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ABSTRACT 

Women’s empowerment has become a global phenomenon in the contemporary 

discourse of development. Inclusive governance, sustainable development, poverty 

alleviation and reduction of gender discrimination are not possible in any country 

unless and until women are included and associated with mainstream development. 

Women’s participation in their household’s decision-making process is a cornerstone 

of their empowerment. In recent decades, micro-credit has gained enormous 

importance as one of the key tools of women’s empowerment in Bangladesh. In 

Bangladesh, microcredit operations now provide support mostly to the poor and to 

women involved in informal activities mostly household related. Microcredit 

programs also offer skill-based training to supplement efficiency, organizational 

support, and awareness-raising to empower the disadvantaged women. 

Although, the literature on microcredit highlights its potential to empower 

women in Bangladesh, there are also contradictory findings and controversial 

successes and failures. Therefore, this study investigates the relationship between 

microcredit and women’s empowerment i.e. how participation in microcredit 

programs effect borrowers’ abilities to participate in their household’s decision-

making process. Specifically, this study asks: does microcredit promote borrowers’ 

participation in their household’s decision-making process, especially in the areas of education, 

health, savings, and marriage? 

Multiple research methods were used during the different phases of this study. 

However, primarily this dissertation employed qualitative methods. This is an 

empirical study, and first hand data and a comprehensive empirical study were 

needed to answer the central research question of this study. Therefore, various 

methods and techniques of qualitative research have been used to collect first hand 

data from Bangladesh such as content analysis, thematic interviews, formal and 

informal discussion, participant observations, interviews, participatory rural 

appraisal and formal questionnaire methods. In addition, a sizable data has been 

collected from the secondary sources. 

The theoretical framework of key concepts, such as women’s empowerment, 

microcredit, household decision-making, and participation are presented in a very 

comprehensive manner. In order to better understand and justify the key concepts, 



a large amount of literature was reviewed, interpreted, reinterpreted and presented 

from a broad perspective. The relationship between microcredit and women’s 

empowerment in general and the abilities of microcredit borrowers’ to participate in 

their household decision-making process in particular have been presented with 

empirical references. 

Despite many attempts during the last few decades, grassroots evidences 

demonstrated that a number of challenges still inhibit the process of women’s 

empowerment in Bangladesh. They are: lack of proper education, poverty and weak 

economic conditions, traditional social norms and values, misinterpretations of 

religious norms and values, a lack of social awareness, early marriage, a lack of social 

security, and a lack of proper law enforcement. Empirical findings also confirm that 

microcredit partly helps women to overcome these challenges and empower them.  

The findings of this study show that microcredit has a positive impact on 

women’s empowerment and promotes microcredit borrowers to participate in the 

household decision-making process. The impacts of microcredit on women’s 

empowerment, which were demonstrated at the grassroots level, could be 

summarized as: microcredit created opportunities for poor women to access capital; 

it has created self-employment opportunities for poor women who lack assets; 

microcredit has shown people how to respect the poor women in the society, and; 

microcredit has enabled millions of poor women to escape from slavery. Evidence 

reveals that microcredit empowers women by putting capital in their hands and by 

helping them to earn own income, which allows them to financially contribute to 

their families and communities. Economic empowerment increases their self-

esteem, respect, and other forms of empowerment for women. Microcredit allows 

ultra-poor women to shift from non-participatory roles to participatory roles in their 

families. Microcredit empowers women in domains including: more rights, improved 

self-esteem, increase political power and thus increased participation in household 

decision making. As a result, microcredit promotes the borrowers to participate in 

the household decision-making process and meaningfully adds to the process of 

women’s empowerment in Bangladesh.  

However, in order to promote and continue this process, several issues should 

be taken into account. These were identified as the limitations of microcredit on 

women’s empowerment. They include high-interest rates, ignoring of the very poor, 

causing some instances of domestic violence, an unhealthy level of competition 

among the microcredit institutions, the misuse and mismanagement of credit by 

borrowers, and a lack of training and education for borrowers. 



Unquestionably, women’s empowerment is a collective process and it can never 

be achieved by pushing a single strategy, such as NGO’s microcredit programs. 

Microcredit is not a panacea and the only way to empower women, but it is one of 

the leading factors of women’s empowerment introduced by the NGOs. The 

benefits of microcredit and its sustainability depend on other factors for example 

social, cultural and political factors. These factors should be addressed 

simultaneously in order to promote the process of women’s empowerment.  

Women’s empowerment is a multidimensional and contextual idea that requires 

an integrated approach to development. Without an integrated approach to all state 

and international aid agencies, women’s empowerment will never get proper 

attention. Furthermore, the benefits of microcredit will never become sustainable 

and will never bring about viable, long-term changes for borrowers. Undeniably, 

microcredit has had a positive impact on the lives of millions of ultra-poor women 

in Bangladesh. Therefore, future research could explore how to build an integrated 

holistic approach to women’s empowerment in Bangladesh. 

Keywords: Empowerment, Women’s Empowerment, Decision-Making, 

Household Decision-Making, Participation, Non-Governmental Organization 

(NGOs), Micro-credit, Micro-credit Borrowers and Bangladesh. 

 



TIIVISTELMÄ 

Microcredit ja naisten valtaistuminen: Edistääkö Microcredit-järjestelmä naisten 

osallisuutta kodissa tapahtuvassa päätöksenteossa Bangladeshissa? 

Naisten valtaistumisesta (empowerment) on tullut globaali ilmiö nykyisessä 

kehitysajattelussa. Inklusiivinen hallinta, kestävä kehitys, köyhyyden vastustaminen 

ja sukupuolten välisen diskriminaation vähentäminen eivät ole mahdollisia missään 

maassa, ennen kuin naiset otetaan mukaan kehityksen rakentamiseen. Naisten 

osallistuminen kotitaloutta koskevaan päätöksentekoon on naisten 

valtaistumisprosessin kulmakivi. Microcredit-järjestelmästä on tullut merkittävä 

toimenpide viime vuosikymmenien aikana Bangladeshissa mitä tulee naisten 

valtaistumiseen yhteiskunnassa. Järjestelmän piiriin kuuluvat Bangladeshissa köyhät 

ja epävirallista työtä tekevät naiset. Järjestelmä tarjoaa mahdollisuuksia osaamistason 

nostoon, organisatorista tukea ja tietoisuuden kasvattamista riskioloissa eläville 

naisille.  

Vaikka tutkimuskirjallisuudessa Microcredit-järjestelmää on pääasiassa tuotu 

esille yhteiskunnallisena potentiaalina Bangladeshissa, on tutkimuskirjallisuudesta 

välittyvä kuva myös ristiriitainen. Järjestelmään näyttää liittyvän onnistumisen lisäksi 

myös epäonnistumisia. Tässä tutkimuksessa tarkastellaan Microcredit-järjestelmän ja 

naisten valtaistumisen välistä suhdetta – sitä, miten osallistuminen järjestelmään lisää 

lainaajina olevien naisten osallisuutta kodissa tapahtuvassa päätöksenteossa. 

Tarkemmin sanoen tutkimuskysymys on: edistääkö Microcredit-järjestelmään osallistuvien 

naisten roolia kotitaloudessa tapahtuvassa päätöksenteossa erityisesti koulutukseen, terveyteen, 

kodin rahatalouteen ja avioliittoon liittyvissä kysymyksissä? 

Tutkimuksessa hyödynnettiin monenlaisia tutkimusmetodeja tutkimusprosessin 

eri vaiheissa. Tutkimus perustuu kuitenkin pääasiassa laadulliseen aineistoon. 

Kyseessä on empiirinen tutkimus, joka perustuu ensikäden lähteisiin 

kokonaisvaltaisen ymmärryksen saamiseksi tutkimuskohteesta. Tästä syystä 

tutkimuksessa keskityttiin laadullisiin tutkimusmenetelmiin ja -aineistoihin. 

Tutkimusmenetelminä sovellettiin sisällönanalyysia, teemahaastattelumenetelmää, 

virallisia ja epävirallisia keskusteluja, osallistuvaa havainnointia ja jossain määrin 

myös formaalia survey-tekniikkaa ja kyselyjen tekemistä. Näiden lisäksi 



tutkimusaineistoa täydennettiin myös toisen käden tutkimusaineistolla ja 

tutkimuskirjallisuudella.  

Tutkimuksen lähtökohtana on kokonaisvaltainen teoreettinen viitekehys, jossa 

keskeisiä käsitteitä ovat naisten valtaistuminen, Microcredit-järjestelmä, 

kotitaloudessa tapahtuva päätöksenteko ja osallisuus. Tutkimuskirjallisuutta 

käytettiin hyödyksi nimenomaan teoreettisen viitekehyksen luomisessa. 

Tutkimusprosessissa tutkimuskirjallisuutta analysoitiin systemaattisesti tulkitsemalla 

ja uudelleen tulkitsemalla tutkimuksen kannalta avainkäsitteitä. Tutkimuksen 

empiirisen osion keskiössä oli Microcredit-järjestelmän ja naisten valtaistumisen 

välinen suhde. 

Viime vuosikymmenien aikana tapahtuneesta kehityksestä huolimatta edelleen 

monet seikat estävät ja hidastavat naisten valtaistumista ja osallisuutta 

Bangladeshissa. Tällaisia seikkoja ovat muun muassa puutteellinen koulutus, köyhyys 

ja heikot taloudelliset olosuhteet, perinteiset sosiaaliset normit ja arvot, 

uskonnollisten normien ja arvojen väärin tulkinnat, puutteellinen sosiaalinen 

tietoisuus, avioituminen varhaisessa iässä, puutteellinen sosiaaliturva ja olematon 

oikeusturva. Tämän tutkimuksen empiiristen havaintojen mukaan Microcredit-

järjestelmä auttaa naisia voittamanaan edellä kaltaisen tapaisia esteitä, mikä edistää 

naisten valtaistumista.  

Tutkimuksen johtopäätökset alleviivaavat sitä, että Microcredit-järjestelmällä on 

positiivinen vaikutus naisten valtaistumiseen ja että järjestelmä kannustaa siinä 

mukana olevia naisia osallistumaan kotitalouksissa tapahtuvaan päätöksentekoon. 

Tutkimuksessa tuodaan esille ruohonjuuritasolla se, miten järjestelmä toimii 

käytännössä. Tämä prosessi voidaan tiivistää seuraavalla tavalla: järjestelmä luo 

köyhille naisille mahdollisuuksia hankkia erilaisia pääomia ja se luo itse työllistymisen 

mahdollisuuksia naisille, joilta puuttuu pääomia. Samalla järjestelmä vaikuttaa siihen, 

että yhteiskunnassa naisia – ja erityisesti köyhiä naisia – arvostetaan enemmän 

yhteiskunnassa. Järjestelmä on tehnyt mahdolliseksi sen, että miljoonat naiset ovat 

pystyneet pakenemaan köyhyyden ja orjuuden ikeestä. Tutkimuksen empiirinen 

evidenssi paljastaa, että järjestelmä valtaistaa naiset antamalla heille taloudellista 

pääomaa ja tekemällä mahdolliseksi naisille ansaita omia tuloja, mikä puolestaan 

tekee mahdolliseksi naisten paremman osallistuminen kotitaloudessa ja erilaisissa 

yhteisöissä tapahtuvassa päätöksenteossa. Taloudellinen valtaistuminen vahvistaa 

naisten omanarvontuntoa. Erityisesti on syytä mainita, että järjestelmä tekee 

mahdolliseksi äärimmäisten köyhien naisten roolien muuttumisen yhteiskunnassa. 

Microcredit-järjestelmällä on tämän tutkimuksen perusteella vaikutuksia seuraaville 

elämänalueille: naisten oikeuksiin, kohentuneeseen itsetuntoon, lisääntyvään 



poliittiseen vaikutusvaltaan ja näin ollen myös vahvistuvaan rooliin kotitaloudessa 

tapahtuvassa päätöksenteossa. Tästä on seurauksena, että järjestelmä kiistatta edistää 

naisten osallisuutta päätöksenteossa ja samalla lisää merkityksellisellä tavalla naisten 

valtaistumista Bangladeshissa.  

Microcredit-järjestelmän menestyksen varmistamisessa tulee kuitenkin ottaa 

huomioon seuraavassa mainittuja tekijöitä. Korkea korkotaso, erittäin köyhien 

naisten sivuuttaminen, kotiväkivalta ja järjestelmään kuuluvien instituutioiden 

keskinäinen epäedullinen kilpailu ja osaoptimointi, huono hallinto ja koulutuksen 

puute rapauttavat pitkällä aikajänteellä järjestelmää, jos niihin ei puututa.  

Tutkimuksen perusteella voidaan sanoa, että naisten valtaistuminen on 

kollektiivinen prosessi, jota ei voida saavuttaa yksiulotteisilla toimenpiteillä. 

Microcredit-järjestelmä ei ole ihmelääke eikä ainoa tapa valtaistaa naisia ja kohentaa 

heidän asemaansa, mutta se on kieltämättä hyvin merkittävässä roolissa kun naisten 

yhteiskunnallista asemaa Bangladeshissa parannetaan, esimerkiksi 

kansalaisjärjestötoiminnan viitekehyksessä. Järjestelmän hyödyt ja pysyvyys ovat 

sidoksissa erilaisiin sosiaalisiin, kulttuurisiin ja poliittisiin tekijöihin. Näiden 

tekijöiden merkitys ei saa aliarvioida järjestelmän onnistumisen turvaamisessa ja siksi 

näihin tekijöihin liittyviin esteisiin tulee koko ajan kiinnittää huomiota, jotta naisten 

valtaistumisen prosessi yhteiskunnassa turvataan.  

Naisten valtaistuminen on monisäikeinen ja kontekstuaalinen tavoite, joka 

edellyttää integroitua yhteiskunnalliseen kehitykseen liittyvää lähestymistapaa. Lisäksi 

integroitu lähestymistapa tulee linkittää kansainvälisten apujärjestöjen toimintaan 

kaikilla eri tasoilla – ilman tätä naisten valtaistumimen ei tule saamaan riittävää 

huomiota osakseen. Lisäksi on otettava huomioon, etteivät Microcredit-järjestelmän 

hyödyt tule olemaan kestäviä ilman näkyvien muutosten esiintymistä järjestelmään 

piirissä olevien naisten elämässä. Tutkimustulokset viittaavat siihen, että Microcredit-

järjestelmällä on ollut positiivinen vaikutus miljoonien erittäin köyhien naisten 

elämään Bangladeshissa. Jatkotutkimustarpeena onkin edellä mainitun integroidun 

lähestymistavan sisältö, jolloin huomio kiinnittyy hallinnan (governance) ja 

järjestelmän välisiin vastavuoroisiin suhteisiin.  

Avainsanat: valtaistuminen, naisten valtaistuminen, päätöksenteko, kotitalouksissa 

tapahtuva päätöksenteko, osallistuminen, kansalaisjärjestö, Microcredit-järjestelmä, 

Microcredit-hyödynsaajat, Bangladesh. 
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1 RESEARCH BACKGROUND, QUESTIONS, 
OBJECTIVES, METHODOLOGY, ASSUMPTIONS, 
AND SCOPE 

1.0 Research Background 

The concept of “women’s empowerment” is not new and, during the last two 

decades, has been widely discussed in contemporary discourses on sustainable 

development and good governance. It is difficult for any country to achieve its 

potential without sufficient involvement from women in the process of development 

and without encouraging women’s empowerment (Galab & Rao, 2003, p. 1). 

Women’s empowerment has now become a global phenomenon. Inclusive 

governance, sustainable development, poverty alleviation and reduction of gender 

discrimination are not possible in any country unless and until women are included 

and associated with mainstream development. Therefore, the empowerment and 

inclusion of women is a prominent topic in the contemporary development debate, 

particularly in the developing world. As a concept, “women’s empowerment” is very 

contextual and it has been defined by different scholars using distinct perspectives. 

In general, this is a process that it helps women to raise their voices to eliminate 

disparities regarding their existing social, economic, and political positions. 

Empowerment through increased participation in the household decision-making 

process also promotes women’s self-confidence and helps them play an active role 

in establishing their equal rights as compared to their male counterparts.  

Women’s participation in their household’s decision-making process is a 

cornerstone of their empowerment. As Karl highlights,  

… Keeping women aloof from the process of decision-making, it is very difficult to 
practice democracy, to ensure human rights and people’s participation in governance 
and development. Their participation in all levels causes some changes by bringing 
new significances and standpoints to the political process and the organization of 
society. Their empowerment can make the society more responsive to the needs of 
all people (1995, p. 1).  
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Thus, women’s empowerment has become a widely discussed issue in the 

international development debates of the 21st century. Although, women play an 

important role in the nation building process, they have not yet enjoyed the same 

status, privileges, rights, and powers as their male counterparts (Mittal, 1995). 

Despite many attempts by both national and international agencies, women are still 

discriminated against in social, economic, cultural, and political contexts. In addition, 

they are struggling for equal rights across the world, and the nation of Bangladesh is 

no exception. 

More than three billion of the world’s 7.3 billion people live on very little income 

and more than half of them are female (Human Development Report 2015, p. 4). 

Despite continuous reforms and initiatives over the centuries, the situation for 

women around the world is still depressed. Women cannot enjoy their basic human 

rights and, in recent years, it seems hostile. Today, women are deprived of their 

human rights by religious and cultural practices in a number of ways. In many parts 

of the world, they are still denied access to education, to justice, to political life, to 

the right to vote, to equal protection under the law, and to freedom of movement. 

Women still face systematic economic discrimination in many countries and they 

often do not receive equal pay (Geneva, 2014)1. A brief picture of gender 

discrimination is presented in table 1. 
  

                                                   
1 Geneva 2014, The Situation of Women’s Rights 20 Years after the Vienna World Conference on 
Human Rights, Geneva Academy of International Humanitarian Law and Human Rights. 
http://www.geneva-academy.ch/docs/publications/ga_inbrief4_Women's%20Rights%20.pdf, 
09.02.2014 
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Table 1.  Women’s Situation around the World from 1990 to 2014: World Gender Discrimination at a 
Glance 

Indicators From 1990 to 2010 Where are we today 
(2014)? 

Maternal deaths In 2010 there were 45% fewer 
maternal deaths worldwide than in 
1990. 

But in developing countries, 
800 women still die every 
day from preventable, 
pregnancy-related causes. 

Access to clean water Two billion people gained access 
to clean drinking water between 
1990 and 2010. 

But, in sub-Saharan 
countries, women spend 16 
million hours per day 
collecting water.  

Politics In the last 20 years, the number of 
women in parliament has nearly 
doubled  

But, today only 22% of 
parliament members are 
women. 

Wages At least 50% of the world’s women 
are in paid wage and salary 
employment, an increase from 
40% in the 1990s. 

But, women earn 10% to 
30% less than men for the 
same work, even in 
developed countries. 

Senior Management Today, 25 women CEOs lead 
fortune 500 companies, compared 
to only one in 1998. 

But, in 2014, only 5% of all 
CEOs on the list are 
women.  

Education Gender parity in primary education 
has almost been achieved in all 
developing regions. 

But, the gender disparity has 
expanded at the secondary 
and tertiary school levels in 
many countries. 

Literacy The adult literacy rate rose to 84% 
in 2010, from 76% in 1990. 

But, women account for 
over 60% of the world’s 
illiterate population. 

Conflict In 2000, the UN security council’s 
pioneering resolution 1325 
recognized that war uniquely 
affects women, and it stressed the 
need to increase women’s 
participation in peace talks. 

But, from 1992 to 2011, only 
9% of negotiators at peace 
talks were women. 

Violence against 
women 

The UN General Assembly’s 
Declaration on the Elimination of 
Violence Against Women provided 
a framework for action on the 
pandemic of violence. 

But, more than 20 years 
later, one in three women 
still experience physical or 
sexual violence. Mostly, this 
violence is perpetrated by an 
intimate partner. 

Media  Women’s presence as news 
subjects in print, radio, and 
television has increased to 24% in 
2010, from 17% in 1995. 

But, 46% of these stories 
emphasize gender 
stereotypes, while only 6% 
challenge those stereotypes. 

Source: beijing20.unwomen.org/en/infographic/beijingat20, accessed on 06.02.2015 
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Bangladesh has a high population density. Its total population is about 168 million 

and half of them are women (World Population, 2014)2. Evidence shows that the 

number of female-headed households that live below the poverty line is significantly 

higher than the number of male-headed households that live below the poverty line 

[United Nations Development Program (UNDP, 2014)]. Although women make up 

almost half of the total population of Bangladesh, their status is not same as that of 

men in nearly every aspect of life. They are confined to domestic life, while politics 

remains as a male-dominated, public activity. According to the World Bank, “women 

have a limited role in household decision making, limited access and control over 

household resources, the low level of individual assets, heavy domestic workloads, 

restricted mobility and inadequate knowledge and skills that leads them to 

vulnerability” (Sebstad & Cohen 2002, p. 44).  

The traditional socio-economic and cultural factors restrict women’s financial 

autonomy, and the spatial and occupational flexibility in many developing countries 

(Mahtab, 2007). Their positions at the lowest levels of both the gender and class 

structures provide them with few opportunities to break out of their traditional roles. 

It is not possible for women in developing countries to control their own lives 

because of social and cultural rules and values, as well as institutional arrangements 

and legal structures. Therefore, they are not active participants in the decision-

making process. Nevertheless, sustainable development cannot be achieved if half 

of the world’s population is not allowed to engage in productive activities. As a result, 

proponents of women empowerment are of the opinion that increases in women’s 

control over resources, employment, and income will improve their status relative to 

men. 
  

                                                   
2 http://www.worldometers.info/world-population/population-by-country/ 
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Table 2.  Bangladesh at a Glance: Basic facts about Bangladesh 

Name: People’s Republic of Bangladesh 
Government Constitutional Parliamentary Democracy.  
Capital city:  Dhaka 
State language: Bangla (Bengali) 
Area: 148,460 km2 
Population: 168,957,745 (July 2015 estimate) 
Population growth rate: 1.6% (2015 estimate) 
Maternal mortality rate: 176 deaths/100,000 live births (2015 estimate) 
Infant mortality rate: 44.09 deaths/1,000 live births (2015 estimate) 
Literacy rate: 61.5% total (male: 64.6%, female: 58.5%;(2015 estimate) 
Religion: Muslim 89%, Hindu 10%, other 0.9% (2013 estimate) 
GDP per capita: $3,400 (2014 estimate) 
GDP growth rate: 6.3% (2014 estimate) 
Net enrollment rate: in 
primary education, total: 

97.3% (Girls 98.4% and Boys 96.2% (2013) 

Some positive trends:3 
Life expectancy increased from 44 in the year 1970 to 63 in 2006. 
The mortality rate for children under 5 dropped from 239 deaths per 1000 live births in 1970 
to 69 deaths per 1000 live births in 2006. 
The primary school enrollment rate increased from 74% in the year 1990 to 81% in 2003. 
The net enrollment rate increased from 73.3% in the year 1992 to 100% in 2015. 
The HIV incidence has remained the lowest in the region, at less than 0.1% in 2004. 

Source: The World Fact Book, https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-
factbook/geos/bg.html, accessed on 03.02.2016 

In 1971, Bangladesh achieved its independence after a nine-month war of liberation 

against Pakistan. Following the departure of the British colonial rulers from the 

Indian subcontinent, Bangladesh was known as “East-Pakistan.” It is a small country 

in southern Asia. Bangladesh has a rich history of movements to support their 

language, Bangla,4 and in 1952 many sacrificed their blood for their mother tongue.  

