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Gender equality of opportunity and women’s empowerment are now widely
recognised as integral and inseparable parts of any sustainable strategy for
economic growth and pro-poor development:

o Women are statistically the global majority. As the global majority,
women cannot be treated as “a special case”. Their needs and interests
must be as integral a part of any development policy as those of men.

e Gender equality of opportunity and women’s empowerment are essential
for economic growth. Studies by World Bank and others have shown that
countries that have taken positive steps to promote gender equality have
substantially higher levels of growth.!

e Gender equality and women’s empowerment are essential components of
poverty reduction strategies. Gender inequality and women’s disempower-
ment are key factors in creating poverty.? Gender inequality means women
have higher representation amongst the poor and therefore women’s needs

*This paper is a shortened version of a paper for Oxfam Novib’s Women’s Empowerment
Mainstreaming and Networking (WEMAN) program for Gender Justice in Economic
Development (Mayoux, 2009a). It draws on work since 1997 by the author and others
funded by DFID, ILO, Levi Strauss Foundation, Aga Khan Foundation Canada and
Pakistan, the Open University UK, UNIFEM, World Bank (Mayoux, 2008) and IFAD
(Mayoux, 2009b). Further details, reports, resources and case studies can be found at
www.genfinance.info. Any comments, suggestions and additions gratefully received —
please contact the author at lL.mayoux@ntlworld.com. This paper does not necessarily
represent the views of any of the sponsors of the work on which it is based.

!Blackden and Bhanu, 1999; Klasen, 2002.

2See, e.g., DFID (2000).
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are the majority norm rather than minority interest in poverty reduction
strategies. Women also have prime responsibility for children and family
well-being which makes them key actors in poverty reduction.

e Women themselves, when given an opportunity to talk openly through
the use of well-conducted participatory methods, want to change gender
inequalities in incomes, control over resources, decision-making, division
of paid and unpaid labour and gender-based violence, and their effects
on the well-béing of women and their children. Moreover many men also
support these changes because they too are constrained by existing norms
of masculinity and resulting peer pressure and responsibilities.?

e International agreements on women’s human rights have been signed by
most governments and aid agencies, whereby gender equality of oppor-
tunity and women’s empowerment are goals in and of themselves on the
assumption that “women are also human”.

Gender issues cannot therefore be seen as a marginal concern for the finan-
cial sector, particularly "an inclusive sector which receives funding from
development agencies based on claims to reduce poverty and contribute
to pro-poor growth.

From 1997, “reaching and empowering women” has been the second
theme of the MicroCredit Summit Campaign.® Donors and microfinance
providers have produced many manuals outlining ways of increasing
women’s access to microfinance.’ However until very recently, despite female
targeting of small loans and savings and frequent use of the term “empow-
erment” in promotional material, explicit attention to gender issues within
the microfinance movement has been negligible, even in recent discussions
on promotion of an inclusive financial sector.

The practical ways in which gender equality and women’s empowerment
can be most effectively promoted differs between financial service providers

3For detailed discussion of findings using the Gender Action Learning System (GALS)
methodology in Uganda, Pakistan, India and Peru, see Mayoux et al., 2009 and Mayoux,
2010. In Uganda where 70 percent of 500 men in participatory research admitted to
stealing money and crops from their wives, violence and alcoholism, hundreds of men
are using GALS and stopping theft, alcoholism, adultery and violence, because they now
realise that these are not the ways to happiness and prosperity — let alone a good sex life!
They now discuss family affairs with their wives. Many have signed over land to give their
wives some security and status. Many are working with other men to help them change.
4Microcredit Summit Declaration and Plan of Action RESULTS 1997.

5For older Manuals and Guidelines, see, for example, UNIFEM 1993, 1995; Binns, 1998;
Johnson, 1997.
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depending on the type of financial institution, context and capacities.
Nevertheless, there are steps which financial institutions of ALL types can
take: from banks, through MFTs to NGOs with savings and credit as part
of an integrated development program. Moreover, although some of these
strategies will require “a different way of doing business”, and some shift
in priorities for resource and funding allocation, they are likely to increase
rather than undermine sustainability. This is not a question of “women’s
empowerment projects” as optional add-ons, although, if well-designed,
these can also have their role. It involves mainstreaming gender and empow-
erment throughout program design in order not only to benefit women, but
also in the process, improve the longer term financial and organisational sus-
tainability of the services themselves and the sustainability and dynamism
of the economy in general.®

This paper discusses a draft Gender Justice Framework Protocol” pro-
posed by WEMAN Network partners in South Asia, Africa and Latin
America based on their experience and research in the sector which is dis-
cussed in detail elsewhere (Mayoux, 2009b). The draft Protocol aims to be
a catalyst for serious debate about ways forward, and is being used as a
starting point for lobbying by the WEMAN network to establish consensus
on an agreed protocol for the sector. The framework assumes a commitment
to a diversified financial sector, where different players from commercial
banks and MFIs to women’s organisations may have different focuses and
roles, but where each would make a firm commitment to gender equality
of opportunity and women’s empowerment and adapt and integrate these
principles into their organisational structure, product and service delivery
and role at macro- and policy levels.®

6More details on many of the issues described here can be found in Mayoux (2008, 2009).
"This gender justice draft protocol was presented at the Asia Regional MicroCredit
Summit in Bali in July 2008 and signed by over 400 participants, including prominent
figures in the microfinance movement including Mohammad Yunus and Lamiya Morshed
of Grameen Bank and Sam Daley Harris and Michele Gomperts of the Summit Campaign,
Nirmal Fernando of Asian Development Bank, and NABARD. .
8As part of the WEMAN program, the Protocol, and also the evidence and practical
innovation underpinning it, is being progressively developed through workshops in Latin
America, Asia and Africa and as contribution to the MicroCredit Summit Campaign.
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1 Gender Justice Framework Protocol for Financial
Services®

Gender justice for the purpose of this Protocol means:

e removing the all-pervasive institutional gender inequalities and discrimi-
nation which constrain both women and men at every level, enabling both
to realise their full human potential;

e affirmative action to empower women (currently the most disadvantaged
sex) to access and benefit from these changes;

e working with men to change attitudes and behaviours which not only
harm women, but also children and often men themselves.

