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ABSTRACT

The concept of Self Help Groups (SHGs) has emerged in as a model to alleviate poverty and improve overall
conditions of the rural poor, especially rural women. In India, the increasing number of SHGs every year shows its
potential; however, sustainability of it has always been questioned. Therefore, a study was conducted with women
SHGs of Sivasagar district of Assam to understand the functioning pattern and sustainability of the groups. A total
of 15 different parameters related to functioning of the 25 women SHGs were taken for evaluation of credit translation
into income generating activities. The study revealed that initially all the groups were being supported externally
besides their own corpus fund for financial stability. SHGs mobilized their resources through various income
generating and entrepreneurial activities. The groups involved in diversified activities like weaving and embroidery,
tailoring, preparation of sweets and snacks, pickles and juice, handicraft, poultry and piggery. However, all the
SHGs more or less adopted the same activities, indicating competitive market and that resulted in marginal profit
within a geographically confined locality. Regarding microfinance, groups financed the members as well as non-
members at varied interest rates- usually a higher rate ( 10% per month) for non-members with a repayment
period of 3-6 months. The highest income generating activity was piggery with an average annual profit over
investment of 42.7 per cent followed by Poultry (14.2 %) and Handicraft (13.4 %). The lowest was in tailoring and
embroidery. The profit utilisation patterns of groups were mostly for productive purposes indicating group sustainability.
All the members opined that there was increase in household income and theycould realize the dream of credit for
income generating activities. Theycould also inculcate the savings habit, meet credit needs, gain confidence etc. in
more than 90.00 per cent cases. The effects in political process at grass root level and banking practices were less
visible (43.00 and 38.00 % respectivel y).
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Persistent povertyis one of the basic problems
affecting India’s economy, women being the most
vulnerable group affected byit. Thisis more pronounced
in poorer families, in which household income is largel y
depended on famil y women for survival (World Bank,
1995). Interestingl y; nearl yhalf of the human population
is women and the rural women in Indiaconstitute about
77 per cent of the total female population, which is a
leading working force. The economic development of
any nation depend largely on the growth of this
communityin terms of entre prene urshi p, emplo yment
activities in agriculture and allied sectors, mobilization,
utilization and generation of funds or capital.

Against this backdrop, the National Agricultural
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Bank for Rural Development (NABARD) has the
success storywhen ascheme, “linking Self Hel pGroups
(SHGs) with banks was introduced to empower rural
population of India in general and rural women in
particular. SHGs are informal, voluntary, grass root level
institutional arrangement formed to meet the credit
requirements of the poor (Mishra, 2005).

The goal of forming SHGs is to promote savings
and credit activities and to promote empowerment of
women into production units (Choudhary et al, 2009).
As credit, security and other conventional instruments
for small scale financing are seldom available to the
poor due to prohibitive transaction costs, the members
of'such groups have their own corpus fund and operate
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inter lending and take up entrepreneurial activities for
capital formation. SHGs have been successful in
empowering rural women through entre preneurial
activities which influence increase in income, expenditure
and saving habits of rural women (Sharma et al. 2008).
Recently, manynational and international NGOs have
come forward with projects for formulation and
strengthening of SHGs in India. This study was
conducted with women SHGs of Sivasagar district of
Assam to understand the functioning pattern and
sustainabilityof the groups based on credit s ystem and
income generation.

METHODOLOGY

Sivasagar district of Assam was selected
purposivel y for the study because a large number of
women SHGs of 5-6 years old were functioning in
Sivasgardistrict. Out of4 sub-divisions in this particul ar
district, only two were selected purposively, namely,
Amguri and Sivasagar sub- divisions based on the same
criteria as above. Similarly, two blocks, namely,
Gaurisagar and Khelua were selected randomly from
the Sivasagar and Amguri subdivision respectivel ybased
on the prevalence of active SHGs units. By following
proportionate random sampling only 25 SHGs were
selected. Four members from each SHG were selected
randoml yconsisting final sample size of'100.

