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For further details on issues raised in this report see the WEMANResources website: 

http://www.wemanresources.info  

and particularly the section on gender mainstreaming in financial services 

http://www.wemanresources.info/Page3_GenderMainstreaming/3_5_Financial%20services/3_
5_0_FinancialServices.html    

WEMAN Vision 

 

A world where women and men are  able to 

realise their full  potential as economic, social  

and political actors,  

free  from all forms of gender discrimination, 

for empowerment of  themselves, their 

families, their  communities and global 

humankind. 

 

http://www.wemanresources.info/
http://www.wemanresources.info/Page3_GenderMainstreaming/3_5_Financial%20services/3_5_0_FinancialServices.html
http://www.wemanresources.info/Page3_GenderMainstreaming/3_5_Financial%20services/3_5_0_FinancialServices.html
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Part 1: Gender justice in the microfinance ‘big picture’ 
 

1. Background: openings and challenges for gender justice in the MCS 
Campaign 

It grieves us deeply to see the tools and systems we have supported cause harm rather than hope. We 

serve a high calling, and … we will explore ways to refocus our efforts to ensure that our work results 

in liberation, not enslavement.’ (Reed 2011) p2) 

‘We must improve microfinance where it fails to live up to its promise, not write it off as a failed, over-

hyped fad. What is also needed is a powerful vision for outreach and impact, a vision that is clearly 

laid out in bold goals.’ (Daley-Harris 2006) p9) 

 

From 1997 ‘reaching and empowering women’ has been the second theme of the MicroCredit Summit 

Campaign. Micro-finance programmes now reach millions of people worldwide, giving women and men 

access to microfinance services. It is now generally accepted for a wide range of business and social 

reasons that targeting women in financial services of all types is a ‘good thing’.  

The microfinance industry has made some important advances in recent years: 

 Commercialisation has led to rapid expansion of outreach of a range of different products: 

credit, loans, insurance and remmitance services. This includes advances in technology like 

mobile banking, ATMs etc in rural areas by large commercial banks. This has significantly 

increase access to financialservices for the ‘profitable poor’ – those just around the poverty line 

in areas where the local economy is fairly dynamic. In order to counter the potential for 

‘misselling’ there has been general agreement on the need for some form of regulation and 

consumer protection. 

 In order to counter the ‘mission drift’ and potential financial exclusion of the very poor and 

areas where the economy is stagnant, particularly in remote rural areas, there have also been 

advances in product design and poverty targeting – notably savings-based models, Poverty 

Assessment Tools and participatory market research. There has also been more general 

acceptance of the developmental desirability of ‘credit plus’ in the form of eg health services, 

HIV/AIDs awareness etc and the possibility of ‘smart subsidies’ to cover the costs of these. This 

includes development of financial education methodologies. 

 Bridging these two sides of the ‘microfinance schism’ has been a coming together by most 

members of the MicroCredit Summit Campaign around the idea of a ‘Seal of Excellence’ – a 

further extension of promotion of Social Performance Management.  
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There are now a number of advocacy and lobby groups involving Financial Service providers (FSPs) 

across the political spectrum calling for fair microfinance, client protection, maintenance of social 

objectives, etc such as the Microfinance Transparency, Smart Campaign and Social Performance Task 

Force. 

 All these current innovations have potential contributions to gender justice, and offer openings to 

promote a gender justice approach. Many have gender dimensions which will need to be addressed if 

they are to benefit rather than marginalise women. However, despite the considerable potential of 

microfinance to really benefit women and frequent use of the term ‘empowerment’ in promotional 

material, explicit attention to gender equality and women’s empowerment has been negligible within 

most of the microfinance movement. There has been little specific attention to gender impact beyond 

attempts to increase women’s access to small savings and group-based microfinance products. 

Arguments and resistance to thinking beyond female targeting can be classified in terms of ‘4 big C-

Myths’:  

 Complacency: Most MFIs succeed in making some contribution to the empowerment of some 

women. Women are in any case the majority of clients in group-based micro-finance. There is 

no need therefore to empower them further. Explicit attention to gender equality discriminates 

against men. 

 Culture: Gender equality is dismissed as a Northern donor imposition and/or marginal concern 

of a few angry urban middle class feminists. It is not seen as an urgent priority for the poor or 

appropriate in ‘our culture’.  

 Conflict: Women’s empowerment is seen as inevitably conflictual - crowds of angry banner-

waving women ‘out of control’ and hating men. Not only men, but also women and not only 

clients, but also women and men staff at all levels, often feel threatened by ideas of change in 

both the ‘natural’ and ‘cultural’ order. 

 Cost: Women’s empowerment interventions are conceived in terms of small, stand-alone and 

costly awareness-raising projects. The many possibilities for mainstreaming an empowerment 

vision throughout existing activities and inter-organisational collaboration have not so far 

received the attention they merit. 

This is particularly the case in the expanding commercial sector and even in recent debates and 

innovations in relation to poverty impact, client responsiveness and consumer protection discussed 

below.  

WEMAN Gender Justice Protocol 

There have been some advances in relation to gender justice in some parts of the industry. There have 

been many positive innovations in some organisations in relation to organisational gender policies, 

products, non-financial services, client participation and macro-level policies. Many donors and micro-

finance providers have produced manuals outlining ways of increasing women’s access to micro-finance. 

Some donors like IFAD are also starting to mainstream gender in their manuals and strategies for the 

financial sector. WEMAN partners supported by Oxfam Novib and Hivos have also been working on a 
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range of innovations which are discussed in more detail below. This has included upscaling of the GALS 

methodology in MFIs in Uganda, Sudan, Latin America and Pakistan and current adaptation of the 

methodology as a Financial Action Learning System (FALS) bringing together participatory market 

research, financial education and SPM. 

It is now generally accepted for a wide range of business and social reasons that targeting women in 

financial services of all types is a ‘good thing’. 400+ participants at the 2007 Bali MicroCredit Summit 

signed an earlier version of the WEMAN Genfinance Protocol (See Box 1). There has also been increasing 

awareness of the importance of addressing women’s empowerment in some micro-finance networks, 

notably REDCAMiF in Central America and Pakistan Micro-finance Network. This has been partly due to 

a number of regional workshops between 2000 and 2006 co-funded by Hivos which formed the basis for 

genfinance networking and Oxfam Novib’s WEMAN programme. By November 2011 the genfinance 

website had 5000+ visitors a month and the genfinance Yahoo group had 239 members. 

However, as highlighted at the recent On Track with Gender process sponsored by Hivos and Oxfam 

Novib, there is still a long way to go before the interest in targeting women translates into 

mainstreaming of women’s empowerment strategies into design and delivery of financial services across 

the financial sector. Importantly women’s empowerment concerns are so far ignored in services for 

men, despite the potential disempowerment which gender blind services can cause. In Latin America 

gender plenaries at the Village Banking Forums in 2008 and 2009 attracted 1000 people and were very 

positively received. But gender was sidelined at the following two regional summits in Latin America and 

Africa, despite the support from prominent members of the regional Microfinance Networks. 

The global MicroCredit Summit 14th – 16th November offered some new openings and a very good focus 

around which to consolidate and disseminate the innovations which have taken place and gain much 

wider visibility for women’s empowerment strategies, including ways of addressing empowerment 

concerns in services for men. Gender equity is also one of the proposed six principles in the 

Microfinance Seal of Excellence under discussion at this Summit (Sinha 2011). 
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BOX 1: GENDER JUSTICE FRAMEWORK PROTOCOL FOR FINANCIAL SERVICES 

 

Gender justice vision:  A world where women and men are able to realise their full  potential as 

economic, social  and political actors, free  from all forms of gender discrimination, for empowerment 

of  themselves, their families, their  communities and global humankind. 