1.1 Framework

e organisational mandates, vision and objectives of all financial service
providers have explicit commitment to gender equality of opportunity
and women’s empowerment.

e organisational gender policies support this commitment, developed
through a participatory process with staff and clients, integrated into
all staff training and including gender equitable recruitment, employment
and promotion. _

e removal of all forms of gender discrimination in access to all forms of
financial services as an integral part of product and service development,
including technological innovation.

e financial services contribute to women’s empowerment through effective
design of products, non-financial services including financial literacy, and
client participation.

e gender indicators are an integral part of social performance management

- and market research.

e consumer protection and regulatory policies integrate gender equality of
opportunity and empowerment.

e gender advocacy in areas like women’s property rights and combating
gender-based violence essential to removing gender discrimination and
empowerment are an integral part of the advocacy strategy.

e the specific needs and interests of very poor and vulnerable women are
included in all the above.

9Mayoux (2009a).



Taking Gender Seriously 617

2 Why a Gender Justice Protocol for Financial Services?

A concern with gender issues in financial services is not new. Nor can
it be dismissed as a Western or donor-imposed agenda. From the early
1970s, women’s movements in a number of countries, notably India, became
increasingly interested in the degree to-which women were able to access
and benefit from poverty-focused credit programs and credit cooperatives.
The problem of women’s access to credit was given particular emphasis
at the first International Women’s Conference in Mexico in 1975, leading
to the setting up of the Women’s World Banking network. In the wake
of the second International Women’s Conference in Nairobi in 1985, there
was a mushrooming of government and NGO-sponsored income-generation
programs for women, many of which included savings and credit. Then in
the 1990s, microfinance programs like Grameen Bank and some affiliates
of Finca and Accion International began to increasingly target women, not
only as part of their poverty-targeting mandate, but also because they found
female repayment rates to be significantly higher than those of men.

Increasing women’s access to financial services, particularly microfinance,
has been seen as contributing not only to poverty reduction and financial
sustainability, but also to a series of “virtuous spirals” of economic empower-
ment, increased well-being and social and political empowerment for women
themselves, thereby fulfilling gender equality and empowerment goals. Some
of the dimensions and interlinkages between the different “virtuous impact
spirals” identified in the literature are shown in Figure 27.1.

Firstly, increasing women’s access to microfinance services can
potentially lead to women’s economic empowerment (see linkages in the
centre of the diagram), increasing women'’s role in household financial man-
agement. In some cases, this may be the first time women are able to access
significant amounts of money in their own right. Access to money in turn
may enable them to start their own economic activities and/or invest more
in existing activities and/or acquire assets and /or raise their status in house-
hold economic activities through their visible capital contribution. Increased
participation in economic activities may enable women to increase incomes
and/or their control over their own and household income. This in turn may
enable them to increase longer term investment and productivity of their
economic activities, and increase women’s engagement in the market.

Secondly, increasing women’s access to financial services can potentially
increase household well-being (see linkages on the left of the diagram).
This is partly through economic empowerment, but may occur even where
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Figure 27.1: Microfinance and women’s empowerment: virtuous spirals.

women use the financial services for activities of other household mem-
bers, e.g., husbands or sons. Even where women are not directly engaged
in income-earning activities, channelling credit or savings options to house-
holds through women may enable women to play a more active role in intra-
household decision-making, decrease their own and household vulnerability
and increase investment in family welfare. This may in turn benefit children
through increasing expenditure in areas like nutrition and education, par-
ticularly for girls. It can also lead to improved well-being for women and
enable women themselves to bring about changes in gender inequalities in
the household. It is also likely to benefit men.

Thirdly, a combination of women’s increased economic activity and
increased decision-making in the household can potentially lead to wider
social and political empowerment (see linkages on the right of the diagram).
Women themselves often value the opportunity to be seen to be making a
greater contribution to household well-being, giving them greater confidence
and a sense of self-worth. The positive effects on women’s confidence and
skills, expanded knowledge and support networks through group activity
and market access can lead to enhanced status for all women within the
community. In some societies where women’s mobility has been very cir-
cumscribed and women previously had little opportunity to meet women
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outside their immediate family, there have been very significant changes.
Individual women who gain respect in their households may then act as
role models for others, leading to a wider process of change in community
perceptions and male willingness to accept change.

Most microfinance providers can cite case studies of women who have
benefited substantially economically and socially from their services. Some
women who were very poor before entering the program, started economic
activity with a loan and built up savings, thereby improving well-being, rela-
tionships in the household and becoming more involved in local community
activities:'% Some women, and many women in some programs and contexts,
show enormous resourcefuiness and initiative when provided with a loan or
given the chance to save without interference from family members. Impact
studies which differentiate by poverty level generally find benefits to be par-
ticularly significant for the “better-off poor” who have some education and
contacts to build on for successful enterprise.'!

Finally (see linkages along the bottom of the diagram), women’s eco-
nomic empowerment at the individual level has potentially significant con-
tributions at the macro-level through increasing women’s visibility as agents
of economic growth and their voice as economic actors in policy deci-
sions. This, together with their greater ability to meet household well-being
needs, in turn increases their effectiveness as agents of poverty reduction.
Microfinance groups may form the basis for collective action to address gen-
der inequalities within the community, including issues like gender-based
violence and access to resources and local decision-making. These local-
level changes may be further reinforced by higher level organisation, lead-
ing to wider movements for social and political change and promotion of
women’s human rights at the macro-level. Moreover these three dimensions
of economic empowerment, well-being and social and political empowerment
are potentially mutually reinforcing “virtuous spirals”, both for individual
women and at household, community and macro-levels.

Nevertheless, despite the potential contribution of financial services to
women’s empowerment and well-being, there is still a long way to go before
women have equal access to financial services, even microfinance, or are able

VFor an overview of the literature on women’s benefits from microfinance, see Kabeer
(2001), Cheston and Kuhn (2002), and Kabeer (1998).