Bangladesh has boundaries with India and it shares a small border with Myanmar 

in the south east. The country is situated between the slopes of the Himalayas and 

the Bay of Bengal. The land area of Bangladesh is almost deltaic plain land and there 

are some Pleistocene hills in the southeastern and northeastern territories. It has one 

of the largest deltas in the world with a total area of 148,460 km2. With a unique 

                                                   
3 http://www.worldometers.info/world-population/population-by-country/ 
4 In 1947, British colonization in the Indian Subcontinent ended. India and Pakistan were created as 
new states. Pakistan had two geographically separate wings, West Pakistan and East Pakistan (now 
Bangladesh). West Pakistan wanted Urdu as the only national language. It refused to recognize Bangla 
as an official language, even though it was the most common language spoken in East Pakistan. This 
led to the creation of a Bangla “Language Movement” in 1952. Thousands of students rallied to study 
in their own language, Bangla, at the University of Dhaka on the 21st of February, 1952. Several 
students died after a police riot ensued. February 21 is now marked as the UNESCO Mother Language 
Day. 
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communal harmony, Bangladesh has a population of about 168,957,745 (July 2015 

est.)5, making Bangladesh one of the most densely populated countries in the world. 

Population density (people per sq.km.) in Bangladesh was 1222 in 2014(The World 

Bank, 2015). Over 89% of its population is Muslim and its official language is Bangla, 

which originated from Sanskrit. The majority of the people speak in Bangla. English 

is considered as a second language, when it is taught in the educational system. The 

country also has strong ties with agriculture due to deltaic origin. 

Bangladesh is a resourceful land and it is ancient civilizations experienced golden 

eras of prosperity. In the past, Bangladesh was even a rich and developed region. 

Due to a series of different rulers and emperors, the country had Buddhist, Hindu, 

and Islamic periods of governance. As a result, Bangladesh has strong variety of 

cultures. Its deeply rooted heritage is thoroughly reflected in its architecture, dances, 

literature, music, paintings, festivals, and clothing. Religions greatly influenced its 

culture as well. The climate of Bangladesh is a subtropical monsoon climate with 

wide seasonal variations in rainfall, high temperatures, and humidity levels. High 

summer temperatures range between 30 degrees Celsius to 43 degrees Celsius, and 

the low temperatures vary from 10 to five degrees. 

Despite many positive changes during the last three decades, Bangladesh’s 

poverty rate remains high. The problems associated with poverty have an extreme 

effect on women. The Government of Bangladesh’s (GOB) development agenda 

places the highest priorities on the alleviation of poverty, on women’s 

empowerment, and on the creation of employment opportunities. Each is 

considered to be an effective way to alleviate poverty. The stability of 

microeconomic and giving support to government and non-government 

organizations (NGOs) are also development priorities. Substantial progress for rural 

women can be achieved through microcredit programs offered by NGOs, and it is 

likely that these programs will achieve effective development goals (Ahmed, 2009, 

p. 999). However, despite continuous attempts at reform, Bangladeshi women bear 

many of the marks of an underprivileged group in the social, economic, and political 

realms.  

Bangladeshi traditional society is permeated with patriarchal norms of female 

subordination, subservience, subjugation, and segregation (Mahtab 2007, p.20). At 

present, women face the worst rates of poverty, illiteracy, and landlessness. Women 

are negatively impacted by discrimination at birth, which deprives them of access to 

opportunities and benefits, such as education and health care, in both their family 

                                                   
5 The World Fact Book, https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-
factbook/geos/bg.html, accessed on 03.02.2016 
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and social lives. This puts them in the most disadvantaged positions and also makes 

them the victims of worst forms of violence (Mahtab, 2007, p. 21). 

Table 3.  Bangladesh Compared to Other States in Asia, Africa, and Europe 

 Bangladesh India Tanzania Finland 

Population (in 2010) 148,690,000 1,1224.610,000 44,840,000 5,360,000 

Annual population 
growth rate from 2000 
to 2010. 

1.4% 1.5% 2.8% 0.4% 

GDP per Capita $2,053.00 $3,452.00 $744.00 $32,153.00 

Literacy Rate 56.8% 62.8% 73.2% 99% 

Life Expectancy (in 
2010) 

69.4 66 59 80.2 

Source: http://www.globalreligiousfutures.org/countries/compare, accessed on 10/03/2011 
Population data from United Nations (update June 2011); 2005 GDP per capita (in 2005 PPPUS$, 
from HDR 2007/ 2008; Literacy Rate in 2012 from UNESCO. 

1.1 Women’s Situations in Bangladesh 

Some of the highest positions of power in Bangladesh belong to women, for 

example, the Prime Minister, the leader of the opposition, and the speaker are all 

women. However, that these positions are filled by women does not indicate that 

women actively participate in every aspect of life in Bangladesh. In practice, women 

and men are not treated as equal in the constitution. There is a gross disparity 

between men and women in every phase of life. Traditional representations depict 

women as mentally dependent on men and as requiring constant protection from 

them. In a patriarchal society like Bangladesh, social systems, institutions of purdah6, 

and marriage and religious bindings place women in disadvantaged positions. Even 

families’ socialization processes do not encourage equality. Male-dominated societies 

discourage women from becoming involved in activities outside of their homes; they 

                                                   
6 Purdah is a very complex issue and it varies according to different nationalities and religions. 
Generally, it could refer to religious choice of authentic dress, to the political and psychological 
Islamization of society, as an economic status symbol, and as a kind of protection from the public. 
Lindsey (1997) suggested that it is a “veil for millions of women who follow Islam.” Purdah is a Persian 
word that means “curtain,” but it came to the other world of males and female along with virtual 
suppression of most women in the Islamic culture (ibid.). According to the feminist perspective, the 
motivation for the restoration of purdah is that it may be empowering. It has gained a different meaning 
in modern, desegregated societies. Purdah both protects women and increases their freedom to act. It 
is linked with their identity, access to public spaces, education, and economic independence (Afary, 
1998; Hosseini, 1996). 



 

32 

are assigned roles primarily in the family, like child bearing, child rearing, and home-

making. 

Women’s mobility is highly restricted and their decision-making power is 

controlled by the patriarchal society. Researchers found that about 48% of women 

claimed that they cannot make decisions about their own health and that their 

husband always tries to impose his will. In addition, 35% of women claimed that it 

is not possible for them to visit friends or family members without their husband’s 

opinion or permission.7 Bangladesh’s constitution ensures equal rights for women 

but in practice these rights are not always well protected. Society restricts women’s 

roles at each level and these roles do not often extend beyond reproductive and 

household activities. Women’s roles in local governmental agencies are not specified 

in the constitution since women are not thought to be capable of performing political 

and community activities. 

In patriarchal systems, men dominate women’s lives in many ways. These systems 

generate gender disparities in endowments, risks, and restrictions, which penalizes 

any autonomous behavior in women. This system only offers them protection if they 

remain within its parameters. And within the corporate organization of Bangladeshi 

women households, the women’s ability to enjoy relatively separate, and even 

independent, resources and decision-making powers are culturally limited (Kabeer, 

1997). Women’s self-confidence is negatively affected by a patriarchal society and it 

reduces their access to resources, hence placing them in a lower status when compare 

to men.  

                                                   
7 UNICEF, State of the World’s Children: The Double Dividend of Gender Equality, 2007. 
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Figure 1.  Problems Faced by Bangladeshi Women 

1.1.1 Women’s Educations in Bangladesh 

Human resource development is one of the most significant factors in national 

growth. To promote economic development, it is important to create an efficient 

and skilled human resource system. This should support various developmental 

programs in important sectors such as education, technology, women, children, 

social welfare, as well as health and family welfare. To achieve its Millennium 

Development Goals (MDG), the GOB has prioritized these sectors and made 

significant progress. A large part of the population (women) is an asset to the country 

due to their education and they can play vital roles in improving their lives, reducing 

poverty, and by helping the country to develop. 

Gender parity and in primary and secondary education enrollment is an important 

MDG that was achieved, but girls’ dropout rates are higher when compared to boys’ 

dropout rates. Education is the important factor that influences women’s control of 

their own fates. In Bangladesh, women’s movements are also limited because of 
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lower educational attainments. Social norms also restrict their independent 

movement in public places. So, it is difficult for them to participate in local 

governmental activities. Various strategies and incentives have been introduced by 

the GOB and other development partners to support girls’ education. As a result 

girls’ enrolment rates increased rapidly in both primary and secondary schools. But, 

unfortunately, after secondary education girls between the ages of 16 and 20 do not 

attend school as frequently. Getting married at an early age is the primary cause of 

school dropout for girls (Kamal & Haider, 2006). 

Attendance at school has increased in the past decade, but the situation for 

women in education is not satisfactory in Bangladesh. The GOB removed school 

fees for girls during the first ten years of their educations to increase their literacy 

rates and to support girls who want to get an education. This is important because, 

in a developing country like Bangladesh, families are not always eager to spend 

money on their daughters’ educations. To them, doing so is unproductive and wastes 

money (Landguiden, 2008, p. 6). Furthermore, only 22% of women in Bangladesh 

study in universities (Hultberg, 2008). Figure 2 shows the trend of female student 

enrollments in primary, secondary, tertiary, and professional schools from 1980 to 

2008 [analysis in based on data from Bangladesh Bureau of Educational Information 

and Statistics, (BANBEIS) 2010]. 

 

Figure 2.  Female Enrolment in schools from 1980 to 2008 

Source: Hussain & Naumi, 2010. 

According to the Global Gender Gap Report 20148, female student enrollment at 

universities has increased. The education ratio between girls and boys in Bangladesh 

is described in the following table:  

                                                   
8 http//:www3.weforum.org/docs/GGGR14/GGGR_CountryProfiles.pdf 
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Table 4.  Gender Ratios in Education  

Educational Attainment Female 
(%) 

Male 
(%) 

Female to 
Male Ratio 

Literacy Rate 55 62 0.88 

Enrollment in Primary Education 93 90 1.04 

Enrollment in Secondary Education 51 44 1.16 

Enrolment in Tertiary Education 11 16 0.69 
Source: Gender Gap Report 2014. 

1.1.1.1 Features of Girls’ Education 

Although girl’s enrollment rates at the primary level have increased from 50% to 

80%, their dropout rate is much higher than boys in the secondary level and beyond 

(ADB, 2001).9 According to Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey (MICS), 201010 

witnessed outstanding progress in girls’ educations in Bangladesh. Girl’s enrolments 

are higher than boys in both primary and secondary education. But, the net 

attendance rate is still not satisfactory in secondary education; the net attendance rate 

is only 53% for girls and 46% for boys. There are only six girls for every ten boys in 

tertiary education, which is well below the levels required to achieve full equality 

according to the MDGs.  

Low transition rates to secondary education 

The following table shows that the transition rate to secondary school is lower for 

girls than for boys. The data also shows that in other indicators girls are in higher 

positions than boys. Due to sexual harassment and a lack of security, many girls are 

forced to drop out of school. Also, many of them are forced to take low paying jobs 

to support their families and it is impossible for many families to bear the cost of 

higher education. The key challenges that result in low transition rates at the 

secondary level are poor household incomes, early marriage, and poor secondary 

school systems. They are briefly discussed below: 

 

 

 

 

                                                   
9 ADB Asian Development Bank, Country Briefing Paper 2001. 
10 UNICEF and BBS, Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey (MICS), 2009, Bangladesh 2010. 
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Table 5.  Educational Indicators by Sex, Bangladesh: Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey (MICS), 
2012/2013  

Net intake 
rate of Primary 
Education 

Primary 
school 
attendance 

Secondary 
school 
attendance 

Completion 
rate of primary 
school 

Transition rate 
to secondary 
school 

Boys Girls boys Girls Boys Girls Boys  Girls Boys Girls 

32% 34% 71% 76% 40% 52% 74% 86% 95% 94% 
Source: Bangladesh Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey 2012 

Poor households 

Poor households restrict girls’ access to secondary education because education 

expenses are higher at that level. So, it is financially beneficial for parents to engage 

girls in household activities instead of sending them to the school. At this stage, some 

poor households send their girls to another house or to work in factories. Moreover, 

access to schools is limited in remote and poorer areas, and the students are not 

served properly because there are not many quality public schools and there is small 

offer of motivation for private sectors. 

Early marriage 

In Bangladesh, the legal age of marriage for girls is 18, but according to the Gender 

Gap Report, 23.8% of women were married before the age of 15 (2014).11 The 

practice of arranging child marriages is common in rural areas and in urban slums. 

Many families still offer a dowry12 for potential suitors’. A dowry is a payment made 

to the groom’s family in the form of money or property given by the bride’s family. 

This practice is strongly associated with early marriage among girls and the practice 

increases their vulnerability. Dowries usually increase as girl’s age, so poorer families 

consider early marriages to be financially beneficial. Another important reason why 

girls do not complete secondary school is that they are not safe on the way to school 

or in the institutions. 

Girls’ education, mobility, and safety are impended by early marriage. Normally, 

a child bride drops out of school and starts a new life as a full-time worker in her 

husband’s house. By the age of 18, these women become pregnant, give birth to 

                                                   
11 Gender Gap Report 2014, Bangladesh 
12 A dowry is a transfer of parental property to the groom’s family following the marriage of a daughter. 
Dowries can be property, cash, or goods given to the bridegroom as a condition for marriage. The Act 
defines a dowry as any property or valuable security given or agreed upon either directly or indirectly 
by one party to a marriage to the other party at any time before or after the marriage and as a condition 
of marriage (The Act, p. 2). Originally, premised on the welfare of a daughter, dowry was a Hindu legal 
concept adopted to compensate women for the prohibition on women’s inheritance of parental 
property (Jethmalani, 1995). http://vc.bridgew.edu/jiws/vol15/iss2/17, 18.01.2015 
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underweight babies, and their children suffer from malnutrition. As they are often 

much younger than their husbands, these women may be widowed. In a patriarchal 

society like Bangladesh, it is very hard for young women to live as widows without 

a male protector. The following table shows the marriage rates of women in different 

ages. 

Table 6.  Percentage of Women Married at Different Ages 

Women 15 to 49 years old who were first married before 15 23.8% 

Women 20 to 49 years old who were first married before 18 62.8% 

Young women 15 to 19 years old who are still married 34.3% 

Women 15 to 49 years old who are in a polygynous union 4.2% 

Source: MICS Report 201413 

Poor secondary school systems in Bangladesh 

In Bangladesh, women’s education is lags far behind many similar developing 

countries. The secondary school system in Bangladesh operates with the support of 

both governmental and private sector initiatives. Approximately 90% of secondary 

schools are managed by the private sector, but the government provides salaries for 

80% of the teachers through subventions. Secondary schools are managed by local 

School Managing Committees (SMCs). The SMCs govern school affairs, including 

the appointment and discharge of teachers. Teachers are accountable to the SMC, 

and in theory the government retains some control of the schools by ensuring that 

they meet the criteria for receiving subventions. However, the SMC is not 

answerable to the government. In reality, after the schools are recognized by the 

government, payments, subsidies, and tuition revenues for girls continue 

automatically, without performance appraisals. Over the last decade, many projects 

were undertaken (female stipends, food for education), to enhance education in 

Bangladesh, especially for girls. But, there still is a large gender gap in education. 

1.1.2 Women’s Health and Nutrition in Bangladesh 

To achieve the MDGs, the GOB and United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) 

developed several projects to improve maternal health. As a result, Bangladesh 

massively progressed in this sector. The Bangladesh Maternal Mortality Survey 2010 

[National Institute of Population Research & Training, (NIPORT), 2011] found that 

maternal mortality has decreased to 197 (from thousand) in 2010 from 322 in 2001. 

                                                   
13 MICS report 2012-2013, Progitir Pothey, Key Findings May 2014. 
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The maternal mortality ratio (MMR) is a very important mortality index for women 

empowerment. Although the MMR has declined, maternal health care in Bangladesh 

is still not satisfactory. The MMR in Bangladesh is one of the highest in the region. 

The main causes or challenges of this situation are: 

• There is an unfortunate and persistent trend of early marriage (the average age of 
marriage is 14.8 years) and early motherhood in Bangladesh, which promotes 
maternal mortality and high fertility. The average marriage age in Bangladesh 
remains unusually low in comparison to its neighboring countries.14 In India the 
average age of marriage for women is 20 years, and it Pakistan years it is 22 years. 
This trend continues despite various domestic and international initiatives to 
promote women’s education and their participation in the workforce.  

• In Bangladesh, the legal age of marriage is 18 years for girls, but families living in 
rural areas and experiencing poverty often ignore this law. Early marriage is the 
main contributing factor to the maternal mortality. 

• Due to socio-cultural factors, there is a lack of sufficient knowledge about 
maternal health difficulties. The lack of control over their personal lives and their 
low socio-economic status make women’s health care decisions dependent on 
men.  

• A lack of public health facilities in rural areas, insufficient physical facilities, and 
poor services at government-run hospitals each create a barrier to the decline the 
MMR ratio in Bangladesh.  

• Corruption is the main obstacle among the Government departments of health 
and family planning to establish radical success to reduce the MMR. According 
to a recent report of Bangladesh Transparency Internal (TIB), there is more than 
10,00000.00 taka15 have to pay as an illegal money for transfer or promotion to 
the health sector.16 

1.1.3 Violence against Women in Bangladesh 

At the domestic level, women’s situations are more unusual in Bangladesh. Women 

always face problems. There are many forms of domestic violence and most of these 

are initiated by the abuse of power. Due to the character of Bangladeshi society, 

some factors make domestic violence worse, including: the limited ability of women 

to exercise their human rights, their limited opportunities for work, their inadequate 

access to education, and restrictions on their movement. Around the world, routine 

                                                   
14 NIPORT 2005 
15 Bangladeshi Currency TAKA, in short TK, One Taka= 87 US$ 
16 Bangladeshi Currency TAKA, in short TK, One Taka= 87 US$ 
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violence is a part of many women’s lives. Most violence against women happens in 

the home, and it is usually perpetrated by their husbands or their in-laws (Momsen, 

2004). The types and trend of domestic violence in Bangladesh from 2004 to 2015 

are presented in the following table 

Table 7.  Types of and Trends in Domestic Violence in Bangladesh from 2004 to 2015 

Year Domestic violence Dowry related violence Rape Acid attacks 

2004 264 352 618 228 

2005 333 356 585 130 

2006 301 334 515 142 

2007 283 294 436 95 

2008 312 296 486 80 

2009 281 285 446 63 

2010 397 395 626 153 

2013 385 318 543 44 

2014 448 296 580 48 

2015 373 298 460 35 
Source: Ain O Shalish Kendra (ASK) Documentation Unit, 2011 and Odhikar, 201617 

According to the World Health Organization (WHO),  

… violence is intentional use of physical force or power, threatened or actual, against 
oneself, another person, or against a group or community, that either results in or has 
a high likelihood of resulting in injury, death, psychological harm, mal-development 
or deprivation (Krug et al., 2002, p. 5).  

A number of laws try to stop violence against women, but implementing these laws 

is still a major challenge. “The Domestic Violence (Resistance and Protection) Act, 

2010” was recently approved by the cabinet of Bangladesh. However, the situation 

remains unchanged. The types of violence experienced by married girls and adult 

women are briefly discussed in the following sub-sections. 

Domestic violence 

In Bangladesh domestic violence is common because women are not empowered. It 

is more common among less educated people and in poor families. In case of 

domestic violence, women are frequently tortured by their male partners and by their 

in-laws. The main cause of domestic violence is power and control over household 

resources (Barrier, 1998; Gells & Conrnel, 1998). The existing social norms and the 

values of a patriarchal society subordinate women; this system allows men to control 

women and their household resources (Schuler et al., 1998). The traditional belief 

                                                   
17 ASK: A legal Aid & Human Rights Organization Odhikar: Bengali Newspaper 
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that men control women creates many types violence against women, such as dowry-

related violence, harassment, humiliation, and physical torture (Begum, 2005; 

Hossain, 2002; Hossain et. al., 2001). Between 2008 and 2010, 626 wives were killed 

by husbands, 100 wives were killed by their husband’s family, and 48 were killed by 

their own family (Hossain & Sumon, 2013, pp. 80-81).  

Dowry violence  

The concept of a “dowry” is very well-known in Bangladeshi society, among both 

the rich and the poor. Commonly, a bride’s parents need to pay money to the 

groom’s family in the form of a dowry. When the bride’s family is unable to meet 

this demand, then the bride often experiences violence. In many cases, dowry 

violence leads to the bride’s death. For example, in of November 2012, 37 women 

(including under-aged brides) were the victims of dowry related violence.18 Thus, the 

dowry is another threat to women’s empowerment.  

In a society like Bangladesh, the dowry has become an important social and 

cultural phenomenon. It has two important dimensions. For rich people, the dowry 

marks their social status. For poor people, the dowry is the first condition of any 

marriage. Without a dowry, poor fathers cannot arrange a marriage for their 

marriageable daughters. Social movements against the dowry began in late 2003 and 

all governmental officials are instructed to work against this practice. But, the reality 

is that daily news reports of dowry-related deaths are still common in Bangladesh.  

Researchers found that even though parents understand the significance of girls’ 

education but they still try to arrange marriages for daughters at early ages to save 

money on dowry payments (Amin et al., 2006). In addition, there are some common 

reasons for violence against women in Bangladesh are: (i) less educated women or 

girls are always at a higher risk of domestic violence; (ii) poverty is associated with 

an increased risk of spousal violence because domestic violence occurs mainly the 

poor families; (iii) early marriage causes of domestic violence; (iv) younger married 

women are at higher risk of violence, and; (v) when a women’s family cannot pay a 

dowry, their daughter is more likely to face domestic violence.  

                                                   
18 BDINN, 2013, Bangladesh Independent News Network, Violence Against Women: an Alarming 
Situation In Bangladesh http://bdinn.com/news/violence-against-women-an-alarming-situation-in-
bangladesh 
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1.1.4 Women’s Employment in Bangladesh 

During the last two decades, women have played prominent roles in the economic 

sphere. This is because they are increasingly participating in the garment sector and 

because they are benefiting from many new microcredit programs. The economic 

development of Bangladesh depends primarily on agriculture, but in recent years the 

garment industry has massively increased. The garment industry is an important 

source of export income, making up about 70% of all exports. Most garments 

workers are women. This sector helps women earn money and increases their 

standard of living. The following table shows the contributions of women who work 

in the garment sector. 

Table 8.  Women working in the Garment Sector 

Year Garment 
Factories 

Employment (in 
Millions) 

Women Workers (in 
Millions) 

2006–2007 4490 2.40 1.92 

2007–2008 4743 2.80 2.24 

2008–2009 4925 3.50 2.80 

2009–2010 5063 3.60 2.88 

2010–2011 5150 3.60 2.88 
Source: Bangladesh Garment Manufactures and Exports Associations (BGMEA), 201119 

In recent times it has been found that women engage in civil services in Bangladesh. 

It is also clear that women can make special contributions and can take part in their 

family’s decision-making. The literacy rate is now increasing and women are also 

engaging in higher education. A survey jointly conducted by the Ministry of Women 

and Child Affairs and by the Policy Leadership and Advocacy for Gender Equality 

(PLAGE) project showed that, “women constitute 15.05 percent of the total 

employees under government and autonomous bodies” (Hasan, 2007). According to 

the World Economic Forum’s Global Gender Gap Index of 2007, “women 

constitute only 15 percent of parliament and have 8 percent of ministerial 

positions.”20 In general, the working situation of women in different sectors has 

increased over the years. The following table shows that 16,200,000 women 

participated in different labor sectors in 2010 and that this number rose to 

16,800,000 in 2013.  
 

                                                   
19 Economic contribution of women in Bangladesh: a comparative study on Agriculture, RMG, SME, 
Seminar Paper organized by BWCCI 2008. 
20 IRIN Asia (2014), Bangladesh: Government moves to boost women’s rights. 
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Table 9.  Number of Women Working in Different Sectors in Bangladesh 

Year Number of women working in agriculture, industry, and the service sectors in 
Bangladesh 

2010 16,200,000 total 

2013 16,800,000 total (9,011,000 in agriculture;  
4,090,000 in industry;  
3,700,000 in the in service sector; 
70,000 in banking and insurance, and;  
65,000 in teaching). 

