
what are self help groups
Self-help groups (SHGs) are informal groups of individuals who come together to achieve
a common goal, often centered around personal development, social change, or economic
empowerment. These groups are typically made up of individuals facing similar challenges
or circumstances, and they provide a supportive environment where members can share
experiences, resources, and knowledge. The concept of self-help groups has gained
significant popularity over the years, particularly in developing countries, as they empower
individuals, particularly women, to improve their lives and gain financial independence. This
article will explore the definition, history, structure, benefits, challenges, and impact of self-
help groups.

Definition of Self-Help Groups

Self-help groups are voluntary associations of people who come together to support one
another in achieving specific objectives. Typically, these groups focus on areas such as:

- Economic empowerment
- Skill development
- Mental health support
- Community service
- Advocacy for social issues

Members of self-help groups often meet regularly to discuss their experiences, share
advice, and provide encouragement. SHGs operate on the principle of collective action,
where the group works together to create change that benefits all members.

History of Self-Help Groups

The concept of self-help groups has its roots in various social movements and initiatives
across the world.

Global Perspective

1. Early Initiatives: The idea of self-help dates back to the 19th century with the
establishment of mutual aid societies and cooperatives in Europe. These groups provided
financial assistance and support to members in times of need.

2. Microfinance Movement: The modern self-help group movement gained traction in the
1980s, particularly in Bangladesh, with Dr. Muhammad Yunus and the Grameen Bank. His
model emphasized lending small amounts of money to impoverished individuals, primarily
women, to enable them to start their businesses.



3. India's SHG Movement: In India, the SHG movement gained momentum in the 1990s as a
strategy for rural development. The National Bank for Agriculture and Rural Development
(NABARD) played a pivotal role in promoting SHGs as a means to alleviate poverty.

Characteristics of SHGs

Self-help groups are characterized by several key features:

- Voluntary Membership: Individuals join SHGs by choice, fostering a sense of commitment
and shared purpose.

- Small Size: Typically consisting of 10-20 members, smaller groups allow for more intimate
discussions and stronger bonds.

- Regular Meetings: Members meet regularly, usually weekly or monthly, to discuss issues,
share experiences, and plan activities.

- Collective Decision-Making: Decisions within the group are made collectively, promoting
democratic practices.

- Peer Support: Members provide emotional and practical support to one another, fostering
a sense of belonging.

Benefits of Self-Help Groups

Self-help groups offer numerous benefits to their members and the wider community. Some
of the most significant advantages include:

Economic Empowerment

1. Access to Credit: SHGs often facilitate access to microloans, enabling members to start
or expand small businesses.

2. Savings Culture: Members are encouraged to save regularly, which can be used for
various purposes, including emergencies.

3. Income Generation: By pooling resources, members can invest in income-generating
activities, increasing their financial stability.

Social Empowerment

1. Building Confidence: Participation in SHGs helps individuals develop self-esteem and
confidence as they learn new skills and take on leadership roles.



2. Networking Opportunities: Members can connect with others who share similar interests
or challenges, broadening their social networks.

3. Community Engagement: SHGs often engage in community service, fostering a sense of
responsibility and collective action.

Education and Skill Development

1. Workshops and Training: Many SHGs organize training sessions and workshops to
enhance members' skills in areas such as entrepreneurship, literacy, and health awareness.

2. Knowledge Sharing: Members share their knowledge and experiences, facilitating
informal learning and growth.

Mental Health Support

1. Emotional Well-Being: SHGs provide a safe space for individuals to express their feelings
and challenges, reducing feelings of isolation.

2. Support Networks: Members can lean on one another during difficult times, promoting
resilience and mental well-being.

Challenges Faced by Self-Help Groups

Despite the numerous benefits, self-help groups also encounter several challenges that can
hinder their effectiveness:

Funding and Resources

- Limited Financial Support: Many SHGs struggle to secure adequate funding and resources,
impacting their ability to provide services and support to members.

- Dependence on External Aid: Some SHGs rely heavily on external organizations for
support, making them vulnerable to changes in funding availability.

Group Dynamics

- Conflict Resolution: Disagreements among members can arise, leading to conflict and
potential group disbandment.

- Leadership Issues: Unequal participation can result in leadership challenges, where some



members may dominate discussions while others remain passive.

Awareness and Education

- Lack of Awareness: Many potential members may not be aware of the benefits of joining
an SHG or how to form one.

- Educational Barriers: In some cases, members may lack the education or skills necessary
to fully participate in the group.

The Impact of Self-Help Groups

The impact of self-help groups can be profound, influencing not only individual members
but also their communities and society at large.

Empowering Women

Self-help groups have been particularly successful in empowering women, providing them
with the tools and resources needed to break free from traditional gender roles and achieve
financial independence. This empowerment has cascading effects, leading to improved
family health, education, and overall well-being.

Community Development

As SHGs engage in community service and development projects, they contribute to the
overall improvement of their communities. This can include initiatives such as:

- Health awareness campaigns
- Environmental clean-up drives
- Educational support for children

Policy Influence

In some regions, successful SHGs have influenced local and national policies related to
women's rights, poverty alleviation, and rural development. By demonstrating the
effectiveness of collective action, SHGs have become valuable partners for governments
and NGOs.



Conclusion

In summary, self-help groups are a powerful tool for personal and community development.
They offer members a platform for economic empowerment, social support, and skill
development while fostering a sense of belonging and collective action. Despite the
challenges they face, the positive impact of SHGs on individuals and communities is
undeniable. As more people recognize the benefits of self-help groups, they continue to
grow in popularity and effectiveness, paving the way for a more equitable and empowered
society.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are self help groups?
Self help groups are community-based organizations where individuals with common
challenges come together to share experiences, provide support, and work towards
personal growth and empowerment.

How do self help groups function?
Self help groups typically operate on a peer-support model, where members meet regularly
to discuss their issues, share coping strategies, and encourage one another in a safe and
non-judgmental environment.

What are the benefits of joining a self help group?
Benefits of joining a self help group include emotional support, reduced feelings of isolation,
increased motivation, access to resources, and the opportunity to learn from others who
have faced similar challenges.

Who can join a self help group?
Self help groups are open to anyone facing specific challenges, such as mental health
issues, addiction, grief, or chronic illnesses. They are designed to be inclusive and
welcoming to all individuals.

Are self help groups effective?
Research shows that self help groups can be effective in promoting recovery and personal
growth by providing social support, accountability, and practical advice from peers who
understand the struggles faced.

How can one find a self help group?
Individuals can find self help groups through local community centers, mental health
organizations, online platforms, or by asking healthcare providers for recommendations.



What is the difference between a self help group and a
support group?
While both self help groups and support groups provide emotional support, self help groups
are typically peer-led and focus on shared experiences, whereas support groups may be led
by professionals and can include more structured therapeutic approaches.
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