Gender justice objectives for the purpose of this Protocol means: 

 removing the all-pervasive institutional gender inequalities and discrimination which constrain 

both women and men at every level,  enabling both to realise their full human potential  

 affirmative action to empower women (currently the most disadvantaged sex) to access and 

benefit from these changes 

 working with men to change attitudes and behaviours which not only harm women, but also 

children and often men themselves 

 

Strategic Framework 

 mandates, vision and objectives of all financial service providers have explicit commitment to 

gender equality of opportunity and women's empowerment. 

 removal of all forms of gender discrimination as a human right in access to all financial 

products and nonfinancial services as an integral part of product and service development, 

including technological innovation. 

 financial services for women and men contribute to gender justice through design of products 

and client participation. 

 non-financial services for women and men promote gender justice, facilitated through an 

appropriate (depending on organisational mission, capacities and context) combination of 

mainstreaming women’s empowerment in core services, interorganisational collaboration, 

establishment of peer training systems and ‘smart subsidy’ for empowerment projects from 

micro-finance profits, government or private sector linkage or donor funding 

 gender indicators are an integral part of social performance management and market research. 

 consumer protection and regulatory policies integrate gender equality of opportunity and 

empowerment. 

 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. 

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

above 

 organisational gender policies support these strategies, developed through a participatory 

process with staff and clients, integrated into all staff training for women and men and including 

gender equitable recruitment, employment and promotion. 
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Innovation and experience contributed by WEMAN partners 

The pre-summit meeting and presentations at the Gender Session at the Summit presented updates on 

WEMAN experience, innovation and challenges in respective regions: Africa, South Asia, and Latin 

America. Reflections were made on ground breaking works undertaken on products innovations, non-

financial products, social performance as well as macro policy/regulation levels, in specific countries, 

lessons learned, as well as remaining challenges ahead. 

 Africa Group  

The Africa group has been engaged in a range of WEMAN genfinance activities in the past couple of 

years including conferences/workshops, trainings, exposure visits, etc, supported, among others, by 

Oxfam Novib, IFAD, FAO, PROCASUR, etc. Most notable has been the LEARNING ROUTE programme in 

March-April 2011, involving three rounds of visits (for participants not only from Africa but also from 

other parts of the world) and on the ground learning from Uganda rural finance operations of different 

approaches/models – conventional Grameen-type microfinance, Self Help Group, integrated approaches 

with capacity building on gender.   

Bukonzo Joint has been successfully implementing gender mainstreaming in its microfinance and 

production/marketing support programmes, involving capacity building based on the Gender Action 

Learning System (GALS). Whereas traditional microfinance research focused on expanding markets for 

microfinance service providers, the approach was found effective in supporting household members 

livelihoods and gender equity since it provides facilitation tool by which households and members with 

in the household can ‘envision’ their individual, household and community life and livelihoods 

circumstances, and plan how they can achieve it. The facilitation supports gender analysis whereby 

participants assess issues like ‘what, and why they like/dislike’ being of a particular sex, thus creating a 

great, new, opportunity for participants to openly debate differences and similarities on perceptions on 

gender equality in terms of individual rights, responsibilities and opportunities, potentially leading to a 

consensus on very key elements of gender differences. Based on simple diagrams and pictorials, this has 

been manageable to every one, including those who never went to formal education, and also 

accessible to all members in the household (including children) for viewing and reviewing any time, 

providing an on-going participatory forums/space, and promoting confidence and sense of ownership. 

Locally-owned and cost effective, its expansion has been highly facilitated by volunteer workers, role 

models demonstration, and peer-to-peer learning. Visitors from Africa (Nigeria, Zambia, Kenya, Sierra 

Leone, etc) during the LEARNING ROUTE have been inspired to replicate the kinds of gender 

mainstreaming in their respective programmes. The issue of scaling up, and linking with other service 

providers, as well as more work on involving more men into the program are some of the key future 

area of focus. 

LEAP in Sudan has also been actively promoting gender issues, utilizing tools like GALS, as well as linking 

with other government and non-government programmes in the locality (Credit with Education). 

Developed ‘customized’ model on Islamic finance (e.g leasing). Women groups/centers are playing 

important role, posses common assets (land, etc) and making business with community (renting out 
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Center meeting place, etc) and promoting ‘Trade Fairs, and networking. Members are encouraged to set 

up viable business that can benefit other women, such as day care centers. Loans have also been given 

to smokeless stoves, which have health, labour savings and environmental benefits. Rogaya’s summit 

presentation  highlighted on how gender mainstreaming has been deepening, using the PALS 

methodology for years, and now with the GALS tool. These have been useful to customize microfinance 

in that part of Sudan where the Muslim culture dominate. Special effort to support women focused not 

only on designing customized financial models (e.g equipment leasing) but also support in business, 

linking with other organizations on basic health, human rights, etc.  

South Asia  is a continent where microfinance is deepening, with a lot of pioneering work going on, 

including in Bangladesh, India, Pakistan and strong gender advocacy work of microfinance networks. In 

countries like India and Bangladesh efforts have been made to implement financial programmes based 

on collaterals possessed by women, and support households whose lands have been expropriated by 

money-lenders, on the condition that the land would be in the name of both husband and wife 

(impacting on divorce and abandonment), as well as promote more understanding and due 

considerations for women’s life-cycle (not just business cycles). Some Asian governments are taking pro-

active measures to support empowerment of women – particularly Malasian government which gave 5 

year loan (at 10% interest) targeting women. 

Shazreh’s summit presentation emphasized on the effort being made in Asia, particularly Pakistan on 

gender advocacy and networking of efforts, complemented by research and surveys. She emphasized 

that outreach to women does not guarantee ‘benefit’ to women. Their research demonstrated that 80% 

of loan extended to women has actually been handed over to men. This has been discussed at length, 

and pointed out that even in the 20% of cases where women utilized loans on their own business, and 

generated income, cases have been observed that men withdraw their contribution to household 

expenditure, and sometimes feel un-happy to see an empowered women in the household, and as a 

result violence might increase, sometimes causing divorce. 

It was also noted that recent commercialization drive, like Venture capital, has threatened the very 

mission and vision of the sector. This has been typically in India where commercialization drives, 

multiple borrowings and over-indebtedness have been so extreme that incidents of suicides, especially 

by women, and disruption of families, caused by inability to repay and miss-treatment by loan officers 

has been common. Draft Bills (e.g the Indian Microfinance ‘Ordinance’), though well-intended, has also 

been criticized as causing problems for the smooth expansion of microfinance operations to the poorest 

section of the population, including women.  

Latin America is a continent with commercial drive microfinance, noted for example in countries like 

Mexico (Compartamos, 2007) which attracted international attention and doubt on the social motive of 

microfinance to support livelihoods of the poor, especially women. 

On the other hand,  Iris Lanao and other members of RED LADER in their different summit 

presentations described the significant advances in gender advocacy in countries such as Peru, 

Ecuador, Nicaragua and Guatemala. WEMAN partners and other gender advocates in the sector have 
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been coordinating efforts in an interactive and dynamic  making advocacy and networking process, 

including use of platforms in Spanish and other languages links (based on yahoo-groups).  Tools like 

GALS have been effectively implemented since 2007 to raise gender awareness. MFIs have used the 

group forum as a platform to facilitate discussion on gender issues, on topical issues like ‘what you 

like/dislike being of a particular sex’, facilitating debates potentially leading to an agreement or 

consensus between the two sexes on most of the gender issues. GALS has also been used for personal 

reflection of staff. GALS has now been implemented with over 50,000 women in MFIs across Latin 

America. There have been strong efforts to assure funds for other non-financial services and gender 

sensitization trainings. Members are working to scale up gender certification in microfinance Social 

Performance Management (SPM), and coordinating (not duplicating) similar efforts (e.g  RED LADER, 

Gender task force for SPM, SEEP Gender Working Group, regional networks) towards global group, as 

well as promoting peer-learning.  

From these experiences participants drew a number of key learnings: 

 Capacity-building: It was made clear that staff need to be gender aware. And this should 

involve all staff, including those in the field, as well as those in management and board, possibly 

including such stakeholders as funders/donors, regulators, microfinance associations, networks, 

lobby groups, etc. Also given that many microfinance institutions also work with grass-root 

Community Based Organizations (CBOs), often involving local ‘voluntary workers’ who 

sometimes manage the critical work of client screening, evaluation and monitoring in credit and 

saving operations, such training and awareness should also involve such people, and should not 

only stop at paid-staff of service providers. Such efforts should also systematically extend 

awareness to local community.  