Source: The Daily Prothom Alo, accessed on 08.03.2015 (Bengali daily newspaper) 

1.2 Women and Microcredit in Bangladesh 

It is widely known that money begets money. Adam Smith says, “Money makes 

money. When you have got a little, it is often easy to get more. The great difficulty 

is to get that little.” Indeed, it is very challenging for the poor to find a small amount 

of capital or a loan within the traditional banking system. To start feasible income 

generating activities (IGAs) it is necessary to secure a working capital or a loan at the 

right time and at the door steps of the poor to assist them. Microcredit is an 

important approach used to empower women and alleviate poverty.  

The “Jobra” experiment was started by Professor Muhammad Yunus in the 

1970s. The Bangladesh Bank initiated the “Dheki Rin Prokolpo” in collaboration 

with the “Swanirvar Bangladesh,” and some other initial projects were introduced 

by a few active NGOs. At that time, it was hard to understand how those initiatives 

would become a major microcredit movement in Bangladesh. Their success made 

Bangladesh familiar to the entire world. Consequently, in 1990s microcredit in this 

country was widely researched and it rapidly grew.  

Since the early 1990s, micro-credit was taken to be a very important alternative 

to traditional forms of poverty reduction. Its proponents believe that microcredit 

allows women to access resources that will ensure their empowerment and that will 

finally allow them to take part in their household’s decision-making process. 

According to Yunus, … “the poor are not poor because they are untrained, or 

illiterate, they are poor because they cannot retain the genuine returns to their labor. 

The reason for this is obvious—they have no control over the capital that calls the 

tune. The poor work for the benefit of someone who controls the capital” (Yunus, 

2001, p. 26). 

Microcredit was invented in Bangladesh, and it has now been extended all over 

the world. At present, Bangladesh’s use of microcredit stands out. According to the 
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state of The Microcredit Summit Campaign Report 2012, “there are 137.5 million 

families have been extended by microcredit in 2010 everywhere in the world. 

Majority of them, about 59.6 million clients, are in Asia and especially in Bangladesh 

there are 13 million clients (22.6%)”. Bangladesh is respected by the world 

community for its contribution to the field of microcredit. Its government has also 

placed sufficient importance on its microcredit programs by defining important roles 

for microcredit in the Interim Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper (IPRSP). Policy 

makers recognize the importance of microcredit, and the current GOB has promised 

to provide support to this program. 

In Bangladesh and in many parts of the world, microcredit operations now 

provide support mostly to the poor and to women involved in informal activities 

mostly household related. Small-scale transactions in credit and savings are included 

in microcredit programs to help with the small and medium-scale producers' and 

business’s needs. Microcredit programs also offer skill-based training to supplement 

efficiency, organizational support, and awareness-raising to empower the 

disadvantaged women. According to Linda Mayoux (1997),21 … “microcredit 

programs are currently being promoted as a key strategy for both poverty alleviation 

and women’s empowerment on the basis that these programs have the impact of 

increasing women’s income levels and control over income, which ultimately results 

in greater economic independence. The establishment of micro-credit programs 

enhances the perception of women’s contribution to household income and family 

welfare and this increases women’s participation in household decision-making 

about expenditure and invariably creates a greater expenditure on women’s welfare. 

Finally, these programs tend to help greatly in changing the attitudes of men to the 

role of women in the household and the community in general”.  

Women are the main target of microcredit programs. There is evidence that 

women are empowered by microcredit programs. Microcredit helps women to 

increase their self-confidence and self-esteem. As a result, women’s decision-making 

power has also increased in the areas of family planning, child marriage, buying and 

selling properties, and in sending their daughters to school. Members of microcredit 

organizations also help to reduce or stop domestic violence for personal 

empowerment by group action. Microcredit programs have also increased women’s 

participation in the activities of local governments in Bangladesh. For example, some 

women who were also microcredit clients were elected as either chairpersons or 

members of various Union Council—the lowest but most vibrant tier of local 

                                                   
21 http://www.modernghana.com/news/110942/micro-credit-for-african-women.html, 04.10.2011 
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government. Microcredit clients also play greater roles in community organizations 

that advocate for social change.  

Undoubtedly, the story of microcredit got special attention due to its worldwide 

success. However, it now poses a dilemma in Bangladesh, an important a pioneer in 

the field. The dilemma is rooted in criticism of microcredit. The literature on 

microcredit highlights its potential to empower women. But, there are also 

contradictory findings and controversial successes and failures. These controversies 

have to do with differences in methodologies, concentrations, organizational 

systems, and the explanations of microcredit programs. One study explained that  

… We might note the finding that the women borrowers were more likely to report 
joint rather than male dominated decision making was interpreted in one study as 
male dominated decision making in disguise and by another as evidence of a more 
away from male-dominated decision making to giving women more of a say in 
household matters (Kabeer, 2014, p. 73). 

A NGO, Nijera Kori, working in Bangladesh for social mobilization by raising 

awareness about social issues including civil rights, gender power, and class 

structures, criticizes the microcredit program. They described the microcredit 

program as trap for rural and poor women. And they added that it generates money 

for NGO. According to them it is a complex trap that baits poor, uneducated 

women. In practice, microcredit NGOs concentrates only on lending money and on 

recovering their loans (Kabeer, 2002; Kabeer, 2002a). As a result, microcredit limits 

women’s participation in other community activities due to their only concentration 

and belongingness with credit programs [The Consultative Group to Assist the Poor 

(CGAP), 2006.] Another report was suspicious that microcredit programs cannot 

ensure the welfare and financial stability of participants. In addition, only allowing 

women to access loan program might marginalize them (UN, 2002). Donor agencies 

have expressed interest in increasing interest rates and seeking new clients with better 

financial conditions to commercialize their microcredit programs in the near future 

(CGAP, 2006). Researchers widely recognize that microcredit is not an immediate 

solution for destitute peoples who have no income or repayment capacity. These 

people instead require support from small grants to prepare them for employment 

and training programs, to support their livelihoods, and to make infrastructure 

improvements (CGAP, 2003). 

While for decades microcredit has focused on the development of women and 

the minimization of poverty, development specialists still know comparatively little 

about how microcredit activities limit the scope of poverty reduction and empower 

women (Khandker, 2005). Despite its many success stories, it is important to 
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understand the actual impact of microcredit program to justify support for 

microcredit over its alternatives. Given that women are excessively disadvantaged in 

Bangladesh and that they are the majority of microcredit beneficiaries, we must 

carefully consider the following policy questions. Do women actually benefit from 

the microcredit programs? And, if so, how much do they benefit from microcredit 

programs? 

Considering the above facts, this study investigates the relationship between 

microcredit and women’s empowerment. Specifically, this study asks: does 

microcredit enhance borrowers’ participation in their household’s decision-making 

process? There are many sectors in household decision making, for example, 

education, health, savings, and marriage However, this study will emphasize 

education because it is a vital factor affecting women’s empowerment.  

1.3 Research Questions 

Keeping the above debate in mind and considering the situation of rural women in 

Bangladesh, the central research question of the study is: does microcredit 

promote borrowers to participate in their household’s decision-making 

process, especially in the areas of education, health, savings, and marriage? 

Although education, health, savings, and marriage have been identified as vital parts 

of the household decision-making process, this research emphasizes education more. 

In addition, the following three research questions have been explored from the 

research units such as:  

a) What are the key challenges to women’s empowerment in Bangladesh?  

b) Are microcredit borrowers able to participate in their household’s decision-
making process? 

c) How do microcredit programs promote the empowerment of their 
borrowers? 

1.4 Research Objectives 

Considering the above research background and research questions, the main 

objective of this research is to observe the relationship between microcredit and 

women’s empowerment. Specifically, this study will examine how participation in 
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microcredit programs effect borrowers’ abilities to participate in their household’s 

decision-making process. Besides, the specific objectives are as follows: 

a) To observe challenges to women’s empowerment at the grassroots level. 

b) To observe how microcredit promotes rural women’s abilities to participate 
in their household’s decision-making process and in the educational system? 

c) To observe how microcredit programs empower women borrowers. 

On a broader level, this research also aims to analyze the GOB’s legal framework for 

women’s empowerment in the microcredit sector. Judging or evaluating women’s 

empowerment is a very difficult task. This is because the contextual realities in each 

country are different. More specifically, social, political, economic, and cultural 

factors are very important when judging or evaluating empowerment in developing 

countries like Bangladesh. In addition, there are also theoretical debates about 

women’s empowerment among feminists, scholars, professionals, sociologists and 

donors. Therefore, this research will primarily focus on empirical findings. So, the 

above-mentioned research questions and objectives were examined by conducting 

an empirical study in Bangladesh. 

As previously mentioned, this research explores the scope of microcredit 

borrowers’ participation in their household’s decision-making process in four 

different sectors in general and in education in particular. Education is a vital tool 

for women’s empowerment. Undoubtedly, a good education helps girls grow into 

strong women (Gillard, 2015). Education also helps girls to achieve other tools that 

promote their empowerment, including: good health, self-defense, political 

participation, leadership, entrepreneurship, and employment opportunities. Erna 

Solberg, the Prime Minister of Norway claims that, “I firmly believe that when you 

invest in a girl’s education, she will support herself and her children and contribute 

to her community and her nation, charting a path towards a better world in which 

human rights are respected and there is dignity for all. Education empowers women. 

It increases their economic contribution, strengthens their political voice and boosts 

their influence across the board. That is why delivering education to all girls is so 

vital” (Solberg)22. 

In many developing countries, girls are in a deprived situation. One of the main 

aims of the MDGs is to achieve gender parity by 2015. The most recent MDG report 

(2012) revealed that while there was notable progress on some gender equality 

                                                   
22 http://www.dailydevelopment.org/blog/empowering-women-through-education 
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dimensions, there remains much to be done in every country, at every level, to 

achieve equality and to empower women23.  

It is true that literacy and educational status is an important factor affecting the 

status of women. Many studies show that education improves women’s earning 

potential, is associated with greater choice in family planning, and is associated with 

empowerment in other family matters (Ullah et al., 2011). Female education also 

makes women more autonomous and gives them better control of various levels of 

their lives (Bbaale & Mpuga, 2011). It helps women to achieve a better understanding 

of their rights and responsibilities, it increases their bargaining power, and it 

facilitates access to household decision-making processes (Acharya, 2008; Boonto, 

2008; Maitra, 2004). Women who have less education than their husbands may have 

little say in their household’s decisions. Conversely, wives with more education may 

have a greater say in crucial household decisions. Therefore, women’s abilities to 

make decisions about their education is one of the central objectives of this research. 

                                                   
23 http://www.jpost.com/Opinion/Op-Ed-Contributors/Womens-empowerment-Education-as-a-
tool-for-achieving-equality-329260 
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Figure 3.  Ways of Empowering an Educated Girl (Source: Bangladesh Education Sector Review, 
Voi.1, 2000) 

1.5 Research Assumptions 

Bangladesh is sometimes known as the “motherland of microcredit” or as the 

“university of microcredit.” The theory of microcredit was born in Bangladesh and 

has gone on to earn global fame (Rahman, 2005). As a result, the father of 

microcredit—Dr. Mohammad Yunus—won the Nobel Peace Prize in 2006. The 

Nobel Committee found a strong relationship between microcredit, poverty 

reduction, and peace. According to the committee, microcredit contributes to 

women’s empowerment by eradicating poverty and thus ensures world peace.  

Microcredit has consequential impacts on excluded, powerless, and poor women 

in developing countries. Microcredit enables its borrowers to earn money and 

contribute to their families. Therefore, this study assumes that microcredit allows 
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women to attain assets of their own, which grants women a bigger say in their 

household’s decision-making process. Moreover, this study believes that financial 

self-sufficiency does not always guarantee the empowerment of women, although 

both are strongly correlated. An empowered woman has the ability to make decisions 

for herself and for her family and who can act on those decisions. Figure four 

outlines the framework of analysis. 

 

Figure 4.  Analysis of Framework 

1.6 Research Methods 

This study observed the impacts of microcredit on the empowerment of rural 

women, which is not an easy task. In order to explore the research questions and 

objectives, multiple research methods were used during the different phases of this 

study. However, primarily this dissertation employed qualitative methods. This is an 

empirical study, and first hand data and a comprehensive empirical study were 

needed to answer the central research question of this study i.e. the relationship 

between microcredit and women’s empowerment. As a result, qualitative research 

methods were chosen and applied in this study because it plays vital role in observing 

human life (Woods et al. 2004). Qualitative research also aims to find subject’s 

comprehensive judgments by applying numerous methods. In addition, my concern 

is with process and I am interested to learn and explore how people make sense of 

their lives and experiences. Moreover, the nature of this study is descriptive and its 

findings are based on a comprehensive field work. The findings are also presented 

in descriptive manner. Therefore, qualitative research has been chosen for this study.  

Primary data was collected from the three different research units in Bangladesh 

(Pirgonj in Thakurgaon District, Kushtia and Durgapur in Netrokona District). In 

addition, qualitative data was supplemented by quantitative data whenever 
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appropriate. A comprehensive analysis of the research methods, data collection 

techniques, and data analysis are presented in chapter four. 

1.7 Conceptual Background 

The concept of “women’s empowerment” is the cornerstone of this research. There 

is an ongoing conceptual debate about women’s empowerment in the literature on 

international development. This term is used in different ways by researchers with 

different perspectives. These uses cover the rehabilitation of convicts, mystical 

personal experiences, cutting-edge business practices, and academic research 

(Beairsto & Ruohotie, 2003; Dewettinck et al., 2003: Herrenkhol et al., 1999; 

Järvinen, 2007, p. 60; Siitonen, 1999). Therefore, the theoretical explanation of 

empowerment varies from country to country, society to society, region to region, 

and person to person. 

Järvinen indicated that empowerment is positive, and that it can be defined as the 

efforts of communities and individuals struggling for development, liberation, rights, 

economic growth, resources, change, and problem solving (Alinsky, 1971 as cited in 

Järvinen 2007, p. 62). It is a process of change by which individuals or groups with 

little or no power gain the ability and resources to make choices that affect their lives 

(Nath, 2003). Sen (1981) used the term “entitlement” to mean “empowerment” in 

his renowned book Poverty and Famines. It implies that empowered people have 

genuine rights to an equitable share of society’s resources. 

Empowerment is also defined as a process aimed at changing the nature and 

direction of systematic forces, which marginalized women and other disadvantaged 

sections in a given context (Batliwala, 1993). Thus, it represents equal access to 

entitlements by sharing control of them; it is the ability to participate and influence 

decisions about the allocation of resources (Holcombe, 1995). Kabeer (1995) 

precisely explains empowerment by reference to its root-word, “power.” Moore 

(1997) considers women’s empowerment within the framework of a discourse 

analysis, where empowerment means shifting women’s status from the object-

position to the subject-position. In addition, Rownald (1997) defines empowerment 

as a process whereby women are able to organize themselves to increase their own 

self-reliance and to assert their independent rights in order to make choices and to 

control resources. This, Rownald argues, helps them to challenge and eliminate their 

own subordination. 
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It clear that there is a continuous theoretical debate about women’s 

empowerment and thus the concept is still under development. According to 

Zimmerman (2000), a universal measure of empowerment may not be possible. 

However, Kabeer (2001) argues that empowerment should not be studied as a linear 

process, or as a process in which causes and effects are thought to make an under-

powered woman empowered. On his account, empowerment is a multidimensional 

process, where causes and effects cannot be easily distinguished. Therefore, 

according to Kabeer, women’s empowerment should be studied from women’s 

points of view, by listening to their personal experiences, and by referring to their 

understanding of reality. According to Kabeer (1999, p. 2), empowerment occurs on 

a number of different levels, covers a range of different dimensions, and materializes 

through a variety of different processes. Kabeer emphasizes an account where 

empowerment is regarded as a process of internal changes, which determine choices 

and women’s abilities to choose. Still, others understand empowerment as a process 

of external changes, for example, through changes in the perceptions of others and 

through changes in gender relations (Chen & Mahmud, 1995).  

According to the World Development Report (WDR) of 2014, empowering 

women in the economic, social, and legal sectors can increase their participation in 

their household’s decision making process. First, by encouraging women’s 

participation in household activities, women can be empowered, which directly 

increases their bargaining power. Second, by applying legal actions against different 

forms of violence against women. Finally, women can be empowered by eliminating 

the rules and regulations that differentiate them in terms of asset ownership and 

education (WDR, 2014, p. 23). 

Through interpreting and reinterpreting literature, the present study emphasizes 

on three important dimensions in order to conceptualize the term women’s 

empowerment. These three dimensions are: the familial dimension, the socio-

economic dimension, and the psychological dimension (Malhotra, Schuler & 

Boender, 2002, p. 13). Despite differences, these three dimensions cover the most 

important theoretical aspects of women’s empowerment. A brief explanation of 

these dimensions is presented in the chapter two. It is important to mention that a 

comprehensive theoretical discussion of women’s empowerment is presented in 

chapter two. In addition, theoretical analyses of other concepts, such as household 

decision-making, microcredit, and participation, are also presented in chapter two. 
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1.8 Research Scope, Limitations, and Justification 

Although women’s empowerment has gained immense momentum in the 

contemporary development discourse, it is deeply rooted in the administrative 

sciences. In the administrative sciences, “empowerment” was introduced by 

movements such as the New Public Management (Dewitt, Kettl, Dyer, & Lovan, 

1994; Osborne & Gaebler, 1992). In the move toward results-oriented government, 

empowerment is now one of several public policies highlighted in the discourse of 

sustainable development (Kim, 2002; Olshfski & Cunningham, 1998; Ting, 1996).  

In order to cope with the challenges of the 21st century, public administration has 

shifted from its bureaucratic origins to partnership approach. As a result, the term 

“governance” entered the domain of public administration. Later, “good 

governance” became more popular in the international development community. 

According to Razazadeh,  

Good Governance has eight major characteristics and it is believed that good 
governance not only assures that corruption is minimized, but also that the views of 
minorities are taken into account and that the voices of the most vulnerable in society 
are heard in the decision-making process (2011, p. 261).  

The European Commission also stated that, “gender equality is a matter of human 

rights. It is the foundation of democratic societies and good governance, and the 

cornerstone of inclusive sustainable development” (2015, p. 2). Empowerment is a 

strategic public policy issue that promotes the underprivileged and the vulnerable to 

help them gain power and status. This requires actual participation in the decision-

making process. For an empowerment strategy to succeed, women must be targeted 

and governments must sustainably develop good governance, which “strives to 

eradicate all forms of exclusion” (UNCHS, 2000, p. 198). They should also carry out 

participatory and inclusive planning approaches. Women involvement can change 

the management by reducing corruption (Barry et al., 1998). Razazadeh explains that 

women are more concerned with environmental issues, education, the quality of 

neighborhoods, sustainability, and basic services (2011, p. 260).  

The European Union is committed to breaking the vicious cycle of gender 

discrimination. It believes that women’s empowerment is a question of democracy 

and good governance. Strengthening women’s voices and their participation at all 

levels of society can have significant positive impacts. It can facilitate peace, 

reconstruction, and the state building processes. Ignoring the systematic and 

consistent discrimination experienced by half of the world’s population is unethical 

and a breach of fundamental rights (European Commission, 2015, p. 4). Women’s 
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empowerment and gender equality are critical policy dimensions of the UNDP’s 

efforts to help meet the overarching goal of halving world poverty by 2015 (UNDP, 

2000). 

Although there is a long history of women’s movements in Bangladesh, the 

concept of women empowerment has gained as one of the public policy agendas 

during the last two decades. Different regimes have placed enormous importance on 

the phrase “women empowerment” and have pursued various strategies in GOB 

(these are discussed in chapter 3). In the Government’s Poverty Reduction Strategy 

Paper (PRSP) women’s empowerment often arises to explain the placement of aid 

agencies goals with the GOB’s own goals. In Bangladesh, International Aid Agencies 

have also had a strong influence on public policy regarding women’s empowerment. 

Local, national and international NGOs have been working on many development 

programs for the well-being of poor women in Bangladesh. Indeed, NGOs “have 

emerged as complementary ways for poor women to access basic services alongside 

state-run services over the last two decades” (Nazneen et al., 2011, pp. 19-26). 

Therefore, this study has ample room to contribute to the discourse on governance 

in the administrative sciences. 

Alleviating poverty is one of the top priorities of the MDGs. Microcredit is one 

of the leading strategies used to tackle global poverty. Even though Bangladesh is a 

developing country, it is the credible of the microcredit movement. Grameen Bank 

enjoys international fame and its model has been replicated in different parts of the 

world as a strategic tool of poverty alleviation and women empowerment.  

Since the early 1980s, many studies on the success and impacts of microcredit 

have been completed (Ahmed, 2009; Connelly & Barriteau, 2000; Goetz, 1996; 

Huybrechts, 2005; Jain, 1997; Kabeer, 1997; Kabeer, 2001; Kabeer, 2002; Khandker, 

2005; Kulkarni, 2011; Morduch, 1999; Parpart, Schuler & Hashemi, 1994; Wahid & 

Hsu, 2000). However, the impact of microcredit on household decision making 

process has not yet been comprehensively examined.  

Microcredit is a macro idea. This is a big idea, an idea with vast potential. Whether we are talking 
about a rural area in South Asia or an inner-city in the US, microcredit is an invaluable tool for 
alleviating poverty. Microcredit projects can create a ripple effect—not only in lifting individuals out 
of poverty and moving mothers from welfare to work but in creating jobs, promoting businesses and 
building capital in depressed areas. Hillary Clinton24 

This study, therefore, expected to contribute to contemporary work in international 

development and to the discourses on women’s empowerment and microcredit 

                                                   
24 Speech made at Microcredit Summit, February 3, 1997, Washington D.C 
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governance in countries like Bangladesh. As a Bangladeshi woman with a rural 

background, the real picture of rural women in Bangladesh is familiar to me. In 

essence, this understanding motivated me to study women’s empowerment and 

microcredit. 

The present study’s limitations can be seen from three perspectives: theoretical, 

methodological, and empirical. First, in the social sciences, it is difficult to challenge 

a theory or to choose a theory to use in a study since theories are contextual. Women 

empowerment is a fragile idea and is based on different contexts. According to Sen 

“empowerment is reflected in a person’s capability set. He emphasizes on certain 

universally valued functioning, which relates to the basic fundamentals of survival 

and well-being regardless of context” (1993). He also stresses that freedom is the 

ultimate goal of economic life, and that it is the most efficient means of realizing 

general welfare (1999).  

Mayoux (1998 & 2001) claims that empowerment is a process of internal change, 

or a process of change by which individuals or groups with little or no power gain 

the ability to make choices that affect their lives. Kabeer (2001) underlines 

empowerment as the ability to make strategic life choices that constitute three 

dimensions: resources, agency, and achievements.25 Malhotra et al. (2002) have given 

a comprehensive perspective of empowerment. According to them, “empowerment 

needs to occur in multiple dimensions, for example, economic, socio-cultural, 

familial/interpersonal, legal, political and psychological.” The World Bank and 

United Nations Development Fund for Women [(UNIFEM) (2000, 2001)] saw the 

concept of women’s empowerment in a similar way. According to them, women’s 

empowerment is when individuals or groups gain the capacity to choose and exercise 

bargaining power. Based on the above statements, it is very clear that “women’s 

empowerment” does not have a straightforward definition. In addition, measuring 

empowerment is also a very difficult task; for example, elements of women 

empowerment such as decision-making, self-confidence, access to resources, access 

to power and benefits, and sharing are very hard to measure due to contextual 

differences. 