" Gender impact assessments rarely distinguish between women by poverty level, but see,
for example, the study of Women’s Empowerment project in Nepal by Ashe and Parrott
(2001).
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to fully benefit.'? In many regions, despite some advances, women’s access
to microfinance is still unequal beyond very small savings and loans. Large
numbers of women, particularly in rural areas, do not have access to financial
services. Moreover women’s access to loans decreases compared to that of
men as NGOs transform to formal institutions, become more profitable and
“mature”.'® This is partly because of the move to larger loans and many
women’s lack of confidence to use such loans. However, there are also often
changes in gender balance of staff, attitudes and ways of relating to clients
which are less favourable to women.

Evidence also indicates that, despite the undoubted considerable poten-
tial contribution, none of the assumed linkages between women’s access to
financial services and empowerment can be automatically assumed to occur.
Microfinance may even disempower women.'® The degree to which women
are able to benefit from minimalist financial services which do not take
gender explicitly into account depends largely on context and individual
situation.

None of the above implies that financial services should cease attempting
to target women — women have a right to equal access to financial ser-
vices and removal of all forms of gender discrimination in financial service
providers. This right is enshrined in international women’s rights agreements
and national equal opportunities policies. Moreover the marginalization of
(and often overt hostility towards mention of) gender issues, misses the
important contribution which gender equality and women’s empowerment
can make to both the financial services sector and development in gen-
eral. Promoting gender equality within organisations and targeting women
are beneficial even in commercial terms.'® More empowered women are

12For more detailed discussion and references on potential negative effects, see Mayoux,
1999, 2000, 2001, 2008, 2009b.

13Cheston (2006); Frank et al. (2008).

“Many clients in different contexts interviewed by the author in the course of consultancy
report applying for larger loans for profitable businesses, but were turned down or given
smaller loans because of discrimination by male staff. In some cases, smaller loans meant
they were forced to invest in substandard equipment which led to unnecessary losses.
5This was the firm conclusion of a recent well-respected and rigorous impact assessment
in Pakistan funded by EU for 5 of the main microfinance institutions: Zaidi, Jamal, Javeed
and Zaka (2007).

1611 2004, a study by the American organisation Catalyst found that financial performance
was higher for companies with more women at the top. The experience of Wells Fargo
Bank in the US also indicates the benefits of targeting women as a client group (Cheston,
2006).
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potentially more profitable clients: able to profitably use larger loans, save
more and needing less support — providing the institution takes their needs
seriously in order to maintain client commitment. The failure to pay serious
attention to gender strategies misses an important opportunity to discuss
the many positive gender innovations which are taking place in relation to
organisational gender policies, products, non-financial services, client par-
ticipation and macro-level policies, and promote these as an integral part of
good practice in the sector as a whole.

Given the potential negative impacts and contextual and institutional
constraints, gender justice in financial services requires more than increas-
ing women’s access to small savings, loan, and microinsurance programs or
to a few products designed specifically for women. Achieving gender equal-
ity and empowerment goals depends not on expanding financial services
per se, but on the specific types of financial services that are delivered in
different contexts to women from different backgrounds and by different
types of institutions or programs. Addressing gender issues will therefore
require a strategic gender justice approach — not only to mainstreaming
gender equality of access, but also strategies to ensure that this access then
translates into empowerment and improved well-being rather than merely
feminisation of debt or capturing female savings or insurance premiums for
program financial sustainability. The best way of integrating gender policy
within existing practices and contexts can be assessed through a gender
assessment or a well-designed participatory process.!”

3 Organisational Gender Policy: The Commercial
Bottomline

In all types of financial institutions the most cost-effective means of maxi-
mizing contributions to gender equality and empowerment is to develop an
institutional structure and culture that is women-friendly and empowering,
and that manifests these traits in all interactions with clients.!® A focus on
diversifying management and staff in order to reach the huge female market

17See, for example, checklists at the end of Mayoux (2009b) and Cheston (2006). A
participatory methodology is being developed as part of Oxfam Novib’s WEMAN pro-
gram based on the Gender Acction Learning System methodology. For details, see
http://www.wemanglobal.org.

¥Por more detailed discussion of frameworks and methodologies for institutional gen-
der mainstreaming, see, for example, Groverman and Gurung (2001, 2008); ILO (2007);
Macdonald et al. (1997).
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for products and services is an accepted part of good commercial practice:
and management. Indeed, for an organisation to fail to have a gender policy
is likely to be in contravention of national equal opportunities policies and
international agreements on women’s human rights.

All financial service providers can contribute to gender justice goals
through having a clear vision and commitment to gender equality and
women’s empowerment throughout their advertising and promotion in order
to attract women clients and also change attitudes towards women’s eco-
nomic activities in the wider community. This is possible even within finan-
cial sustainability constraints. Even at this commercial level, there is the
possibility of a financial services sector which promotes a vision of women
as successful and competent entrepreneurs and farmers and acts as a signif-
icant force for change in attitudes and behaviours — and, in the process,
opens up a large and profitable commercial market for financial service
providers. This is not an issue of cost, but of vision and inspiration in regard
to gender justice on the same level as, for example, HSBC Bank’s promotion
of cultural diversity, and commitment in some quarters to environmental
sustainability. .

Many formal sector banks have gender or equal opportunities policies for
staff. These internal measures are consistent with financial sustainability. In
fact, mainstream banks are sometimes way ahead of nongovernmental orga-
nizations in implementing staff gender policies (examples include Barclays
in Kenya — dating back to the 1980s — and Khushali Bank in Pakistan).
The promotion of diversity, of which gender is one dimension, is a key ele-
ment of best business practice in the West.!® Commercial banks increasingly
have gender or equal opportunity policies to encourage and retain skilled
female staff. Many commercial banks have childcare facilities and proactive
promotion policies for female staff. Increasing the number of female staff is
essential to increasing the number of female clients in many social contexts.
Both female and male staff will, however, require gender training integrated
into general induction training.

