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The present research discusses the functional conditions of the chosen Self-Help Groups (SHGs) in the Bundelkhand in the state of Uttar Pradesh, a drought prone socio-economically weak region, where SHGs are very important in empowering women and providing livelihood security. The data were gathered using a cross-sectional research design and interviews covered 160 SHG members in 4 blocks purposely chosen in the districts of Jalaun and Banda. The evaluation was based on the main indicators of SHGs operation as meeting practices, role distribution, record keeping, financial management, decision making processes, relationship with other organization, community participation, project implementation. The results indicate that the majority of SHGs have excellent internal governance reflected in frequent meetings (80%), role allocation (91.3%), record keeping (89.4%) and use of bank accounts (89.4%). Also, a large percentage of groups indicated collective decision (87.5%), and participation in community development (81.3%). Nevertheless, there are still problems with such aspects like the financial management where 21.9 percent of groups had problems, insufficient access to external grants (29.4 not received any help) and the comparably lower success rates of the project implementation (61.9). In general, it is possible to state that SHGs in Bundelkhand are relatively operational despite structural limitations, but the target intervention including financial literacy, mobilization of resources, and capacity building are necessary in order to improve their performance and sustainability over time. The results provide more insight into the operations of SHG in marginalised areas and the results can be useful to policymakers, development practitioners, and institutions that work with the empowerment of rural women.
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Introduction
Self-Help Groups (SHGs) have emerged to become one of the most significant community based strategies to reduce poverty, financial inclusion and empowering women in the rural India. Once being popularized as informal savings-and-credit organizations, SHGs nowadays serve as institutional means of creating social capital, increasing bargaining power, and facilitating collective action among rural women (Sihag & Vermani, 2022). SHGs can be used to enhance the resilience of the household and lessen reliance on informal moneylenders through regular savings, internal lending, and access to formal financial institutions (Reserve Bank of India, 2023). The experience of the other states in India has revealed that the membership in SHGs is connected with the increase in access to credit, growth of their savings, and enhancement of the confidence of women and decision-making positions in the household and community (Agarwal and de Haan, 2019; Asian Development Bank, 2016; Yadav and Bhaskar, 2025). 
[bookmark: _Hlk214276349]The SHG network in rural India has been greatly increased by the SHG-bank linkage Programme (SBLP) and the deendayal antyodaya Yojana-National Rural Livelihoods Mission (DAY-NRLM) at the national level. Through the SHG-Bank linkage programme, which is facilitated by NABARD and overseen by the reserve bank of India, millions of SHGs were incorporated into formal banking making it a key tool of microfinance and livelihood promotion (Reserve Bank of India, 2023). At the same time, DAY -NRLM aims at organising the poor rural women into SHGs and federations, capacity building and access to credit, skills and markets (Ministry of Rural Development, 2022; World Bank, 2017). According to the evaluations, functional SHGs under these programs can result in the improvement of the socio-economic status of women, their engagement in the local government, and their involvement in income-generating activities (3ie, 2020; World Bank, 2017). Regardless of these successes, SHGs are not effective in all regions and much depends on the internal functional status of the SHGs. The main aspects of SHG operations are regular meetings, roles and responsibilities clear distribution, record, accounts and finances, financial discipline, democratic decision-making, conflict management systems, and connections to external bodies (Basak, 2024; Sihag and Vermani, 2022). Research has stressed that SHGs that have robust internal governance and disclosed operations have a higher chance of surviving and become trusted by members to effectively and adequately tap the institutional support (3ie, 2020; Asian Development Bank, 2016). Conversely, those groups that have poor records, inconsistent meetings, or decision-making centralisation are most likely to stagnate and fail, thus restricting their ability to empower their members (Agarwal and de Haan, 2019). Hence, it is important to evaluate the functional situation of SHGs in these dimensions in order to find out their true role in empowering women and rural development. 
This assessment imperative is especially severe in socio-economically stricken areas like Bundelkhand of Uttar Pradesh. The conditions in Bundelkhand include semi-arid climates, hilly terrain, frequent droughts, low irrigation rates, and subsistence-based, rain-based agriculture (Basak, 2024). Such structural constraints limit the livelihood opportunity and increase poverty with rural women being the worst affected. Under these circumstances, SHGs can act as providers of microfinance, as well as, as a group to share risks, social institutions, and community-based development projects (3ie, 2020; Asian Development Bank, 2016). SHGs have been heavily marketed by the government and non-government bodies in this area within the framework of NRLM and other programs, but there is no empirical data on how successfully they operate in practice and to what degree the internal organizational structure can empower women in the long term (Ministry of Rural Development, 2022; World Bank, 2017). It is on this background that the current research aims at evaluating the functional position of the selected SHGs within the Bundelkhand region of Uttar Pradesh, through the responses gathered through 160 respondents of SHGs. The study will examine the areas of meeting practice, record-keeping, the operation of bank accounts, access to outside help, lending practices, collective decision-making, and inter-group cooperation, registration, community development, financial management issues, dispute-resolution processes, future planning, and project implementation and thus give a complete picture of the functioning of SHGs in a difficult rural environment. The results will be valuable to the body of knowledge on SHGs, microfinance, and women empowerment (Agarwal and de Haan, 2019; 3ie, 2020; Yadav and Bhaskar, 2025) and will provide useful information to policymakers, implementing agencies, and practitioners who want to reaffirm the performance of SHGs and advance their contribution to empowering rural women in Bundelkhand and other areas.
Material and Methods 
The current study was carried out in Bundelkhand region of Uttar Pradesh, a semi-arid and socio-economically vulnerable region located at the southern part of the state characterized by undulating topography, irregular rainfall, poor irrigation facilities and mainly rainfed agriculture, which all combine to form the livelihood patterns and development challenge of the rural people. Nevertheless, with such limitations, Bundelkhand has a high level of social cohesion and community-based programs, including Self-Help Groups (SHGs), that are widely used, which is why this region is an appropriate study area to understand their current state of operation and whether they help to empower women. In order to meet the aim of the study, a cross-sectional research design was used which enabled the data to be collected at a single time to determine the relationship between variables and describe population characteristics. Out of the seven districts of Bundelkhand, the districts of Jalaun and Banda were selected purposely because of the highest number of active and functioning SHGs formed in the government-supported initiatives like the National Rural Livelihood Mission (NRLM) and the State Rural Livelihood Mission (SRLM). Four blocks ( Nadigaon and Konch in Jalaun, Badokhar Khurd and Baberu in Banda ) within these districts were also selected purposely with regards to focalization of well-functioning SHGs and current livelihood promotion efforts. Multi-stage sampling technique was adopted where the identification of functioning SHGs within the sampled blocks was carried out followed by random selection of eight members of each SHG who were to be the respondents. In order to make a comparison, as similar as possible number of non-SHG women was also picked in the same localities with same criteria that included age, occupation and income to reduce selection bias and make an analogy between the experimental (SHG member) and control (non-member) groups. One hundred and sixty members of SHGs were surveyed in order to determine the functional performance of their respective SHGs. The responses obtained as a group will indicate the total functional conditions of SHGs within the study area. The structured interview schedule was adopted as the primary data collection tool, which encompassed the functional dimensions of SHGs, socio-economic aspects, and livelihood background as well as other aspects of women empowerment. This approachological framework enabled an assessment of the functional status of a number of SHGs in Bundelkhand region in a comprehensive manner.
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
The functional status of Self-Help Groups (SHGs) in the Bundelkhand region of Uttar Pradesh was assessed using responses from 160 SHG members. Although data were collected from individual members, the aggregated responses provide a reliable reflection of the functioning of their respective SHGs.
Table-1: Functional Status of selected SHGs in study area
	Sr.No
	Statement
	Yes
	No