 Sustainability: It was also emphasized that with efficient program design, costs can be kept 

minimal. For example, promotion materials can be simple and women-friendly (e.g posters like 

women driving a tractor, etc). Most cost effective capacity buildings are managed at groups 

lending and utilize clients ‘waiting-time’ - the time when clients gather for savings and credit 

operations and are waiting for their turns for loan disbursements or savings collection. Cases 

were sighted where such programmes are run cost effectively, and never threatening 

institutional sustainability. 
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Part 2: WEMAN advocacy process: activities, obeservations and burning 

issues 

WEMAN advocacy activities: at and after the Summit 

The WEMAN activities at the Summit were:  

 one day pre-Summit meeting to discuss the openings for gender mainstreaming and the 

questions which could be asked in the other sessions to have a constructive discussion on 

gender. 

 Gender Session : Women are Useful to Microfinance: How Can We Make Microfinance More 

Useful to Women? For which a Backrgound paper is available 

 Gender Training (2 days): Empowering Women through Microfinance: Current innovations and 

Tools. 

 Gender Mainstreaming in other sessions: WEMAN network partners raised questions on 

gender and identifed constructive ways of mainstreaming gender and women’s empowerment 

across the policies in the sector including product development, value chain finance, SPM and 

consumer protection. They reported back on this process. They also lobbied with key people in 

the sector to sign the Gender Justice Protocol. 

 one day post-Summit meeting to discuss the learnings on innovation from the summit and ways 

forward to sustain mpomentuj on gender through to the regional summits and outreach 

throughout the sector. 

Following the summit a genfinance section of the WEMANResources website was set up and an e-

discussion on key issues was conducted on the genfinance Yahoo group. 

Throughout the Summit WEMAN members were involved in an advocacy process involving: 

 gender monitoring of the different sessions – members attended the sessions which most 

interested them and reported back on how far gender issues were raised and addressed by the 

different speakers, WEMAN members put up gender questions themselves to the presenters 

and monitored the response (See advocacy forms in Appendix 1). Each participant sponsored by 

WEMAN was asked to submit forms for at least 5 sessions as a condition of reimbursement. 

 lobbying key people within their own networks and acquaintances to publicise and get support 

for the Gender Justice Protocol. This idea was proposed during the Summit itself and needed 

rather more preparation. Unlike Bali the Protocol was not put on public display. 

Observations on the gender advocacy process 

The WEMAN team was active on raising relevant question on gender for various presenters, 

including at the plenary sessions. Gender questions were forwarded in writing in plenaries or 

raised through queueing at the microphone in workshops and associated sessions. 
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Without WEMAN presence gender issues beyond female targeting would not have been raised outside 

the official gender session. Of specific concern was the continuing assumption by most presenters that 

increased access to financial services by women (in the context of low access to the poor in general) and 

increased income, implies women empowerment and gender equality. Ratings were given to gender 

coverage of specific presenters in Plenary, Workshop and Associate sessions attended. Though it is 

difficult to aggregate such ratings since participants attended different sessions (as well as varying 

approach to scoring, many missing), analysis of available responses suggests that over all rating on how 

key gender issues were covered (excluding the gender session) was about 2 out of 5, with many 

presenters scoring 0. It is likely that most of the unrated presenters also scored 0 as any significant 

contributions were generally well reported. 

The feedback also indicated that most of the questions raised by WEMAN members were ignored, and 

never presented for panelists by the facilitators or moderators, or if presented, rarely adequately 

addressed. WEMAN members were asked to be quite specific and very relevant in their questions ie not 

just to say ‘and what about gender’ but to ask questions which clearly contributed to the topic. They 

were asked to note their questions on their feedback form, and most were both specific and relevant. 

However, particularly in the Plenary sessions most of the questions which were never forwarded to the 

paper presented by facilitators, or if forwarded, were ignored by presenter, or if addressed only 

superficially treated. 

Some exceptions however do point to increasing openings for the future: Isabel Cruz and Carmen 

Velasco,  Anne Hastings of Fonkoze, Ranya el-Bakri from the Sanabel network and Frances Sinha from 

EDA Rural, India all either discussed gender in their papers and/or responded to gender questions. Other 

key people who have been responsive when approached were Lisa Laegrid (key advocate) and Larry Reid 

in the Summit campaign and John Hatch from Finca. 

However most of the speakers did not consider gender at all. Some because they see gender as marginal 

to the technical/business challenges of expansion. Mohammad Yunus and others remain very 

sensitive/resistant and conflate gender with poverty.  

The lobbying and networking propocess was proposed during the Summit itself and needed rather more 

preparation. Unlike Bali the Protocol was not put on public display. But some signatures were added to 

the Protocol.  

The feedback forms and post-summit meeting also prioritised and discussed the burining issues for the 

network, and member suggestions for ways forward. What follows is a summary only – further details 

and resources can be found in the genfinance section of the wemanresources website set up after the 

summit:  

http://www.wemanresources.info/Page3_GenderMainstreaming/3_5_Financial%20services/3_

5_0_FinancialServices.html  

  

http://www.wemanresources.info/Page3_GenderMainstreaming/3_5_Financial%20services/3_5_0_FinancialServices.html
http://www.wemanresources.info/Page3_GenderMainstreaming/3_5_Financial%20services/3_5_0_FinancialServices.html
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Burning issue 1: SPM 

 The first plenary presentation was Beyond ‘’Ethical’’ Financial Services: Developing a Seal of Excellence 

for Poverty Outreach and Transformation in Microfinance (by Frances Sinha). The paper focuses on 

intensifying implementation of  ‘Social Performance’, consolidating efforts on poverty outreach, client 

protection, financial transparency, etc and developing indicators and benchmarks for financial service 

providers. Those receiving the SEAL would have better promotion and recognition among stakeholders, 

thus putting themselves in a better position to attract funding and other support. This initiative is 

currently attracting major attention across the sector from practitioners, donors, etc.  

The SEAL of Excellence itself does have its critics (such as Christopher Dunford) who strongly argue that 

the benefit of ‘Social Performance’ management is not clear and a SEAL would only add to the reporting 

burden on MFIs who are already struggling with onerous financial reporting. Such critics argue that 

existing reporting formats (such as those by SEEP Network) are enough.  

Gender indicators are integrated, focusing on access, and use of loan by women, as well as women staff 

and board. However WEMAN members have a number of reservations and questions on the current 

debate from the perspective of gender justice: 

 Although monitoring access and use of microfinance services (typically credit) by women is one 

step forward compared to most previous efforts in the industry which only focus on access 

(typically % of women clients), this still falls far short of actively promoting gender justice. At 

best the gender disaggregated poverty measures proposed may lead to the maintenance of 

basic survival and well-being, (e.g:- proper nourishment, good health, adequate shelter, 

reasonable clothing and clean water, etc). 

 Gender justice requires ensuring equity of rights, opportunities, and responsibilities between 

women and men. Accessing microfinance, particularly loans, by women essentially adds 

increased responsibility as the client now has to manage business in addition to all other 

household chores. One needs to check if such responsibilities are shared by women and men, 

and whether the income generated is also shared. A further issue is how would this affect the 

treatment of boys/girls both in sharing of responsibility on business, as well as in taking 

advantage of the newly increased income, particularly in societies with strong son-preference 

etc.  

 Microfinance women staff, or even women at board, if non-gender aware can not guarantee 

promotion of gender issues – in fact such people can also actively promote the status quo. 

Conversely this discriminates against MFIs and male staff who want to do important gender 

work with men. 

 The SEAL does not currently have clear indicators of gender on many other financial products, 

including insurance, remittances, etc. 