Many of these strategies, such as recruitment and promotion, and sexual
harassment policies, cost little. Although a gender policy may entail some
costs (for parental leave, for example), the cost is likely to be compensated
by higher levels of staff commitment, efficiency and retention. Unhappy

19 An interesting study by Fortune magazine of the most profitable businesses found that
these had good representation of women in high management positions (Cheston, 2006).
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and harassed staff members are inefficient and change jobs frequently, and
training new staff is costly. In many social settings, increasing the number
of female staff is essential to increasing the number of female clients.

4 Equality of Access as Integral Part of Product
and Service Development, Including Technological
Innovation

The accelerating commercialisation of microfinance, together with recent
advances in technology, have the potential to significantly increase access
to cheaper and better financial services for women as well as men. Market
competition has stimulated:

e product diversification and client-centred product development through
market research;

e technology improvements in information and delivery systems, particu-
larly mobile and e-banking.

There is also increasing discussion of ways in which financial services can
better integrate into wider economic development processes e.g., value chain
finance and local economic development. These are areas where even com-
mercial banks are developing strategies. So far, the measures proposed have
been gender-blind, potentially leading to further marginalisation of women.

Many formal sector banks have been at the forefront of product inno-
vation. It is now generally accepted that participatory market research and
“knowing your clients” is good business practice. SEWA’s services have
always been based on consultation with clients. Grameen Bank undertook
a four-year reassessment and redesign based on extensive client research.
This significantly increased outreach and sustainability.?’ ICICI Bank in
India also conducts both participatory market research and funds in-
depth research on the needs of microfinance clients through its support for
Centre for Microfinance Research in Chennai. Many microfinance staff have
been trained in Microsave’s market research tools and/or are using some

201n the three years to December 2005, Grameen’s deposit base tripled and its loans out-
standing doubled. Profits have soared from around 60 million taka in 2001 to 442 million
taka (about US$7 million) in 2004. Dropouts are returning, and even some old defaulters
are repaying and re-joining.
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variant of one or more of these tools to design products for women as well
as men.?!

Ensuring gender equality of access, however, requires more than intro-
duction of a few small loan products for women’s activities. It requires look-
ing at financial services of all types — for large and medium-scale women
entrepreneurs and farmers who are potential role models and providers of
market linkages and employment, as well as microentrepreneurs. It requires
viewing women as capable and valued economic actors, not victims who are
lucky to get a little loan or need to be taught thrift in use of their scarce
resources. And designing processes which enable women then to progress
and graduate from small savings and loans to accessing larger loans and
accruing significant assets.

Mobile and e-banking, particularly in the commercial sector, potentially
promises much wider and also cheaper access to financial services, partic-
ularly in rural areas which are more costly to reach than urban centres.
Mobile banking has great potential to reach women who have less mobil-
ity outside the home than men either because of domestic responsibilities
and /or social restrictions on their independence and interaction with men.
However, here there are important questions to be asked about:

e who owns and accesses the mobile technology?

e where are facilities like ATMs located — in male or female space?

e how are credit histories and credit ratings established? As individuals or
as households?

It is crucial that mechanisms are developed to ensure discrimination-free -
access for women as the industry rapidly expands.

There has recently been a renewed interest in the provision of comple-
mentary services (“credit-plus”, as it is often called). Apart from their sav-
ings and credit initiatives, many NGOs and an increasing number of MFlIs
provide a range of other, separately funded interventions for women and
men. This as both an efficient means of development, and a means of enhanc-
ing client — and hence organizational — financial sustainability. Examples
include literacy, health and HIV/AIDS awareness.?2 None of these recent
developments is necessarily gender-sensitive, yet there are ways for them to

2For details of MicroSave tools, see www.microsave.org.
22For a discussion of the complementarities between microfinance and other development
interventions, see, for example, Magrner (2007), and Watson and Dunford (2006).
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take gender dimensions into account. It is crucial to include women fully
into training, extension, and other interventions, regardless of whether they
are conventionally viewed as being of interest only to men, especially techni-
cal training for new agricultural crops and technology and other livelihood
development programs. Conversely, encouraging men to come to training
normally targetted at women on e.g., family welfare, and including discus-
sion of gender issues in training for men can lead to significant changes in
men’s attitudes and behaviour. This requires not only targeting and promo-
tion to women, but also to men, examination of all training content from a
gender perspective.

Most of these measures have minimal cost but would enable expansion of
number of female clients and increase repayment rates. They would there-
fore enhance, rather than detract from, financial sustainability. This would
entail some initial cost, but costs are likely to be recouped in the longer
term through better outreach to good female clients, and more responsible
repayment by men.

5 Financial Services Contribute to Women’s
Empowerment through Appropriate Design
of Products, Non-Financial Services Including
Financial Literacy and Gender Action Learning

One of the reasons why calls for women’s empowerment strategies have
been largely dismissed by the commercial sector is because they are gen-
erally seen in terms of “empowerment add-ons” for women — and hence
not attainable through a financially sustainable model. However, although
effective, cost-efficient and sustainable empowerment methodologies are cer-
tainly important as part of strategies in the sector as a whole, there are also
many ways in which mainstreaming empowerment within financially sus-
tainable institutions can have significant impact — if strategically planned
as an integral part of design. This includes:

o mainstreaming gender and empowerment in core activities; :

o participatory market research to identify products which can contribute
to empowerment;

o non-financial services which contribute to empowerment, including finan-
cial literacy;

o client participation which really strengthens women’s networks for collec-
tive action.
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Focusing first on what can be achieved by mainstreaming then enables scarce
resources and energy for empowerment methodologies per se to be targeted
where they are really needed.

There are ways in which core activities of financial services providers
can be adjusted to contribute to empowerment. Financial institutions lack-
ing the scope to introduce non-financial services can promote a vision
and commitment to empowerment through the questions asked during the
application process. The application process for products or other services
involves asking questions about the applicant’s background and capacities.
Without increasing the time needed to answer these questions, they could
be reworded or adapted to promote a vision of empowerment and challenge
assumptions about power and control in the household for both women and

‘men. For example, the wording can treat women as individuals who can
make their own decisions, eliminating references to — and automatic, often
erroneous assumptions about — male heads of households. Some microfi-
nance institutions that require husbands’ signatures for their wives’ loans
also require wives’ signatures for their husbands’ loans. Others do not require
a spouse’s signature for any loan and accept female as well as male guar-
antors. The sequencing of questions, types of detail required and way the
interview is conducted can help applicants think through their financial
planning — focusing on helping them think through their capacity to repay
loans and save, and the types of insurance etc. they need, rather than treat-
ing this just as a policing exercise for the institution.

