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Abstract
Self-Help Groups (SHGs) have assumed a prominent position of one of the most effective community-based programs in India where women are empowered and their rights to financial inclusion and self-employment are supported. Their success however is to a great extent subject to their functional strength and their challenges within the context. The Bundelkhand state of Uttar Pradesh, with drought prone ecology, low agricultural productivity, economic marginalization, and strong socio-cultural norms, is a special environment which produces a considerable impact on SHG performance. This paper looks into the major constraints that affect the operations of SHGs in Bundelkhand and in particular, financial, socio-cultural, operational, and sustainability-based constraints. Primary data were collected using a cross-sectional research design and 160 members of the SHGs have been sampled purposely and were sampled across blocks where the SHGs are operational under the National Rural Livelihoods Mission (NRLM). The results show that SHGs are seriously constrained with regard to finances and consequently limited access to borrowing facilities, insufficient financial resources, delay in government grants, and poor credit guarantee facilities. The presence of socio-cultural obstacles including limiting gender norms and community pressures still limits the women involvement and decision making. Group functions are also impeded by operational inadequacies such as poor attendance, inconsistent meetings, poor communication and inadequate infrastructure. Moreover, there are issues of sustainability like poor market connection and lack of training that limits long term growth and diversification of livelihood. The research comes to a conclusion that institutional support, enhanced access to credit, capacity building, and restrictive social norms are vital in ensuring that the developmental potential of SHGs is achieved to the fullest in Bundelkhand. These lessons could be useful to policy makers, non-governmental organizations and rural development workers who want to enhance the performance of SHGs in marginalized areas. 
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Introduction
Self-Help Groups (SHGs) are now a staple of rural development and women empowerment programs in India, which started as informal savings-and-credit groups but have transformed into formal collective action, financial inclusion, and livelihood promotion platforms (3ie, 2020). The SHGs as an entry point to microfinance, capacity building, and market linkages have been institutionalized in the last two decades in India, either through SHG-Bank Linkage Programme or the scaling up of under the Deendayal Antyodaya Yojana, the National Rural Livelihoods Mission (DAY-NRLM) (reaching tens of millions of rural women) (NABARD, 2022; NRLM, 2017). Empirical data reveal that the involvement in the properly-functioning SHGs may enhance access to credit and savings, resiliency in exposure to shocks, as well as decision making and mobility among women, but these advantages are highly determined by the internal governance and the working quality of the groups (Swain and Wallentin, 2009; Deininger and Liu, 2013; 3ie, 2020). 
Bundelkhand in Uttar Pradesh is the example of the demanding situation in which SHGs are forced to work. Low and erratic precipitation, poor irrigation coverage, inadequate access to the market, and agrarian distress and seasonal migration are also typical of Bundelkhand, restricting the diversification of livelihoods and increasing the risk of rural households (NITI Aayog, 2018). Even in these weak environments, SHGs can play a social role to provide micro-credit and savings services, as well as a means of risk sharing, collective problem solving and to access government entitlements. However, the performance of SHGs in Bundelkhand is subject to their functional status — fulfillment of regularity, record keeping, and bank linkages, capacities to leadership and links with outside agencies that determine the ability of groups to convert collective resources to sustainable livelihood benefits (Deininger and Liu, 2013; World Bank, 2017). 
A number of systematic reviews and impact assessments highlight how the very existence of SHGs is not enough to empower them instead, the quality of implementation and enabling environment is what counts. As an illustration, programmatic weaknesses like credit disbursement delays, ineffective bank links, capacity-building, and constraining social norms tend to soften the influence of SHG membership on the economic agency of women (3ie, 2020; Findev Gateway/LSE review, 2005). In a similar manner, the regional factors, such as the lack of infrastructure, weather-induced stress, and the inability to develop income-generating networks and maintain group activities, might additionally decrease the ability of SHGs to develop income-generating activities and support group operations (NABARD, 2022; World Bank, 2017). 
