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HIGHLIGHTS

 Savings and credit groups operate as community-based financial systems suited to resource-constrained rural areas.
 Savings and credit groups mainly support short-term and small-scale livelihood investment rather than replacing formal credit.
 Participation in savings and credit groups strengthens household financial, social, and human capital.

ABSTRACT

The study was conducted in 2025 to examine the role of savings and credit groups (SACGs)
in supporting the livelihood of ethnic minority households in Ea Drong commune, Vietnam.
The study analysed the contribution of SACGs to household saving practices and access
to credit, examined the use of SACG financial resources in livelihood activities and assessed
their contribution to strengthening livelihood assets. The study employed a mixed-methods
approach, combining semi-structured interviews with 72 SACG members, two focus group
discussions, five in-depth interviews, and secondary data. The findings indicated that
SACGs functioned as flexible community-based financial mechanisms that complement
formal credit systems in rural areas. Approximately 97.2% of members reported increased
annual savings after joining SACGs, while 45.8% accessed loans directly from the groups.
Loan amounts ranged from $76.92 to $192.30 and were used for livestock production and
essential household expenditures. Although SACGs mainly supported short-term and small-
scale financial needs, these groups played an important complementary role in enhancing
household resilience and supporting diversified livelihood strategies among ethnic minority
households. The study highlighted the importance of integrating SACGs with agricultural
extension, financial literacy training, and formal financial services to strengthen rural
livelihood development and financial inclusion.

INTRODUCTION

Access to and use of appropriate financial services play an
important role in promoting inclusive growth and sustainable
poverty reduction (Ha, 2019; Arunkumar et al., 2023). However, a
large proportion of the population in developing countries still lacks
access to financial services (Bwalya & Zulu, 2021). This gap is

particularly evident among rural populations and women, whose
access to banking services remains significantly lower than that of
urban residents and men (Holloway et al., 2017). Collateral
requirements, high transaction costs, seasonal risks, and the inherent
uncertainty of agricultural production discourage formal financial
institutions from expanding into rural areas (Lopez & Winkler, 2018;
Ilesanmi et al., 2024). Community-based financial models,



106 INDIAN JOURNAL OF EXTENSION EDUCATION

commonly referred to as savings and credit groups (SACGs), have
emerged as a flexible and accessible alternative. These groups
operate based on voluntary participation, self-governance, and
internal capital mobilization, allowing members to save regularly,
access small loans, and share profits cyclically (Frisancho &
Valdivia, 2020; Bwalya & Zulu, 2021; Faizan et al., 2025).

SACGs enhance savings, stabilize consumption, and support
agricultural investment, while improving credit access, reducing
reliance on informal loans, and strengthening resilience (Ksoll et al.,
2016; Bwalya & Zulu, 2021; Zimusi & Moyo, 2024). They also
contribute to financial, social, and human capital, and promote
women’s economic empowerment (Frisancho & Valdivia, 2020;
Shinogi et al., 2021; Rajkumar et al., 2024). However, evidence on
their impact remains mixed, some studies report gains in income
and assets (Ksoll et al., 2016), while others find limited welfare
effects (Karlan et al., 2017). Some studies report improvements in
income and household assets, whereas others indicate limited long-
term welfare effects due to small capital size and weak linkages
with formal finance (Chitema & Chitongo, 2020; Oranu, Onah et
al., 2020). This study draws on the Sustainable Livelihoods
Framework. This framework emphasizes that household livelihoods
are shaped by access to different forms of livelihood capital,
including financial, social, human, natural, and physical capital,
together with the institutional and socio-economic contexts
influencing household livelihoods (Chambers & Conway, 1992;
DFID, 1999). Within this framework, SACGs are understood not
only as community-based financial mechanisms but also as
institutions that have the potential to strengthen livelihood assets,
enhance household coping capacity, and influence livelihood
strategies.