Similarly, it is very hard to select a research method or set of research methods 

to conduct empirical research, particularly in the social sciences. Each research 

method has limitations and is not beyond criticism. This project is primarily 

qualitative research. However, in many cases, quantitative data has been 

                                                   
25 Resources are defined broadly to included access to and future claims on material, human and social 
resources; agency includes the processes of decision-making and less-measurable manifestations of 
agency such as negotiation, deception and manipulation; and achievements have to do with well-being 
outcomes. 
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supplemented with the qualitative data. In this study, the case study method, 

participant observation, questionnaires, and Participatory Rural Appraisal (PRA) 

methods have been used simultaneously. For example proponents of case study 

methods claim that it is not scientific and that it lacks rigor in data collection and 

analysis. They also accuse case study researchers of bias (Kelliher, 2005; Miles, 1979; 

Yin, 2003). Therefore, in order to avoid misunderstanding, multiple methods have 

been used.  

Another limitation is that empirical data has been collected from three different 

local government units called “upazilas26,” which are sub-districts of Bangladesh. 

Data was collected from 3 upazilas among 448 upazilas and a total of 78 people from 

different categories were interviewed using a comprehensive questionnaire. There 

are about 2,252 registered NGOs in Bangladesh (Asaduzzaman & Jinia, 2015; NGO 

Affairs Bureau 2014, until July 2013). Among the 2,252 NGOs, three NGOs were 

examined in this study. Three PRA sessions were conducted in three research units. 

Therefore, it can be said that the sample size is not sufficient to make concluding 

remarks or justify the findings of this study.  

Despite these limitations, I argue that this dissertation’s findings are strong. This 

is because most of Bangladesh’s population speaks a single language and more than 

90% of its population belongs to the same religion. Cultural rituals are the same all 

over the country. Furthermore, all of the NGOs have microcredit programs. 

Bangladesh has been chosen for this study for three fundamental reasons. First, I 

was born and raised there. I have a very clear understanding of Bangladeshi society 

in general and of Bangladeshi women in particular. Second, Bangladesh is well 

known for its NGOs and for its development programs that address issues including 

poverty alleviation, climate change, disaster management, health, and education. 

Finally, the international development community has recognized microcredit as an 

alternative model to help poor women; many countries have already introduced 

microcredit in their development programs.  

                                                   
26 “Upazila” means sub-district, and they are the third largest and second lowest local government units 
in Bangladesh. At present, there are 489 upazilas in Bangladesh. Each upazila is divided into a number 
of Union Councils (the lowest tier of local governments). The upazila includes an area of approximately 
one hundred kilometers and a population of approximately two to three hundred thousand people. 
The upazila is headed by both a governmental official (a senior assistant secretary) and by a people’s 
representatives (an elected Upazila Chairman). 
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1.9 Structure of the Dissertation 

This dissertation is divided into seven chapters. Chapter 1 describes this study by 

discussing the research’s background, objectives, questions, scope, limitations, and 

justifications. Chapter 2 describes the theoretical framework and the main concepts 

of this study such as empowerment, women’s empowerment, household decision-

making, microcredit, and participation. That chapter simplifies those concepts by 

interpreting and reinterpreting the contemporary literature. Next, chapter 3 presents 

a brief analysis of global and national initiatives that promote women’s 

empowerment. Then, chapter 4 explains the methodological framework of this 

study. This chapter presents a comprehensive analysis of the methodologies used 

throughout this study, including the methods of data collection and analysis. Chapter 

5 briefly describes the profiles of the NGOs studied during the data collection in 

Bangladesh. Then, chapter 6 analyzes the data collected from the field. Last, chapter 

7 presents main findings and conclusions of this research and describes how future 

research could be based on these findings. 

 

Figure 5.  Structure of the Dissertation 
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2 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK OF KEY 
CONCEPTS: WOMEN’S EMPOWERMENT, 
HOUSEHOLD DECISION MAKING, 
MICROCREDIT, AND PARTICIPATION 

2.0 Introduction 

This chapter discusses the theoretical framework behind key concepts in this 

dissertation, such as women’s empowerment, microcredit, household decision-

making, and participation. As discussed in chapter 1, challenging a theory or 

generalizing about a theory is very hard particularly, in the social sciences. These 

concepts are very contextual and they vary from culture to culture, society to society, 

person to person, and place to place. As a result, it is difficult to develop a universal 

theoretical framework for these concepts. However, in order to better understand 

and justify the key concepts of this study, a large amount of literature was reviewed 

and presented in this chapter.  

2.1 The Concept of Empowerment 

In the contemporary development debate, “empowerment” is the most frequently 

discussed concept, along with “participation” and “good governance” (Järvinen, 

2007). Women empowerment was prioritized in the Millennium Development Goals 

(MDGs) to promote gender equity and to empower women. The Fourth World 

Conference on Women held in Beijing in 1995 gave top priority to women’s 

empowerment and to their advancement. That conference emphasized women 

rights to freedom of thought, conscience, religion, and belief. In addition, the moral, 

ethical, spiritual and intellectual needs of women and men were highlighted in order 

to help realize women’s full potential and to help them achieve their own aspirations 

(Bhuyan, 2006). Within the mainstream of the national development literature, it is 

unanimously believed the development practitioners and policy makers that women 

must be empowered and integrated in society. According to Bennett (2002), 
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empowerment is the development of resources and competences that will ensure 

that of various individuals and groups can participate in organizations, influence 

them, and hold them responsible. Further, he added that many women are also 

members of vulnerable groups, such as those made up of poor persons and ethnic 

minorities. Within these groups, women have the most limited ability to do 

something of their own will. 

The concept of women’s empowerment is the cornerstone of this research. 

Furthermore, the aim of this research is to observe, evaluate, and explore the changes 

faced by rural women, and particularly by microcredit borrowers. Specifically, I will 

examine how microcredit affects women’s roles in their household’s decision-

making process. So, I will first discuss the theoretical issues associated with the term 

“empowerment” and the various dimensions of this term in the existing literature.  

Women’s empowerment is very fragile, contextual, and multidimensional in 

nature. This term is defined in numerous ways that depend on situational demands 

and realities (Beairsto & Ruohotie, 2003; Dewettinck et al., 2003; Herrenkhol et al., 

1999; Järvinen 2007, p. 60; Siitonen, 1999). In fact, social, cultural, economic, and 

political factors are the key aspects of the concepts “empowerment” and “women’s 

empowerment.” The following discussion will give readers a clear picture of these 

concepts from various perspectives. 

Empowerment is positive and it can be defined as the efforts of people 

endeavoring for advancement, freedom, rights, growth, assets, change, and solutions 

to various problems (Alinsky 1971, as cited in Järvinen, 2007, p. 62). Empowerment 

is a process of change by which individuals or groups with little or no power gain 

the ability and the resources necessary to make choices that affect their lives (Nath, 

2003). Sen (1981) used the term “entitlement” interchangeably with “empowerment” 

in his renowned book Poverty and Famines. It implies that genuine rights and an 

equitable share of society’s resources are necessary for empowerment. Griffin (1987, 

pp. 117-118) recognizes that some fundamental elements are necessary to clarify the 

word “empowerment.” These include: 

• having control or gaining further control household resources; 

• having a say and being listened to; 

• being able to define and create from women’s perspectives; 

• being able to influence social choices and make decisions that affect society, and; 

• being recognized and respected as an equal citizens and as a human beings with a 
contribution to make. 
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The term is also defined in a manner that intends to change the nature of the 

systematic forces that disregard women and other vulnerable groups (Batliwala, 

1993). Thus, empowerment has to do with sharing control, with entitlements, with 

the ability to participate, and with the ability to influence decisions about the 

allocation of resources (Holcombe, 1995. International aid Agencies often use the 

term “empowerment” to refer to range of activities, many of which have little to do 

with addressing the power relations among the various actors or groups in society. 

In fact, the term is often used to  

Screen off power relations from the public discourse and obscure hegemonic relations 
… this conception of power as postmodern warm fuzzy expansible, not only conceals 
its hard edges; this cloak of opacity also discourages nasty questions of who benefits 
and how, and runs the danger of collapsing objectives, processes and outcomes alike 
into undifferentiated rhetorical empowerment (Cheater, 1999, as cited in Kilby, 2011, 
p. 32). 

Thus, empowerment can be seen from both a “means” and an “ends” perspective. 

As a means, empowering the beneficiaries of a development program can lead to 

valuable outcomes. For example, it could result in sustainable outcomes by 

enhancing the management of community resources like schools and irrigation 

facilities. Empowerment can also be an end in itself as development programs may 

work to empower a particular group of people who would otherwise remain 

disempowered. The empowerment of women is probably the most common end in 

this category (Kilby, 2011, p. 33). In this research the term “empowerment” is 

applied to women’s empowerment in general and to the empowerment of 

microcredit borrowers’ in particular.  

2.1.1 Women’s Empowerment: From WID, WAD and GAD 

This section addresses the transformation of the concept of “women’s 

empowerment” from “women in development” to “gender and development.” 

Women’s empowerment has been defined by different perspectives in different 

periods. Therefore, it is important to review those dimensions.  

Paulo Freire (1970) highlighted the concept “empowerment” in the 1970s in his 

book Pedagogy of the Oppressed. Mary Wollstonecraft, a prominent thinker on the 

empowerment of women, was a lifelong advocate of women’s rights and publication 

the Vindication of the Rights of Women in 1792. From every vantage point in the history 

of civilizations, patriarchy appears to facilitate the creation of an era of male 
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autocracy. This history has also established a subordinate status and backward even 

through the transition from a traditional to a modern society. Today, empowerment 

is a widely discussed term in the discourses concerning women’s and development. 

During the last two and a half decades, the issue of women’s empowerment has been 

an important part of many nation’s policy agendas and is discussed widely at all of 

the significant international conferences, including: the Earth Summit (1992), the 

Human Rights Conference (1993), the Population Summit (1994), the World 

Women’s Conference (1995, 1999, 2002). Its importance lies not only in improving 

women’s status, but also in its close relation to the development of society in general 

and of women in particular. 

When women in developing countries started to assert their rights by separating 

their identity from the traditional spheres and by speaking out against oppression, 

‘Women in Development’ (WID) discourse was established. Caroline Moser (1993) 

highlighted five different approaches to women’s empowerment in her book, Gender 

Planning and Development: Theory, Practice and Training. They are the welfare approach, 

the anti-poverty approach, the equity approach, the efficiency approach and the 

empowerment approach (1993, p. 55). These approaches have been followed in 

different parts of the world at different times (Nalini, 1997, p. 20). During the 1950 

and 1960s, the welfare approach highlighted women’s reproductive roles in 

developing countries with the aim of alleviating poverty by controlling the 

population (Moser, 1993, p. 58). The anti-poverty approach devised in the 1970s 

focused on women’s productive roles to end their experiences of poverty since they 

were then considered the “poorest of the poor.” The equity approach was 

established during the period between 1976 and 1985 in order to achieve equal rights 

though development programs.  

The efficiency approach was developed during mid-1980 by the international 

agencies, like the International Monetary Fund and the World Bank, to implement 

their structural adjustment policies in developing world. The primary goals of this 

approach were to meet women’s strategic needs through economic efficiency and to 

bringing into the mainstream of development. The empowerment approach is the 

most recent development. This approach aimed at enhancing women’s self-

consciousness, self-dependency, and self-confidence. Although the general aim of 

the WID was to integrate women into income generating activities, it did not focus 

on patriarchal societies. These societies are the roots women’s vulnerability and 

subordination since they “considered women as a problem insofar as they tended to 

be standing outside developing process” (Soleim, 2002). Despite its limitations, the 
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merit of WID approach lies in the fact that it has brought women’s issues to the 

forefront. 

In the mid-seventies, the Women and Development (WAD) approach was 

developed as a result of criticisms made against the WID idea and modernization 

theory. The WAD approach was established on the basis of dependency theory and 

maintains that there exists a discrepant international structure. On this account, the 

developing economy serves the economic interests of the first world. In order to 

break out of this dependent relationship, this approach emphasizes the importance 

of involving poor people in the production process. The main slogan of this 

approach is “give credit where credit is due” (Connelly et. al., 2000, p. 60). The WAD 

perspective holds that the integration of women in the process of development is 

not essential since they have always been part of the production process (ibid.).  

WAD also holds that women’s problems should not be considered separately. It 

emphasizes the economic, political, and social structures. It suggests that if 

international practices become more reasonable then women’s positions women will 

be better. But there is rigidity in WAD principles as it never questions gender roles, 

and it maintains that women’s functions are to maintain the social structure at the 

social and personal levels. As a strong sense of class-consciousness forms the basis 

of the WAD approach, it considers all women to be a homogeneous group. Thus it 

is not able to intensely examine the relation between the patriarchy and women’s 

reduced status in different societies. In addition, existing gender relations in different 

classes within a society are also neglected in the WAD tradition.  

The Gender and Development (GAD) perspective emerged in the 1980s to 

account for the limitations of the WID and WAD approaches. The GAD perspective 

is based on socialist feminism. This idea pays attention to many aspects of women’s 

lives and emphasizes a variety of activities assigned to them by the society. Kate 

Young (1992) emphasizes GAD as not just on women (as with WID and WAD), 

but also on the social relations between men and women in the workplace as well as 

in other settings (as cited in Visvanathan, 1997, p. 23). Given that women usually 

face resistance from the private sphere (from family and other kin) when they 

attempt to liberate themselves, this approach pays particular attention to the local-

level organizations that help women to organize themselves.  

The GAD approach converts the welfare and poverty alleviation approaches into 

means of attaining equity. The final goal of GAD is women’s empowerment where 

women should be able to fight for their own rights and preferences. GAD suggests 

an analysis of gendered power relations that carefully considers how new 

technologies were introduced. It is thus aimed at revealing the impact of 
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development on women’s abilities to control their own lives. GAD principles speak 

in favor of a society where everyone is equal irrespective of class, caste, sex, and 

where the division of labor is not made on the basis of sex but on the basis of ability. 

GAD grapples with the feminization of poverty very well and it tries to sustainably 

alleviate poverty by empowering women. 

2.1.2 Women’s Empowerment: The contemporary theoretical debate 

This section highlights the views and opinions of different academics, researchers, 

and institutions that significantly contributed to understanding women’s 

empowerment.  

2.1.2.1 Women’s Empowerment: Researchers’ perspectives  

Moore (1997) considers women’s empowerment within the framework of a 

discourse analysis, where empowerment means changing a women’s status from the 

object-position to the subject-position. According to him,  

several feminist women authors emphasize that empowerment is achieved in a 
process where women develop a political and economic capacity to defend 
themselves and oppose oppression individually or collectively, this capacity depends 
on women’s access to knowledge about their position in circuits of discourse where 
their role in the family, in the village, is taken for granted or natural, for instance, as 
destined to perform certain chores, as destined to be married off without being asked 
(1997). 

Caroline Moser (1993) promotes the notion that empowerment is an individual’s 

control over resources. She (1993, p.1815) understands empowerment as “an ability 

to enhance women’s self-confidence and internal strength.” On Moser’s account the 

right to make choices, to achieve control over material and non-material assets, and 

to influence the direction of changes. She further maintains that psychological 

empowerment, which requires self-esteem and self-confidence, is as important as 

economic empowerment as helps women to bring about tangible changes in their 

surroundings, families, and political lives. Internal hindrances to women’s 

empowerment, such as ill-health or a lack of education, may prevent true liberation. 

These issues can only be sorted out only through collective action, because the 
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existing social structure that subordinates women in the family, in civil society, in 

state affairs, and in the international arena women’s needs to be changed. 

Price (1992) maintains that the goal of empowerment extends beyond individual 

growth and development as it should raise “consciousness of political power.” In 

addition, it should encourage women to take part in political activities that 

consequently influence the macro-level system. Here, we recognize a clear departure 

from women’s financial independence and from personal self-sufficiency. Through 

income generating activities, a new horizon may open its doors; it will allow women 

to achieve power by involving then in the decision-making process at local, national, 

and international levels. 

Freidmann’s “alternative development” theory is rooted in the idea of 

empowerment (1992, p.32). He defines empowerment by appealing to the concept 

of power. He then classifies power into three categories, social power, political 

power, and psychological power.  

Social power consists in the possession of skills, information, and knowledge. 
All of these consequently help to improve household productions and create 
political power.  

Political power is a mechanism the effects changes of policy at the macro-
level. It is an outcome of the control of voice and of mutual action.  

Psychological power is an individual sense of potency that is shown in self-
confident behavior, increased self-system, and self-reliance. This can be 
compared to the idea of “power within.”  

In a nutshell, Freidmann clarifies empowerment as social power, which can be 

converted into political power. Women can make political demands that involve 

important institutional and legal changes. Furthermore, social interactions increase 

their power and positions. This subsequently accelerates and reinforces the processes 

of social, political, and psychological empowerment.  

According to Young (1993), “empowerment facilitates women to take control of 

their own lives, set their own agenda, organize to help each other and make demands 

on the state for support and on the society itself for change” (p. 159). Therefore, 

empowerment advances the process of change by altering the structures of society. 

As a result, it will result in important changes regarding women’s power in the 

society. According to Young, women can distinguish between friends and hostile 

forces and can form alliances, if necessary. In this way, Young enlarges the notion 

of empowerment from the individual to encompass broader political viewpoints. She 
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places adequate significance on joint action, as it is a sure means to individual 

empowerment. 

Rownald (1995, pp. 101–111) explains empowerment as a process of increasing 

women’s self-reliance, whereby women organize themselves to make their own 

choices and to take control over resources. On her account, this allows women to 

overcome their challenges and subordination. She adds that the key to empowerment 

is power, which may take one of four forms: power over, power to, power with, and 

power within. Controlling power is “power over.” Productive or generative power, 

which creates new opportunities and actions without domination, is known as 

“power to.” Rational power is referred to as “power with,” and it exists only in its 

application. Finally, one’s self-reliance and self-esteem has to do with their “power 

within.” Rownald’s view concerning personal/individual empowerment captures 

fundamental ideas that are necessary the entire empowerment process since her view 

speaks of psychological changes. To her, empowerment is a dynamic process, and it 

aims to discover “more spaces for control.” It also encompasses changes at the three 

levels, the personal, relation, and collective. 

Rownald’s conception of “power within” is the basis of the notion of personal 

empowerment. According to her, empowerment in the family is connected with 

psychological processes like self-system, self-confidence, and a sense of active 

agency. Rownald further maintains that personal empowerment is closely related to 

collective empowerment. Finally, she argues that it is impossible for any individual 

to be active at the collective level. In addition, there is a close relationship between 

the various levels of empowerment. Changes in one dimension often impact another 

dimension. Women’s empowerment generally expands from “power to” and “power 

within” to “power over.” 

According to Page and Czuba (1999) empowerment has three components: (i) 

empowerment is multi-dimensional, (ii) it is social, and (iii) it is a process. It is multi-

dimensional because it includes the disciplines sociology, psychology, economics, 

and more. Furthermore, empowerment occurs at the individual-level, group-level, 

and society-level. Empowerment does not result from a single actor. It is a process 

that includes other actors in the community who are interrelated and interdependent. 

Therefore, empowerment is a social process. Of course, there are many aspects of 

empowerment and they may vary according to specific contexts and to the different 

views of the people involved. However, Page and Czuba (1999) strongly emphasize 

that these three components remain constant. Narayan (2002) explains that 

“empowerment” means increasing the freedom and autonomy of poor people to 

allow them to change their lives. Likewise, Alsop, Bertelsen, and Holland (2006) 
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define “empowerment” as a way of improving people’s abilities to create alternatives 

and to transform those alternatives into their desired outcomes.  

Malhotra et al. (2002) gave a slightly better description of empowerment. They 

suggest that empowerment has two vital components that differentiate it from other 

allied notions. Those two components are (i) the idea of process or change from a 

condition of disempowerment and (ii) the notion of human agency, which means 

that empowered people choose one option from of real alternatives without 

punishingly high costs. (Malhotra et al., 2002, p. 6). In addition, they recommend 

that women’s empowerment needs to happen along various dimensions. These 

dimensions are economic, sociocultural, familial, interpersonal, legal, psychological, 

and political. These dimensions are wide-ranging for in each dimension there are 

sub-domains, and women’s empowerment can be happen within any of these 

subdomains (ibid., p. 13). For example, according to Malhotra et al. (2002), “the 

socio-cultural dimension covers a range of empowerment subdomains, such as 

marriage systems, norms regarding women’s physical mobility, non-familial social 

support systems and networks available to women” (p. 13). 

Many contemporary scholars describe women’s empowerment from a human 

development perspective (Inglehart & Welzel, 2005; Norris & Welzel, 2002; Welzel, 

2003; Welzel, Inglehart, & Klingemann, 2003). This perspective highlights that “the 

conversion of economic development into a cultural process of human development 

that gives rise to an emancipative worldview, reflected in self-expression values that 

emphasize human choice and autonomy, including the choices and autonomy of 

women” (Inglehart & Wezel, 2005). This rise in emancipative orientations developed 

the expectation that elites should be more responsive and inclusive. In this way, 

rising emancipative values led to increases in women’s empowerment throughout 

society. 

Mahtab (2007) defines the term ‘empowerment’ as a process of transformation 

which enable a women to identify her own strengths, skills to challenge and change 

her life situation, make own choices and decisions and control over surroundings 

that affect her life.” She also maintains that women’s development can be viewed in 

terms of five levels of equality of which empowerment is an essential element at each 

level such as, welfare, access, conscientization, participation and control. (Mahtab, 

2007, 128) 

“The World Development Report” of 2014 highlights increases in women’s 

power in the household and additional legal, economic, and social empowerment 

that can be achieved. Women’s empowerment can be achieved by encouraging their 

participation in the labor force and, for poor households, by enhancing their 
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purchasing capacity. Also, women’s empowerment can be advanced by applying legal 

procedures to better protect them against domestic violence and abuse. These 

procedures should abolish conventions that victimize women by limiting their 

economic activities. Empowerment can also be achieved through educational 

movements that counter social norms that promote violence or discrimination 

against women and children (World Development Report, 2014, p. 23). 

2.1.2.2 Women’s Empowerment: An institutional view 

Women’s empowerment is one of the key agenda items of the Department for 

International Development (DFID). In its “Target Strategy Paper” (TSP) on gender, 

the DFID states that the “empowerment of women is an essential precondition for 

the elimination of world poverty and the upholding of human rights (DFID, 2000, 

p. 8). According to the DFID “empowerment means individuals acquiring the power 

to think and act freely, exercise choice, and to fulfill their potential as full and equal 

members of society (DFID 2000, p. 11).” Additionally, the TSP explains 

empowerment by discussing UNIFEM’s ideas (UNIFEM is now known as UN 

Women):  

... that expanding the ideas of human development to involve women’s empowerment 
and gender equality put social revolution at the center of the target for development 
of human and women progress. Without a change in relations between women and 
men as well as in the principles and institutions, the choices for women especially 
poor women, cannot be inflamed that preserve and imitate gender disparity. This does 
not mean that men become inferior and women dominant power. But it means 
assigning new forms of institutions, incorporating new norms and rules that support 
equal and just relations between women and men (Mayoux, 2006, p. 2). 

It is evident from the above discussion that the objectives of the DFID’s policy on 

gender resembles the views expressed by, Friedmann, and Young, as all of their views 

are transformative in nature. Price’s assertion that women can influence macro-level 

systems and Friedmann’s view that women can make political demands both entail 

important institutional and legal transformations. Young’s views on empowerment 

are also based on the “transformative potential” connected with the need to advance 

women’s potential, which is clearly similar to DFID’s ideas. 

Since 1971, Grameen Bank (GB) has spent a considerable amount of time 

deciding how best to use microcredit to accelerate the empowerment of women in 

rural Bangladesh. However, the chief aim of GB is poverty alleviation and is not 

empowerment. Still, rural women can become empowered through poverty 
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alleviation. Thus, GB fixed ten specific indicators of “being poverty free.” GB’s 

position has repeated Moser’s view that empowerment and “being poverty free” 

implies control over resources. These indicators are: 

(i) a tin roof house; (ii) beds for all family members; (iii) safe drinking water; 
(iv) access to sanitary latrine; (v) all school age children attending school; (vi) 
adequate warm clothes for the winter; (vii) mosquito nets; (viii) home based 
vegetable garden; (ix) food shortages during hard time, and: (x) enough 
income earning opportunities for all family members (GB website). 