The research schedule employed in this study
consists of both structured and open ended question and
a total of 15 different parameters related to the
functioning pattern of the 25 SHGs units were selected
to assess how credit translated into income generating
activities for its sustainability. Both primary and
second arydatawere used to explain the results. Primary
data were collected from SHG members whereas
secondary data were collected from respective blocks
(Sivasagar District) of State De partment of Agriculture,
Panchayats and National Bank for Agriculture and Rural
Development (NABARD). The collected data were
properl ycoded, tabulated, anal ysed and interpreted in
accordance with the objectives of the study by using
appropriate statistical techniques. As this is purely a
descriptive study; the statistical techniques emplo yed
were Frequency, percentages, mean score and rank.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The different aspects of functioning and
sustainabilityof'the SHGs are enumerated below along
with the Tables.
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Membership Pattern: This dimension refers to the total
number of membersin a particular SHG unit. The tablel
revealed that majority of the SHGs consisted of10-15
members (72%), followed by>15 members (24%) and
only (4%) of the total SHGs had <1 0 members. SHGs
were found to be more comfortable with 1 0-15 members.
This size was optimal in order to maintain cohesion and
bonding within the groups. Moreover, as the number of
the members increases in a group, decision making
process is hampered due to difference in ideas and
views. If the members size is <10, it became difficult
for the groups to manage in all the group activities.
Further anal ysis was done to find out the number of
Executive members in the groups, which showed that
majority of the SHGs (84%) had three executive
members. Generally, office bearers were selected on
rotation basis so that each member gets the chance to
develop leadership qualities and to boost up self
confidence.

Periodicity of meeting: It refers to the interval of
gathering of members in a particular place and having
discussions on group activities. A total of 76 per cent
SHGs held meeting everyweek followed byl 6 percent
that meet at an interval of 15 days and a very few (8%)
held group meeting monthl y(T able 1 ). Weekl y meeting
is effective for the groups because the members can
frequently meet and have discussions on various
problems, finding solution, sharing each member’s
feelings, planning for future group activities. A minimum
fine was to be borne by those who were absent in the
meeting. This was basically done to improve the
attend ance.

Contribution of Fund: It means amount to be
contributed byindividual member per month to its corpus
fund i.e., common fund to generate the group resources.
Members had to de posit compulsoril y asum of amount
according to their economic conditions in the corpus
fund to generate group resources and to have access
with banks. Itis seen fromthe Tablel that SHG (48%)
fixed an amount of Rs. 20 - 30 pm followed by Rs. <20
(32%) and a very few (8%) fixed an amount > Rs. 40-
50 pm. to be deposited by its members. Delay in
depositing of corpus fund levy certain penalty to the
members. After a substantial amount was gathered,
SHGs deposited it in the nearbybanks where the yhad
group account.

Deposit interval: This is the period of time in which
members of a particular SHG unit need to deposit
amount in common fund. Regarding the time of
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Tablel. Different aspects of functioning and sustainability

of the SHGs units.
S.No. Dimensions
i Membership pattern
Members No. & %
<10 1 (4.000)
10-15 18(72.00)
>15 6(24.00)
il Periodicityof Group
Meeting (Interval (days) No. &%
7 19 (76.00)
15 4(16.00)
30 2(8.000)
il Common fund
contribution Amount (Rs.) No. & %
<20 8(32.00)
20-30 12(48.00)
30-40 3(12.00)
40-50 2(8.000)
>50 -
iv Deposit interval (days) No. & %
7 19 (76.00)
15 4(16.00)
30 2(8.000)
v Loan disbursement condition Members
No. &%
Security 2(8.000)
No Security 23(92.00)
Non Members
No. &%
Security 22(88.00)
No Security 3(12.000
vi Loan repayment period
month No. &%
<3 4(16.00)
36 19 (76.00)
>6 2(8.000)
Vi Interest on loan
( Non Members)
Rate of Interest (%, p.m) No. &%
<35 -
510 4(16.00)
>10 21 (84.00)
viii | Loan repayment pattern Members
No. &%
100% repayment within time 25 (100.00)
50-99% re payment within time -
<50% re payment within time -
Non Members
100% re payment within time 21 (84.00)
50-99% re payment within time 2(8.00)
<50% repayment within time 2(8.00)