 There is no guarantee that service providers would abide by  gender indicators in SPM and 

design their operations and monitoring tools accordingly. 
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Addressed/+ves Not Addressed 

*% of women clients 
*% of women using finance on own business 
*% women staff 

*assumption:- access = empowerment? 
*clear indicators, consensus 
*household Vs. individual 
*girl discrimination, son-preference 
* gender awareness of women and men staff 
* other products 
* implementation 

 

For all these reasons some WEMAN members from Latin America in the RED LADER network 

are proposing a specific Gender Seal which would demonstrate the achievements of MFIs who 

are really working to fully mainstream gender (like other issue-specific seals being promoted for 

eg environment). 

Key issues for WEMAN are therefore: 

 To work on design of the SEAL to identify gender indicators which are simple enough not 

to become reporting burdens and while maintaining their critical value as a gender 

justice impact measure for microfinance management and day-to-day field operations. 

These would need to go beyond household poverty levels and look at gender relations. 

 To work on more adequate gender management process indicators to take into account 

not only the gender of staff, but levels of gender competence for both women and men 

 To consider the relationship and potential complementarities between gender 

mainstreaming in the generic SEAL OF EXCELLENCE (focusing on the gender bottom line 

for all FSPs) and any gender-specific seal (to demonstrate achievements of MFIs who are 

strategically contributing to women’s empowerment and gender transformation) 

 To lobby for promotion of these Seals with Social Performance lobby groups such as the 

SEAL of Excellence, Social Performance Task Force, Smart Campaign, and also rating 

agencies, regulators, donors, etc. Possibly through establishment of a ‘Gender 

Challenge’  like the ‘Pro-poor Challenge’ previously implemented by CGAP, IFAD, etc. 

 Gender capacity building with women and men across the industry to promote 

implementation of gender indicators/performance management, including processes of 

self-reflection. 

 To monitor implementation and draw out the lessons from the whole process for Good 

Practice in products, services and management to increase the contribution of financial 

services to gender justice.  

 To establish sustainable mechanisms to incentivize FSPs of all types to abide by the 

Gender/SPM criteria. 
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Burning Issue 2: Financial products 

Obviously, the increased mission drift in the past and the outcomes has led some industry stakeholders 

to pay increased attention towards focusing on more of doing ‘social business’ and reaching the poorest 

sustainably. Designing programmes targeting the very poor essentially require closer understanding and 

research into the realities on the ground. Increasingly, therefore, service providers sought to 

complement their undertakings through research, often involving participatory tools, on clients 

circumstances so as to build more competitive products and services. Such organization as MicroSave 

and projects like ‘Portfolio of the Poor’ have come up with a number of interesting findings about the 

financial life of the poor. In many cases, though, such efforts aim on how to expand market shares for 

service providers than benefiting the target poor, and gender issues have not been a priority or part of 

their main agenda. 

 ‘Challenges to the Field and Solutions: Over-indebtedness, Client Drop outs, Unethical Collection 

Practice, Exorbitant Interest Rates, Mission Drift, Poor Governance Structure and More’ (by Anton 

Simanowitz) discussed some current challenges in microfinance. The ‘Portfolio of the Poor’ research has 

contributed to understanding microfinance and livelihood management by the poor. The research in 

rural Bangladesh, for example, indicated that poor people are involved in very sophisticated financial 

life, often utilizing over 13 financial services, 10 of which from informal sources, suggesting that even in 

Bangladesh with high coverage of microfinance the poor still heavily depend on ‘informal sources’ of 

finance. Interestingly, only credit was provided by formal MFIs, and mainly for women. It was 

emphasized that investors need to also focus on access to full financial services, as well as on issues of 

expanding market, infrastructure and basic services.  

Many service providers have made efforts to adjust their products and delivery approaches to be more 

appropriate to the poor, especially women. Thus, there are evidences of more flexibility in loan terms 

and conditions, more diversity in group application, using alternative collaterals possessed by women 

(e.g jewellery, tree plantations, etc), diversity and innovations, as well as applications of technology in 

loans, savings, micro-insurance, etc. Such efforts helped increased number of women to have access to 

financial services. Yet, increased level of research also demonstrate that only a slight proportion (in 

some cases only 20%) of women who accessed loan have used it on their own business. Many focused 

on providing micro-credit and little else. In some cases, unhappy with existing gender in-equality, 

organizations sought to establish separate programmes targeting only women, with more women staff, 

assuming that 100% women participation promotes gender equality, which often ends up to be counter-

productive as men would either withdraw their contribution to household responsibilities and 

expenditure requirements, feel un-comfortable with the newly gained power of women, and may also 

increase violence. Women staff, especially if themselves are not gender-aware, could not guarantee to 

establishing a system promoting women empowerment and gender equality. 

Group-based services received attention in a number of sessions. The associated session Best Practice in 

Community Managed Savings Groups and Other forms of Microsavings for Successful and Sustainabily 

reaching the very poor discussed the experience of Village Savings and Loan Associations (V.S.L.As). 

Often saving led, with no external funding,  these have been presented as very successful in delivering 
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flexible services reaching the poorest, especially women, mainly because they are community managed 

and run. Organizations such as CARE and Oxfam America are providing support on capacity building, 

including financial education, using poor-friendly tools (e.g pictorials, local materials, etc). Success 

stories were presented, particularly in Africa (e.g Niger) where physical infrastructure is so difficult, 

villages on average 27 kms away.  CARE placed great emphasis on the gender dimension and is 

conducting on-going research. But the presentation did not indicate any clear and deliberate effort to 

mainstream gender in the programmes – despite earlier work on women’s political participation.  

A more critical treatment of group methodologies was presented in the associated Session ‘Improving 

Effectiveness of Group Lending (by Anton Simantowitz) where there was an interesting discussion. It 

was argued that the key problem is that programmes are simply copied from elsewhere and applied on 

the ground with out due customization to local livelihoods circumstances. Poor people are then simply 

rushed into forming groups, of say 5-7, if they want to access loans with no adequate awareness or 

trainings and preparation on the group dynamics, on the assumption that people in same village know, 

trust (and therefore can monitor) each other. But according to seasoned practitioner and researcher like 

Stuart Rutherford, 'trust' is NOT something that can be imported from pre-existing relationships (such as 

'the people in this group trust each other as they are all from the same village'). But trust is more of a 

verb than a noun. Trust is constructed out of the repeated keeping of reciprocal promises. So to 

construct trust and then keep it going, both partners (say a bank and its clients) have to repeatedly keep 

promises - promises to pay, to be on time, to conduct things fairly, and so on. 

Secondly, although people may live in same village, the vast majority of participants, especially women, 

are often unfamiliar with ‘financial issues’ when they first join the programme. Anna Marr earlier 

(2002?) reported from her Peru work that only 4% of all participants in groups have prior relationships 

based on issues of borrowing and lending, i.e., they were members of common Rotating Saving and 

Credit Associations. When these group members are then confronted with an alien way of relating to 

one another – in this particular case, monitoring colleagues’ loans, investments, returns, risks, and so on 

-- they tend to react very strongly and may turn out to acts of intimidation, threats and even physical 

abuse in order to repress information about their financial affairs. But unfortunately, while service 

providers are increasingly being questioned as to ‘how much’ they are charging borrowers (e.g cases of 

Compartamos /Mexico/, SKS /India/, etc), they are often not asked how much of the generated income 

goes back and re-invested to support clients (e.g on financial education, linking to business, gender 

issues, etc) compared to what has gone to shareholders pocket. 

There are also a number of other concerns expressed by WEMAN members: 

 Products are generally not designed for women’s business/life-cycle needs and there is an 

artificial divide between consumption and production loan. Moreover products shift to men 

when loans become larger 

 Merely increasing proportion of women clients per se, without complementary gender 

interventions, can be counterproductive, creating bad feeling from husbands (withdraw 

contribution, feel their traditional power position is threatened, increase violence, etc, etc) 
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 Financial services like credit also involve new business management responsibilities, often in 

addition to women’s traditional household chores. Gender-aware financial service providers 

should therefore also look into how the newly added business responsibilities are shared by 

household members, husband and wife, etc, but also the allocation of potential benefits from 

business among members and sexes, including between the girl-child and boy-child. 