Therefore, if women are able to play an active role in helping their families, fulfilling 

the above-mentioned ten requirements, then the women can be considered 

empowered. In the Grameen context, we can then assume that she has used the 

micro-credit loans and peer supports to rise above the constraints of her 

environment and provided a better future for herself as well as her family, and in 

addition, she has strengthened her role within the family and the community. While 

discussing empowerment, Caroline Moser speaks about ‘collective action’ which is 

very similar to the ‘peer group support’ of GB. Moser’s conception of empowerment 

i.e. the ability to enhance women’s self-confidence and internal strength has 

sufficient influence on Grameen ideologies. 

2.1.3 Women Empowerment: An operational definition 

From the above literature review, it is clear that there is a continuous debate on the 

theoretical basis of women empowerment as the concept is still under development. 

As a result, it is somewhat difficult to give a straightforward definition of the 

concept. According to Zimmerman (2000), a universal measure of empowerment 

may not be possible. Batliwala (1993) explains the concept of empowerment as “the 

transformation of structures of subordination, through radical changes in law, 

property rights, control over women’s labor and bodies, and the institutions that 

reinforce and perpetuate male domination” (as cited in Kumar et al., 2013, p. 115). 

Following Kabeer (2001), women’s empowerment cannot be judged through a linear 

process as it is a continuous, social, and multidimensional process, which cannot be 

confined to a single indicator. As a result, women’s empowerment should be studied 

from multiple perspectives where women are the principal subjects. It should be 

studied by listening to their personal experiences, by referring to their understanding 

of reality, and by observing their social, political, economic, religious, and cultural 

contextual realities.  
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Thus, the concept of empowerment has been the subject of much intellectual 

debate and analysis during the last three decades. Empowerment is not a new 

concept and is not easy to observe. It is even harder to quantify and measure. As a 

result, it has been conceptualized from various perspectives based on the reality of 

the time and environment. According to Kabeer (1999, p. 2), empowerment occurs 

at a number of different levels to cover a range of different dimensions and it 

materializes through a variety of different processes. Kabeer (ibid.) also emphasizes 

empowerment as a process of internal changes. In other words, it is a process that 

determines women’s ability to choose. Others emphasize an alternative account of 

empowerment, where it is as a process of external change. That is, where change 

occurs through changed perceptions of others and through changed gender relations 

(Chen & Mahmud, 1995). Additional indicators of empowerment need to be 

considered during the theoretical analysis of women’s empowerment (Parveen & 

Leonhäuser, 2004). These indicators are:  

Women’s participation in the household decision-making process: This 
refers to women’s capabilities to participate in making and implementing 
various household decisions having to do with education, health, savings, and 
marriage. 

Ownership of assets: The ability of women to control her personal assets 
and to enjoy the profits that result from them. Women have two types of 
assets on this account: a) productive assets like cash savings, land, poultry, and 
cattle; b) non-productive assets like television, jewelry, and furniture.  

Access to assets/capitals: This refers to women’s rights to utilize family 
resources such as household resources and social resources.  

Household resources: These resources refer to accessing food, handling 
money, engaging in interpersonal communication, accessing loans, attaining 
education, participating in rural cooperatives, banking, and training for 
careers. 

Contributing to their household income: Women’s contributions to 
productive household activities may not be recognized as income generating 
activities and those activities may not be rewarded. There are two kinds of 
household activities in this category: 1.) Farm activities, including intercultural 
activities, land preparation, sowing, plating, transplanting, and other 
agriculture-related work, and; 2) non-farming activities are running businesses, 
offering services, and selling handicrafts.  

Capacity to cope with household shocks: This is women’s ability to face 
sudden risks, crises, and periodic stresses in the household. Key risks linked 
to household management are natural disasters, financial obligations, a lack of 
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food, chronic diseases, conflict, abuse by their husbands, and the sudden death 
of children.  

Preparation of gender awareness: This final category has to do with 
women’s capabilities to present their views concerning existing gender 
disparities in society. There are many issues facing women, for example: 
education, early marriage, dowries, violence, the right of divorce, the wage gap, 
differences in economic opportunities, political awareness, diminished 
property rights, and the neglect of female children (Parveen et al., 2004, pp. 3-
4). 

From the literature review and the analysis given above, we can see that it is very 

difficult to find a consensus about the best theoretical framework that can be used 

to understand women’s empowerment, even though it is an important concept. 

Indeed, women’s empowerment has been discussed and theorized from a number 

of different perspectives by various scholars considering the contextual realities of 

time and environment. Empowerment is related to the values, norms, and beliefs of 

a society, so it is different in different societies. As a concept, “empowerment” might 

have some common features i.e. social, political, cultural, economic, and 

psychological in the academic community. But, how the word is used in 

organizations or among individuals still varies. The following table presents common 

perceptions of women’s empowerment at the individual-level, community-level, and 

national-level. 
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Table 10.  General Perceptions of Empowerment  

Empowerment at the 
individual level 

Empowerment at the 
community level 

Empowerment at the national 
level 

 Extent to which men 
share women’s 
domestic 
responsibilities  

 Women’s control of 
their reproductive 
functions to make 
decisions about 
family size 

 Women can decide 
where to spend her 
earnings  

 Women’s capabilities 
to prevent violence 
against them 

 Control over life, 
pride, satisfaction, 
and sense of self-
worth 

 The ability to have 
self-esteem and self-
confidence  

 Existence of women’s 
organizations 

 Women’s capacity to 
collect information and 
to discuss their 
opinions 

 Increasing the number 
of female leaders at the 
village-level, district-
level, and national-level  

 Increasing women’s 
involvement in the 
development, design, 
and use of technology  

 Women’s participation 
in politics, community 
activities, enterprises, 
and arts. 

 Women’s participation 
in non-traditional 
works 

 Increasing the number 
of training programs 
for women 

 Women try exercising 
their legal rights. 

 Women awareness about political 
rights and social position 

 Increased integration of women in 
general and in the national 
development plan 

 Woman’s increased presence in 
networks and publications 

 Extended visibility and 
recognition of women  

 An increased degree of media 
attention to women’s issues  

Source: Women, Education, and Empowerment: Pathways towards Autonomy UNESCO 1995, 
International Seminar report held at UIE, Hamburg, January 27–2 February, 1993 

Based on the comprehensive theoretical interpretations above, the present study 

conceptualizes women’s empowerment using three important dimensions: the 

familial dimension, the socio-economic dimension, and the psychological 

dimensions (Malhotra, Schuler & Boender, 2002, p. 13). Despite differences, these 

three dimensions cover the most important theoretical aspects of women’s 

empowerment. 

Familial dimension: There are six key dimensions included in the familial 

dimension. These are: women’s self-determination, their autonomy and power, their 

self-esteem, their bargaining power, their control over resources, and their status 

within their households. To improve those dimensions women must play an active 
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role in the decision-making process. Therefore, the prosperity of women and their 

children depends on their involvement in the household decision making process.  

Socio-economic dimension: This dimension entails ownership of productive 

and non-productive resources and access to socio-economic goods. This dimension 

also comprises an economic contribution to household welfare. Women’s income 

ability, control over assets, participation in the household decision-making, 

bargaining power, ensuring the basic needs, and improving self-reliance, increased 

by the reducing economic subordination of women. 

Psychological dimension: This refers to women’s perception about gender 

awareness, their fundamental rights, and their capabilities to deal with diverse 

sources of household shocks. Such perceptions will increase women’s self-

confidence, freedom of choice, bargaining power, and coping capacities inside the 

household.  

2.2 Decision-Making and Household Decision-Making: A conceptual 
framework 

By any standard, decision-making is a crucial issue in women’s lives at the personal, 

familial, societal, governmental, and global levels. A good decision is always 

welcomed while bad decisions are often unexpected. Therefore, the process of 

decision-making is complex and in not bound by time. Contextual realities always 

play vital roles in decision-making. The various factors need to be considered 

carefully during the decision-making process. According to Polic (2009), “decision-

making processes are—due to their complexity—approached from different points 

of view, even inside a particular science” (p. 79). As a result, it is difficult to present 

a straightforward conceptual framework of decision-making. However, in order to 

promote a clear understanding, the following section will review the relevant 

literature. 

2.2.1 Decision-Making 

Decisions are regular part of our daily lives and they influence everyone’s lives. To 

prevent bad decisions and to stimulate good ones, we should try to understand how 

the decision-making process could help us (Polic, 2009). As a concept “decision-

making” is not new; rather it is as old as human civilization itself. It has evolved with 

contributions from a number of disciplines for over 300 years (Oliveira 2007, pp. 
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12–17). The study of decision making, consequently, includes a set of ideas from 

disciplines such as mathematics, sociology, psychology, economics, public 

administration, and political science (Buchanan & O'Connell, 2006). Therefore, it is 

not unified subject of study.  

Decision-making is bound by time and that it has been defined from various 

perspectives. Decision-making is a truly interdisciplinary concept. Modern decision 

theory was developed in the middle of the 20th century through contributions from 

several academic disciplines such as mathematics, economics, statistics, philosophy, 

political science, and social science. Therefore, the meaning of decision-making 

varies along disciplinary lines. For example, philosophers ask what our decisions say 

about us and about our values, while historians dissect the choices leaders make at 

critical junctures. Political scientists are likely to study voting rules and other aspects 

of collective decision-making, and psychologists are likely to study the behavior of 

individuals making decisions (Buchanan & O'Connell, 2006; Hansson, 2005; 

Oliveira, 2007). Due to its multidisciplinary character, it is not easy to give a 

straightforward definition of decision-making.  

It is not possible to build an adequate theory of human behavior unless we have an appropriate unit 
of analysis. Herbert Simon (1957, xxxii). 

In general, decision-making can be seen as a process of selecting a logical choice 

from a set of existing alternatives. Simon (1947) explains that decision-making 

includes a choice among alternatives. He further claims that every decision involves 

of a rational amalgamation of facts and values. According to Simon, there are three 

phases in the decision making process. First is intelligence activity, which involves 

with the findings events requiring for a decision. On this account, executives try to 

understand an organizational environment and to identify the conditions needed for 

action. The next phase is identifying, and it includes the development and analysis 

of possible alternatives. This involves spending more time and energy than does the 

first stage. Finally, the executive selects one of the available alternative courses of 

action (in Prasad et. al., 1991). During the process of decision-making, the positive 

and negative impacts of each alternative should be carefully considered. It is clear in 

the literature that the theoretical debate about decision-making process is primarily 

concerned with the process of selecting alternatives. As a result, a number of 

decision-making models have emerged. 
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2.2.2 Decision-Making Models 

There are many models of decision-making that emerged from various perspectives 

and from diverse contexts and disciplines. They are: the rational model, the bounded 

rationality model, the incremental model, the organizational procedural model, the 

political view model, the garbage can model, the individual differences model, the 

naturalistic decision-making model, and the multiple perspectives model (Turpin and 

Marais, 2004, pp. 144–147). These models are briefly discussed below. 

2.2.2.1 The Rational Decision Making Model (RDMM) 

The RDMM is based on the interpretations of economists, mathematicians, and 

psychologists. According to this model, decision makers can identify problems. 

Then, the decision-maker can clarify his or her goals, values, and objectives. Finally, 

he or she can rank those in accordance with their importance (Turpin & Marais 2004, 

p. 144). In addition, this model assumes that decision-makers know all the possible 

alternatives, know the consequences of implementing each alternative, have a well-

organized set of preferences for those consequences, and have the computational 

ability to compare consequences and to determine which is preferred (Kreitner & 

Kinicki, 2001). American psychologist and economist Nobel Laureate Herbert 

Simon (1977) outlined a number of stages of the rational decision making process:  

• Intelligence: finding occasions for making a decision; 

• Design: inventing, developing and analyzing possible courses of action;  

• Choice: selecting a particular course of action from those available, and;  

• Review: assessing past choices. 

Herbert Simon (1977) explains the necessity of rationality in making choices. 

According to Simon, “rationality is one concerned with the selection of preferred 

behavior alternatives in terms of some system of values whereby the consequences 

of behavior can be evaluated” (Simon, 1997, p. 84). In addition, he also clarifies the 

concept of “rationality” by contrasting between its means and its ends. The term 

“means” refers to an instrumental purpose and it also refers to any state or situation 

which is earlier in time than some other state or situation. The term “ends” refers to 

the ultimate purpose of an act and it also refers to any state or situation that is later 

in a purpose chain or set of chains. When the appropriate means to reach desired 
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ends are selected, the decision is said to be rational (Prasad et al., 1991). Simon (1977) 

also differentiates among different accounts of rationality:  

• A decision is objectively rational where it is an accurate behavior for maximizing 
given values in a given condition; 

• A decision is subjectively rational when the decision maximizes execution relative 
to information of the subject; 

• A decision is consciously rational if the adjustment of the means to the ends is a 
conscious process; 

• A decision is deliberately rational to the degree that the adjustment of the means 
to the ends has been deliberately sought; 

• A decision is organizationally rational to the extent that it is aimed at the goals of 
the organization;  

• A decision is personally rational where the decision is focused to the goals of the 
personal. 

According to the rational model, the decision-making process can be broken down 

into six steps (Lunenburg, 2010, pp. 1–12). 
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Figure 6.  A Rational Decision-Making Model 

In figure 6, we saw that decision-making is a logical sequence of activities. First, we 

have to identify the problem and then we have to generate the alternatives. 

Evaluating the alternatives is an important and main step of making a rational 

decision. After that, we find an appropriate alternative and implement the decision. 

It is important to evaluate the decision to assure that it is effective. If any difficulty 

arises in the process at any stage then recycling may be effected. 

2.2.2.2 The Bounded Rationality Model (BRM) 

Simon (1955 & 1956) criticizes the concept of “total rationality” in the administrative 

sciences. In papers published in 1955 and 1956, Simon introduced the concept of 

“bounded rationality.” Simon believed that people are not necessarily irrational, 

because they show bounded rationality (Polic, 2009). According to him, human 

behavior is neither completely rational nor completely irrational. To him it involves 

bounded rationality instead (Prasad et al., 1991). In addition, Simon (1979) states that 

rational behavior is shaped by scissors whose two blades are the structure of task 
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environments and the computational capabilities of the actor (Turpin & Marais, 

2004, p. 145). The BRM is considered by the actions of satisficing and examining. 

The alternatives are evaluated and explored chronologically and the search for 

alternatives will be terminated if one alternative fulfills certain minimum conditions 

(Turpin & Marais, 2004, p. 145).  

The BRM is criticized by many scholars, for example, Das and Teng (1999) and 

Huber (1981). They claimed that there is no difference between the rational decision-

making model and the bounded rationality model in practice. Etzioni criticizes the 

rationalistic model because  

… the method emphases on the difference between the requirements of the model 
and the abilities of decision-makers. It is pointed out that social decision-making 
centers, often do not have a precise, decided upon set of values that could deliver the 
conditions for assessing options (1967, pp. 385-386). 

2.2.2.3 The Incremental Model 

The incremental model is outlined by Lindblom (1959) and Lindblom and Dhal 

(1953). This model holds that the selection of goals and objectives is intertwined 

with and is not distinguishable from, the scientific analysis of problems. It involves 

a step-by-step process of incremental actions, which makes the strategy open to 

adjustment (Turpin & Marais, 2004, p. 144). According to Etzioni, “incremental or 

disjoined incrementalism seeks to accept decision-making policies to the limited 

cognitive capacities of decision-makers and to reduce the scope and cost of 

information collection and computation” (1967, p. 386). Lindblom (1965) identified 

the six core requirements of the incremental model:  

• The decision-maker focuses only on those policies which differ incrementally 
from existing policies, rather than attempting a comprehensive survey and 
evaluation of all alternatives 

• Considered only a comparatively few number of policy options  

• Only a limited number of "important" consequences are assessed for each policy 
alternative, 

• The problem confronting the decision maker is continually redefined: 
Incrementalism permits for uncountable means-ends and ends-means alterations 
that helps to manage the problem; 

• Through serial analyses and evaluation there is a “never-ending series of attacks” 
on the issues at hand, there is no one decision or “right” solution; 
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• To the alleviation of present, concrete social limitations incremental decision-
making is described as remedial, geared more than to the elevation of future social 
goals (Etzioni 1967, pp. 386–387). 

2.2.2.4 The Organizational Procedural Model 

The organizational procedural model aims to understand decisions as the results of 

customary functioning techniques invoked by various units within organizations 

(Tarpin & Marais, 2004). According to Huber (1981) in existing procedures decisions 

are pre-programmed as well as the routinised thinking of the people who are 

involved. According to Das and Teng (1999), this model is an “avoidance mode” 

that interprets decision-making as a methodical procedure intended to maintain the 

status quo at the period of invention. Then again, Krabuanrat and Phelps (1998, pp. 

83-93) consider this opinion in a positive light, namely as the use of classified 

organizational skills (as cited in Tarpin & Marais, 2004, p. 145). 

2.2.2.5 The Political View Model 

Pfeffer (1981) is one proponent of the political view model. According to this model, 

decision making is a personalized bargaining process, driven by the agendas of 

participants rather than by rational processes. Baldridge (1971) called this model the 

“coalition model.” This model emphasizes power and conflict and deemphasizes 

extension and the use of bureaucratic roles. Due to contextual realities, people’s 

objectives and values vary across organizations. Therefore, the decision-making 

process is a continuous battle among diverse alliances. The alliance’s goals and 

objectives are determined by their own interests rather than organization’s interests 

(Turpin & Marais, 2004, p. 145).  

According to Salancik and Pfeffer:  

… organizations tend to operate as coalitions and subunit power affects decisions not 
because organizational participants are necessarily intentionally political, prone to 
conflict, or interested in self-aggrandizement. Rather, non-bureaucratic decision 
mechanisms are required to resolve differences in preferences and beliefs about what 
actions will produce what outcomes. Even the most objective indicators are open to 
different interpretation. When organizational participants derive different meanings 
from the same set of details, no bureaucratic decision procedures will unambiguously 
decide the issue (1974, p. 454). 
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2.2.2.6 The Garbage Can Model 

Michael Cohen and Johan Olsen (1972) are the proponents of the garbage can 

model. According to them, decisions and opportunities are fundamentally 

ambiguous stimuli. This model is based on the assumption that decision making is 

sloppy and haphazard. According to this model, a decision is an outcome or an 

interpretation of several interdependent streams within an organization such as 

problems, solutions, participants, and opportunities for choice (Cohen & Olsen, 

1972, p. 3). The garbage can is removed soon after the decision is made. Turpin and 

Marais explain that  

the streams of problems (looking for solutions and opportunities to be aired), of 
solutions (looking for issues to which they might provide an answer), and of 
participants (whose attention is divided and who can come and go) meet each other 
at a choice opportunity, symbolized as a garbage can (2004, p. 146).  

2.2.2.7 The Individual Differences Model 

The individual differences model emphasizes an individual manager’s problem-

solving behavior, because problem-solving is always influenced by the manager’s 

background, personality, and values. In addition, this model also describes how 

managers can use various methods or forms of research to investigate different 

decisions as a result of their different personalities (Turpin & Marais, 2004, p. 146). 

2.2.2.8 The Naturalistic Decision-Making Model 

The naturalistic decision-making model is concerned with how people make a 

decision in a real world setting. According to Klein and Kligner (1987), naturalistic 

decision-making is an attempt to understand how humans actually make decisions 

in complex natural contexts. They have also identified some features of this model: 

dynamic and continually changing conditions, real-time reactions to these changes, 

ill-defined tasks, time pressure, significant personal consequences for mistakes, and 

experienced decision makers (1987, p. 16). 
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2.2.2.9 The Multiple Perspectives Model 

The multiple perspectives model is an effort to “sweep in” all of the possible 

perceptions of a problem (Mitroff & Linstone, 1993 as cited in Turpin & Marais, 

2004, p. 147). The concept of unbounded systems-thinking is the basis of this model 

as it assumes that any problem is a part of another problem (Singer & Churchman, 

1971, as cited in Turpin & Marais, 2004, p. 147). How do we apply the multiple 

perspectives approach? Mitroff and Linstone have suggested several principles:  

• Striking for a stability among technical, organizational and personal perceptions; 

• Use of good judgment in selecting perspective; 

• In obtaining information, recognize that organizational and personal perspectives 
require greatly different methods than the technical; 

• Concentrate on the mutual impact, interdependencies, and integration of 
perspectives, and; 

• Cautiously thinking statically in dynamic environments (1993, as cited in Courtney 
2001, p. 35).  

From the above discussion, we can see that decision-making is a truly 

interdisciplinary and a complex subject. As a result, various models of decision 

making have emerged from various perspectives and contexts. After considering 

their methodological groundings, the above models can be categorized as normative 

and descriptive theories of decision-making. The normative decision theory proposes how 

the decision should be made in order to be considered rational. The normative 

theory has to do with how idealized, rational, and intelligent people should think and 

should act (Bell et al., 1988). Conversely, the descriptive decision theory aims to 

describe how people actually think and how they actually make decisions.  

In this research, I have primarily emphasized the descriptive theory of decision-

making since this study dealt with the issue of microcredit borrowers’ household 

decision-making at the micro-level in Bangladesh. In addition, descriptive models 

are evaluated by their empirical validity while normative models are evaluated by 

their theoretical validity (Bell et al., 1988). Moreover, most of the decisions made at 

household-levels are consider real-life contexts. This is the common practice across 

the world. Therefore, this study consists in empirical research, descriptive models 

were used. The fundamental problems of the complex process of decision-making 

are briefly discussed in the following sections.  
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2.2.3 General Problems of Decision-Making 

The problems of decision making can be seen from two perspectives, as structured 

problems and as un-structured problems:  

Structured Problems: Structured problems are straight. The decision-
maker’s goal is clear, the problem is familiar, and complete and easily defined 
information is available. Examples include a customer waiting to return a 
purchase online or a new student’s treatment by the university, when the 
student is applying for financial aid. In both of these cases, there are straight 
and clear expectations with the basic and perfect rationality.  

Unstructured problems: Unstructured problems refer to new or unusual 
situations faced by managers. Such problems feature information that is 
unclear or insufficient such as appointing an architect to build a new office 
park or to combining two departments (Robins et al., 1998). 

In addition to the two types of problems discussed above, there are some common 

faults and biases that affect how we process and evaluate information during 

decision-making (see figure 7). These errors affect the abilities of individuals and 

managers to make decisions. They are presented in the following discussion (Robins 

et al., 1998). 
 

Figure 7.  Common Errors in the Decision-Making Process. 

Source: Authors articulation based on Robbins (1998) 
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• Overconfidence bias: This bias always creates problems in making suitable 
decisions. If decision-makers think that they know more than they do, then they 
are committing the overconfidence bias. 

• Immediate gratification: This problem is created when decision-makers expect 
immediate benefits from their choices and when they do not try to avoid 
immediate costs. 

• Anchoring effect: When decision-makers keep on preliminary information for 
an initial stage and fail to sufficiently regulate the information means anchoring 
effect.  

• Selective perception: When the decision-makers purposively establish the 
events that favor their opinions then they are engaging the selective perception.  

• Confirmation bias: When decision-makers look for information that repeats 
earlier selections and reduction information. It is indicate the confirmation bias.  

• Framing bias: Decision-makers who highlight certain aspects of their view while 
neglecting other aspects commit the framing bias. 

• Availability bias: This refers to situations where decisions-makers are inclined 
to only remember recent events. These situations mislead them and inhibit their 
ability to recall events objectively, which promotes false judgments. 

• Representation: The representation bias is when decision-makers evaluate the 
likelihood of an event based on how similar it is to other events or sets of events. 

• Randomness: Randomness errors happen when decision-makers try to generate 
meaning from random events.  