The effectiveness of SACGs remains highly context-specific
because socio-economic conditions, institutional environments and
agricultural practices differ across regions (Kumari & Malik, 2020;
Maurya et al., 2024). Although previous studies in Vietnam have
examined rural credit access, microfinance, and financial inclusion
among poor and ethnic minority households (Luan & Bauer, 2016),
empirical evidence on SACGs as self-governed community-based
financial institutions remains limited, particularly in ethnic minority
areas. The study aims to examine the influence of SACGs on the
livelihoods of ethnic minority households in rural Vietnam through
analyzing the role of SACGs in improving household saving
practices and access to credit, examining the influence of SACGs
on the use of financial resources for livelihood activities, household
consumption, and production investment, and assessing the
contribution of SACGs to strengthening livelihood assets,
particularly financial, social, and human capital among ethnic
minority households.

METHODOLOGY

The study was conducted in Ea Drong commune, Dak Lak
province, Vietnam, where ethnic minority households depend largely
on agricultural livelihoods and face limited access to formal financial
services. A mixed-methods approach combining qualitative and
descriptive quantitative data was used. Primary information was
collected through semi-structured interviews with 72 members of
SACGs, two focus group discussions (FGDs), and five in-depth

interviews with key informants. A purposive sampling approach
was used to select 72 SACG members from different groups within
the commune to ensure diversity in gender, ethnicity, and livelihood
activities. The sample size was determined based on information
saturation, where no major new themes emerged during data
collection. Because the study primarily aimed to explore livelihood
experiences and perceived changes associated with SACG
participation rather than to generate statistically representative
estimates, purposive sampling and information saturation were
considered appropriate for the study objectives. The semi-structured
interview guide was developed based on the study objectives and
the Sustainable Livelihoods Framework (Chambers & Conway,
1992; DFID, 1999). The interview themes focused on household
livelihoods, saving practices, access to credit, loan utilization, and
perceived livelihood changes associated with SACG participation.
Two FGDs involving 8–10 SACG members each were conducted
to explore livelihood benefits, operational challenges, and social
dynamics related to SACG participation. Five in-depth interviews
were also conducted with three SACG leaders and two commune-
level officials involved in livelihood development and SACG
activities. These key informants were selected based on their
leadership roles and knowledge of SACG operations within the
locality. Secondary information was also collected from commune-
level socio-economic reports and related research to supplement
the data for this study.

Quantitative data were analysed using descriptive statistics,
including frequencies, percentages, means, and standard deviations.
Qualitative data from FGDs and in-depth interviews were analysed
using thematic analysis to identify major themes related to savings,
credit access, livelihood investment, and perceived livelihood changes
associated with SACG participation. Findings from different data
sources were triangulated by comparing information from semi-
structured interviews, FGDs, in-depth interviews, and secondary
data to ensure consistency and reliability. The quantitative data were
used mainly to provide descriptive support for qualitative
interpretation rather than to test causal relationships. Ethical
considerations were maintained throughout the research process.
All participants were informed about the study objectives and the
voluntary nature of participation before interviews were conducted,
and informed consent and confidentiality were ensured throughout
the study. As the study employed purposive sampling within a
single commune, the findings are intended to provide contextualized
insights rather than statistical generalization to all ethnic minority
communities in Vietnam.

RESULTS

Characteristics of savings and credit group members and
livelihood activities

Women constitute a large proportion of the group’s members,
with over 84% being female. This finding suggests that women play
an important role in household financial management within
participating households. Regarding ethnic composition, over 79%
of the SACGs are Ede people, with the remainder belonging to the
Tay and Nung ethnic groups. The average educational level and
average age of the members are 7.1 grades and 42.5 years old
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Table 1. Participation in Livelihood Activities of Savings and Credit
Group Members

Income-generating activities Quantity

I. Crop cultivation
Coffee (%) 100
Durian (%) 48.6

II. Animal husbandry
Goat (%) 19.4
Pig (%) 40.3
Chicken (%) 43.1
Other (%) 8.3
Average household income per year ($/year) 5,605.53 (±905.85)

Note: Values in parentheses indicate standard deviations

respectively (Table 1). This indicates that the group members are
literate, proficient in writing and arithmetic, and are in their working
years, possessing stable employment and experience in household
production and economic management. The participating members
represent a diverse range of household types, including not only
well-off and middle-income households, but also poor and near-
poor households, contributing to increased mutual support among
members.