 There is little discussion of products for men to promote gender justice and counter destructive 

aspects of ‘masculine’ behaviour. For successful gender mainstreaming, men should be 

involved, and be part of the process, and ways of engaging them in the process of gender 

transformation need to be identified.  

 Lack of monitoring loan usage to check whether loans are being utilized for entitlements or 

whether financial services have improved skills, investments and infrastructure 

 Service providers’ increased women staff, or even women at board, if non-gender aware, can 

not guarantee promotion empowerment of women or gender equality – in-fact such people can 

also actively promote the status quo. 

 Service providers have little incentive to endorse new operational modalities on gender because 

they assume that they will incur huge cost, and threaten their organizational sustainability. 

 Service providers can have little concern for mainstreaming gender issues in their policy or 
product, since given that in most circumstances (especially in rural context) supply is so low and 
there is little competition in market, they can sell almost any product, without bothering about 
product quality, or its implications on impact on livelihoods or gender equality, etc 

 

Addressed/+ves Not Addressed 

*collateral free loans accessible 
*women-owned assets as collateral 
(jewellery, trees) 
*participatory market research and 
some flexibility, innovations  
*women targeted product (e.g 
‘abandonment insurance’) 
*technology innovation like mobile 
banking 
* Savings-led micro-finance as a way 
of organising women  
 

*clear organizational strategic vision and policy on 
empowerment or gender justice 
*gender aware staff, and stakeholder, buy-ins 
*women friendly products (business + life cycle needs) 
production/consumption divide 
*products for women only small loans and savings. 
Discrimination against women in higher level products 
*integration of gender issues in market research or financial 
education 
*inclusiveness, vulnerability   
*promoting of/relations in mixed-groups 
*products for men which promote gender transformation 
* capacity of both women and men staff for gender equitable 
product design and delivery 
* little incentive for service providers to endorse new 
operational modalities on gender because they assume that 
they will incur huge cost, and threaten their organizational 
sustainability and 
 in most circumstances there is little competition in market so 
they can sell almost any product 
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Key issues for WEMAN are therefore: 

1) To take advantage of some current opportunities: 

 Security free loans 

 Government offering rural land, and other subsidies (India) 

 More institutions offering saving services (Banks, cooperatives, MFIs, etc) 

 Technology (mobile banking, cell-phone based facilities) 

 Value chain finance 

 

2) To identify products which can empowerment for example: 

 All assets created out of loans (released from debt - India) should be registered in women’s 

name and she should be able to keep her assets completely secretly from family members 

 Collaterals (assets owned by women like jewelry, cattle, trees, etc) should be allowed for larger 

loans 

 Loans to improve/protect/promote women’s health/nutrition status/security 

 Repayments to be restructured/made different just like business cycles – think of life-cycle 

needs of women (including pregnancy, birth, etc…???) 

 Mobile banking – security, time saving, local, confidential 

 Products which change men’s behaviour eg Pakistan survey indicate men spend 1 million 

Rupees a year on tobacco and stop contributingto the household once a woman gets an income 

 Awareness raising both for men and women prior to establishing savings account and promote 

finanfial transparency within households 

 Market research and value chain development in viable enterprises which women and 

men clients are involved in 

 Development and scaling up of innovative and successful methodologies for empowerment of 

women and gender mainstreaming in microfinance programmes tools like Gender Action 

Learning System (GALS). 
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Burning Issue 3: Nonfinancial services 

It has become increasingly clear that finance alone can not be a solution to challenges of poverty,  

empowerment or inequality in households or communities. On the other hand, while finance in and by 

itself may not be a cure-all, its methods of delivery, especially the group forums utilized by most service 

providers both in Grameen Group Lending Model (GGLM) or Self Help Groups (SHG) models, provide a 

potential opportunity for cost-effectively integrating non-financial services complementary to the 

successful implementation of the financial services (business, health, legal awareness, etc). While some 

of such services can be delivered by microfinance staff with some appropriate training, others demand 

linkage with other organizations (if found in the locality) who can utilize these forums as a platform or 

‘entry points’ for useful development interventions necessary for the sustainability of the clients’ 

business as well that of financial service providers. Although such programmes have to go a long way to 

scaling up in many other areas, and put ‘poverty in museums’ (poverty narrowly defined), existing 

evidence suggest that additional costs of such services are only 6-10% of existing operational costs of 

microfinance service providers while benefits to the poor are huge. 

Some programmes such as the Productive Safety Net programme of BRAC and Jami Bora demonstrated 

how non-financial products can be successfully and cost-effectively integrated with financial services, 

particularly using the group-lending forums as a platform and entry-points, serving the poorest and 

marginalized and supporting their empowerment and integration into mainstream society. The Credit 

with Education, and Productive Safety Net – BRAC programme has been a model in many countries in 

terms of developing inclusive financial programme and involving the very poor in the communities, 

including beggars, with great opportunities for poor women. This not only focus on delivering suitably 

designed financial services to the poor, but also developed programmes that aid businesses, as well as 

suitable health and informal adult education, as well as psychological support on transition from being 

dependent to being self employed. Successfully being scaled up in other countries outside Bangladesh. 

An associated session on the Jami-Bora in Kenya discussed how the programme targets very 

marginalized sections of the population, including women in prostitution, men in criminal activities, 

empowering them to be integrated into mainstream civil society. Multiple interventions in other 

dimensions of vulnerability, including on business training, health insurance, housing, etc has also 

demonstrated that real commitment to the poor, and proper programme design can expand essential 

service outreach to real poor people, on sustainable basis, without external funding. Such efforts, 

properly scaled-up can challenge the attitude of society and culture towards the poor.  

The issue of integrating other essential services with financial services has been discussed from 

practitioners point of view at the plenary session ‘Towards Reinventing Microfinance Through Solving 

the ‘’Last Mile Problem’’: Bringing Clear Energy Solutions and Actionable Information for the Poor (by 

Alex Counts) and ‘Using Microfinance to Ensure Sustainable Rural Livelihoods and Food Security While 

Mitigating Climate Change’ (by Sir Fazel Abed, BRAC), with other panelists including Claudio Gonzalez 

Vega from Ohio State University. Potential of microfinance to contribute to climate change, also 

supportive of poor women in terms of relaxing the time women spend on fuel-wood collection.  
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Many service providers now claim to have incorporated ‘financial literacy’ on potentially profitable 

microenterprises, business planning, cash-flow management this enables clients to be financially 

more aware on budgeting, savings, interest, financial negotiations, etc. Financial literacy was 

discussed by Monique Cohn of Opportunity International, one of the leading organization on promoting 

financial literacy, or financial education, personal financial management, along with the Microfinance 

Transparency. They help clients build financial capability not only to understand the terms conditions 

and financial obligations with service providers, including new technologies (Cell-phone banking, Smart 

Cards, etc) but also on analyzing business, managing cash flow, budgeting, debt management, savings, 

planning for future, coping strategies, etc. Efforts are also being made to make such trainings and 

education poor-friendly, including those who never went to formal education, by using, among others, 

pictorials and simple diagrams as additional tools. Freedom from Hunger has been active on Credit with 

Education programmes (‘unified’, ’parallel’ ,’linked’) on Health, business development, etc. But while 

financially educating an individual may be a difficult task in itself, it would be more so when this involves 

both husband and wife jointly budgeting for the household, as this requires promoting transparency 

among couples (often previously non-existent) and also issues of gender equality. This was not 

adequately addressed from presenters, as their work is just on ‘pilot phases’. 

Complementary gender awareness creation can also play critical role, for example at regular group 

forums, which clients often have to attend to make repayments, do savings, etc. However in all this 

discussion there continues to be little concern about the ‘Black-Box of the household’ and promotion of 

gender equality. There is little undersanding in the sector of what is meant by gender 

mainstreaming, and gender continues to be viewed as a marginal ‘add-on’.  There are no clear 

indicators to measure impact in non-financial services offered to the communities, including 

gender.  There is no real concept of community participation or linkage between the services 

and policy level. 