• Sunk costs: When decision-makers previously invested a lot of time or resources 
in an event they are unlikely to discontinue their current course of action, even 
when those actions are unlikely to result in any benefit to the decision-maker.  

• Self-serving bias: This type of error results from decision-makers who expect 
immediate benefits from their success.  

• Hindsight: This happens when decision makers incorrectly believe that they 
would have quite expected results of an occasion.  

By being aware of these biases, decision-makers can escape a number of negative 

effects. In addition, people should try to specify the appropriate use of barriers and 

should also be careful about how they make decisions. To improve the results of 

decisions, decision-makers might want to identify their weaknesses by asking people 

around them. From the above discussion, I have got a clear picture about theoretical 

framework of decision-making and its common errors, now I am going to discuss 

more deeply about the household decision-making in particular. 
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2.3 Household Decision-Making: A Theoretical Analysis 

A household is a small but very complex unit. Most persons see the household as a 

group of individuals associated to one another by familial bonds. These bonds 

establish the main source of material and emotional support that provoke risks and 

allow members of the family to pursue opportunities (World Development Report, 

2014). According to Gary Becker, “households are ‘little factories’ where goods and 

services of knowledge, protection, and insurance are produced, using both 

‘intermediate inputs’ obtained from the rest of society and the pooled efforts and 

skills provided by family members” (Becker, 2014, p. 21).  

Therefore, “household” means any situation where one or more people live 

under the same roof, share their meals, or participate in other activities associated 

with family life. The family decision-making process and the participation of all of 

the family members, particularly the husband and the wife, in the family decision-

making process are historically important issues. It is well known that individual 

family members play different roles in a family’s decision-making process. However, 

these roles are neither stable nor equally distributed. Family members’ roles in this 

process vary from time to time, family to family, society to society, and even between 

individuals (Lackman & Lanasa, 1993).  

Households do not function well in sterile economic environments. Their 

behaviors and outcomes are always influenced by social norms. Household decision-

making is affected by the distribution of earnings, the distribution of assets, the 

distribution of time, by buying properties, and by productivity. The economic well-

being of women and children also affected by the level of gender discrimination in 

their household’s decision-making process. In addition, household behavior is 

determined by a number of social customs, values, and institutions. Moreover, 

household behavior is contextual and varies from society to society. 

Engel et al. (1990) proposed that family members can assume five different roles: 

gatekeeper influencer, decision-maker, buyer, and consumer. The gatekeeper designs 

the family’s decision-making process. The influencers are family members whose 

opinions and inputs are sought and whose view may affect the decision-making 

criteria. The decision-maker is the individual who ultimately makes the decision. The 

individual who physically purchases the product is the buyer, and the user is the 

individual who consumes or uses the product (Lackman & Lanasa, 1993, p. 82). 

Persons (1951, p. 35) argues that familial decision-making roles can be seen from 

two perspectives, as either instrumental roles or expressive roles. Instrumental roles 

affect the final buying decisions, and expressive roles cover appearance of familial 
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rules that provide the family with social and emotional support. Traditionally, the 

wife fulfills the expressive role and the husband fulfills the instrumental role. 

However, this is beginning to change due to globalization, the breakthrough of 

information technology (digitalization), the massive roles played by NGOs in 

poverty alleviation, and the changing role of international development agencies. As 

a result, many theories of household decision-making have been developed over the 

decades. These theories are primarily divided into three types: the exploitation 

theory, the altruistic theory, and the bargaining theory27.  

Exploitation theory 

According to the exploitation theory a single individual, usually the other members 

of the family has dictated by the husband. On this account, family members are 

exploited by the husband. In addition, women do not have any control over the 

family’s resources (Folbre, 1986, p. 40). Due to traditional socio-cultural hierarchies, 

men make all of the decisions about how households distribute resources. On this 

view, women are expected to make certain efforts by taking on many household 

responsibilities, and they are dependent on their. In return for women’s work in their 

household, their basic needs are fulfilled. Social pressures also faced by the heads 

households. Husbands must provide for the basic requirements of their family 

members. So, they lose their social status or if they abuse their authority. Social 

pressures depend upon ethnic and religious groups. In general, women face more 

social pressures than do men. 

Altruistic theory 

The neoclassical scholar’s (Becker 1991) view is that husbands are responsible for 

maximizing the welfare of their family members as head of their family. Becker 

(1991) explains that husbands control resources for the betterment of their families. 

They are reasonably controlled by the family's income but not by his own. On this 

account, family members are highly interdependent. The level of interdependency is 

determined by social norms and by the characteristics of households, which include 

education levels, individual characteristics of the husband, wealth, and other family 

members.  

Low education, insufficient income, and limited labor force participation by 

women keep households dependent on society’s existing values and family 

structures. Even in many societies the distribution system of resources within the 

family is different. Altruistic mode is not possible to use in this households. There is 

                                                   
27 http://cda.morris.umn.edu/~lawrenpg/household.pdf 
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a similarity between the exploitation approach and altruistic approach. According to 

this altruistic theory the husband shares his income with the other members of the 

household. The neo-classical school uses altruism and authoritarianism is used by 

the exploitation school, as the head of the house assigns consumption goods to other 

members. However, both of these schools locate the family’s decision-making power 

with the head of the household. 

Bargaining theory 

According to this theory, decision-making occurs through a process of negotiation 

where each family member has different and possibly conflicting opinions (Kabeer, 

1997, p. 263). This theory believes that opinions differ between and among family 

members and it views negotiation as a process of resolving differences between 

family members. Many factors may affect the bargaining process such as education-

level, skill-level, knowledge, ability to acquire information, and bargaining skill. At 

the individual-level some of these influences are external, like legal rights. 

Nevertheless many of these factors are connected with education and human capital 

(Quisumbing, 2003). 

Sen (1990, as cited in Kabeer 1997, p. 264) highlights a “co-operative conflict” 

model of household decision-making. Some intra-household and extra-

environmental elements are identified by this model, as the play an important role in 

influencing bargaining power. These elements include: (i) the economic contribution 

of different household members; (ii) the comparative stages of well-being in the 

incident of a failure in co-operation so that the person who is going to ‘end up in 

more of a mess’ is measured less well-resourced to get a favorable bargaining result, 

and (iii) perceived interest response (Kabeer, 1997). Sen’s framework (1990) opposes 

the positive association within the household between power and altruism by 

offering a more reasonable hypothesis; apparently altruistic behavior within the 

household is likely to be related with a lack of decision making power, rather than 

with a monopoly of it (Kabeer, 1997). 

Many sociologists characterized intra-household relations by appeal to unequal 

power. They claim that one key factor in intra-household power relations is the 

comparative resourcefulness of different household members (Bhachu, 1988; 

Bhatty, 1980; Blood & Wolfe 1960). Bhachu clearly explains that “waged work in 

which women’s input is measured in terms of money gives them a strong lever to 

create a power base both within the household and the wider kin group” (1988, p. 

76). 
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From the above analysis, it can be said that the theoretical aspect of household 

decision making is discussed from various perspectives, including social, economic 

and political perspectives. As a result, a straightforward theoretical framework of 

household decision-making is very hard to find. This phenomenon is highly 

contextual in nature. There are some common factors of the family such as age, 

education, household income, the mother’s income, employment and number of 

children. Each of these plays a key role in encouraging women’s participation in their 

household’s decision-making process. In addition, family traditions, values, 

economic structures, and nature of the state are also key factors that affect women’s 

levels of participation in the household decision-making process. These factors 

directly or indirectly affect women’s decision-making authority at the household level 

and will be discussed in the following sections. 

2.4 Factors Effecting Women’s Household Decision-Making in 
Bangladesh 

In Bangladesh, many men are the “head” of their families and as a result they have 

superior power and authority in the household decision-making process (Sultana, 

2010 & 2011). According to Kabeer (1997), “patriarchal structures make gender 

irregularities in endowments, threats and limitations which penalize independent 

behavior for women. Both economic control and decision-making powers and are 

assigned in the men’s hand as the authority of household in Bangladesh”. In 

particular, women are not allowed to make independent decisions connected to 

selling or buying of property, fertility control, freedom of mobility, education of 

children, and in extreme cases, on the marriage of children. 

... domination women starts from birth because  a girl child is not particularly a wanted 
child. Her life is a journey of subordination because she gets little or no chance to 
make a decision for herself. From her birth to marriage, her father decides for her 
own matters. After marriage husband and her in-laws get hold of her reins and decide 
matters about her (Chanda et al., 2012, p. 2). 

As a patriarchal society, male members exploit the female members of the family. 

Male members such as, fathers, husbands, sons, and elder or younger brothers 

control women, and they make major household decisions in Bangladesh. Women 

always depend on men’s decisions. They have very limited opportunities to 

participate in economic, social, and political decisions.  
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Although government interventions and NGOs during the last two decades have 

changed rural society in remarkable ways, local power structures remains unchanged. 

Therefore, rural Bangladesh is still male-dominated. Household-level changes have 

failed to influence life at the village-level. These traditional power structures generate 

spillover impacts that affect the participation rates of males and females in their 

family’s decisions (Alam, 1988). 

 

Figure 8.  Effects of Social Norms on Women’s Empowerment 

Source: Author’s articulation based on literature review 

Family values, norms, and attitudes 

A family group functions as the basic unit of economic endeavor, land holding, and 

social identity. Family and kinship are at the core of social life in Bangladesh. Married 

sons generally live in their parent’s household during their father’s lifetime. 

Additionally, all members of the family remain under the father’s authority during 

his lifetime. After his death, this authority usually passes to his oldest son or to his 

adult brothers who have their own households. Patrilineal ties dominate the ideology 

of family life, but in practice, matrilineal ties are almost as important.  

Traditionally, women are not in charge of their household’s affairs. Furthermore, 

they are not encouraged to visit outside of their immediate neighborhood 

unaccompanied. Most women’s economic and social lives revolve around their 

home, their children, and their family. In the case of marriage, these are almost always 

arranged by women’s parents, and particularly by their fathers. Women only 

participate in their own marriage arrangements when they are members of elite social 

classes. 
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Figure 9.  Women’s Dependencies During Their Lives in Bangladesh (Author’s articulation based on 
literature review) 

Women and marriage 

Marriage is a nearly universal phenomenon in Bangladesh. Child marriage among 

girls is common, particularly among the poorest population. Bangladesh has the 

second highest rate of child marriage in the world (after Niger). While the practice 

of child marriage has decreased in Bangladesh over the last 30 years, it remains 

common in rural areas and in urban slums, especially among the poor. According to 

UNICEF (2013) about half of all Bangladeshi girls are married by the age of 15 and 

60% become mothers by the age of 19. It is been well known that early marriage is 

connected with several negative physical and social consequences for women and 

children. For example, it promotes low rate of  attendance at school, lower social 

status in their husbands’ families, decreased control over their reproductive rights, 

and as a result, these girls go on to suffer higher rates of maternal mortality and 

domestic violence. Finally, all these consequences indicate long term social problems 

for women and inhibits the process of their empowerment (Erica & Amdrus, 2008, 

p. 881). 

Although the MDG-Fund has been working to improve the girls’ futures, 

prevailing marriage practices in Bangladesh adversely affects women’s status. While 

some legal changes are aimed at enhancing women’s rights, their lack of knowledge 

about such changes, their lower socio-economic power, and their cultural constraints 
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keep them disadvantaged. Such social conditions permeate family relations, affecting 

a woman’s involvement in decision-making within their households. 

Women and fertility 

In Bangladesh, women only become integrated into their husband’s family following 

the birth of a children, preferably son. Infertility may become grounds for polygyny 

or divorce. Sons are highly valued as they perpetuate the family lineage, provide labor 

and income for the family, and act as insurance as parents age. A woman may find 

that contributing to the growth of the family’s male population benefits her social 

status. So, having male children may lead to an increase in her decision-making 

power in the family. 

Women and religion 

Religious practices in Bangladesh significantly influence women’s status, particularly 

among Muslims. For example, there is a common belief that “heaven lies under the 

feet of husbands,” which has gained widespread acceptance among rural Muslim 

women in Bangladesh. Such beliefs result in complete commitment to the husband’s 

wishes and they discourage women who wish to challenge her husband’s wishes. 

Women and productive work 

According to Marum, there is a “discrepancy between the way Bangladeshi women 

are viewed and the actual way Bangladeshi women live” (1982, p. 175). Bangladeshi 

rural women are engaged in full-time domestic activities (producing children, taking 

care of all of her family numbers, making and cooking food, preserving food, and 

more). But, their work is not thought to have any monetary value or to be productive 

since this sort of labor is viewed as a part of household activities. Rural women are 

considered to be domestic workers, and so they do not play any role in the decision-

making process of their households.  

Women and property 

Property is a vital factor that influences the status of women and the power decision-

making at the household-level. Women who inherit property from their parents have 

preferred status in the husband’s family when compared to those who do not inherit 

any property. In many cases, women are not aware of their property rights. Such 

ignorance is reflected in these women’s lower status in society at large and it also 

affects their decision-making power in their households. 
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Women and family-type 

Type of family is also an important factor for evaluating the status of women. In 

Bangladesh, both joint and nuclear types of families exist. In a joint family, wives 

have very limited say in family matters. However, in a nuclear family, women get 

more freedom and can participate in their household’s decision-making process. 

As a result of all of these considerations, it can be said that the prevailing social 

values and the economic status of women influence household decision making. 

Social values determine attitudes towards gendered issues, such as women’s 

educational achievements and their labor force participation rates, which in turn 

influences their decision-making power and their socio-economic positions 

(Agarwal, 1997, p. 51).  

2.5 Microcredit: A conceptual framework 

Small loans can transform lives, especially the lives of women and children. The poor can become 
empowered instead of disenfranchised. Homes can be built, jobs can be created, businesses can be 
launched, and individuals can feel a sense of worth again. Natalie Portman (2005)28 

The word “credit” originates from the Latin word “credo,” which means “I believe 

or to trust.” Therefore “credit” involves someone, usually the moneylender, trusting 

someone else. Furthermore, the credit may be used by the borrower for their own 

needs, but they have to repay the original amount of the loan plus the value of some 

added interest. Prior to making the loan, the borrower and the investor usually agree 

to specific terms and conditions (Kumar et al., 2013). 

Microcredit, also known as microfinance, is a theory of development that largely 

focuses on alleviating poverty by providing capital loans to the ultra-poor. In 

addition to providing financial support to the poor, microcredit also takes account 

of other issues facing poor people, for example: savings, insurance, education, 

training, legal aid services, and entrepreneurship development (Barr, 2005, p. 278). 

“Micro” is a key part of the concept “microcredit.” “Micro” means small, which in 

this context, translates into small loans, small payments, and small savings. Similarly, 

there are the three ‘Cs’ of credit: character, capacity and capital. Character refers the 

                                                   
28 Natalie Protman is an actress of America and a social worker, Spokesperson for the International 
Year of Microcredit 2005. FINCA (The Foundation for International Community Assistance) 
International Ambassador of Hope. 
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behavioral pattern of handling credit. Capacity means the ability to use the credit, 

and capital refers to the available resources of the clients (GB website).29 

Roth explains that “microcredit is a bit of a catch-all-term.” It also refers to a set 

of rules followed by economic produces that are focused on low-income groups. 

Credit, insurance, and products these includes in the financial services. As a result of 

the provision of these services, a series of neologisms developed, such as 

“microcredit,” “micro-insurance,” and “micro-savings” (Kirkpatrick et al., 2002, p. 

173). The Canadian International Development Agency (CIDA) explained the term 

“microcredit” as, “the procedures of an extensive kind of financial facilities to the 

poor. The microenterprises and low income households are generally lacking access 

to formal financial institutions and in this situation microcredit help them to get 

some financial supports” (CIDA and Microfinance: A poverty reduction Approach, 

policy Branch, October 2002). Microcredit definitions include some criteria such as:  

• Size: The size of the loans are very small  

• Target users: Microcredit always targets low-income households and micro-
entrepreneurs 

• Utilization: Funds are used for income generation, for community use 
(health/education), and for enterprise development  

• Terms and conditions: Flexible and easy to understand terms and conditions 
are used, and these should be suitable to the local situations of the group and 
community 

People, poor and rich, need reliable financing so that their ideas can be brought together with assets 
to generate long-run sustainable growth. The two key ingredients to a well-functioning market economy 
are competition and access, competition so that performance keeps improving and access so that 
everyone has a chance to participate and nobody's talents are wasted. In the coming Year of 
Microcredit, we will focus on access to finance, for after all, people, poor and rich, need reliable 
financing so that their ideas can be brought together with assets to generate long-run sustainable 
growth. Raghuram G. Rajan, 200530 

  

                                                   
29 http://www.grameencommunications.net/grameen_bank/three-cs-of-credit/, accessed on 
10.02.2013 
30 Raghuram G. Rajan, Economic counsellor and director, Research Department, International 
Monetary Fund, Advisor for the International Year of Microcredit 2005 
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2.5.1 Characteristics of Microcredit 

Microcredit has created opportunities for poor people to become banking clients by 

generating unique economic products and services. It helps low income earners to 

get the financial and non-financial services, specifically those who want to use the 

money to increasing their income generating activity. The loans and the borrowers’ 

individual investments are small. The characteristics of microcredit products include: 

“small loans and savings, short-term loans, weekly installments, installments that pay 

down both the principle and the interest, easy access to capital, simple and short 

application procedures, good clients are rewarded with the higher amounts of loan; 

the use of tapered interest rates, and collateral-free loans” (Murray & Boros, 2002). 

2.5.2 Classification of Microcredit 

My literature review confirms that here are many types of microcredit programs 

working across the world. They are listed below: 

• Traditional microcredit programs (for example moneylender’s loan, loans from 
friends and relatives, consumer loan  provided in informal market) 

• Microcredit formulated on the basis of traditional and informal groups (such as 
Tontin,31 Su Su,32 ROSKA (Rotating Savings and Credit Association), etc.) 

• Conventional banks (for example agricultural loans or credit, livestock loans, 
fishery loans, and handloom loans or credit) 

• Specialized banks that provide rural credit 

• Microcredit provided by cooperative unions (such as, credit unions, savings and 
loans associations, cooperative credit, and savings banks) 

• Customer microcredit 

• NGO-Bank partnership-based microcredit 

• Grameen credit or Grameen-type microcredit (PKSF Palli Karma Sahayak 
Foundation, 2011) 

                                                   
31 Tontine, a joint financial arrangement whereby the participants usually equally to a prize that is 
awarded entirely to the participant who survives all the others. The investment plan is named after 
Neapolitan banker Lorenzo de Tonti, who is credited with inventing it in France in 1653. 
32 Su Su is an informal way to collect and save money through a savings club or partnership. This 
informal group commonly operates in the Caribbean. 
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The classification of organizations that provide microcredit will provide the 

following types of information: how microcredit is serving impoverished members 

and borrowers, their progress over year or during some period of time, their gender 

break-up, their credit distribution, and the number of outstanding loans and 

investments. The categories which are doing poorly may be helped to improve their 

performance. When certain microcredit categories are improved, then they can 

receive more support.  

2.5.3 Microcredit Governance 

NGOs practice variety of methods. Some NGOs launch with one method and after 

that, move on to another method since they must respond to their members’ socio-

economic classifications. Therefore, it is important to have a basic understanding of 

the methods used by microcredit organizations (Murray & Boros, 2002). 

Group lending 

Group-based lending is the most popular microcredit approach. In these groups 

there are usually four to eight members. These groups also have the freedom to select 

their members. Loans are granted according to the seniority of the membership. 

Before granting a loan, the members must have certain amount of savings. Although 

group members are given individual loans, they are collectively responsible for 

weekly payments. The amount of the loan increases gradually based on the 

performance of group members (Murray & Boros, 2002). 

Individual lending 

There are some financial institutions that deliver individual loans to members who 

are not ultra-poor. These banks consider ultra-poor people to be high-risk, because 

of they lack assets and collateral. Examples of these conventional institutions 

include: Basic Bank in Bangladesh, ADEMI (Association for the Development of 

Microenterprise)33 in the Dominican Republic, and Bank Rakyat Indonesia in 

Indonesia. 

 

 

                                                   
33 The Association for the Development of Microenterprise “ADEMI” was established by a group of 
Dominican businessmen in 1983 who donated the start-up capital, later receiving support in the form 
of loans and grants from the local government, USAID, and other commercial banks. 
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Credit unions 

Credit Unions are formed on the basis of the financial relationship between its 

members’ savings and loans. They collect savings from the members and deliver 

short-term loan to the required members. In general, the demand for loans or for 

credit surpasses the amount of investments. Aside from the informal financial 

markets, credit unions are still the only source of credit and deposit-services in most 

rural areas. Since credit unions have social and commercial objectives, they may play 

a key role in offering supportive financial services for poor people. 

Village banking 

The aim of village banking is to help poor people launch their own credit and saving 

institutions. Village banks are different from the contemporary microcredit lending 

institutions, because they intend to invest, support social unity, and deliver non-

collateralized credit to their clients. There are three groups involved in village 

banking system: sponsoring agencies, village banks, and clients. The clients get 

support from the village bank and the village bank gets money from the sponsoring 

agencies. Loan sizes depend on the amount of the borrowers’ savings. Member’s 

savings are reserved for lending or for investments to increase the bank’s resources. 

Commercial standards are applied in these banks to determine interest rates and fees 

(Murray & Boros, 2002).  

2.5.4 Microcredit and Women’s Empowerment 

Give a man a fish, [and] he’ll eat for a day. Give a woman microcredit, [and] she, her husband, her 
children, and her extended family will eat for a lifetime. Bono34 

According to DFID (2006), women, and particularly women in developing countries, 

are considered to be weapons against poverty. Therefore, the importance of 

women’s empowerment in relation to microcredit is growing rapidly in the current 

development debate. In this context, two rational issues are found for example 

gender inequalities and instrumental (Kulkarni, 2011, p. 11). International 

development agencies argue that access to microcredit is limited by the gender 

disparities that constrain economic progress and by improvement for women 

(UNDP, UNIFEM, 2000; World Bank, 2001; CIDA, 1999).  

                                                   
34 Bono, Singer, actor, philanthropist, U2 band member and humanitarian advocate 
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While discussing the relations between microcredit and women’s empowerment, 

critics of the development perspective claim that this approach to empowerment is 

very instrumental (Kulkarni, 2011). Cornwall and Edward (2010) argued that,  

Women’s empowerment is indicated as a means that can produce extraordinary ends 
… their empowerment extolled as the solution to a host of entrenched social and 
economic problems. The predominant image of empowerment in development is that 
of women gaining (material) means to empower themselves as individuals, and 
putting this to the service of their families and communities (as cited from Kulkarni, 
2011, pp. 12-13). 

As previously discussed, women’s empowerment is related not just to material means 

and interventions, but also to social relationships (Kabeer & Haq, 2010; Sardenbarg, 

2010), narratives (Priyadarshani & Rahim, 2010), voice (Goetz, Nyamu, & Musembi, 

2008), choice (Kabeer, 2008) and negotiations (Huq, 2010; Johnson, 2010). This 

perspective is well reflected in three paradigms of women’s empowerment that are 

supported by microcredit (Kulkarni, 2011). They are the feminist empowerment 

paradigm, the financial self-sustainability paradigm, and the poverty-alleviation 

paradigm (Kulkarni, 2011; Mayoux, 2005, 2006). According to Mayoux (2006) “in 

the financial self-sustainability paradigm, women empowerment strategies are seen 

as entailing unacceptable costs, as the paradigm’s explicit aim is to develop fully 

financially self-sufficient MFIs.  

According to the poverty reduction paradigm,  

... women’s empowerment as an external imposition by the so called middle-class 
feminist group, with little relevance to the needs of poor women. It is also seen as 
politically sensitive and involving conflicts within households and communities that 
may undermine organizational sustainability. 