The members of the group are all involved in agricultural
production activities, with crop cultivation and livestock farming
attracting the largest number of participants. Therefore, this study
investigates and analyzes the main income-generating activities of
the members to assess their dependence on each specific production
activity, and to provide a realistic livelihood analysis of the role of
SACGs in supporting livelihoods.

Farming remains the primary livelihood for members of SACGs,
with 100% of participating households cultivating coffee, reflecting
a high level of dependence on this crop. It is also a characteristic
product of the area, closely linked to the culture, lifestyle, and
livelihoods of the local people. In addition, nearly half of the members
cultivate durian, indicating a trend towards crop diversification to
increase income, as well as to meet market demand as durian exports
to China expand. In the livestock sector, over 40% of members raise
chickens and pigs, while goat farming remains limited. Livestock
farming serves as a supplementary income-generating activity (coffee
being the main income-generating crop) and is primarily carried out
by women, as they can manage both housework and livestock farming
at home. These livelihood activities generated an average household
income of approximately $5,605.53 per year. However, the large
standard deviation reflects significant income disparities among
participating households related to household classification,
production scale, and the number of livelihood activities undertaken.
The diversity of livelihood activities indicates that households adopt
diversified livelihood strategies to manage economic and production
risks. Coffee cultivation remains the dominant livelihood activity,
while livestock farming serves as an important supplementary source
of income, particularly for women.

Role of saving and credit groups in improving household saving
and access to credit

To address the first research objective, this section examined
how SACGs are associated with household saving practices and

improve access to credit among ethnic minority households. The
analysis focuses on saving behavior, financial accumulation, and
patterns of access to formal and informal loan sources. These
indicators help describe the potential contribution of SACGs model
to household financial security and support for livelihood
investment.

The average annual savings of the members reached
approximately $90.38, reflecting a modest level of financial
accumulation among ethnic minority households (Table 2).
However, the large standard deviation indicates considerable
variation in saving levels among households. This suggests that
although SACGs generally encourage saving behaviour, members
differ substantially in their financial capacity and ability to
accumulate savings depending on livelihood scale, household income,
and economic conditions. Some households are able to save regularly
and at higher levels, whereas poorer households mainly contribute
small but consistent amounts. Regarding the use of savings, the
majority of households prioritize spending on essential family needs
such as healthcare and general living expenses, demonstrating the
important role of saving in strengthening resilience to socio-economic
shocks at the household level. In addition, a significant proportion
of members use their savings for livelihood investments, particularly
livestock farming, reflecting a direct link between saving and
production expansion. Meanwhile, the proportion of households
using savings for crop cultivation remains very low. This pattern
is closely associated with the gendered division of labor within
households, where women are more actively involved in livestock
farming while men are primarily responsible for crop cultivation
activities. Furthermore, 37.5% of households allocated savings to
their children’s education, suggesting that SACGs may support
long-term investment in human capital. Notably, although 29.2%
of households reported being unable to save before joining the
group, 97.2% saw an increase in annual savings after joining,
indicating a perceived improvement in saving practices and household
financial management among participants. The reported increase in
savings is based on members’ self-assessments and perceived

Table 2. Savings amount and intended use of savings by each member

Category Quantity

Average annual savings per members. ($/year) 90.38
(±89.61)

Purpose of using savings
Family expenses (health, general household 83.3
expenses, etc.) (%)
Expenses for children’s education(%) 37.5
Expenses for livestock farming (purchasing input 77.8
materials, expanding production, purchasing tools
and equipment, etc.) (%)
Expenses for farming (purchasing inputs, seedlings, 1.4
etc.) (%)
Other (%) 4.2

Ability to save before joining a credit savings group
Yes (%) 70.8
Annual savings increase.
Yes (%) 97.2

Note: Values in parentheses indicate standard deviations
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changes in saving behaviour rather than on longitudinal financial
records collected prior to participation.