This paper is thus aimed at establishing the major limitations experienced by SHGs within the Bundelkhand state of Uttar Pradesh. The study focuses on the financial, socio-cultural, operational, and sustainability-related impediments constraining the operation of SHG and their contribution to empowering women using a cross-sectional design and primary data collected among members of SHG in purposely selected districts and blocks. By placing the local empirical results in the context of the larger evidence of SHG performance and institutional design, the study will be able to offer workable advice on how SHG governance can be strengthened, how access to timely finance and markets can be improved, and how capacity-building interventions can be adapted to the specific circumstances of fragile rural settings such as Bundelkhand.
Research Methodology
The literature on SHGs has mainly been concentrated in areas where the socio-economic status has been relatively stable and the institutional context has been favorable. Nonetheless, very few studies have explored the role of SHGs in drought prone, resource constrained as well as socially restrictive environments like Bundelkhand. This knowledge gap led to the current study, which is designed to discuss the multi-dimensional limiting factors to SHG operation in one of the most vulnerable rural areas in India. The Bundelkhand of Uttar Pradesh is typified by semi-arid climate, frequent droughts, low irrigation infrastructure, low livelihood security and consistent socio-economic marginalization. Since the study targeted SHGs that are operating under livelihood promotion interventions- especially the National Rural Livelihoods Mission (NRLM)- two districts, namely, Jalaun and Banda, were purposively identified because they had high concentration of working SHGs and also appropriate to determine the constraints of operations. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Two blocks chosen purposely in every district, Nadigaon and Konch in Jalaun and Badokhar Khurd and Baberu in Banda, were selected to ensure that all regions that had dynamically active groups were covered. The research design used was quantitative cross-sectional research design, which enabled the collection of data on the respondents at a given time. The design suits the use of evaluating existing constraints and analyzing association among financial, socio-cultural, operational, and sustainability-based issues devoid of manipulating the study setting. The unit of analysis was chosen as SHG members because they are the ones who are directly affected by issues at the group level and have the firsthand information of the functional constraints.  The members from the identified SHGs in the four blocks were chosen using simple random sampling, selecting 160 members. This was done to make sure that there was unbiased representation of respondents and that the selection error was kept to a minimum. The structured interview schedule that was used to gather data comprised statements regarding financial constraint, socio-cultural barriers, operational challenges and sustainability issues. The instrument employed dichotomous response format (Yes/No) to allow an opportunity to measure constraints in terms of frequency and percentage. The tool was pre-tested before it was used in data collection to ensure that it was understandable, reliable, and had content validity. 
The responses obtained were coded, tabulated and analyzed through descriptive statistical methods which included frequencies, percentages as well as ranking methods. These methods were used to find the degree and relative significance of different constraints experienced by SHGs. The purposive selection of the area of study, random selection of participants, and systematic quantitative approach to analysis came up with a rigorous methodological framework that could be used to study the multifaceted operational realities of SHGs in Bundelkhand. The proposed methodology will make the findings of the study empirical, context-dependent, and able to inform policy decisions and interventions that will result in better SHG performance and empower women in marginalized rural areas.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
The purpose of the study was to determine the key limitations faced by Self-Help Groups (SHGs) in Bundelkhand district of Uttar Pradesh with respect to financial, social, cultural, operational and sustainability issues. The answers to 160 members of SHG were taken into consideration and the results have been divided into four key dimensions: Financial Constraints, Social and Cultural Constraints, Operational Challenges and Impact and Sustainability-Related Constraints. The results are as follows and the discussion below explains the results and the wider implication of such results on SHG operations in the semi-arid and socio-economically weak Bundelkhand region.
Table-1: Identify the constraints faced by the SHG in Bundelkhand Region.
	Sr.No
	Statement
	F
	P
	Rank 