Therefore, in order to avoid these conflicts, Mayoux (2006) very clearly argues why 

microcredit institutions should adopt empowerment approaches. Mayoux explains 

that microfinance practices do not automatically produce the benefits of 

empowerment for women. Therefore, empowerment must be planned for it to result 

from microcredit. Next, empowerment approaches must help microcredit 

institutions to understand their abilities in order to contribute to the critical issues of 

women’s empowerment. Last, in many cases, the idea of empowerment can be 

adjusted with other microcredit methods, such as financial sustainability. On this 

account, empowerment can essentially boost the intentions of the other methods 

(Kulkarni, 2011, p. 13). 
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This is not charity. This is business: business with a social objective, which is to help people get out 
of poverty. Muhammad Yunus, Founder of Grameen Bank and Nobel Peace Prize 
recipient 

2.6 The Concept of Participation: 

Participation is another key concept in this research. As a concept, participation is 

very fragile and contextual. Thus it is difficult to give a straightforward definition of 

this concept, because there is some confusion within the given definitions of 

“participation” (Ahmed, 1987). White describes participation as kaleidoscopic; as it 

changes its color and shape at the will of the hands in which it is held (1994). 

Participation is in the eye of the beholder and is formed by the hands of the powerful 

(ibid.). However, this section aims to assess various perspectives on the concept of 

participation by reviewing the existing literature and then by providing an operational 

definition for this research since participation in household decision making is an 

important phenomenon of women’s empowerment.  

Cohen and Uphoff defined participation as “the people’s involvement in the 

decision-making processes in implementing programs, their sharing in the benefits 

of development programs, and their involvement in efforts to evaluate such 

programs” (1980, p. 213). According to the Human Development Report (1993), 

“participation” refers to the people who are closely involved in the economic, social, 

cultural, and political processes that affect their lives. Westergaard (1986) defines the 

concept as joint efforts by groups and movements of previously excluded peoples 

to exercise and increase their control over assets and associations. 

Oakley et al. (1991) define participation from two perspectives by appealing to 

the ends-means distinction. From the perspective of ends, participation encourages 

local people to be partners with public institutions, and it thus works under a 

framework of partnership. From the perspectives of means, participation accelerates 

local people’s contributions to the development of their lives and of their society. 

Cernea (1985) emphasizes participation as in the development projects placing 

people first not only organize the people, but also empowering the people to be 

social actors rather than passive subjects, also to take control over the actions that 

affects their lives.  

The concept “participation” has also been defined using two other perspectives, 

“efficiency” and “empowerment” (Cleaver, 1999, p. 597). According to the 

efficiency perspective, participation must be considered as a tool to achieve better 

program results. From the empowerment perspective, it is thought of as a procedure 
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that increases the individual’s ability to improve their lives. Participation also assists 

in creating social change for marginalized groups (ibid.). Arnstein has also given a 

valuable definition of participation. According to him, “participation means 

redistribution of power that permits the have-not citizens and, especially for those 

who see participation as a way of empowerment (Arnstein, 1969, p. 216). Using the 

empowerment perspective, Blair (2000) successfully identified a significant principle 

of participation; it means representation, which confirms empowerment that in turn 

provides benefits for all. 

The forms and methods of participation have always been crucial issues in the 

discourse on development. Many forms of participation are found in development, 

for example, direct, indirect, top-down, bottom-up, political, social, economic, and 

household (Arnstein, 1969; Karl, 1995; Schumpeter, 1976; UNDP, 1993, 1996; 

Uphoff 1987). In this research, participation is understood in the domain of 

household decision-making, which ultimately promotes the empowerment of rural 

and of poor women.  

2.7 Conclusions 

As previously discussed, defining and theorizing about ideas such as women’s 

empowerment, decision-making, and participation is difficult due to diverse 

contextual issues, including: the current trend of globalization, the remarkable 

breakthrough of information technology, the growing role of NGOs within civil 

society, and political turmoil in the developing world. The world is changing rapidly. 

The demand of each morning is different than the last. Therefore, giving a 

straightforward definition of the above concepts is very hard. However, based on 

the above discussion, the theoretical development of women’s empowerment, 

decision-making, and participation is a continuous process. These terms have been 

defined from various perspectives by various scholars. Contextual realities are the 

most important factors that need to be addressed in order to define each concept. 

The following chapter-3 highlights how the national and international agencies have 

addressed and highlighted the issue of women empowerment over the last few 

decades i.e. global and national initiatives of women’s empowerment. 
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3 WOMEN’S EMPOWERMENT INITIATIVES: 
GLOBAL AND NATIONAL PERSPECTIVES 

3.0 Introduction 

This chapter discusses the initiatives pursued by the global development community 

and the GOB that support women’s empowerment. Women’s empowerment and 

gender equality are two of the most omnipresent issues in contemporary 

development discourses. To attain sustainable development, the equal contribution 

of both men and women is essential to promote productivity and to ensure fairness 

in reproductive matters. [United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA), 1996]. The 

UN’s Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) of post-2015 prioritized gender 

equality and women’s empowerment (Goals-5 Gender Equity). Ban Ki-Moon, the 

UN’s Secretary General, emphasized that  

… “The empowerment of the world’s women is a global imperative. Despite 
important progress in promoting gender equality, there remains an urgent need to 
address structural barriers to women’s economic empowerment and full inclusion in 
economic activity. In order to achieve the SDGs, we need a quantum leap in women’s 
economic empowerment” (World Economic Forum, Switzerland, 2016)35.  

A series of “international” conferences were held that highlighted several important 

matters that were interrelated to the change of the position of women. These 

conferences are briefly discussed in the following sections. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                   
35 http://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/blog/2016/01/ban-announces-high-level-panel-on-
womens-economic-empowerment/, 26.01.2016 
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3.1 Global Conferences on Women  

3.1.1 The Conference of the International Women’s Year 1975 

The first international conference on women’s issues was held in Mexico in July and 

August of 1975. The theme of this conference was a “Dialogue between Feminists 

and Women in Development.” The feminist approach emphasized that women are 

oppressed and exploited everywhere in societies around the world. Furthermore, this 

approach insists that something must be done to change this situation. The 

proponents of women in development thought that women were excluded from 

mainstream work in development and that they need to be integrated into the 

development process (UN, 1976). The outcomes of the conference were: 

• “The Mexico Declaration on the Execution of the Aims of the International 
Women’s Year and World Plan of Action;” 

• Declaration of the decade for women (1975-1985); 

• The formation of the voluntary fund for women; 

• The establishment of the Training and Research Institute for the Development 
of Women;  

• The decision to arrange a mid-decade conference to evaluate and assess the 
achievements made during the first five years of the decade. The next conference 
was held in 1980 in Copenhagen. 

3.1.2 The Second International Conference on Women in Copenhagen 
and the Mid-Decade Conference 

The Mid-Decade Conference was held in July of 1980 in Copenhagen in order to 

analyze and assess the execution of the World Plan of Action developed in 1975. 

The Decade for Women was, in fact, a significant stage in the international women’s 

movement. This session evaluated and assessed problems in the areas of education, 

health, and employment. It also extended the ideas outlined in the goals of the UN’s 

Decade for Women beyond those defined in Mexico conference to include equality, 

development, and peace (UN, 198036 US Government, 198037). The main agenda of 

                                                   
36 http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/beijing/otherconferences/Copenhagen/Copenhagen% 
20Full%20Optimized.pdf 
37 http://ufdc.ufl.edu/UF00088999/00001/1j 
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the conference was “Missed Opportunities.” One of the major parts of this 

conference was that the date, March 8th, was chosen to celebrate International 

Women’s Day. The session’s outcomes can be divided into three sub-themes: 

education, employment, and health.  

3.1.3 The Third World Conference on Women 1980 

In July of 1985, the Third World Conference on Women was held in Nairobi, Kenya. 

This conference had two main objectives: 

• Critically analyze and assess improvements and address the obstacles that prevent 
the achievement of the UN’s sustainable development goals and its objectives of 
for women. 

• The advancement in the adaptation of ongoing strategic implementation of 
women over the periods up to the year 2000. 

In fact, two conferences were held in Nairobi. The first was the UN’s World 

Conference, which reviewed and evaluated the achievements of the UN’s Decade 

for Women on 15th to the 26th of July in 1985. The second was the Non-

Governmental World Conference of Women’s Forum held on July 10th through the 

19th of 1985. One of the major successes was that women’s situation around the 

world was mapped out better than it was before. Another major success was the 

World Survey on the Contribution of Women in Economic Growth, the first 

comprehensive study produced by the UN. This study assessed women’s roles in the 

areas of industry, agriculture, trade, services, energy, finance, as well as science and 

technology. Therefore, this survey was considered to be a challenging first step as it 

indicated gaps in knowledge and the great quantity of work that reminded to be 

done. This work provided the foundation for the rigorous analysis that was needed 

to understand women’s role in economic progress (UN, 1998). 

Another report on development of women’s empowerment was also developed 

by the Development Alternatives with Women for a New Era (DAWN). In 1984, 

this group was formed and organized in Bangalore, India. According to the survey 

report, “in the development there is no resembles to the values and objectives of 

women and is not serving the need of women.” By working on women’s issues in 

the UN system, these reports became important background documents and also 

indicated a turning point (Mahatab, 2012, p. 288). The outcome was the final 

document of the Nairobi Conference, “The Nairobi Forward-Looking Strategies for 
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the Advancement of Women” (NFLS) 1986–2000. The aim of this document was 

to express women’s views on world affairs. There were three main chapters of the 

NFLS that were organized according to the main theme of Nairobi conference, such 

as equality, development, and peace. The conference was explained the terms: 

Equality: Equality means that individuals are equal under the law in enjoying 

equity and opportunities. The aim of equality is to develop individuals’ potentials, 

talents, and skills so that they may contribute to their nation’s economic, political, 

social, and cultural development. In accordance with the theme of this conference, 

women need equality and to realize their rights. Those realizations can protect 

women from cultural, institutional, behavioral, and attitudinal discrimination. 

Equality is important for developing and establishing peace, which can decrease 

society’s stress within the larger context of national and global inequalities (NFLS, 

1985, paragraph 11) 

Development: Development has been described by the conference as a holistic 

approach to achieve progress in politics, society, culture, and economics. From a 

resources perspective, development is considered as the development of physical, 

moral, economic, and intellectual resources as well as the cultural progress of human 

beings. According to the conference, women are directly concerned with 

development as it is one of the most important and comprehensive socio-economic 

issues in society. By increasing women’s participation in development and in societal 

activities, we can contribute to their rights to equality. This is especially true for 

destitute women, whose participation in development is essential to realize their 

equality of opportunity. In addition, a moral dimension is essential in order to ensure 

the responsive needs and rights of the individual. (NFLS, 1985, paragraph 12). 

Peace: The conference concentrates on peace as effective way of promoting 

women’s rights. According to international peace and security conditions, people 

have the right to self-determination and independence. These conditions also protect 

the rights of all nations, their sovereignty, their regional integrity, and the right of 

their citizen to live in peace within their nation’s borders (NFLS paragraph 13). 

In the NFLS, women were understood in a new way; they play significant roles 

in development as intellectuals, policymakers, decision-makers, planners, and 

beneficiaries (NFLS paragraph 12). In addition, the NFLS highlights people-oriented 

and intensive multi-dimensional strategies that require the active participation of 

women in development. It also promotes the equality of women and men in 

strengthening peace. To promote equality and to create persistent development 

within societies human resources must be continually upgraded and productively 

utilized (NFLS paragraph 14). 
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Furthermore, the NFLS emphasizes that the three goals of the decade—equality, 

development, and peace—are connected to three sub-themes: education, 

employment, and health. The NFLS set up the basis on which equality, development, 

and peace rest. The development of human resources and society’s recognition of 

women’s capability is necessary to improve women’s status, which are also required 

for the improvement of women’s equal participation in the growth and reform of 

society. Specifically, this requires building participatory human infrastructure to 

mobilize women at all levels of society. There is no alternative to recognizing 

women's strengths and capabilities, including the value of their family roles, to 

achieve the expected development of human and material resources. Obviously, the 

achievement of the developmental goals and objectives of the decade depend on 

distributing accountability between women and men (NFLS paragraph 16). The 

NFLS laid down some targets for the year 2000: 

• Illiteracy need to be eliminated; 

• Women’s life expectancy should be at least 65 quality years of life; 

• Every woman should have the opportunity to access self-supporting employment; 

• Regulations and laws should assure equality for women in all spheres of their lives; 

• By the year 2000, public campaigns need to be launched by every country’s 
government, which will be complete and will challenge and eliminate 
discriminatory perceptions, attitudes, and practices; 

• All governments must articulate appropriate and comprehensive national policies 
for women; 

• Between 1985 and the year 2000, UN should hold a minimum of one world 
session on women. 

3.1.4 Fourth International Conference on Women in Beijing, 1995 

The Fourth World Conference was held during the 4th through the 15th of September 

in 1995 in Beijing, China. Nearly, 40,000 women traveled from all over the world to 

participate in this historic gathering38. This was the biggest conference in the global 

women’s movement. The conference culminated in the adoption of the Beijing 

Declaration and Platform for Action, which fixed goals like gender equality, 

development, and peace. It also established an agenda for women’s empowerment. 

They then ensured that governments make promises to ensure women’s 

                                                   
38 file:///C:/Users/aristo_team/Downloads/38-39.pdf 
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development and work to implement those promises before the end of the 20th 

century. In Nairobi in 1985 the policies agreed to mobilize resources to achieve the 

goals set by the platform. To advance and empower women, the Beijing Platform 

for Action selected 12 critical areas for which action should be prioritized: women 

and poverty; women and education; women and health; women in the economy; 

women’s rights; violence against women; women and armed conflict; women in 

politics and decision making; institutional mechanisms; women and the 

environment; women and the media, and; the girl child (Mahtab, 2012, p. 291). 

3.1.5 Beijing +5, 200039 

The UN General Assembly met in June of 2000, at the 223rd special session to assess 

the commitments made by Beijing Platform for Action by governments, NGOs, and 

private sector bodies. The participants repeated the goals and objectives that they 

committed to in Beijing issues (or, the twelve critical issues)40. They also recognized 

that the objectives set in the Beijing declaration had only been partially implemented. 

So, they decided on more initiatives at local, national, regional, and international 

levels to accelerate the implementation and to ensure that commitments to gender 

equality, development, and peace were fully realized (Mahtab, 2012). 

3.1.6 Beijing +10, 200541 

Beijing +10 is a global review that was held in March of 2005 in Beijing. This UN 

Commission on the Position of Women was organized 10 years after the Beijing 

Platform for Action to review it during its regular session. About 1,800 participants 

from 165 member states attended this session. Among them there were the first 

ladies of seven countries, 80 ministers, all UN agency representatives, and about 

2,720 NGOs from every part of the world. The special anniversary was celebrated 

with many NGOs and women’s organizations. The UN’s review of the MDGs also 

took place in 2005. It was a reporting exercise on execution with importance on the 

best practices and effective strategies being active by the various actors responsible 

for implementation. The session emphasized two main issues. The first was the 

                                                   
39 The fourth World Conference on Women  was held in Beijing, 1995, After five years of that The 
Conference Beijing +5, 2000  was held so that the name of the conference is Beijing +5, 2000 
40 http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/followup/ress233e.pdf 
41 After ten years of Beijing conference. 
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analysis of the execution of the Beijing Declaration and the Platform for Action. The 

second included a discussion of the improvements in the empowerment of women 

and girls, of ongoing challenges, and on forward-looking policies, which were the 

consequences of the General Assembly’s Special Session for Beijing+5 – Women 

2000. 

3.1.7 The Millennium Development Goals 2000 

Microfinance is much more than simply an income generation tool. By directly empowering poor people, 
particularly women, it has become one of the key driving mechanisms towards meeting the Millennium 
Development Goals, specifically the overarching target of halving extreme poverty and hunger by 
2015. Mark Malloch Brown, 201442 

The MDGs came from the Millennium Declaration passed 2000. The UN member 

states set eight goals43 which are the MDGs. These universal targets were growth, 

poverty eradication, peace and security, democracy and human rights, and 

environmental protections for improving the condition of humanity throughout the 

world. Gender equality and the improvement of women’s rights considered as an 

essential issue. The declaration clearly identifies the significance of women’s 

empowerment and of promoting gender equality as an effective way to attack the 

problems of poverty, hunger, and disease and for inspiring truly sustainable 

development (Mahtab, 2012, p. 298). 

3.1.8 UN Women in 2010 

The UN’s General Assembly formed UN Women in July of 2010 as its entity 

responsible for promoting gender equality and the empowerment of women. In 

2010, World’s Women proposed a reevaluation of the work that was mark of the 

Beijing Conference. It identifies the acute features of women’s life such as: 

education, health, decision-making, violence against women, families, power, work, 

poverty, and population. The conference observed that progress in achieving 

women’s equality was achieved in many areas, along with improvements in 
                                                   
42 He is the United Kingdom’s Minister of State for Africa, Asia, and the United Nations, and the 
former Deputy Secretary General of United Nations from 1994–2005. 
43 (1) Eradicate extreme poverty and hunger, (2) achieve universal primary education, (3) promote 
gender equality and empower women, (4) reduce child mortality, (5) improve maternal health, (6) 
combat HIV/AIDS, malaria, and other diseases, (7) ensure environmental sustainability, (8) develop 
a Global Partnership for Development. 
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enrollment in primary education, health issues, and economic participation. 

However, some basic needs must still be addressed, specifically: the gender gap in 

public life and violence against women (UN Secretary General, Ban Ki-Moon 2010) 

Women’s empowerment is a vital tool that is needed to achieve sustainable 

development, and it has received immense attention by the international community. 

As a result, they have made many attempts to empower women over the past 40 

years. However, in the many developing countries, discrimination against women is 

still common. Women always obtain less formal education compared to men. 

Violence against women remains common. Simultaneously, women’s individual 

awareness, capabilities, and deal with the mechanisms are not recognized. 

Furthermore, there are still many obstacles to women’s participation in the decision-

making process. 

3.1.9 Sustainable Development Goals After 2015 

The 193 members of the UN accepted the 2030 program in the name of SDGs 

“Transforming Our World: the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development”. The 

UN Secretary General said that “the 2030 agenda is a universal, integrated and 

transformative vision for a better world”44. The SDGs have 17 goals with 169 targets. 

Women’s empowerment and gender equality are a singular and clear goal (MDG 3, 

SDG 5). SDGs recognize the human rights of all and aim to achieve gender equality 

and the empowerment of all women and girls45. The goals build on the work of the 

MDGs by challenging the indignity of poverty through a common 15-year agenda 

(Suresh & Johnson, 2015, pp. 63–64). The goals are integrated and undividable, and 

they balance the three dimensions of sustainable development: economic, social, and 

environmental. 

3.2 Bangladeshi Initiatives to Promote Women’s Empowerment 

Half of Bangladesh’s total population is women. Women’s contributions to its 

economy and to their households are significant. In Bangladesh a large number of 

women workers labor mainly in the informal parts of the economy. A minority of 

women are doing jobs in the formal sector and they primarily work in export-

                                                   
44 http://www.un.org/apps/news/story.asp?NewsID=51968#.VqgJZ5p97IU, 20.01.2016 
45 https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/post2015/transformingourworld, 20.01.2016 
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oriented garments industries. Bangladeshi women earn the maximum foreign 

remittance46 in this sector. Development objectives such as increasing economic 

growth, alleviating poverty, and creating employment are difficult to achieve without 

including women in mainstream development activities and without their active 

participation at all levels of the economy. As a result, the GOB has made many 

efforts to support women and to bring them to the frontlines of the development 

process. In addition, local and international organizations are very active in 

empowering women in Bangladesh. Here, we will briefly discuss the GOB’s various 

attempts to support women’s empowerment since 1971. They represent has of the 

potential of the country.  

3.2.1 Government Policies that promote Women’s Empowerment: a 
Constitutional Provision 

The Bangladeshi constitution recognizes the fundamental rights of its citizens. All 

citizens have equal rights to regardless of cast, religion, and gender. There is a clear 

provision to encourage women’s empowerment. The provisions of women 

empowerment in the constitution are given below: 

• Article 9: The State shall encourage local government institutions composed of 
representatives of the areas concerned and in such institutions special 
representation shall be given, as far as possible, to peasants, workers, and women. 

• Article 10: Steps shall be taken to ensure participation of women in all spheres of 
national life.  

• Article 19(1): The State shall endeavor to ensure equality of opportunity to all 
citizens. 

• Article 27: All citizens are equal before the law and are entitled to equal protection 
of the law. 

• Article 28 (1): The State shall not discriminate against any citizen on grounds only 
of religion, race, caste, sex or place of birth. (2): Women shall have equal rights 
with men in all spheres of the State and of public life. (4): Nothing in this article 
shall prevent the State from making special provision in favor of women or 
children or for the advancement of any backward section of citizens (GOB, The 
constitution 1972). 

                                                   
46 Bangladesh earned US$24.49 billion in the ready-made garments sector and about 76% total export 
earnings come from this sector.(http://www.garmentsmerchandising.com/readymade-garments-
industry) 
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3.2.2 Legislative Measures 

In order to ensure the constitutional provision for equal rights of women, the GOB 

has passed various legislative measures, for example: 

• The Child Marriage Restraint Act of 1929, amended in 1984.  

• The Dowry Prohibition Act of 1980, modified in 1982; 

• The Suppression of Violence Against Women and Children Act of 2003; 

• The Acid Control Act of 2002 

• The parliament approved The Citizenship (Amendment) Act of 2009 to eliminate 
discrimination and to entitle Bangladeshi women to provide citizenship to her 
children; 

• The Domestic Violence (Prevention and Protection) Act of 2010 

• Increased the number of women’s reserved seats from 30 to 45 in the Fourteenth 
Amendment to the constitution;  

• The Representation of People’s (amended) Ordinance of 2008, where a provision 
was included to ensure that a woman would be elected to one of two Vice-
Chairperson posts in each sub-district; 

• The National Human Rights Commission Act of 2009, which required that at 
least one woman should be a member of the commission;  

• The Right to Information Act of 2009 passed and having one women as a 
member; 

• The Representation of People’s Ordinance (Amended) of 2008 includes a 
provision that requires political parties to reserve 33% of their committee 
positions for women. 

3.2.3 Governmental Policies that Support Women’s Empowerment: 
Other Provisions 

In the history of women’s political empowerment, the local government of the union 

council’s Second Amendment Act of 1997 is a piece of landmark legislation in 

Bangladesh. This law required that direct elections reserve seats for women at local 

levels in the GOB. According to this act, the union council reserved three seats for 

women members who would be directly elected from each of the three wards. 

Women can also run for any of the general seats of union council (Asian 

Development Bank ,ADB, 2001, p. 15). 
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The present government promised to promote gender equality and women’s 

empowerment in their election strategy. A new policy was launched on the 8th of 

March in 2011, which was called the Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper (PRSP). The 

PRSP made a clear commitment to gender equality. The goals of PRSP are to: 

1) Increase the participation of women in decision-making;  

2) Stimulate gender equality and the empowerment of women; 

3) Confirm women’s full participation in mainstream economic activities. 

The GOB adopted the Vision 2021 in recognition of long-term development 

challenges. This plan strives to make Bangladesh a middle-income country by 2021. 

In addition, a number of basic targets are identified to monitor the progresses of 

sixth five-year plan. Gender equality and women’s empowerment are important 

issues that must be addressed to achieve the targets of Vision 2012. 

In order to achieve vision 2021, economic empowerment of women is one of the 

leading policy strategies of the GOB. Therefore, various governmental initiatives are 

taken and these are called the Social Safety net Program for Ultra-Poor Women. 

These programs include: the Widow and Destitute Women Allowance, the Maternity 

Allowance, the Lactating Mother Allowance for Working Women in Urban Areas, 

the Vulnerable Group Development Program and the Credit Program for Poverty 

Reduction (Chaudhury, 2011). In addition, over the years, the government has 

adopted various policies to support the development of women. The major policies 

are: the National Plan of Action on the exploitation of Children Including 

Trafficking and Sexual Abuse that spanned the period between 2002 and 2008; the 

National Strategy for the Advancement Poverty Reduction I & II, which ran in 2008 

and 2009; the National Education Policy of 2010, and; National Plan of Action to 

Combat Trafficking in Women and Children. 