109
Records & Accounts
Particulars No. &%
Saving Ledger 25 (100.00)
Loan Ledger 25 (100.00)
Pass book 25 (100.000
Minutes Book 17(68.00)
Group activities record 25(100.00)
Attendance Register 21(84.00)
Membership register 14(56.00)
Visitor Register 8(32.00)
Decision making No. &%
As per decision of 4(16.00)
Executive Committee
As per decision of the 21 (84.00)
General bod y Meeting
As per decision of others -
Member’s involvement pattern No. &%
Actively involved 53(53.00)
Involved 47(47.00)
Not involved -
Resource mobilisation pattern
Ist Year
Own Extemal
(SHGs No) (SHGs No)
Upto 25 23 -
26-50 2 2
51-75 - 7
>75 - 16
6th Year
Own Extemal
(SHGs No) (SHGs No)
Upto 25 - 15
26-50 4 7
51-75 19 2
>75 2 -
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depositing fund, usuall y the members deposited their
contribution at the time of group meetings; weekly,
fortnightl yor monthly. The Table 1 showed that atotal
of 76 per cent SHGs de posited every week followed by
16 per cent that deposited at an interval of 15 days and
avery few (8% ) deposited in the corpus fund monthly.
Conditions of disbursing loan: It means whether
SHGs disburse loan on conditions either to its members
or outsiders from accumulated resources. Groups
started micro financing to its members as well as non
members so that they were able to access to credit
individuall y; which was adream for themto getdirectly
frombanks. For non members the yusuall ylend to those
whom they knew better, local and trustworthy. For
members, no strict rules were followed to disburse loan;
however, only a few (8%) provided loan on condition
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(security). In case of non-members, majorityofthe loans
were provided on conditions. ltis seen that 88 percent
SHGs disbursed loan to non-members on conditions of
security and 12 per cent without security (Tablel ).
Further investigation showed that members were
provided loan on rotation basis except any emergent
needs arise.

Repayment period of loan: This dimension refers to
the duration of the loan period which is to be repaid
back to SHG units. Both the members and non members
usuall y had to repay the loan within a fixed period of
time. It was observed from the Tablel that majority of
the SHGs (76% ) had aschedule of 3-6 months to repay
the loan. A total of 16 per cent of the SHGs offered a
repayment period of < 3 months whereas only 8 per
cent SHGs were found to have repayment period of
>6 months. Members were given the opportunityto re pay
the loan in instal ment.

Rate of interest: It refers to the interest rate charged
on loan per month to its members and non members.
Generally, the rate of interest charged on loan varies
fornon-members and members. For members, a mini mal
percent of interest levied as charge, and the charge of
interest was higher in case of non-members. For non-
members, majorityof SHGs (84%) charged >1 0 percent
interest pm. and 16 per cent of SHGs charged interest
in between 5-10 per cent (Tablel). However, for
members, an interest of less than 5 per cent was levied
bymost of the SHGs (92%) and a very few SHGs (8%)
charged 5-10 per cent interest for their members.
Moreover, if the ycould not re pay the loan within time,
charged was levied to both the members and non
members at the same rate.

Repayment pattern: The financial sustainability of a
SHG depends mainly on the repayment pattern of the
loan bythe members and non members (Sarma, 2000).
The Tablel showed that all the SHGs received total
amount of loan (100%) along with the interest within
time from members while in case of non-members, it
was found that a total of 21 SHGs received 100 per
cent re payment of loan in time. This showed that overall
repayment pattern was good which enabled the SHGs
to repay previous bank loan and ultimately helped to
access more loans from the banks to undertake various
group activities.

Maintenance of records and accounts: SHGs
maintained certain records and accounts such as savings
ledger, loan ledger, pass book, minute’s book, group
activities record, attendance register, membership
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register and visitor’ s register. All the SHGs understudy
maintained savings ledger, passbook loan register and
group activity records. However, minute book,
attend ance register, membership register and visitor’s
register were maintained byonly68, 84, 56 and 32 per
cent SHGs, respectivel y(Tablel ).