An empowerment vision can also be integrated into basic savings and
credit training and group mobilisation without increasing costs of core train-
ing. Many issues within the household and community need to be discussed
to enable women and men to anticipate problems with repayment, with con-
tinuing membership, and so on. Discussions need to equip women and men
to devise solutions that also address the underlying gender inequalities that
cause the problems in the first place. Even if men are not members, many
women want their male family members to be invited to these meetings.

As noted above, participatory market research is now an accepted part
of “good business practice” in MFIs, and also increasing in the commercial
sector. However, participatory market research in itself does not necessar-
ily produce products which will benefit women — even when women are
targetted and information gender disaggregated. It may only point to prod-
ucts which can be profitably sold to women and/or men — which cannot
be assumed to be the same thing. However, without additional costs, there
are ways in which sampling and questioning can be adjusted to explicitly
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look at gender issues of access and control, empowerment impacts and gen-
der-specific areas of vulnerability and need.? This can lead to design of
products which increase women’s incomes and control over incomes, and
role in household decision-making. Examples include:

e loans or savings products to increase women’s asset ownership, including
land and housing;

e mechanisms to enable women to graduate from small to larger loans with-
out discrimination, provided they have a good credit record;

e Joan products and sponsorship of enterprise competitions to encourage
women'’s enterprise in non-traditional activities and also in services needed
by women;

¢ introduction not only of products specifically targeted at women, but
revising the loan conditions for all products to ensure that there is no
gender discrimination;

e encouragement of male savings for education of girls, assets for their
daughters to take with them on marriage so that men’s responsibility
for the future of their daughters is encouraged and enable female savings
to be used for enterprise investment;

e pension and long term savings products.

Banks generally use individual rather than group-based lending and may
not have scope for introducing non-financial services. This means that they
cannot be expected to have the type of focused empowerment strategies
which NGOs have. However, there is now increasing acceptance of the idea
of “smart subsidies” in relation to increasing poverty reach and/or com-
plementary interventions on HIV/AIDS. Women’s empowerment strategies
are arguably the most effective means of addressing both poverty reach and
household well-being, and also HIV/AIDS.

A key area of current discussion in relation to capacity building is
financial literacy so that clients know their rights and can understand
the information given to them in order to best use the services given. A
number of financial literacy courses and methodologies have been devel-
oped. SEWA, Microfinance Opportunities with Freedom From Hunger,

3 Gender-sensitive adaptations of market research tools are currently being developed
by the author and participating MFIs in Oxfam Novib’s WEMAN program. Drafts and
updates will be found on www.genfinance.info from March 2010.
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Womankind Worldwide and Siembra in Mexico have developed manuals
for women’s financial literacy.?*

So far, financial literacy programs have been developed mostly for
women. However, financial literacy for men, if it incorporates, for example,
men’s discussion of financial planning with their wives and equal participa-
tion in financial decisions, could contribute significantly to changing men’s
attitudes and behaviour. If such training were a condition of access to loans,
it is more likely that men would attend such courses rather than generic gen-
der training. There are, however, some potential dangers in financial literacy
being delivered by individual MFIs as it could become merely another way
of persuading clients that their products are the best. It might be more
appropriate to provide this through BDS providers, or even as part of adult
education.

Evidence from WEP—Nepal and FINCA-Peru suggest that delivery of
women’s enterprise training and/or financial literacy can not only increase
client incomes, and hence repayment capacity, but also increases client reten-
tion and satisfaction and hence has substantial financial benefits for the
institution (Valley Research Group and Mayoux, 2008; Frisancho et al.,
2008). In WEP-Nepal, the training of savings-led credit groups enabled
these groups to not only survive, but also replicate themselves during the
insurgency, when nearly all other village organisations broke up. Benefits
for both clients and organisations do, however, very much depend on the
relevance and effectiveness of the training on offer (Mayoux, 2005).

A current innovation being developed by the Oxfam Novib WEMAN
program with partners LEAP in Sudan and GreenHome and Bukonzo Joint
Savings self-managed microfinance in Uganda for both women and men, is a
combined market research and financial literacy methodology. This is based
on experience with Gender Action Learning System?® for working with peo-
ple who cannot read and write. The underlying idea is that simple diagram-
matic tools can be used both as part of any organisation’s market research
process and/or on an ongoing basis by microfinance groups themselves as a

2 Examples from a joint initiative from Microfinance opportunities and Freedom from
Hunger can be found at www.microfinanceopportunities.org or www.ffh.org, from Woman-
kind Worldwide at www.womankind.org, for Siembra at http://www.genfinance.info/
Chennai/Case%20Studies/SiembraManual_Chapter%203.pdf and for SEWA at http://
coady.stfx.ca/resources/abcd/SEWA %20Financial%20Literacy %20Manual.pdf. An early
version of “EAT THAT FAT CAT” currently being further developed can be found at
http://www.lindaswebs.org.uk /Page3_Orglearning/PALS/PALSIntro.htm.

25For details of GALS Tools, see www.wemanglobal.org.
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continual process of participatory product development. At the same time,
the tools are designed to increase participants’ understanding of their situ-
ation and financial literacy and hence are an empowerment process in itself.
The finished diagrams can be used as business plans and loan contracts with
MFTs or even banks. In Sudan, India and Uganda, groups now use some of
these tools with very little external supervision for purposes like increasing
poverty inclusion of their groups and developing their own livelihood plans.
Individuals are also teaching others in their household and communities the
individual planning tools. This methodology therefore has potential to be
self-replicating and omnce established, the peer learning financial education,
instead of being a cost to the organisation, could be an effective means of
self-recruitment of reliable new clients able to credibly communicate their
own financial needs.