	Financial Constraints
	
	
	

	1. 
	Has your SHG ever encounter problems in obtain bank credit?
	120
	75
	II

	2. 
	Is your SHG’s resources mostly funded by the members?
	39
	24.37
	VI

	3. 
	Has your SHG faced any time delay in availed government grants or subsidy?
	58
	36.25
	V

	4. 
	Does your SHG meet with such shortcoming in its financial resources at the present time?
	114
	71.25
	III

	5. 
	Has your SHG at any time not been able to continue with its activities because of inadequate capital?
	98
	61.25
	IV

	6. 
	Has your SHG ever faced the situation when it was barred from getting financial assistance because of poor guarantee?
	125
	78.12
	I

	Social and Cultural Constraints
	
	
	

	7. 
	Is there any cultural restrain that is constrained women in your SHG?
	95
	59.37
	II

	8. 
	Do you find stiff resistance from members in your target SHG?
	70
	43.75
	IV

	9. 
	If any social norms exist, are they in a position to prevent particular sections of the society to form SHG?
	115
	71.87
	I

	10. 
	Is your SHG faced with challenges that range from denial of new ideas and practices to blunt refusal when it tries to adopt new procedures of production enhanced by technologies?
	68
	42.5
	V

	11. 
	Has your SHG ever struggled to retain the members because of social pressures around the community?
	89
	55.62
	III

	Operational Challenges
	
	
	

	12. 
	Is it a problem for your SHG to come up with how to stage meetings regularly?
	115
	71.87
	III

	13. 
	Have you encountered problems concerning the attendance of the members in of the SHG meetings?
	130
	81.25
	I

	14. 
	Is there a situation in your SHG where you yourself do not have access to simple physical facility such as a place to have meetings or tools and equipment?
	105
	65.62
	V

	15. 
	Has your SHG experienced hitches in the mobility of the products that it is processing or has it experienced the following vices?
	98
	61.25
	VI

	16. 
	Do your SHG ever find it hard to maintain a constant level of communication with its members?
	114
	71.25
	IV

	17. 
	Has your SHG become problemmatic because of factors related to weathers or natural disasters?
	87
	54.37
	VIII

	18. 
	Is inter member conflict a common thing in your SHG?
	102
	63.75
	VII

	19. 
	Is there a problem in your SHG to interface with the Local Government Officials?
	120
	75
	II

	Impact and Sustainability
	
	
	