	1. 
	Does your SHG have a practice of conducting meetings?
	128
(80%)
	32
(20%)

	2. 
	Is the distribution of powers and functions among members well spelt out?
	146
(91.3%)
	14
(8.8%)

	3. 
	Is the record of the SHG’s activity well kept?
	143
(89.4%)
	17
(10.6%)

	4. 
	Is there a record-keeping system for the members’ attendance at any of the meetings?
	142
(88.8%)
	18
(11.3%)

	5. 
	Do you operate an SHG bank account in the organisation’s name?
	143
(89.4%)
	17
(10.6%)

	6. 
	Has your SHG taken any external assistance or grant from any source?
	113
(70.6%)
	47
(29.4%)

	7. 
	Is your SHG a lending institution to the members?
	140
(87.5%)
	20
(12.5%)

	8. 
	Are decisions in your SHG made collectively in general by all members?
	140
(87.5%)
	20
(12.5%)

	9. 
	Have you or has your SHG ever worked with one or more SHGs as well as other organisations?
	143
(89.4%)
	17
(10.6%)

	10. 
	What all government rules and regulations your SHG follows can you say whether your SHG is registered with the government authority or not ?
	135
(84.4%)
	25
(15.6%)

	11. 
	Is there involvement of members of your SHG in the community development projects?
	130
(81.3%)
	30
(18.7%)

	12. 
	Did your SHG face any problems in the way of financial management in the last year?
	125
(78.1%)
	35
(21.9%)

	13. 
	Is there any facility to solve the disputes taking place in the SHG?
	124
(77.5%)
	36
(22.5%)

	14. 
	Is there any proposal for activities or projects for your SHG that are to be undertaken in the future?
	132
(82.5%)
	28
(17.5%)