There are a number of ways to offer capacity-building in a more effective,
cost-efficient and sustainable manner:

e Mutual learning and information exchange within groups could meet
many basic training needs. if systems are properly set up and funded
initially (see Box 27.1). This training does not substitute for professional
(expensive) training, but it enables such training to be targeted at those
areas where it is really needed and builds peoples’ capacities to absorb,
benefit from, and disseminate such training.

e Implement a cross-subsidy: charge better-off clients (including men) for
some services, such as business services and business registration and/or
charging clients for more advanced training after they have taken sub-
sidised basic courses.

e By developing formal or informal links with providers of other services,
microfinance programs can increase their contribution at a minimal cost
and give providers of other services ready access to a sizeable, orga-
nized constituency of poor women, which would in turn contribute to
the sustainability of their own services. Interorganizational collaboration
between microfinance programs and specialist providers of other types of
service could take several forms. A microfinance program could advertise
complementary services available from other organizations, such as advice
and information about legal rights offered by local women’s organisations.
A microfinance program could refer clients to other organizations or make
special arrangements for programs, groups, or individuals to pay for par-
ticular services. Collaboration could also take the form of sharing the costs
of developing training programs and innovations or conducting research.
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Box 27.1: Integrating gender indicators in social
performance management and management information
systems.

Possible gender indicators for insertion into social performance
management.
Clients (from a rating survey — if MFI does not have this information):

e Percent of women clients who know and understand the terms of the
financial services provided by the MFI (including different products
available, cost of credit — interest rate [declining], if savings — then
interest paid, if insurance — then premium paid, and terms of payout)

e (in mixed-sex program) percent of women accessing larger loans and
higher level services; percent of women in leadership positions

e Percent of women clients with enterprise loans who themselves are
working in the economic activity for which the credit is used (either
by themselves, or jointly with husbands in a household enterprise
disaggregated)

Source: Frances Sinha Indicators related to gender for social rating
(unpublished draft for MI-CRIL).

Any or all of these means could be combined to increase cost-effectiveness
over time. For example, after an initial focus on identifying mutual learn-
ing possibilities, collaborating organizations could apply for donor funds to
develop them. They could then introduce service charges for their better-
off members or non-members at a later date. In other cases, although the
financial service providers themselves may be financially sustainable, com-
plementary services may need to be treated as ongoing commitments to be
met through donor funding — especially when services are seeking to reach
very poor women.

In many rural areas, particularly more remote areas with very badly
developed infrastructure, separating the delivery of financial services from
other types of complementary support is not necessarily the most cost-
efficient strategy, because it entails parallel sets of staff, high transport costs,
and other duplicative costs. The desirability or undesirability of separating
functions needs to be judged on the basis of the balance between a num-
ber of factors e.g., level of expertise required for the types of financial and
non-financial services needed, levels of expertise of organizations and staff,
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availability of services from specialist training providers, and the relative
costs in any particular context of e.g., transport and staff. It is also possible
to separate the costs of delivering different services without separating their
operational delivery.

In all the above, it is vital to stress that gender equality of access and
women’s empowerment are not “complementary” or “credit-plus” like liter-
acy or business training. They are cross-cutting strategies that must be
mainstreamed through the delivery of financial services themselves and
other complementary interventions. At the same time, gender mainstream-
ing measures must complement rather than substitute for gender-specific
services, particularly women’s rights training for women (and men) as
well as legal and ‘other support for women with very difficult household
situations.

6 Gender Indicators Are an Integral Part of Social
Performance Management

A key element in gender mainstreaming is integration of gender indicators
into information systems so that institutions are aware of what is hap-
pening in regard to gender equality of access, and also empowerment. The
extent and type of gender-based information will obviously differ from insti-
tution to institution, depending on the nature of their existing management
information systems.

In recent years, much of the innovation in microfinance has focused on
poverty targeting and poverty depth. Some of the energy for this has been
in response to the U.S. law passed in 2003 requiring the development and
use of cost-effective poverty measurement tools by the United States Agency
for International Development’s (USAID’s) microenterprise grantees. This
has led to the compilation and refinement of a range of different tools for
poverty assessment so that MFIs applying for funding from USAID, and also
more widely, can assess the degree to which they are reaching the poorest.?
The poverty assessment tools are based on a household measure divided
equally by members of the household to give a dollar a day individual
measure of income poverty. This has numerous pitfalls and methodologi-
cal problems including how to account for non-market incomes, inter and

2For more details of these tools, see http://www.povertytools.org/index.html
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intra-national variation in purchasing power and in expenditure and con-
sumption patterns and needs, and reliability of client response.2” All of
these have gender dimensions which remain to be addressed.?® In particu-
lar, they are unlikely to be able to accurately assess individual dollar a day
poverty without addressing intra-household inequalities. Failure to address
inequalities within the household may further decrease the access of women
in households just around the poverty line i.e., the main target group of
-financially sustainable MFIs. This is the case even though women them-
selves may be extremely vulnerable within these households and well below
the dollar a day cut-off in terms of their own incomes and expenditure.

The recent advances in Social Rating and Social Performance
Management?? seek to include social indicators and social audits incorpo-
rating areas like poverty reach as an integral part of rating and performance
assessment alongside financial indicators. However, SPM is not necessarily
gender-sensitive and, like the poverty tools, may even militate against female
targeting. Gender is treated as one possible dimension of an organisation’s
mission against which performance would be assessed. The degree to which
social performance management will therefore promote gender issues will
depend on whether or not gender is already part of the organisation’s vision
and mission, and whether or not it has the tools already to assess perfor-
mance in relation to gender and/or has conducted gender impact assessment.
Unless gender is an explicit and integral part of the definition of “social”,
there are dangers that gender equity in terms of both access and empow-
erment will become completely swamped in the other range of performance
indicators.

A detailed discussion of the complexities of gender and empowerment
impact assessment, particularly intra-household impact assessment, is out-
side the scope of this paper.3? Some writers have proposed gender impact
indicators like those in Box 27.1 which could be easily integrated into SPM

27A full .discussion of these issues is outside the scope of this paper; however, some
very interesting critical papers can be found on the links page of the poverty tools site
http://www.povertytools.org/Links/links.htm.

