demonstrated higher economic empowerment (t = 4.435, p <
.001) and psychological empowerment (t = 2.170, p < .05) compared to non-member women.
However, no significant difference was observed in social empowerment (t = 1.093, p = .275).
In addition, a positive and significant relationship was found between the duration of
membership in the fund (r = .204, p < .05) and the amount of loans received (r = .277, p <.01)
with women’s empowerment. Women with personal savings also showed higher levels of
empowerment (t = 6.381, p <.001). The results reveal the positive impact of microcredit funds
on the economic and psychological empowerment of rural women entrepreneurs. It is
suggested that to increase the effectiveness of these funds, measures such as raising loan
ceilings, providing diverse financial services, offering entrepreneurship and business
management training, and organizing psychological empowerment workshops should be
implemented. Furthermore, greater attention should be given to women’s social empowerment
through encouraging social participation and promoting education on citizenship rights.
Keywords: microcredit fund, women’s empowerment, rural entrepreneurship, rural
development, Bahar County
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Extended Abstract
Introduction
Women’s empowerment has emerged as one of the most significant priorities for both policymakers
and scholars across the globe. In particular, rural women play a pivotal role in the socioeconomic
development of their communities by participating in agricultural production, managing household
activities, and contributing to informal economies. However, their contribution is often constrained
by limited access to financial resources, insufficient training opportunities, and structural inequalities
that prevent them from fully engaging in entrepreneurial activities (Kord & Abtin, 2013). Microcredit
schemes have been recognized as one of the most effective mechanisms to address such
challenges, offering small-scale financial assistance to rural women in order to stimulate
entrepreneurship and enhance household welfare (Al-Shami et al., 2017).
Over the past decades, numerous studies have demonstrated the potential of microfinance programs
to improve the economic and social status of women. For instance, research in Bangladesh revealed
that women’s access to microcredit through Grameen Bank increased their independence and
participation in household decision-making (Kumar et al., 2013). Similarly, in Malaysia, microcredit
programs were found to enhance women’s empowerment and overall household welfare (Al-Shami
et al., 2017). In China, microcredit has been proven to reduce poverty, increase income, and
strengthen rural households’ financial stability (Ding et al., 2024; Lin et al., 2019).
In Iran, studies also underscore the positive role of microcredit in empowering rural women.
Investigations in Lorestan Province confirmed that microcredit funds significantly contributed to
women’s economic empowerment and creation of micro-businesses (Babaei Amin et al., 2020; Babaei
Amin et al., 2019). Likewise, research in Kermanshah Province showed that women who participated
in microcredit programs had higher levels of empowerment compared to non-participants (Faghiry et
al., 2017; Faqiri et al., 2016). These findings suggest that microcredit schemes not only support
women’s entrepreneurial ventures but also improve self-confidence and reduce household
vulnerability.
Nevertheless, empowerment is a multidimensional concept that extends beyond economic
outcomes to include psychological and social dimensions. Evidence suggests that while microcredit
contributes positively to women’s economic status, its influence on social empowerment is often less
pronounced. This could be explained by prevailing cultural and social norms that restrict women’s
participation in community affairs (Nozaii & Saadi, 2014). Moreover, some studies report that the long-
term impact of microfinance on social participation requires time and complementary support
programs (Namjuyan Shirazi et al., 2014). This indicates the need for a comprehensive approach that
integrates financial, educational, and social initiatives.
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The concept of empowerment has also been widely studied in organizational and managerial
contexts, emphasizing its importance for performance, innovation, and employee satisfaction. For
instance, empowerment has been identified as a driver of organizational commitment (Ghaffarian et
al., 2024), ambidextrous innovation (Berraies et al., 2024), and job satisfaction (Shah, 2024). It also
facilitates flexibility and adaptability in human resources (Tretiakov et al., 2023) and enhances
employee engagement (Sinan et al., 2024; Zeer et al., 2023). These insights underscore that
empowerment, whether in organizations or rural communities, is a multifaceted phenomenon
requiring structural, psychological, and social support (Vibhuti et al., 2024; Yatiningrum, 2024).
Additionally, recent studies emphasize the transformative role of digital empowerment and rapid
technological advancements. For example, research highlights that digital empowerment mediates
the relationship between digital transformation initiatives and employee performance (Abdul et al.,
2024; Shedid*, 2024). While these findings are rooted in organizational contexts, they may have
implications for rural entrepreneurship as well, since integrating digital tools and online platforms
could significantly enhance the capacity of microcredit funds and rural women entrepreneurs.
Against this background, the present study aimed to investigate the role of microcredit funds in
empowering rural women entrepreneurs in Bahar County, Hamadan Province. By focusing on three
dimensions—economic, social, and psychological empowerment—the study sought to determine the
extent to which microcredit participation contributes to women’s overall empowerment and to identify
the factors that strengthen or limit its effectiveness.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a survey—analytical design. The statistical population consisted of 360 women
who were members of 12 rural microcredit funds in Bahar County. The sample size was determined
to be 400 using Cochran’s formula, including 200 fund members and 200 non-members. Data were
collected through a structured questionnaire, the validity of which was confirmed by experts.
Reliability was measured using Cronbach’s alpha, with values of 0.79, 0.73, and 0.64 for economic,
social, and psychological empowerment, respectively. Statistical analyses included T-tests, ANOVA,
and Pearson correlation coefficients.

Findings

The results revealed that women who were members of microcredit funds had significantly higher
levels of economic empowerment (t = 4.435, p <.001) and psychological empowerment (t = 2.170,
p < .05) compared to non-members. However, no significant difference was observed in social
empowerment (t = 1.093, p = .275).

Furthermore, a positive correlation was found between the duration of membership in the funds and
empowerment levels (r = .204, p < .05), as well as between the amount of loans received and
empowerment (r = .277, p < .01). Women with personal savings also exhibited significantly higher
levels of empowerment compared to those without savings (t = 6.381, p < .001). These results
confirm that financial involvement, membership length, and savings habits are critical determinants
of empowerment outcomes.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings indicate that microcredit funds play a crucial role in enhancing the economic and
psychological empowerment of rural women entrepreneurs. Women with access to credit were able
to invest in small businesses, increase their household income, and improve their financial
independence. In turn, these achievements fostered greater self-confidence and a stronger sense
of independence, which are essential components of psychological empowerment.
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Nevertheless, the lack of significant impact on social empowerment suggests that financial initiatives
alone may not be sufficient to address broader cultural and social barriers. Social empowerment
often requires more comprehensive strategies, including community-based programs, citizenship
education, and initiatives to encourage women’s participation in collective decision-making. The
limited effects observed in this dimension highlight the importance of integrating financial services
with social and educational interventions to achieve holistic empowerment.

The correlations between empowerment and factors such as loan size, membership duration, and
savings habits suggest that empowerment is not only about access to credit but also about sustained
engagement with financial resources and the cultivation of responsible financial behaviors. These
results underscore the importance of designing microcredit programs that encourage long-term
participation, promote savings culture, and tailor loan amounts to the actual needs of rural women
entrepreneurs.

In conclusion, microcredit funds have proven effective in enhancing rural women’s economic and
psychological empowerment but remain limited in advancing social empowerment. Policymakers
and practitioners should therefore adopt a multidimensional approach that combines financial
support with training, social participation initiatives, and cultural awareness programs. Such
integrated strategies would maximize the potential of microcredit schemes and contribute
meaningfully to sustainable rural development.
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