Decision making of SHG units: It refers to the process
by which an agreement is reached by the SHGs for
various group activities from various sources. The
Tablel revealed that majorityofthe SHGs (84%) made
the decisions in general meeting followed byexecutive
committee (16%). But at the infant stage, SHGs required
all sort of guid ance, support and had to de pend more or
less on external sources to take adecision as members
were ignorant and lack self confidence. This indicates
that SHGs involved all the members to express their
views and opinions in order to boost up their confidence
in decision making process and to maintain trans parency.
SHGs reached to afinal concrete decision after taking
all members’ consensus and accordingly action plan
were prepared.

Resource mobilization pattern: Resource mobilization
is mostly from own fund generated (i.e. members’
contribution in common fund, interest received from
disbursing loan, income from various entre preneuri al
activities) and fromextemal sources. At the initial stage
of formation of SHGs, all the SHGS (100% ) were being
externall y aided besides their own corpus fund. Major
portion of the resources (either cash or Kind) were
obtained fromoutside for strengthening and stabilityof
the groups. With due course of time, it is evident from
Tablel that the percent of resources received from
external sources decreases graduall y as SHGs became
vibrant and thereby they could mobilize their own
resources efficiently. This indicates that SHGs could
generate and accumul ate their own resource which was
apositive trend forits sustainability.

Involvement pattern: To determine this dimension in
the present study, three categories viz., “actively
involved , “involved and “not involved were taken
into consideration and all the SHGs members were asked
individuall y about theirinvolvement in group activities.
It was found that all SHGs members were involved in
various group activities, none were found to be in “not
involved categorybutlevel ofinvolvement varies. With
regard to active involvement of the SHG members, it
has been found that more than 50 percent SHG members
were actively involved in various group activities
(Tablel ). More the member’s involvement in group
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activities, it creates a sense of belongingness towards
their groups. All members were not able to equally
involved in various activities due to famil yobligations,
own farm activities and laziness for which the yneeded
some sort of driving force.

Income Generating Activities undertaken by SHGs:
For the group's sustainability, SHG had to undertake
certain entrepreneurial activities to generate income.
The SHGs under stud y were engaged in seven income
generating activities (Table 2). These were weaving,
tailoring & embroidery, sweets & snacks, pickles
& juice, handicraft, poultry, piggery. SHGs apart
from farm activities were engaged in a variety of non-
farm activities and value added products (Kumaron,
2001; Gurumoorthy, 2000; and Srinivasan,1995) as
has been revealed by these investigations also.
However, all the SHGs were using a combination of
few activities from amongst the list in Table 2. The
total investment, income, profit and profit over
investment (%) are shown in Table 2.

It is seen from the table that highest profit over
investment (42.7 % per SHG) was in piggery followed
by poultry(14.2%) and handicraft (13.4 %). Profit over
investment from other activities (tailoring and
embroidery, weaving, pickles and juices, and sweets and
snacks) varied between 5.3 per cent and 7.1 per cent.
It is clear from the table that all the activities may not
be economicall yviable for the women SHGs. Pork was
very much in demands in the study area followed by
poultry meat as most of the women were from a
communitywhich traditionall yrears pig.

Moreover, it is evident from Table 2. that SHGs
were involved in more orless the same kind of activities
and that too more than a single activity at a time
indicating acompetitive market that mayhave resulted
in marginal profit (Table 2). Regarding profit and loss
fromthe enterprises, it was observed that although SHGs
could manage profitin each activitybut the difference
was wide amongst the activities. The average investment
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Table 2. Income generating activities
Activities TA TI TP Al AP | PO
Weaving 55612 (119456 (63844 | 463.43 [ 5320 | 5.7
Tailoring & 25500 | 45844 120344 | 283.33 [ 226.0 | 5.3\
embroidery
Sweets & Snacks (20638 | 42768 |22130| 229.3 | 245.8 | 7.1
Pickles & Juice |13901 | 25151 {11250 165.4 1339 | 5.7
Handicraft 20102 49932 [ 29830 | 304.5 |451.9 |134
Poultry 1187332191 (20318 1649 | 282.2 [14.2
Piggery 15727 | 42603 (26876 | 655.2 |1119.8(42.7
TA = Total amount invested in 6 years (Rs)
TI = Total income generated in 6 years (RS)
TP = Total profit earned in 6 years (Rs)
Al = Average investment/ SHG /yr (Rs)
AP = Average profit/ SHG/ yr (Rs)
PO = Profit over investment/ SHG (%)

per SHG per year was highest in Piggery (Rs.655.20)
and lowest in Poultry (Rs. 164.90). It may be because
piglet cost around Rs. 1000 to Rs.1500 but poultrywas
locall y avail able. The second highest average investment
was in weaving (Rs.463.43) but this was less
remunerative as the profit over total investment was
only5.7 per cent.