?88ee  Mayoux (2002)  http://www.povertytools.org/Project_Documents/Gender%
20Issues%20draft%20072104.pdf, Chant (2003) http://www.eclac.cl/publicaciones/xml/
6/13156/1c11955i.pdf and Gammage (2006) http://pdf.usaid.gov/pdf_docs/PNADHS568.
pdf. .

298ee for example, IFAD (2006: 1287).

30Gee, for example, questionnaire at end of Zaidi et al. (2007) and discussion in Mayoux
(2004a).
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and other information systems, provided the application, follow up and par-
ticularly repeat loan and exit assessments are properly conducted in the
interests of client understanding, not just rapid institutional expansion. This
is an area where much more discussion is needed on how gender indicators
can be integrated into management information systems of different types —
particularly the trade-off between manageability and depth of information
to make any conclusions meaningful.3!

7 Consumer Protection and Regulatory Policies
Integrate Gender Equality of Opportunity
and Empowerment

A recent area of concern because of both the proliferation of products and
the increasing numbers of competitors in the microfinance market has been
_ the issue of consumer protection: Do people, particularly the poor, know
what they are signing up for, and how can they be protected from abuse?
Since at least 2003, many microfinance networks, including ACCION, have
been developing and implementing consumer protection guidelines covering
both relations with clients and quality of products and services.32

These guidelines currently contain no'explicit references to women, but
potentially offer some protection to both women and men, for example,
the specifications of treatment with respect, privacy and ethical behaviour.
However, in order to make them effective in protecting women as well as
men, it is desirable to make explicit reference to women and also make sure
they cover specific forms of discrimination and vulnerability which women-
are likely to face. In addition, these guidelines, including the gender dimen-
sions, need to be included in all staff training and induction and in client
application processes and financial literacy training.3?

It is also unclear how seriously financial service providers would take
such principles on an individual institutional level. Ideally these would be

31See Sinha (2009). A manual for integrating gender in SPM is also currently being pre-
pared by Frances Sinha and others. For further details, see http://www. genfinance.info.
%See in particular SEEP (2006) and an overview of the October 2006 discus-
sion on MicroLinks available at http://www.microlinks.org/file.download.php/SC+
15+Summary+Document.pdf 7URL ID=13137&filename=11618091991SC_15_Summary_
Document.pdfé&filetype=application%2Fpdf& filesize=933903&name=SC+15+Summary
“+Document.pdf&location=user-S/

33See proposals at http://www.genfinance.info.
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part of the overarching regulatory framework at national level, and required
part of any support from government and donors.

8 Gender Justice Advocacy

Many of the forms of discrimination which prevent women from both
accessing and benefiting from financial services involve wider systems of
inequality in access to and control over resources, gender-based violence and
overwhelming responsibility for the unpaid care economy. It was recognised
even in the “Bible” of financial sustainability by Otero and Rhyne in 199434
that advocacy and change in women’s property rights was an essential pre-
requisite of women making substantial progress. However, gender advocacy
in these crucial areas has disappeared off the agenda of the microfinance
movement.

Group-based savings and credit for women was seen as a key innovation
of microfinance, combining efficiency and effective poverty targeting with
empowerment (Otero and Rhyne, 1994). Many microfinance programs have
engaged in collective action on land rights, violence and political partici-
pation.?® Savings and credit groups can provide an acceptable forum for
women to come together to discuss gender issues and organize for change.
For example, women’s groups in Zambuko Trust in Zimbabwe spontaneously
invited a woman to give talks on “how to manage your husband and mother-
in-law” (Cheston and Kuhn, 2002). In South Asia and Africa, microfinance
groups have demonstrated their potential to promote change with respect
to domestic violence, male alcohol abuse, and dowries.

In some organisations, microfinance services have provided the basis
for increasing women’s ownership of land and women’s property rights.
Property rights are fundamental to women’s ability to access and benefit
from financial services and are key elements in poverty reduction and rural
and enterprise development. Within the financial sustainability literature,
women’s equal property rights are explicitly regarded as an essential part of
the enabling environment for gender and microfinance (Otero and Rhyne,
1994). A number of strategies have been employed by microfinance programs

340tero, M and E Rhyne (eds.) (1994).

358ee for example initiatives by SEWA in India www.sewa.org, ANANDI in India
www.anandiindia.net and LEAP in Sudan www.leap-pased.org and the Gender Action
Learning System being developed as part of Oxfam Novib’'s WEMAN program http://
www.palsnetwork.info.
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to support improvements in women'’s property ownership and rights through
microfinance initiatives. This is in addition to development of specific prod-
ucts like Grameen Bank’s Housing loan and land-leasing products.

Group-based financial services can also provide a potentially large and
organized grassroots base for political mobilization, increasing women’s
awareness of wider political processes and their leadership capacities to
participate in politics. In India, many organizations are involved in pro-
moting women’s leadership in local council bodies. SEWA, for example, pro-
motes women’s unions and organizations. Grameen Bank and other MFIs in
Bangladesh disseminated voter education material to women through their
organization before the last elections.?6 In Africa, CARE-Niger has been
very effective in developing women’s leadership to compete in local elec-
tions. By increasing the participation of half the population, group-based
financial services can significantly contribute to improving local governance
and developing democratic systems.

A number of organisations with microfinance programs have developed
other innovations to put their women’s groups at the forefront of citizen
development in rural areas. Rural Information Centres were developed by
Hand in Hand, Swayam Shikshan Prayog, ANANDI (India) and LEAP in
Sudan to help women obtain information from the Internet and as a resotirce
for the groups or clusters to generate income. Illiteracy no longer needs to
be a barrier to using such facilities. Software and technology can now make
a lot of information accessible through voice transmission, video, and other
formats. Despite support from numerous donors, however, many centers
remain under-used for lack of community organization and training, or they
are dominated by male youth (in some places, for downloading pornogra-
phy). When managed by women'’s self-help groups or cluster organizations,
the centers often can be managed effectively for the community.