	15. 
	Has your SHG successfully implemented any project in the last year?
	99
(61.9%)
	61
(38.1%)



The findings bring out the organizational, financial, and developmental operations of the groups in various dimensions. Below, the findings are provided as well as discussed. The number of SHGs that have regular meetings is a good sign of group activeness and participation as a high percentage of SHGs (80-percent) indicated that they hold regular meetings. The regular meetings are the keystones of SHG sustainability because they enable the communication and planning, financial discipline, and conflict resolution. But, 20 percent of the members also claimed that the group did not meet regularly, which implied that the cohesion of the groups and continuity of their operations were not regular. This difference can be explained by poor leadership, a lack of motivation, or pressure on livelihoods of the rural environment, which are seasonal. 
In the question on the clarity of roles and responsibilities, 91.3 percent of the respondents said that the sharing of powers and functions among the members is spelled out well. This means that there is a high level of internal governance of the majority of SHGs whereby leaders, treasurers and members have distinct roles. Role distribution is clear and increases the level of accountability as well as decision making process. The respondents with only a small percentage of them (8.8) felt otherwise, which indicates that specific capacity-building efforts should be developed within a number of groups. Main indicator of SHG maturity and transparency is the record-keeping. The findings show that 89.4 percent of the groups keep good records of their activities. Likewise, 88.8 percent of SHGs keep meeting attendance books. A good documentation process helps in transparency, development of trust among the members as well as in the audit process of the external auditor or in looking forward to attract financial support of the banks and institutions. This is because the limited groups that do not have organised record keeping might have difficulties getting credit or using government initiatives because of inadequate documentation. As well financial management indicators showed positive trends. SHGs demonstrate institutional legitimacy and inclusion in finance because 89.4 percent of them have bank accounts under the name of the organization. This falls in line with the NRLM stipulations, which presuppose that SHGs keep group savings and loan transactions in form of formal banking. Nonetheless, 10.6% of groups do not run formal accounts, as it has been shown there are impediments related to either no awareness of these, lack of documentation or institutional support. Exogenous aid is relevant in enhancing the livelihoods activities of SHG. Approximately, 70.6 percent of the respondents said that they received external help or grants via government or non-government sources. This demonstrates that most SHGs have been able to enjoy the programs of credit linkage, skills training, or enterprise development. However, the rest (29.4) never accessed an external support which is an indication that there is a gap in outreach or lack of knowledge of schemes and entitlement programs. 
The main activity of SHG is lending and credit. The massive 87.5 percent of the respondents affirmed that their SHG is a lending institution to its members. This underlines the inner repayment capability of SHGs and their capacity to operate as microfinance facilities. Availability of small credit encourages income-earning operations and also lessens reliance on informal moneylenders, which in most cases charging very high interest rates. Another necessary characteristic of SHG activity is collective decision-making. An equal percentage (87.5) of the respondents indicated that they make decisions in a collective manner. This strengthens the agenda of SHGs being democratic and participatory, with decisions on loans, projects, savings or group rules being made by consensus. Centralized decision-making was also reported in only 12.5 per cent and this may negatively affect group cohesion and may result in dissatisfaction among members. Scaling of SHG activities is also based on inter-group collaboration and networking. Eighty-nine point four percent of the participants attested that their SHG has partnered with other SHGs or organisations. This implies that there is high coordination and involvement in cluster activities, training programs and community activities. This type of cooperation strengthens the collective bargaining power; it increases the access to resources. Regarding compliance with the regulations, 84.4 percent of the respondents claimed that their SHG is registered by the government and observes the necessary rules and regulations. Registration boosts the legitimacy of the group, facilitates formal recognition and access to the government schemes. A significant number, however, is still unregistered at a rate of 15.6% with the possibility of administrative impediment or ignorance. 