The study synthesizes information on the main loan channels
used by households to analyze the extent and structure of access
to loan capital for members participating in SACGs. Considering
the diversity of loan sources, including formal and informal credit
institutions, allows for an examination of the supplementary
function of SACGs in household financial access.

The Social Policy Bank is the main formal lending source,
accessed by 62.5% of households, underscoring the key role of
policy credit in supporting rural and vulnerable groups (Table 3).
In contrast, 18.1% of households borrow from commercial banks,
suggesting limited access to market-based credit. Regarding the
informal channel, up to 45.8% of households use loans from their
own SACGs, suggesting that these groups serve as flexible and
accessible financial channel for the small-scale and short-term capital
needs. Meanwhile, a very small percentage of members borrow
through companies or supply agents and other sources. FGD
participants consistently emphasized the accessibility and
convenience of SACG loans, particularly the absence of collateral
requirements and the simplicity of borrowing procedures. There
were 87.5% of households, who considered the lack of collateral
requirements a significant advantage, considerably reducing the
barrier to accessing credit for members with limited resources.
Almost all members perceived the loan process from the group as
simple and convenient, reflecting the flexibility and suitability of
the operating mechanism based on trust and community oversight.
These findings indicate that SACGs play an important
complementary role in expanding access to loans and supporting
short-term and small-scale financial needs among ethnic minority
households, rather than replacing formal credit institutions.

“We can borrow directly within the village without collateral
or complicated procedures. When livestock get sick or we need feed
urgently, the group loan helps us respond immediately” an opinion
from a SACG leader

Use of saving and credit group loans in household livelihood
activities

Addressing the second research objective, this section analyzes
how SACG financial resources are utilized within household
livelihood systems and essential consumption needs. Examining the
structure of loan utilization allows for an assessment of the
livelihood orientation of this capital, as well as the role of SACGs
in supporting essential needs and expanding production activities
of participating households (Table 4).

With loan amounts ranging from $76.92 to $192.30 per member,
the majority of this money was used for livelihood investment, with

77.8% of members using it for livestock farming. This indicates
that SACG loans support small-scale production expansion and
household income generation. In addition, 69.4% of households used
the loan capital for essential family needs such as healthcare and
general living expenses. This finding reflects the continued financial
vulnerability of many households, where borrowed capital is also
necessary to meet basic household needs and unexpected
expenditures. Notably, none of the households used the loan capital
for crop cultivation or other purposes, suggesting that loan capital
from SACGs was primarily directed towards livestock farming and
essential expenditures, aligning with their more limited livelihood
characteristics and financial needs. In contrast, capital for farming
activities such as coffee and durian typically requires significantly
larger funding than the amount borrowed from these savings and
credit groups. As a result, SACG loans primarily function as
mechanisms for consumption smoothing and support for low-cost
livelihood activities rather than as capital sources for large-scale
agricultural investment.

Table 3. Current Status of Members’ Access to Loan Capital

Sources of household loan capital Quantity
(%)

Social Policy Bank 62.5
Commercial banks (Vietcombank, Viettinbank, etc.) 18.1
Savings and credit group 45.8
Supply company/Dealer 5.6
Other sources 2.8

Table 4. Purposes of using loan capital from the Savings and Credit
Group

Category Quantity
(%)

Family expenses (health, general household expenses, etc.) 69.4
Spending on children’s education 9.7
Livestock farming expenditures (purchasing inputs, 77.8
expanding production and business, etc.)
Expenses for crop cultivation (purchasing inputs, 0.0
seedlings, etc.)
Other 0.0

Contribution of saving and credit groups to household
livelihood assets

To address the third research objective, this section examines
how SACGs contribute to strengthening household livelihood
assets, particularly financial, social, and human capital. The findings
presented in this section are based on qualitative synthesis and the
consensus reached during focus group discussions rather than on
standardized quantitative measurement scales (Table 5).