It is important that commercial financial services providers link with
and support these type of initiatives — both as a means of accessing a
bigger market, and to support their existing clients in an empowerment
process. This could be done through targeting of their charitable funds at
such initiatives and/or supporting community-led initiatives. Gender justice
advocacy also needs to be an integral part of “mainstream” advocacy and
lobbying activities for the financial sector.

3Mohammad Yunus in “Empowering Women” Countdown 2005, MicroCredit Summit
Campaign.
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9 The Specific Needs and Interests of Very Poor
and Vulnerable Women Are Included

In all the above, mainstreaming gender and women’s empowerment can be
largely achieved through better design of financially sustainable financial
services and existing capacity building. Many women from households just
above or just below the poverty line, in combination with the other resources
at their disposal, can make significant steps forward if they are given a level
playing field with men.

There are however specific challenges when working with the poorest
women, as with the poorest men. These challenges have not only poverty
but also specific gender dimensions:

e Lower levels of literacy;

e Lower levels of access to and control over resources — even “female-
specific” assets like jewelry — which can complement financial services as
inputs to economic activities;

e Lower levels of access to networks and human resources who can assist
and support;

e Greater vulnerability to sexual exploitation and abuse at the community
level, if not the household level.

This means that it is crucial that better poverty assessment tools are
developed to incorporate these gender dimensions of vulnerability and
poverty, and that the specific needs of the poorest women are taken
into account in product development, market research, financial literacy,
consumer protection etc. '

10 Promoting an Enabling Environment for Gender
Justice in Financial Services: Role of National
Networks, Government and Donors

As indicated above, underlying this paper is the framework of a diver-
sified, inclusive and sustainable financial sector capable of making a sig-
nificant contribution to economic growth, pro-poor development and civil
society strengthening. Gender justice, gender equality of opportunity and
women’s empowerment are essential components of any claims to inclusion,
pro-poor development and civil society strengthening, and also signifi-
cant contributions to economic growth. However, despite the considerable
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potential contribution of the commercial sector and positive interlinkages
between gender justice and financial sustainability, it is unlikely that sig-
nificant progress will be made through reliance on the commercial sec-
tor alone — given the current trends, pressures for rapid expansion and
short-term financial sustainability and overwhelming strength of gender
discrimination and vested interests. '

It is therefore crucial that governments and donors take steps to hon-
our their gender mandates in terms of support for an enabling environment
for gender justice within which the commercial sector will play its part,
but in the context of an appropriate policy environment and in collabo-
ration with a strong gender justice movement of NGOs and civil society
organisations.

There are a range of potential measures which government and donors
can take at the intermediate and national levels to provide such an
enabling environment, in particular promoting collation of information
and exchange of experience on gender innovations of the types discussed
above. Many of the more costly non-financial services might be better
provided through a network of providers. Financial literacy, for example,
as noted above, is arguably best provided by impartial organisations e.g.,
capacity-building NGOs or integrated into adult education programs rather
than by financial service providers to avoid them being used as just one
more form of marketing to clients. There is a need to collect compara-
tive information on gender access and gender impact from different types
of providers to assess the best strategies. It is also important that these
good practices, and women’s own strategies and perspectives move from
being “marginal gender specialisms” to being an integral part of main-
stream training for bankers and other staff — essential as they are to
ensuring that over half of potential microfinance clients benefit from their
services.

The implications for donors of all these institutional possibilities is that
they are likely to need to draw on gender expertise for organizational gen-
der assessment and training to help financial service organisations identify
the most efficient and effective ways of implementing strategies like those
outlined above. Ideally, there would be a set of agreed organizational gender
indicators and a gender performance rating system — differentiating those
of their partners and projects who are at the forefront of innovation on gen-
der and who could thus provide examples to others, those who are open to
change but do not yet have capacity and who thus require capacity build-
ing, and those who are not interested in change. Over time, the decision
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would need to be made as to whether to continue to fund the last, as their
development contribution is likely to be far less than the other two.?”

Many donor agencies operate not only through promoting and supporting
rural financial institutions and stakeholder participation, but also promot-
ing a conducive policy and regulatory environment. Enabling and promoting
the above gender strategies requires gender justice to be mainstreamed
at this macro-level, in regulatory frameworks, consumer protection, advo-
cacy strategies of microfinance networks and mainstreaming gender in other
supporting interventions.

Firstly, if all financial service providers promoted by governments and
donors were required, or at least encouraged to mainstream gender justice
in some of the ways discussed above, then this would go a long way not only
to increasing gender equality of access, but also a conducive environment
for women’s empowerment. If all members of microfinance networks and
banks promoted a vision of women’s empowerment in promotional materials,
advertising, and in interactions with their now millions of clients, this would
be a significant contribution not only to empowerment of their clients, but
to changing attitudes towards women’s economic activities and social roles
in the community and internationally.

Secondly, microfinance institutions and banks are increasingly concerned
with their impact on local and national economies, both in terms of mar-
ket distortion and also environmental sustainability. There has recently been
increasing interest in value chain finance from donors and institutions them-
selves in order to better target credit to parts of the value chain which
can best promote increased production, incomes and employment.3® Most
value chain analysis and development have so far been gender-blind, with
the likely outcomes of further marginalizing women. 1t is therefore crucial
that gender issues are fully mainstreamed in this new development. Ways
of mainstreaming gender in value chain development are discussed in detail
by the author elsewhere.??

Finally, many microfinance networks are involved in advocacy on
issues affecting the sector. However, gender issues are rarely part of
this advocacy — despite early recognition of the importance of changing
property legislation to enable women to take real advantage of financially

37 A system like this has been introduced by some international NGOs like Oxfam Novib.
See Mukhopadhyay et al. (2006).

383ee, for example, Shepherd (2004), Chalmers (2005), Jansen et al. (2007).

39For ways in which this can be done, see, for example, Mayoux and Mackie (2009).
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sustainable financial services (Otero, 1994:2). There is a need for these net-
works to include lobbying and advocacy on issues like women’s property
rights, informal sector protection and violence which affect their clients,
and hence sustainability as well as the whole development process.
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