Profit/fund utilization: This dimension referred to the
utilization of fund bythe SHG units for various productive
purposes. It was found that majorityofthe groups (88%)
regularl yutilised profit to venture new pro jects followed
by (84%) in micro financing to its group members as
well as non members. Only a few (6% ) seldom utilised
in profit share distribution. The profit utilisation pattern
of groups indicated that groups can sustain as because
for its existence and survival, capital were circulated
and invested for more productive purposes instead of
distributing and consuming among its me mbers.
Effects on SHG members: To identify the overall
effects of SHGs on its members, open ended questions
were asked. A remarkable change had been observed
in the lives of SHGs members after they joined SHGs.

Table 3. Utilisation of profit /Fund

Frequency(SHGs No. & percentage)
Purpose
Regular | Seldom [ Never [ MS [ Rank
A part of profitis utilised to venture new projects 22(88.00) [ 3(12.00) 0 1.88 I
A part of profitis utilised in micro financing to its members & non members | 21 (84.00) | 4(16.00) 0 1.76 I
A part of profitis kept as an emergency fund 0 19(76.00)[ 6(24.00) [ 0.76 | ™V
A part of profit is distributed amongst members for consumption purposes 0 10(40.00)[15(60.00) 040 [ V
A part of profit is deposited in banks 8 (32.00) [17(68.00) 0 132 I
A part of profitis kept fordail yexpenditure of SHGs 0 11 (44.00)({14(56.00)( 0.44 | VI
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Table 4. Overall effects on SHGs Members

Effects No. % Rank
Increase in the income level of SHGs members 100 100.00 I
Dreamof availing credit from Formal credit Institutions came into reality 100 100.00 I
Inculcate the habit of saving 97 97.00 I
Able to meet emergent and small credit needs 94 94.00 it
Became self dependent, their confidence and courage soared 91 91.00 vV
Able to provide their children with better necessities of life Y 89.00 A%
They could run some subsidiary business and cultivate land with improved technology 88 88.00 VI
A better status maintaining a self identityin society 83 83.00 VI
Development of skill and knowledge in various farm and non farm sector D 79.00 VII
Learnt to read and write 75 75.00 X
Improvement in decision making ability 72 72.00 X
Able to raise their voice against various social evils and odds Y 69.00 XI
Helpto take partin political process at grass root level 43 43.00 XII
Leamt about banking practices 38 38.00 X1

It is seen from Table 4, that all the women members
realised that SHGs had raised theirincome level as well
as helped them in availing credit from Formal Credit
Institutions (rank I) and also inculcate in them the habit
of saving (rank II) which is supported by the findings
of (Rajamohan, 2003). The SHGs were also able to
meet the emergent and small credit needs (rank III);
made them self dependent, boosting their confidence
as the ycould discover their inner strength as in case of
findings of (Singh et al., 2007). They felt happy as
their children could be better provided with basic
necessities of life (Rank V). (Jain, 2003) found that
one of the mostimportant positive effects was enhanced
equality of status of women which ultimatel y hel ped
themto have aselfidentityin the societyOtherimportant
effects were observed in relation to running of subsidiary
business, better amenities, skill and knowledge
development, enhancement in decision making skills,
reading-writing skills and social skills. However, effects

on participants in political process at grass root level
and banking practices were less visible (43.00 and 38.00
% respectively).

CONCLUSION

SHGs helped the women to gain economic and
social empowerment. It has made the women skilled in
taking up income generating activities on their own
though the margin of profit was less. The study also
forces to conclude the need to become more careful in
selection of enterprises for income generation.
Therefore, Government, NGOs and various agencies
should come forward to give further guid ance to SHGs
in management of their groups and selection of market
driven activities. There is no doubt that the SHGs had
brought about remarkable changes in the lives of
members directly and to their family and society
indirectly.
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