The other important aspect of SHG operation is community participation. Approximately 81.3 percent of the respondents said that the members of SHGs are involved in community development activities. SHGs also participate in the sanitation campaigns, health education, education and livelihood promotion. This participation also increases their social presence and makes them stronger as grassroots development institutions. The problem of financial management still persists with 78.1% of the respondents reporting that their SHG had issues with financial management within the past year. These setbacks can be in the form of late bank connections, loan defaults, monetary anomalies or inability to keep records. This underscores the importance of a refresher course in bookkeeping, financial literacy and compliance. The conflict resolution mechanisms were realized to be in 77.5% of SHGs, which depicts that the majority of the groups have either an informal or formal method of resolving conflicts. Nevertheless, 22.5 percent had no such mechanisms which put at risk internal conflicts that could impact group sustainability. Importantly, 82.5% of the respondents said that their SHG has future activity/project proposals. This implies that majority of groups are visionary and willing to invest their business into new revenue earning activities. These programs aid in the maintenance of interest of the members and empowerment of the economy. Lastly, 61.9 percent of SHGs have been able to execute a project within the past year, and 38.1 percent have not. The high score of project implementation portrays good performance of the group however the percentage is very low indicating the challenge faced by rural SHGs such as skills, market accessibility, and finances. 
In general, the findings of the research show that most SHGs in the Bundelkhand area are operating successfully regarding meetings, record keeping, financial management, decision making and community involvement. Nonetheless, there are opportunities of gaps in the areas of project implementation, conflict resolution, the utilization of external support and stability in financial management. The functional efficiency and sustainability of SHGs in the region can highly be improved through training, institutional and capacity-building programs to strengthen these weak areas.
Conclusion
The current research evaluated the functional performance of chosen Self-Help Groups (SHGs) in the Bundelkhand jurisdiction of the state of Uttar Pradesh using questionnaires of 160 SHG members. The results show that most SHGs within the study area exhibit a fairly good degree of internal operations, which is exhibited by frequent meetings, clearly defined roles and responsibilities as well as practiced record-keeping measures. The fact that SHG bank account operations are at high rates and that many groups are adopting collective decision-making processes expresses that most groups have embraced key governance mechanisms that are required in ensuring transparency, financial discipline, and sustainability. The fact that SHGs have a significant number of lending activities and inter-group cooperation also indicates that the groups are not merely facilitating financial inclusion but they are also developing as active community-based institutions that can promote wider developmental functions. Nevertheless, the research also points to some aspects that need to be brought up. A substantial number of SHGs claimed to have difficulty in financial management within the past year, which suggests that financial literacy, training, or leadership capacity might be deficient. Almost a third of the groups had not received external grants or support implying that there had been lapsed chances to grow, acquire skills, or promote their businesses. Moreover, not all groups had a system of dispute resolution and future plans, so a significant portion of minorities could be an obstacle to successful operation and sustainability. The fact that the proportion of SHGs that managed to implement the projects in the last year is lower suggests that the project planning, execution and monitoring should be supported better. Generally, the findings indicate that SHGs in Bundelkhand are performing fairly even with the socio-economic factors like drought likeliness, minimal livelihood and infrastructural problems in the area. SHGs have a functional strength in terms of regular meetings and democratic decision making, bank linkages and community involvement, which fulfil the objective of the national livelihood programs, and shows that SHGs can be used to enhance the empowerment of women and the financial well being of households. However, the enhancement of financial management competencies, an increase in access to external support, and the development of greater project implementation capacities are necessary to increase the developmental effect of SHGs to the maximum extent. Finally, internal governance, improvements in training and capacity-building efforts, and institutional long-term sustainability will be important tools to enhance the performance of SHGs and long-term sustainability in Bundelkhand. These insights can help policymakers, implementing agencies, and rural development practitioners develop specific interventions that can strengthen SHGs as effective tools of women empowerment and financial inclusion as well as rural transformation in the area.
References 	Comment by Arul Mk: The references are adequate and relevant but can be strengthened further by incorporating recent empirical publications (last 5 years) and updated national or international policy reports related to SHG performance, livelihood resilience, and digital or entrepreneurial transformation. Including such sources will enhance currency, theoretical alignment, and academic credibility.
Agarwal, S., & de Haan, A. (2019). Self-help groups and women’s empowerment in India (IFPRI Discussion Paper No. 01867). International Food Policy Research Institute. 
Asian Development Bank. (2016). Women’s empowerment through self-help groups: A case study of India.
Basak, D. (2024). Role of self-help groups on socioeconomic development of rural women in India. Journal of Rural Studies.
Deininger, K., & Liu, Y. (2013). Economic and social impacts of an innovative self-help group model in India. World Development, 43, 149–163.
Government of India. (2023). Annual Report 2022–23: Ministry of Rural Development.
Holvoet, N. (2005). The impact of microfinance on decision-making agency: Evidence from South India. Development and Change, 36(1), 75–102.