Focus group discussions revealed a strong level of consensus
regarding the livelihood benefits associated with SACG
participation. Participants consistently emphasized the importance
of SACGs in improving access to small-scale local credit, reducing
short-term financial pressure, and supporting livelihood-related
expenditures. Members highly appreciated the group’s role in
securing local loan capital and reducing production costs, giving a
completely agree rating for both benefits. This reflects the core
function of SACGs as a flexible financial mechanism, helping
households proactively access timely capital and avoid dependence
on high-priced debt purchases. Participants particularly highlighted
that SACGs provide easily accessible local loans without collateral
requirements, enabling households to obtain capital quickly for
small-scale production activities such as purchasing feed, seeds, or
veterinary medicines. Many participants also emphasized that
immediate cash payments made possible through SACG loans
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Table 5. Participants’ perceived livelihood benefits from SACG participation

Category Level of consensus

Local loan sources are available to finance production when needed (for purchasing seeds, feed, veterinary medicine, etc.). Very high
Production costs can be reduced by avoiding the need to purchase on credit from suppliers (buying on credit is more Very high
expensive than buying with cash).
Production techniques can be improved through sharing among team members. Very high
Market information is updated through the exchange of information among members. High
Having a source of savings at the end of the year to spend and reinvest (if needed). High
Increase knowledge and skills in financial management. High
Enhance team cohesion and mutual support among members. High

Note: The levels of consensus presented in the table are based on qualitative synthesis from focus group discussions. The categorization reflects
the degree of agreement collectively expressed by participants during discussions

helped households avoid higher costs associated with purchasing
agricultural inputs on credit from suppliers.

“Before joining the group, we often bought feed and fertilizers
on credit and had to pay higher prices later. Now, when we need
money urgently, we can borrow from the group and buy directly
with cash, which helps us save costs and feel more secure in
production” Opinion from focus-group discussion

Instead of requiring collateral, credit procedures, or traveling
to locations where access to loans is necessary, group members can
borrow capital right in their village with simple procedures and
quick disbursement times. Although limited compared to borrowing
from official channels, the savings and credit group contributes to
meeting short-term spending needs and is suitable for low-cost
investment activities such as purchasing feed, seeds, and veterinary
medicine. Improved production techniques, updated market
information, enhanced financial management knowledge and skills
increased mutual support among group members. These findings
suggest that SACGs contribute not only to financial access but also
to the strengthening of social and human capital, which participants
associate with improved production capacity and livelihood
sustainability. However, these findings reflect participants’ shared
perceptions and qualitative consensus rather than quantitatively
measured impact levels, and therefore should be interpreted as
indicative rather than statistically generalizable assessments.

DISCUSSION

The findings support previous studies suggesting that SACGs
function as community-based microfinance institutions, operating
on endogenous capital and self-governance mechanisms (Frisancho
& Valdivia, 2020). The organizational structure, regular meetings
and transparent loan procedures show that SACGs in Ea Drong
operate through relatively institutionalized self-governance
mechanisms. This finding supports previous studies showing that
SACGs are well suited to rural areas where access to formal credit
remains limited (Lopez & Winkler, 2018; Kumari et al., 2020).
However, SACGs in Ea Drong do not completely replace the formal
financial system but serve as a supplementary mechanism. The
Social Policy Bank remains the main lending channel. This is
consistent with the argument of Oranu et al. (2020) that SACGs
are unlikely to meet large-scale and long-term capital needs. In fact,
the loan amount from $76.92 to $192.30/loan is only suitable for
small investments, especially in livestock farming, and insufficient
for coffee or durian cultivation activities which require large capital.

Therefore, SACGs operate as a support mechanism for short-term
needs and small input costs, while long-term investment still
depends on formal credit. This may explain why, in many empirical
studies, the impact of SACGs on long-term income is unclear
(Karlan et al., 2017).

SACGs in Ea Drong contribute to strengthening the financial
and social capital of participating households. Although the average
savings of $90.38/year is modest, 97.2% of members reported an
increase in savings after joining the group. This finding is consistent
with Ksoll et al. (2016), who reported increased savings among
participants in Village Savings and Loan Association models. More
importantly, the structure of savings and loan utilization shows that
financial resources are directed not only for consumption but also
for livelihood investment, especially in livestock farming. This
finding highlights the dual role of SACGs in supporting both
consumption smoothing and livelihood investment. Therefore,
instead of measuring the impact solely through income, SACGs also
influence the structure of livelihood strategies (Kumari & Malik,
2020).