	20. 
	Regarding your SHG, has its goal been achieved within the past one year?
	132
	82.5
	II

	21. 
	Do you find that your SHG struggles to expand your activities?
	140
	87.5
	I

	22. 
	Has your SHG got any acknowledgement or any award for the work done by your SHG?
	127
	79.37
	III

	23. 
	Are your SHG experiencing problems in recruiting members?
	114
	71.25
	IV

	24. 
	Did you and your SHG receive any training or capacity building programs?
	87
	54.37
	VI

	25. 
	Is your SHG disadvantaged in terms of markets for the products which it wants to produce?
	97
	60.62
	V


*F- Frequency, ** P- Percentage 
1. Financial Constraints
One of the key issues that the SHGs interviewed were concerned with was financial constraint. The first challenge which was rated as the worst was the inaccessibility to financial assistance on the basis of poor guarantee (78.12%). This denotes that most SHGs find it hard to satisfy collateral or creditworthiness criteria thus finding it hard to access institutional loans. This finding is consistent with Deininger and Liu (2013), who have reported that SHGs in rural India do not in most cases have sufficient financial records and collateral documentation mandated by formal banking institutions. The second significant limitation was that access to bank credit was a problem (75%), which suggested that there were systemic bottlenecks in the credit connection despite government interventions such as NRLM that were intended to facilitate access. This observation is akin to Swain and Wallentin (2009) who noted that SHGs have been facing similar difficulties as they seek to institutionalize the financial connection with banks. 
The other issue that stood out was the lack of financial resources (71.25 percent) which came in third. Such shortages restrict the growth of the entrepreneurial activity of SHGs and their survival in the event of financial shocks. Along these lines, insufficient capital resulting in a lack of activities (61.25) was in the 4th position which noted that SHGs are prone to capital shortages. Fifth position was pegged on delayed delivery of government grants and subsidies (36.25%). Being a more junior constraint, the delay influences the timing and magnitude of group activities, particularly among new SHGs. Lastly, excess reliance on the contributions of the members (24.37) scored as the sixth position which showed internal savings cannot be relied on to address the SHG operational and livelihood investment requirements.  Taken together, financial constraints imply that SHGs in Bundelkhand are systemically disadvantaged to get timely and sufficient credit, which contradicts the main idea of enhancing the financial inclusion and development of micro enterprises.
2. Social and Cultural Constraints
Cultural and social obstacles have remained to determine the success of SHGs, particularly those that consist of rural women. The most important constraint referring to the fact that existing social norms deny specific layers of society the possibility to form or even join SHGs occupied the first place (71.87). This suggests that in Bundelkhand, despite the presence of several decades of social antagonism among caste, class, or gender norms, consistent social segregations exist, which is in line with the results of Sanyal (2009) on the role of consistent social norms in facilitating collective action of women. Cultural restraints that limited the participation of women (59.37%), was the second most serious social constraint. Women in a conservatory area such as Bundelkhand, have restrictions in movement and limited support and limitations by the community and this limits their involvement on group activities. This corresponds to Holvoet (2005) who maintained that women do not have decision making powers in rural development programmes in patriarchal settings. The third weak ranking (55.62 percent) on the inability to retain the members on the way of the social pressure indicates the vulnerability of SHGs to social interference, domestic burden, and dropouts because of migration. 
The fifth place was the resistance to new ideas and practices (42.5%), which indicates that the use of innovation is resisted in rural areas, including new methods of production, online tools, or better organizational practices. On the same note, internal disunity through dissent among SHGs (43.75%), in the 4th position, means that the group lacks internal agreement that might hold them together. In general, the SHGs in Bundelkhand have robust cultural and social limits, which limit participation, innovativeness and sustainability.
3. Operational Challenges
Another key area where SHGs were limited was the operational issues. The biggest problem in its operations was the inconsistency of members in their attendance at the meetings (81.25%), which compromises decision-making, transparency, and shared momentum. Panda (2009) cited similar problems and asserted that attendance irregularity was one of the leading causes of inefficiency in the activities of SHGs. The second significant limitation of operation was that it had problems interacting with local government officials (75%). The hurdle of bureaucracy, absence of the local administration support, and absence of awareness about the governmental schemes are detrimental to SHG coordination and service delivery. Difficulty in holding regular meetings (71.87%), which was ranked third, had structural barriers in the form of time clashes, domestic role, or ineffective group leadership. SHGs had also problems with the communication between the members (71.25%). Access to mobile phones is limited, network connectivity is poor and low digital literacy is a factor that enhances communication gaps. The fifth-ranked (65.62) is indicative of the lack of the meeting spaces, equipment, or storage of SHG products. The presence of mobility problems with regard to the processed goods (61.25) and the frequency of inter-member conflicts (63.75) also interfere with the functioning of the groups. At the lowest (54.37 percent), however, weather related disruption is also a major concern in Bundelkhand, a region prone to drought as it impacts meetings, operations and the activities of SHGs that are dependent on agriculture. These working conditions reveal that although there is a high level of community involvement, SHGs in Bundelkhand have low institutional support and infrastructural provisions. 
4. Impact and Sustainability-Related Constraints
SHGs in the region are still concerned with sustainability issues. The most critical constraint was the impossibility of increasing operations (87.5%), the difficulty is indicated by financial constraints, low market penetration, and insufficient technical training. The failure to expand operations goes against the goal of NRLM to convert SHGs into microenterprise units. Even though most of them said that they have reached their goals last year (82.5%), it is possible to believe that this was possible only in the context of the basic functions of groups but not economic growth. 
Another challenge was lack of recognition or awards (79.37%), which means that they were not very visible with their input being recognized. Lack of appreciation demoralizes encouragement, external reinforcement, and collaborations. Finding new members (71.25) was the fourth as a way of recruiting members, which indicated that SHGs struggle to maintain group size, particularly when migration, household duties and social requirements affect women participation. Absence of training programs and capacity-building programs (54.37%) depicts a gaping hole in skills training, leadership training, financial literacy, and management of enterprises.
Conclusion
The current research explored the key limitations that Self-Help Groups (SHGs) are experiencing in the Bundelkhand district of Uttar Pradesh, and found that there are still a number of systemic, operational, and socio-economic barriers that still impede their ideal operations. Although SHGs are considered to be an effective way of women empowerment, financial inclusion, and grassroots development, the results show that a large number of the groups continue to suffer as a result of improper training, low financial literacy, inconsistent savings habit, and poor internal governance. The inadequacy of market connections, the limitation of women mobility, lack of education, and management skills decreases even more the income-generating capacity of SHG activities. There are also institutional problems like delays in bank credit, lengthy paperwork, lack of facilitating agencies support and limited monitoring which also lead to the inefficiencies of SHG performance. The participation and effectiveness of the members of SHGs are still influenced by social limits such as patriarchal norms, restrictions provided by caste, and insufficient decision making capacity of women. Sustainability of SHG enterprises is also hampered by environmental and infrastructural limits like regular drought, water shortage and inadequate transport infrastructure which is a common situation in Bundelkhand. In brief, the paper shows that the empowerment of SHGs in Bundelkhand must be addressed in a holistic manner, which means that it should comprise capacity-building, better financial processes, better institutionalization, and socio-cultural sensitization. These limitations can be highly improved by solving them, which in turn will result in the improvement of the operations of SHGs, make rural women more economically resilient, and make a tangible contribution to the inclusive rural development of the region.
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