Iyengar, S. (2005). Self Help Groups: A tool for empowerment. Economic and Political Weekly, 40(17), 1758–1761.
Kabeer, N. (2005). Is microfinance a magic bullet for women’s empowerment? Economic and Political Weekly, 40(44/45), 4709–4718.
Ministry of Rural Development. (2022). Annual report: Deendayal Antyodaya Yojana–National Rural Livelihoods Mission (DAY–NRLM). Government of India.
NABARD. (2017). Status of Microfinance in India 2016–17. National Bank for Agriculture and Rural Development.
NRLM. (2021). National Rural Livelihood Mission: Framework for Implementation. Ministry of Rural Development.

Panda, D. K. (2009). Understanding microfinance: A bottom-up approach. International Journal of Rural Management, 5(1), 95–105.

Reserve Bank of India. (2023). Status of microfinance in India: SHG–Bank linkage programme report. NABARD. 
Swain, R. B., & Wallentin, F. Y. (2009). Does microfinance empower women? Evidence from self‐help groups in India. International Review of Applied Economics, 23(5), 541–556.
Sanyal, P. (2009). From credit to collective action: The role of microfinance in promoting women’s social capital and normative influence. American Sociological Review, 74(4), 529–550.
Sihag, R., & Vermani, S. (2022). Self-help groups: An approach for economic empowerment of rural women in India. Asian Journal of Agricultural Extension, Economics & Sociology, 40(4), 107–113.
World Bank. (2017). Empowering rural women in India: The impact of the National Rural Livelihoods Mission.
Yadav, S., & Bhaskar, H. L. (2025). Exploring the impact of SHGs on women empowerment in the Delhi NCR region. RESEARCH REVIEW International Journal of Multidisciplinary, 10(6), 13–22.
3ie. (2020, March 8). Empowering women through Self-Help Groups: Evidence of effectiveness, questions of scale. International Initiative for Impact Evaluation.  
 
 