Addressed/+ves Not Addressed 

*increasing acceptance of viability and desirability 
of integration of nonfinancial services and ‘smart 
subsidy’ 
* Credit with Education, health and other services 
shown to be cost effective 
* Financial education and financial literacy 
*Labour-saving technology exists to counter ‘time 
poverty’ 
* Group-lending provides a platform to transmit 
gender awareness and promote collective action  

* little attention to gender inequality in 
any of the debates or services currently 
on offer 
*group platform un-utilized for gender 
issues by MFIs 
*linkages, pro-poor services (e.g BDS, 
value chains, info) 
*good practice not scaled-up 
 

 

Key issues for WEMAN are therefore: 

 Capacity building in vocational technical skill and leadership and BDS with gender focus 



Financial Services for Gender Justice  Report on global MCS Valladolid            Mayoux and Gobazie 2012 
 

Page 21 of 33 
 

 

 ELinkages to market and other institutions that provide services (state or civil society 

organizations) 

 People/clients knowing their rights and understand the law and ask the government to 

provide quality services as a right 

 Further development and promotion of GALS and FALS as a sustainable methodology for 

working with women and men for gender transformation. 

 Linkage between community-level processes and policy advocacy. 
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Burning Issue 4: Macro-level policies 

A visionary exercise into the future of microfinance was carried out during plenary session ‘A Guided 

Inquiry and Discussion: where Do You Want the Field to be in 10 - 50 years or more and What Could 

You or Your Institution Do to Get Us There?  This was a very engaging session for participants. Many 

proposals were put forward. Most focus on elimination of poverty, putting it in museum, creating 

opportunities for poor people towards this goal, etc. Others emphasize also on the ‘broader’ dimension 

of poverty, including equality, freedom and empowerment at community and household level. For in the 

absence of achievement of such dimensions of poverty, world peace can not be guaranteed.  

Proposals for upholding microfinance’s original mission of supporting the poor out of poverty has been 

elaborated under ‘Social Business’ and Microfinance: Building Partnership with Corporations and other 

Entities to Speed the End of Poverty. YUNUS presented his now famous concept of social business, 

emphasizing that virtually any business is possible while also doing socially very valuable tasks, and by so 

doing it is possible to put poverty in museum where it belongs. Building on experience of Grameen 

Bank, they have been able to develop products (in addition to microcredit) which solve women problem: 

Yugurt project, Vitamin-A deficiency project, Nurse project, Shoe-production project, etc, etc. 

A number of key concerns have been raised by WEMAN members: 

 There are some affirmative actions being taken by governments and regulators to support 

women empowerment, but these are at rudimentary levels and not well designed. While there 

are some efforts by governments in the effort to achieving the Millennium Development Goals 

(MDGs), these have primarily focused on achievements of food security and other basic needs. 

There has again been little attention to gender issues in any of the discussions. 

 Poor women continue to lack access not just to finance, but to almost all other key resources 

essential for maintaining livelihoods because of (men-) biased development policies for many 

decades or even centuries. 

 Given that microfinance has proved to be ‘profitable’ venture in many circumstances, it is 

attracting purely profit oriented commercial investors which, un-monitored, can lead poor 

people into over-indebtedness and break-up of families. There is also a tendency to use 

microfinance as an instrument of prioritization of government services/responsibilities. 

 More effort is needed to encourage community- (women-) managed financial services. 

 There is little advocacy at the policy level for women’s empowerment and gender 

mainstreaming through microfinance. At macro level more affirmative actions is needed by 

governments, donors, etc not just to enhance women’s access to suitably designed financial 

resources (by attracting service providers into rural or difficult areas through investing on 

infrastructure, communication, etc) but also enhancing ‘credit worthiness’ of poor people, 

especially women. There is a need for policies to making women acceptable to financial service 

providers through investing in other developments interventions supportive of women 

enterprises, including business development services (BDS), skill training, marketing, legal 

services, etc.  
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 There is a long way to go at macro level to create an enabling environment for the poorest 

section of the population. Policy-making is still structured and dominated by ‘old-boys clubs’. 

 Key to change and promoting women’s empowerment is increasing the number of women in 

leadership positions.  Women are not getting opportunity to participate in politics and local level 

decisions. Microfinance need to, and can, play a (perhaps ‘the’) key role towards this end. Such 

linkages need to be actively facilitated. Multiplier effects are huge, since, among others, 

successful women can be role models to rest of poor women in localities, as well as influencing 

traditional attitudes and perceptions toward the girl child.   

Addressed/+ves Not Addressed 

*commitment to MDGs 
*some pro-poor infrastructure developments 
*some affirmative actions on poverty 
*Equity holding/ownership of MFIs by clients 
* Consumer protection regulation/ 
transparency, advocacy 
* CSR of MFIs require that surplus be invested 
into the communities  
 

* At the wider level there is work on gender 
indicators by UN agencies and others. 
 

*poverty, broadly defined and gender-
blind 
* MF is commercial lending, disguised as 
social cause 

*increase women’s ‘credit worthiness’  
*Ombudsman for clients to complain 
against coercive credit officers  
(protection bill for clients) could  ensure 
women’s access to higher value loans 

*enabling environment for women and 
the poor 
*women in leadership 
* CSR surplus to promotes women’s rights 
and gender justice eg  VAW, property 
rights etc 
*Third party/Independent Impact 
Assessment of MF on poverty and 
women’s empowerment 

 

Key issues for WEMAN are therefore 

 Development of a gender framework for poverty assessment which takes account of gender 

differences in opportunities and constraints in households and communities as well as individual 

level. This could build on existing work by the UN and other agencies on gender indicators. 

 Advocacy for gender mainstreaming in poverty policies and MDGs 

 Gender advocacy with players across the financial sector, not just MFIs to increase positive 

assessments of women’s credit-worthiness and the types of products needed 

 Gender mainstreaming in consumer protection to improve products and services for women 

 Promotion of women’s leadership and involvement of men in a gender transformation process 

 Advocacy to mainstream gender in CSR 

 Promotion of gender action research with FSPs and also to support gender policy advocacy. 
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Part 3:  Ways forward for mainstreaming gender justice in future 

Summits  
 

Some general conclusions 

At the post-summit debrief, the GENFINANCE members concluded that: 

 

About gender justice and the micro-finance sector: 

Microfinance should, and can take a lead role in promoting gender issues at grass root level.  

The microfinance sector has a relatively powerful leverage point to encourage or enforce 

implementation by clients because it can establish stronger link or ‘bondage’ with clients, not 

only because there is still a huge demand for valuable financial services in many circumstances, 

but also because financial services (more so than other sectors, e.g agricultural extension, 

health, etc) demand that there be close communication, monitoring and frequent interaction 

between service provider and clients since on the one hand service providers have their money 

in the hands of the poor which they have to monitor and check regularly, and poor people also 

need to check on the performance of the other group members which they co-guarantee, as 

well as check the safety of their savings with the institution. Contacts are thus so regular, can 

be daily, and often monthly and weekly meetings are a must.  

Such leverage power can be effectively used to implement related services targeted to the 

poor. For example, it is now common practice that microfinance institutions require a ‘business 

plan’ to give out loans to clients, asking for details like the cost of micro-project, expected 

benefit, market availability, etc. Such ‘business plans’ can be expanded to include other details. 

There are practical examples where clients are required to extend such details to incorporate 

specific gender issues, for example how, and by whom, the increased income would be used, 

how increased responsibility due to the new business would be shared among household 

members, etc. This can also extend to other complementary issues (e.g others include 

environmental issues, etc).  

Moreover, the fact that clients come in groups (in some cases numbering in hundreds) means that the 

cost of having to visit individual client (or ‘beneficiaries’, as the case may be) for service delivery, 

particularly in remote areas with difficult infrastructure, is reduced hugely. In many circumstances many 

other grass-root level services providers have found this very suitable platform to integrate their 

services to the same poor (often termed ‘piggy-backing’) cost effectively. Such complementary services 

in a ‘Credit with Education’ (‘Credit +’) packages not only facilitate the profitability and sustainability of 

poor clients’ business as well as that of the microfinance institution, but also help promote awareness 
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on new technology, environment, health, constitutional rights, gender issues. Unfortunately, it looks like 

this great opportunity is highly underutilized in many situations.  