Beyond their financial functions, SACGs also contribute to
strengthening social and human capital among ethnic minority
households. Compared to studies in Africa (Bwalya & Zulu, 2021;
Zimusi & Moyo, 2024), the results in Ea Drong show that the
groups also facilitate knowledge sharing, market information
exchange, and financial management learning among members. This
reinforces the argument that SACGs play a role in strengthening
social and human capital, thereby enhancing household resilience.
However, unlike some evidence suggesting that SACGs can lead to
production specialization (Frisancho & Valdivia, 2020), livelihoods
in Ea Drong remain diversified (coffee, durian, pig farming, chicken
farming, goat farming). Therefore, SACGs in Ea Drong play a crucial
role in strengthening short-term financial security, fostering saving
habits, supporting small-scale investments, and enhancing social and
human capital. However, their ability to promote large-scale
livelihood transformation or breakthrough income growth is limited
due to the small capital size and dependence on the local economic
and social context.

Women play an important role in SACGs, which aligns with
previous studies suggesting that SACGs can promote women’s
economic empowerment through increased access to credit and
improved financial management skills (Slathia et al., 2006; Frisancho
& Valdivia, 2020; Shinogi et al., 2021; Rajkumar et al., 2024).
However, in Ea Drong, women’s participation is also linked to the
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gender division of labor within households, where women are often
the financial managers. Although women constitute the majority of
SACG members and actively participate in saving and borrowing
activities, the findings indicate that their participation does not
necessarily transform traditional gender relations within the
household. Women primarily use loans for livestock farming and
household expenditures, activities that closely align with socially
assigned domestic and caregiving roles. Thus, SACGs mainly
strengthen women’s financial participation and household financial
management roles rather than fundamentally transforming gender
divisions of labour. However, regular participation in group
activities, financial decision-making, and knowledge sharing may
gradually enhance women’s self-confidence, social networks, and
autonomy in managing household livelihoods. This suggests that
SACGs create important spaces for incremental forms of
empowerment, even though broader structural gender inequalities
remain largely unchanged.

These findings provide implications for rural extension and
community-based financial development. Extension workers should
integrate SACGs with agricultural extension and financial
management training to strengthen household livelihood capacity.
Stronger linkages between SACGs and formal financial institutions
are also needed to improve access to larger and longer-term
agricultural credit. Local authorities should also recognize SACGs
as community learning spaces that strengthen social cohesion,
livelihood resilience, and women’s participation in local economic
activities. Therefore, supporting the expansion of SACGs in ethnic
minority areas may contribute to broader rural development and
financial inclusion strategies. As the study focused on a single
commune and relied mainly on self-reported perceptions, the
findings should be interpreted as context-specific rather than
statistically generalizable. Future research could adopt comparative
and longitudinal approaches across multiple regions to further
examine variations in SACG effectiveness and their long-term
contributions to rural livelihood transformation.

CONCLUSION

The study shows that SACGs not only improve access to
small-scale credit but also strengthen the financial, social, and human
capital of ethnic minority households. SACGs primarily support
short-term financial needs by encouraging saving practices and
small-scale livelihood investments, particularly in livestock
production, while complementing the formal credit system. The role
of SACGs as community-based livelihood support mechanisms that
enhance household resilience in resource-constrained rural areas was
highlighted. SACGs should be integrated with livelihood training,
financial management, and market information-sharing activities,
while stronger linkages with formal financial institutions are needed
to improve access to larger and long-term agricultural loans.
Development programs should strengthen women’s participation
in livelihood decision-making and community knowledge-sharing
activities. Future studies should apply comparative and longitudinal
approaches to better examine the long-term impacts of SACGs on
household livelihoods and women’s empowerment as this study
was conducted in an ethnic minority commune and relied on self-
reported data.
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