BOX 2:  KEY ACTION POINTS FOR WEMAN GENFINANCE 

SPM and Seal of Excellence 

 Identify workable gender justice (impact and process) indicators for the SEAL OF EXCELLENCE  

 To consider the relationship and potential complementarities between gender mainstreaming in 
the generic SEAL OF EXCELLENCE and any gender-specific seal (to demonstrate achievements of 
MFIs who are strategically contributing to women’s empowerment and gender transformation) 

 To lobby for promotion of these Seals with Social Performance lobby groups  

 Gender capacity building with women and men across the industry to promote implementation 
of gender indicators/performance management, including processes of self-reflection. 

 To monitor implementation and draw out the lessons for Good Gender Practice  

 To establish sustainable mechanisms to incentivize FSPs of all types to abide by the Gender/SPM 
criteria. 

Products 

 To continue to identify proucts which can contribute to gender justice, in particular increasing 
women’s asset ownership and role in decision-making 

 To identify products for men which can change men’s attitudes and h=behaviours and promote 
gender justice 

 To look at the potential opportunities and issues in new technology eg credit ratings and mobile 
banking 

 Development and scaling up of innovative and successful methodologies for participatory 
market research like FALS. 

 Market research and value chain development in viable enterprises for women and men  

Nonfinancial services 

 Capacity building in vocational technical skill and leadership and BDS with gender focus 

 E-linkages to market and other institutions that provide services (state or civil society 
organizations) 

 Further development and promotion of GALS and FALS as a sustainable methodology for 
working with women and men for gender transformation. 

 Linkage between community-level processes and policy advocacy. 

Macro-level 

 Development of a gender framework for poverty assessment which takes account of gender 
differences in opportunities and constraints in households and communities as well as individual 
level.  

 Advocacy for gender mainstreaming in poverty policies and MDGs 

 Gender advocacy to increase positive assessments of women’s credit-worthiness and the types 
of products needed 

 Gender mainstreaming in consumer protection to improve products and services for women 

 Promotion of women’s leadership and involvement of men in a gender transformation process 

 Advocacy to mainstream gender in CSR 

 Promotion of gender action research with FSPs and also to support gender policy advocacy. 
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About the Summit process 

 While the need to increase the women’s access to finance seems to have received increased 

attention at this Summit compared to previous ones, the attention to promoting the 

empowerment of women and gender equality through financial service provision is still a 

marginal issue.  

 Even sessions that come closer to the issue, like the SEAL of Excellence and the identified 

‘indicators’, stop at the proportion of women in the financial service, and at asking whether 

women are using the services, and if there are women at staff and board levels.  

 It has come very clear that 100% women clients, or having more women at staff or even 

organizational board level is not gender mainstreaming or can not guarantee empowerment of 

women and gender mainstreaming, unless it is complemented by well designed capacity 

buildings. 

 Microfinance should go further and ensure the services contribute to gender justice within the 

household in-terms of sharing of responsibilities and benefits.  

 This requires additional work on capacity building and attitudinal change at all levels, including 

at service providers as well as community level.  

Ways forward for the practitioners/partners/participants  

Some areas of focus for future activities include the following:  

 as a team, advocate the gender cause in development and lobby government, donors, 

etc for the gender cause, and support women as a group to voice out issues that affect 

them.  

 Further development and upsclaing of GALS in Africa, Asia, and Latin American countries 

can provide learning ground;  

 Exposure visits to successful programmes on women empowerment and gender 

mainstreaming in microfinance (LEARNING ROUTE experiences jointly managed recently 

by IFAD, FAO, Oxfam-Novib, PROCASUR can be scaled up);  

 Networking and continued information exchange through the internet, GENFINANCE, 

yahoo-group discussion, video conferences, etc. 

 Ways of improving the advocacy process 

The GENFINANCE Team made considerable effort at advocacy and influencing discussions at the 

Summit and without WEMAN participation it is likely that gender issues would have been 

largely ignored altogether. As part of the advocacy work, an attempt was also made to collect 

ideas and perspectives as well as suggestions from key participants at the Summit on existing 

WEMAN Protocol. Those from whom such ideas was collected actually agreed on the ideas 

included in the Protocol, with few additions or emphasis on organizational commitment on the 
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part of financial service providers and stakeholders, including the political leadership, as well as 

more emphasis on women in marginalized races, etc. However, only few such ideas were 

collected since this was started only few days before the Summit was finalized. But : 

 Advocacy could have been stronger and better structured with a common vision and 

agenda on the issue. Aside from the PROTOCOL, it would be good to work on trying to 

build common definition and indicators on empowerment and gender equality that the 

team can be guided by. These should emanate from the broader definition of poverty -- 

not just women securing food and other basic needs to the family through raising 

income from increased access to finance. 

 Such tools need to be distributed and discussed (including on-line) before such Summits, 

and other meetings.  

 As at previous Summits WEMAN should have a ‘Stand’ at the Summit (as many other 

actors have, like Freedom From Hunger, CGAP, etc, etc) with WEMAN Vision, etc; and 

distribute brocheurs and/or reports, widely, on GENFINANCE performances and on-

going activities, etc.  

 An Associated Session would also be desirable and proved a good rallying point at 

previous summits. 

 There should have been a more strategic approach to networking and lobbying for the 

Protocol, including posting of a large banner with the Protocol at the WEMAN stand, 

and full discussion of what is known about the participants from different countries - 

difficult as there is no definitive list of the thousands of partcipants, but possible 

through pre-summit networking. 

 

Activities since the Summit  

For activities since the summit see updates on the new genfinance sector on the 

WEMANResources website: 

http://www.wemanresources.info/Page3_GenderMainstreaming/3_5_Financial%20services/

3_5_0_FinancialServices.html  

http://www.wemanresources.info/Page3_GenderMainstreaming/3_5_Financial%20services/3_5_0_FinancialServices.html
http://www.wemanresources.info/Page3_GenderMainstreaming/3_5_Financial%20services/3_5_0_FinancialServices.html
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Annex 1: The Advocacy Process – Supporting Resources 

Resource 1: Participant overview quesionnaire 

Name of session:                                                                      Name of respondent: 

Scoring of presentations in the session: 

Presentation title Name of Presenter Were gender issues addressed?  
0= not at all     5 = well 

1   

2   

3   

4   

5   

 

Were gender issues raised by participants? WEMAN questions to the chair? Other? 

Question Details: WEMAN/other? Wording of question Was there a 
response 
Yes/No 

1   

2   

3   

4   

 

If gender issues were addressed in  presentations and/or questions, what are the main points we can 

learn from in WEMAN? 

If gender issues were not addressed, or not addressed sufficiently, what are the questions we could ask 

in future? 

From presenters and participants who should we try to engage in WEMAN? Contact details – e-mail? 

Continue overleaf if necessary. 
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Resource 2: Session questionnaire 

Name of session: 

Name of respondent: 

Scoring of presentations in the session: 

Presentation title Name of Presenter Were gender issues addressed?  
0= not at all     5 = well 

1   

2   

3   

4   

5   

 

Were gender issues raised by participants? WEMAN questions to the chair? Other? 

Question Details: WEMAN/other? Wording of question Was there a 
response 
Yes/No 

1   

2   

3   

4   

 

If gender issues were addressed in  presentations and/or questions, what are the main points we can 

learn from in WEMAN? 

If gender issues were not addressed, or not addressed sufficiently, what are the questions we could ask 

in future? 

From presenters and participants who should we try to engage in WEMAN? Contact details – e-mail? 

Continue overleaf if necessary.  
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Annex 2: Report on the gender training 
 

The training resources used can be found on the WEMANResources website at: 

http://www.wemanresources.info/Page3_GenderMainstreaming/3_5_Financial%20services/3_

5_8_TrainingResources.html  

 

The gender training was managed by Linda Mayoux (lead facilitator, consultant) and Painato 

Baluku (Manager of Bukonzo Joint Microfinance cooperative). The training followed a different 

approach from conventional models, as it involves both presentation, reflections and 

interactions from participants, group work and discussion among groups, etc.  

 

It started with a participatory Soul-mate exercise. Individual participants were asked to 

undertake gender visioning exercise, draw what they view about an ‘empowered women’, and 

share it with others; form groups with similar drawings, and introduce each other, thus bringing 

participants with common interest and attitude to life together. Similar groups can eventually 

form larger groups, consisting of about 5 members, who again do common visioning, and 

presentation to the whole participants. Interesting presentations were made, showing diversity 

of approach and understanding about an empowered women: - Woman and man on balance, 

and happy; Women and family with large house, car, clean water, healthy family, livestock, 

trees, etc; More savings; Food secure; Knowledgeable, informed; A woman capable to plan for 

and by herself, does not accept exploitation and violence, support solidarity with other women, 

who has courage to speak out against injustice, is healthy, happy, breaks the silence in private 

and public, etc; Women in leadership, governance, etc. This was found to be very engaging, 

participatory, and also very funny. 

The other exercise was on Road Journey, indicating vision of empowered woman, current 

situation, and opportunities and challenges to reaching there. This was an exercise to assess the 

opportunities and challenges to achieving the vision of gender equality through financial 

services, focusing mainly on savings, loan and organizations. Major issues presented are 

summarized below, while details are given in the Annex. 

It was highlighted in many cases that great opportunities are opening up, some involving 

innovations, to expand access to loan by women as an empowerment tool. Opportunities 

include: access to security free loans in many situations, using assets possessed by women as 

collateral, allocating part of loan targeting only women, governments offering rural loan and 

other subsidies (e.g India), assets from loan registered in name of women, etc. Remaining 

challenges include: Small loan sizes, high interest rates, loan usurpation by men, lack of 

collateral, lack of financial literacy, lack of skill, etc. Major burning issues identified include: 

http://www.wemanresources.info/Page3_GenderMainstreaming/3_5_Financial%20services/3_5_8_TrainingResources.html
http://www.wemanresources.info/Page3_GenderMainstreaming/3_5_Financial%20services/3_5_8_TrainingResources.html
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social, cultural, traditional religious barriers, attitudes on gender, limited participation of 

women in policy decisions and politics, women’s time-poverty, absence of flexible products, 

etc. 

Savings services are now increasingly recognized as basic services, as important as (or perhaps 

even more important than) loan to poor people, who have to manage life under increasingly 

very uncertain and vulnerable circumstances. They are perhaps more valuable to poor women, 

because their vulnerability also extends to with-in the household. More institutions are now 

offering saving services (Banks, cooperatives, MFIs, Postal Banks, etc), some utilizing technology 

(mobile banking, cell-phone based facilities, etc), Piggy Banks, etc. In the face of such 

opportunities, however, challenges were also discussed, including:- savings culture, spending 

habits (Pakistan survey indicate men spend 1 million Rupees a year only on Tobaco); idleness, 

short-term attitudes (households discounting the ‘future’), dependency culture, Illiteracy about 

modern savings, absence of appropriate and flexible products at service providers, financial 

transparency at households, men get angry at her (women) economic empowerment. Burning 

Issues include: awareness raising both for men and women prior to establishing savings 

account. 

Growing recognitions of gender issues and opportunities opening up by organizations were 

appreciated, supported by increased research on vulnerability, saving, household economic 

portfolio, etc by leading donors like Bill and Millinda Gates foundation, Grameen Foundation, 

Microsave, World Savings Bank Institute (WSBI), etc working with various organizations across 

the glob; ‘Matching fund’ proposals (USAID, etc) whereby US$ 1 match for every dollar saved by 

households, withdrawal being conditional on proposed spending on women and child nutrition, 

health, education, etc; Women World Banking (WWB) pushing for ‘abandonment insurance’ 

product; there are even financial service provider organizations trying to enforce that men 

should pay for unpaid women labour in the house (India), etc, etc. Remaining challenges 

include:- absence of tools for outreach; lack of funds; Capacity ; Corporate governance issues; 

Gender disaggregated data, monitoring, indicators; etc. Burning Issues include: Increased role 

MFI can play in addressing other aspects of poverty, like gender based violence; MFIs need to 

lobby government to provide quality basic services (skill, BDS, health, etc) supportive of the 

effectiveness of financial services and gender equality, and gender biased laws (Inheritance 

rights, Land ownership, Customary practices, Hodood (?) Ordinances, Religious scriptures, 

Regulatory frameworks, etc); How can we empower women themselves to overcome ‘Societal 

expectations’ that can harm them? 

Linda also presented the Financial Action Learning System (FALS). This was an extension of the 

gender training, introducing a new tool based on the former Gender Action Learning System 

(GALS). She started by emphasizing that the issue of gender mainstreaming and women 
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empowerment is not a recent phenomenon, as it has its roots in the 70s’ and before; neither is 

it a ‘western’ imposition. She pointed out that since the early 1970s women’s movements in a 

number of countries became interested in the degree to which poverty-focused credit 

programmes and cooperatives were actually used by women. Self- Employed Women’s 

Association (SEWA) with origins in the traditions of Unions and the Indian women’s movement 

identified credit as a major constraint in their work with women workers. The problem of 

women’s limited 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 and production of a series of manuals for women's credit provision. The 1980s 

then saw a spreading of donor, government and NGO-sponsored credit programmes in the 

wake of the 1985 Nairobi women’s conference, With the development of large minimalist 

poverty-targeted micro-finance institutions like Grameen Bank and ACCION which expanded in 

the 1990s. In the 1990s evidence of high female repayment rates combined with the rising 

influence of gender lobbies within donor agencies and NGOs led to increasing emphasis on 

targeting women in micro-finance programmes as a key element in the donor poverty 

alleviation agenda and gender policy.  

However by 2000 gender and empowerment were marginalised as increasingly commercial and 

profit-focused service providers targeted their expansion largely based on maximizing profits, 

and women’s empowerment issue was seen as too socially divisive in debates on poverty and 

inclusion. Such commercialization drive reached highest stage in around 2010, as first Initial 

Public Offerings in Mexico (by Compartamos MFI) and India (SKS MFI) proved that microfinance 

can be a tool for investors to earn highest return from the Bottom of the Pyramid. Such 

occasions at the same time also give rise to great social outrage and dissatisfaction at the 

mission drift of the microfinance movement, and a lot of initiatives went underway including 

Smart Campaign, Social Performance, Social Business, Microfinance Transparency, 

GENFINANCE, etc. 

She also re-visited key points raised by participants and touched upon areas like: Gender 

mainstreaming and women empowerment is critical for growth, poverty reduction; Gender 

mainstreaming aims at ‘gender equality’ and does not mean putting either sex over the other 

(‘power over’); Gender equality does not suppose a ‘zero-sum-game’, where empowering the 

weakest imply dis-empowering the other - it is rather a win-win strategy; Implementation of 

gender mainstreaming and women empowerment cannot be successful by working only with 

women - men need to be brought, as allies, into the picture from the very start; we need to act 

to change the existing ‘system’ on gender in every society; Programmes on women 

empowerment are not necessarily a threat to sustainability - many ruralfinance programmes 

already can manage to mainstream gender and empower women without requiring subsidies 
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from external sources (the case of Bukonzo Joint saving and credit cooperative, Uganda, has 

been presented as an evidence to this).  

Some additional questions were also raised by participants and discussed. Key learning and 

reflections from the presentations as well as gender training include that: men can change if 

you expose them to new ideas (e.g support groups); drawing is universal communication, fun 

and relaxing; drawing pushes you to think hard, and accessed a different part of your mind; 

drawing exercise offers a great participatory space for women and men (and also children) who 

never come near and talk to each others; the plan in drawing is always accessible to household 

members, and can be revised any time, and adjusted as needed; drawing promotes sense of 

ownership by participant households 

 

 