The GOB also implemented policies that support gender equity. The policies 

include: the National Council for Women and Children (NCWCD) in 2009, the 

Women in Development (WID) focal point mechanism comprises of representatives 

from 47 ministries, the Gender Responsive Budget, and a Medium-Term Budgetary 

Framework (MTBF). Moreover, 28 ministries and departments have been working 

together with the aims of (Chaudhury 2011):  

• Promoting the economic engagement of women in employment and self-
employment; 

• Enhancing education and training; 

• Improving women’s health care and reducing violence against women; 
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• Increasing access to utilities, infrastructure, and services, and; 

• Raising awareness through public education and training to affect changes in 
patriarchal attitudes regarding gender relations and women’s rights.  

3.3 Conclusions 

Based on the above discussion, women’s empowerment is not a property of a 

particular society or a particular country. Over the past few decades, it has been one 

of the leading policy agenda items across the world. This idea has been at the top of 

the current development discourses in both developed and developing countries. 

Likewise, the successive regimes of government in Bangladesh have made this issue 

a vital part of their development policies. Thus, various initiatives were pursued to 

promote women’s empowerment and gender equality. Although Bangladesh has 

achieved some progress towards empowering its women, especially in girls' 

education, women are still far behind the mainstream of the development and thus 

the question of empowerment is far reaching. Women’s empowerment is a 

multidimensional concept and so it cannot be achieved by a single partner. Collective 

efforts from all sectors are essential in order to promote the process of 

empowerment, particularly for poor women living in developing countries. As a 

result, many local and international organizations have been working tirelessly to 

facilitate the process of women’s empowerment and these cannot be identified 

without a comprehensive field study that uses an appropriate methodology. The 

following chapter aims to discuss elaborately the methodology of this research. 
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4 RESEARCH METHODOLOGY: A FRAMEWORK 
FOR AN EMPIRICAL STUDY 

4.0 Introduction 

This chapter explains the empirical framework of this dissertation. It will explain 

how these facts and figures have been collected from research units during the data 

collection period in Bangladesh. The main objective of this research is to explain the 

relationship between microcredit and women’s empowerment. Specifically, this 

dissertation explores the following question: does microcredit promote its 

borrowers’ participation in their household’s decision-making process with special 

reference to education, health, savings, and marriage? Participation in decision-

making about education, health, savings, and marriage are vital factors that promote 

the empowerment of women. Therefore, this research aims to extensively examine 

these four aspects of women’s empowerment by interpreting data collected from 

individuals and families at the levels of society, institutions, and the state. Obviously, 

this is not an easy task. In order to explore this research objective and question, 

multiple research methods were used during the different phases of this study; social 

scientific research does not depend on a single method. 

This research is empirical in nature, and thus primary data was required for this 

study. A comprehensive empirical study was needed to understand the relationship 

between microcredit and women’s empowerment. As a result, qualitative research 

methods were chosen and applied in this study. Although different qualitative 

methods were used, data from secondary sources was also collected and 

supplemented with the qualitative data throughout the dissertation. In addition, in 

some cases, quantitative research methods were used in order to authenticate the 

empirical findings. The process of selecting research methods and data collection 

methods is discussed and presented below. 

 

 

 



 

110 

4.1 Qualitative Methods 

As empirical research, different qualitative methods were used throughout this study. 

Woods et al. (2004, pp. 225–227) claims that qualitative research (QR) plays a key 

role in studying human life. According to Mason, the main strength of QR is that it 

cannot be neatly pigeonholed or reduced to a simple and perspective set of principles 

(Mason, 1996, p. 12). Rapley (2011, pp. 273–290) argues that good QR is about living 

in the detail. Manson gave three interpretations of QR and of its benefits: 

• QR is concerned with how the real social setting is understood, and how 
knowledge is formed; 

• QR collects empirical data by applying flexible techniques and methods, and: 

• QR’s goals are to generate grounded knowledge on the basis of the grassroots 
reality (1996, p. 4).  

Cresswell (1994) maintains that QR researchers are concerned with process, and that 

they are interested in learning how people make sense of their lives and experiences. 

On this view, the researcher is the primary instrument for data collection and 

analysis, which involves field work. QR is descriptive in that the researcher is 

interested in the process, meaning, and understanding gained through words or 

pictures. And, lastly, Cresswell holds that QR is inductive. According to Denzin and 

Lincoln (1994, pp. 1-17), QR47 

... is multimethod in focus, involving an interpretive, naturalistic approach to its 
subject matter. It means that qualitative researchers study things in their natural 
settings, attempting to make sense of, or interpret phenomena in terms of the 
meanings people bring to them. It properly seeks answers to questions by examining 
various social settings and the individuals who inhabit them.  

The qualitative method was selected for this research due to the following six 

features:  

• QR directly examines independent know-how;  

• QR integrates important stories in addition to quantifiable variables;  

                                                   
47 Qualitative research involves studies that collect data using a variety of empirical methods: case 
studies, personal experience, introspection, life story, interviews, artifacts, cultural texts and 
productions, observational techniques, historical methods, and visual texts. Each mode of collection 
describes routine and problematic moments as well as meaning in individuals’ lives (Denzin & Lincoln, 
2003, p. 5) 
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• QR permits r real-life observations and explanations, instead of testing general 
laws;  

• QR is an instrument that allows for a multiplicity of perspectives;  

• QR treats its subjects as an expert informants; 

• QR contains reflexivity, or the explicit use of the subjectivity and values of the 
researcher (Silverstein et al. 2003).  

It is worth mentioning that I was born in a rural area in Bangladesh, and that I later 

moved to a semi-urban area in the capital city. Therefore, I have a very good 

understanding of the socio-economic structure of Bangladesh. As a woman, my 

personal understanding of the social and traditional structures of rural Bangladesh, 

and of the situation of rural women in particular, has enriched this study. Dawson 

(2002) and Punch (1986) claim that the QR also intends to identify subject’s 

comprehensive judgments by using various methods. This is because QR’s methods 

allow investigators to gain real, practical information about the social world. 

Therefore, my personal experience and subject matter of this research encouraged 

me to use QR as the primary method in this study. 

4.2 The Idealistic Approach 

This dissertation emphasized people’s judgments, i.e. how people think about 

themselves and their surroundings. I studied the life of the people in their social 

settings. As a social science researcher, my role is to understand what the subject’s 

activities. Therefore, this study is also based on an idealistic approach.  

This research is primarily based on non-numerical data, which are descriptively 

explained in order to understand life from the subjects’ points of view. Other 

research methods—for example quantitative methods, realistic approaches, and 

realism—do not explain social phenomena contextually. The quantitative approach 

is based on numerical data, and the realistic approach is based on the idea that there 

is an external reality which exists independently of people’s beliefs or understandings 

(Ormston et. al., 2003, p. 5). In addition, this is not laboratory-based research and is 

not guided by a specific hypothesis. Therefore, the idealistic approach has been 

chosen for the research. 
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4.3 Multiple Research Methods and Triangulation 

There are not hard and fast rules that help researchers to select specific methods or 

theories for their studies on social phenomena. However, methods should be used 

when they are applicable to the research theme. Furthermore, it is well-established 

that social scientific research methods are often interrelated and interdependent. In 

organizational analyses, multiple methods are adopted in order to avoid the 

limitations of using only one method. So, in this study secondary data has been 

explored and interpreted in order to explain the primary data. On Creswell’s (1994) 

account, this is referred to as a design that is dominant – less dominant. Here, the 

dominant design is the QR, while the quantitative data is less dominant. In this study 

qualitative data were supplemented by the quantitative data, which will be presented 

in chapter 6 of this dissertation. Therefore, multiple research methods have been 

used in this study. 

Denzin (1978, p. 219) used the term “triangulation” to describe combining 

methods when studying similar phenomena. Triangulation refers to collecting 

information from different sources. Sometimes, information from a single source is 

not capable of presenting an inclusive view of social phenomenon, like women’s 

empowerment. As a concept, “women’s empowerment” is contextual in nature and 

it does not have a straightforward definition. Social, cultural, economic, and political 

factors play vital roles in defining and judging women’s empowerment. It is 

important to collect data from different sources using different methods in order to 

clearly understand the phenomenon of women’s empowerment. Therefore, various 

methods were used in this study, for example: formal questionnaire, case study, 

participant observation, PRA, and in-depth interviews s. In addition, firsthand data 

was collected from five different categories by using five different sets of formal 

questionnaires. By not depending on a single category to learn about women’s 

experiences, this study developed a clear picture about microcredit borrowers and 

their experiences of empowerment.  

Triangulation makes findings more accurate and convincing. It also increases the 

quality of the research (Saifullah, 2002, p. 34). Creswell (2003, p. 209) argues that 

mixed-methods research is rigorous and guides readers about the researcher’s 

intentions. According to Yin (1994), triangulation answers the problem of construct 

validity in research. Therefore, triangulation has been used in this research with the 

aim of increasing the quality and validity of this study.  
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4.4 The Case Study Method 

The case study method is an effective and ideal method during in-depth 

investigations. This study adopts a case study approach that is both exploratory and 

descriptive. This method was selected because it allows for the simultaneous 

investigation of “how,” “what,” and “why” questions. As Yin highlights, “a case 

study is a preferred strategy when ‘how’ and ‘why’ questions are being posed, when 

the investigator has little control over events, and when the focus is on a 

contemporary phenomenon embedded some real life context” (1994, p. 1).  

Stake (1995, pp. 49–68) explains that case studies are an integrative system used 

to conduct social research. He also argues that the lessons learned from case studies 

are different from other kinds of research in four important ways: 

• Case study knowledge resonates with our own experience because it is more vivid, 
concrete and sensory than abstract; 

• Our experiences are rooted in context as knowledge is in case studies. This 
knowledge is distinguishable from the abstract, formal knowledge derived from 
other kinds of research design; 

• Readers bring along their own experience and understanding, which leads to 
generalizations when new data for the case are added to old data, and; 

• In generalizing readers have also some other population in mind. Thus unlike 
traditional research, the readers participate extending generalization to the 
reference population (ibid.). 

Miles and Huberman (1994, p. 12) say that the case study method is a phenomenon 

occurring in a bounded context. Yin offers the following definition: “a case study is 

an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon within the real-

life context, especially when boundaries between phenomenon and context are not 

clearly evident” (Yin 1994, 13). It has already  been mentioned earlier that that the 

nature of this research requires a comprehensive case study to promote clear 

understanding of the issue. As a result, the case study method was comprehensively 

applied during the empirical part of this research.  

4.5 Participatory Rural Appraisal (PRA) 

Participatory Rural Appraisal (PRA) is as important technique used in QR. PRA 

requires researchers to work together with study participants, so that the researchers 
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can know the participants and learn from them. It is a method of gathering different 

types of information, recognizing and organizing proposed groups and their 

participation. In addition, it creates an opportunity for participants who wish to 

contribute to various stages of the planning process, i.e. planning, implementing, and 

monitoring the study. PRA is a very useful way of focusing attention on people, on 

their livelihoods, and on their interrelationships to socio-economic and ecological 

factors (Mukherje, 1993, p. 30). Through this method, researchers assist people in 

analyzing the factors affecting their daily lives. For this research, I have conducted 

three PRA sessions (one for each research unit) using the key tools  such as, semi 

structured interviewing, focus group discussion, preference ranking, mapping and 

modeling, of PRA. 

4.6 Participant Observation 

Participant Observation (PO) is one QR method that helps researchers to 

understand the perspectives held by their study’s populations48. Becker and Geer 

(1957, p. 28) explain that  

“PO is a technique through which the researcher participates in the daily life of the 
participants of study units, either openly in the role of researcher or secretly in some 
hidden role, observing things that happen, listening to what is said, and questioning 
people, over some length of time”. 

According to Atkinson and Hammersley, (1998, p. 110) PO is a method where the 

researcher is observing the situation or subject by holding an established participant 

role in the scene studied.  

PO is a suitable method for descriptive research and for research aimed at 

developing theoretical understandings. Jorgenson (1998, p. 13) describes PO as an 

exclusive method and finds it suitable for the study of people’s daily lives. In 

addition, it is a suitable method for understanding the contextual realities of 

participants and their surroundings. As a result, this method has been used in order 

to understand the real life context of microcredit borrowers and the impacts of 

microcredit on women’s empowerment. In addition, by staying in the study units, 

PO has been used to develop a sense of how others see or understand this issue. The 

reliability and validity of the data thus were increased by using this method. 

                                                   
48 http://www.techsociety.com/cal/soc190/fssba2009/ParticipantObservation.pdf, accessed 
15.12.2013 
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4.7 Formal Questionnaires 

Questionnaires are one of the key tools used to collect empirical data. A formal 

questionnaire has certain, pre-determined sets of questions that are presented with 

precisely the same wording and in the same order to all the participants (Kothari, 

2004, p. 59). One advantage of this method is that it is inexpensive and is not time 

consuming. It is very difficult to conduct in-depth interviews with all of the 

participants in a short period of time. It is also very expensive and time-consuming 

to conduct formal interviews. Therefore, formal questionnaires were used in the 

study to collect quantitative data. During the empirical study, I used five sets of 

formal questionnaires for the five different categories of respondents: microcredit 

borrowers, NGO officials, government officials, people’s representatives, and 

members of civil society.  

4.8 In-Depth Interviews 

In-depth interviews are universally known QR methods (Mason, 1996, p. 73). During 

an in-depth interview, people share their ideas with each other to attain insights into 

each-others’ experiences, concerns, interests, beliefs, values, knowledge, 

perspectives, thoughts, and actions (Schostak, 2005, pp. 41–48). According to Boyce 

and Neale “one of the qualitative research tools is in-depth interviewing that aims at 

carrying out an intensive individual interviews with an significant number of 

participants to discover their perceptions on a specific issue, program, or context” 

(Boyce & Neale, 2006, p. 3) It is an open-ended method used to obtain detailed 

information about issues from the participants. It helps to uncover valuable insights 

and enables the researcher to find the real story from the people’s perspectives.49 In-

depth interviews are useful when an investigator wants comprehensive information 

about a person’s opinions and behaviors or wants to observe new issues broadly. 

During this empirical research, an open-ended informal questionnaire was used to 

understand the villagers’ perspectives on microcredit and on its role in women’s 

empowerment. 
 

                                                   
49 http://www.wallacefoundation.org/knowledge-center/after-school/collecting-and-using-data/ 
Documents/Workbook-E-Indepth-Interviews.pdf, 10.10.2012 



 

116 

4.9 Personal Cultural Appraisal  

Socio-cultural limitations, contextual realities, and living conditions vary from society 

to society and from country to country. The qualitative method has not addressed 

these issues adequately in general and in conducting an in-depth interview with the 

poor women of developing countries in particular. In order to overcome these 

limitations, sometimes personal experiences work better than any sophisticated 

method. So I employed this new strategy, which I am calling “Personal Cultural 

Appraisal” (PCA). My personal experiences helped me to deal as with poor women. 

I successfully conducted in-depth interviews with microcredit borrowers. And 

during this process I drew on specialized knowledge that I acquired during my 

upbringing in Bangladesh In addition, I worked as a sub-district educational officer 

for nearly 10 years (from 1997 to 2005). More importantly, I am a woman. As a 

result, this research was enriched by my personal understanding of the social and 

traditional structure of rural Bangladesh.  

As a woman with a rural background, I am well acquainted with the family 

structures, cultural norms, and social values held by rural women in Bangladesh. My 

experience with rural women assisted me greatly when analyzing and understanding 

the research data. My personal knowledge of the research area influenced the bulk 

of my research, including: developing and supporting my argument, synthesizing and 

integrating readings, as well as organizing and clarifying ideas. It also enhanced the 

validity and reliability of the data collected from the research units.  

4.10 Selection of Research Units for Data Collection 

Three different research units were selected for this study in Bangladesh. The 

primary data was collected from three units. The field study units are marked by stars 

in the map of Bangladesh (see figure 10). The names of the three research units are:  

• Durgapur Upazila, a sub-district of Natrokona District in northeastern 
Bangladesh 

• Pirgonj Upazila, a sub-district of Thakurgaon District in northern Bangladesh 

• Kushtia Sadar Upazila, a sub-district of Kushtia District in the western part of 
Bangladesh 
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These three places are well-known to me and I had easy access to people from these 

areas. Therefore, these research units were purposively selected50 (i.e., by applying 

purposive sampling) in order to carry out this study efficiently and effectively. In 

addition, Bangladesh is not geographically diverse society; it is hard to find 

differences between regions. For example, about 89% of the total population is 

Muslim, and about 98% of its total population speaks the same language (Bengali). 

Culturally, about 89% of its population belongs to the same group. Communication 

between regions is good, and it is rather easy to reach any region by bus or train. 

Bangladesh is known as village extended into a country. Despite a few differences, 

Bangladeshi villages have many similar characteristics. Therefore, the selected 

regions represent a complete picture of rural Bangladesh.  
  

                                                   
50 Sampling or sample selection is one of the key issues of QR. There are two major types of sampling. 
First, probability sampling such as random sampling, stratified sampling, systematic sampling, cluster 
random sampling, and multi-stage random sampling Second, non-probability sampling, for example: 
convenience or accidental sampling, purposive sampling, modal instance sampling, expert sampling, 
proportional and non-proportional quota sampling, diversity sampling, and snowball sampling 
(Bryman, 2008, pp. 165–185). There is no one best sampling strategy because that judgment depends 
on the context in which researchers are working and the nature of their research objectives (Palys, 
2008, p. 697). As a result, I have used the purposive sampling in selecting the research units and NGOs. 
Purposive sampling is the selection of certain units or cases based on a particular objective rather than 
on random processes (Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2003, p. 713). 
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Research Units:  
1) Durgapur Upazila, a sub-district of 

Natrokona District in northeastern 
Bangladesh 

2) Pirgonj Upazila, a sub-district of 
Thakurgaon District in northern 
Bangladesh 

3) Kushtia Sadar Upazila, a sub-district of 
Kushtia District in the western part of 
Bangladesh 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 10.  Research Units in Bangladesh 

4.11 Selecting NGOs 

The empirical study has been carried out on the microcredit borrowers of three 

selected NGOs from the above mentioned three regions of Bangladesh. The names 

of the NGOs are:  

• Grameen Bank;  

• Dustho Shastho Kendra, DSK (Health Centre for  the Poor), and; 

• Association for Social Advancement (ASA). 

These NGOs have been selected purposively (applying purposive sampling, see the 

footnotes 38 in above page). These three NGOs have been working successfully 

with an extensive microcredit program in the selected areas. The Grameen Bank and 

ASA are national NGOs while DSK is a regional NGO. The Grameen Bank is a 

well-known NGO and the pioneer of micro-credit theory and practice. The 

microcredit program of Grameen model has been replicated in different parts of the 
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world. It has been found that the Bangladeshi NGOs follow the Grameen model of 

micro-credit program and DSK and ASA are not an exception from this trend. As a 

result, microcredit borrowers of these NGOs have been selected as the participants 

of this study. 

4.12 Selecting Respondents 

Respondents were chosen according to their diversity, as the study required. Non-

probabilistic, purposive sampling was applied in order to select respondents. During 

this empirical study, 78 people in study units were interviewed using five categories 

and using formal questionnaires (see table 11). The different groups are government 

representatives, people’s representatives, civil society members, NGO officials, and 

microcredit borrowers.  

Government representatives are comprised of a number of Bangladeshi civil 

servants who are responsible for the implementation of government policy. In this 

research, their opinions about the NGOs’ activities regarding women’s 

empowerment were important.  

People’s representatives are the elected members of the local governmental 

units (i.e., from the Upazilas and members of Union Council) who are responsible 

for making and implementing public policies and for monitoring the government’s 

local development activities. People’s representatives belong to different political 

parties. 

Civil society members are teachers, freedom fighters51, businesspersons, and 

senior citizens. Their opinion about microcredit’s role in empowering its borrowers 

is vital. Civil society members are widely known and are considered to be the 

“mirrors” of the society since they act as bargaining agents on the people’s behalf.  

NGO officials are responsible for the implementation of different programs at 

a particular NGO. They are closely associated with the microcredit program. They 

are known as the “driving force” of NGOs.  

Microcredit borrowers are known as the “heart” of the microcredit programs. 

Therefore, they are the key informants in this research. Naturally, all of them are 

women. Only microcredit borrowers themselves can provide the most accurate 

                                                   
51 During the liberation war of Bangladesh in 1971,”Freedom Fighters” was a guerrilla force which 
fought against the Pakistan Army. They were broadly contrasted as being part of the war. Government 
of Bangladesh defined the group as Freedom Fighter. 
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information about their participation in their household’s decision-making process 

and on the impact of microcredit on their lives. 

Table 11.  The Categories and Numbers of Respondents 

Categories of respondents  Number of respondents 

People’s representative 14 

Government’s representative 5 

NGO officials 9 

Civil society member 11 

Microcredit borrowers 39 

Total 78 

4.13 Ethical Issues 

The theoretical goal of this study is to describe the practical situation of women’s 

empowerment in Bangladesh and to assess how microcredit helps them to 

participate in their household’s decision-making process. Both quantitative and 

qualitative methods were used in this research. I used also both formal 

questionnaires and informal questionnaires.  It is universally accepted that “ethical 

tensions are a part of the everyday practice of doing all kinds of research.” (Gullemin, 

2004, p. 261). In social scientific research, ethics is vital which ensure the validity and 

genuineness of the research. Almost all social research involves ethical issues.  

It is well-known that social science explores difficult subjects, including social, 

cultural, legal, economic, religious, and political phenomena (Freed-Taylor, 1994). 

This means that social scientific research must be concerned with ethical integrity to 

ensure that the research process and its findings are both trustworthy and valid 

(Biber, 2005). Therefore, according to Guillemin, “ethical strains are always part of 

the normal practice of conducting research in all disciplines” (Guillemin, 2004). This 

research is no exception. It intends to advance academic understanding in the 

administrative sciences, in the field of microcredit, in governance, and in women’s 

empowerment. Therefore, ethical standards have been followed throughout this 

process of research.  

General ethical issues were strictly followed during the empirical part of this 

research. These included: informing the participants, building trust, protecting the 

respondents, giving benefits to the respondents, ensuring voluntary participation, 

making sure the respondents were free from the risk of harm, and protecting their 

confidentiality (Callahan, 2011; Fowler, 1987; Ryen, 2004). Guillmin identifies two 

vital dimensions of research ethics in qualitative research, procedural ethics and 
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ethics in practice (Guillmin, 2004, p. 263). For this dissertation, ethics in practice 

were taken into consideration throughout the empirical part of this research. 

4.14 Getting into the Field 

Conducting an empirical study is always challenging work. In particular, working 

with underprivileged women in developing countries is not an easy task due to 

various social, religious, and cultural issues. However, as a woman who was born 

and raised in Bangladesh, my experiences helped me tremendously when working 

with these women, the microcredit borrowers. I truly enjoyed their company during 

my field work. In addition, I clearly explained my intentions to all of the respondents 

before beginning the empirical work. However, in some cases, I faced problems 

during this part of my study. For example, initially I did not get permission from 

Dustha Sastha Kendra (DSK), one of the NGOs, to conduct a study. Even though 

I tried to explain to the field-level officials that I am a PhD researcher who needs 

information for my dissertation and that I am not a reporter, they did not trust me. 

However, I finally managed this situation after receiving assistance from influential 

and respected local people (in general, they were civil society members).  

4.15 Research Validity and Reliability 

The validity and reliability of data are one of the major concerns of any research, 

regardless of whether they used quantitative or qualitative methods. “Reliability” and 

“validity” are conceptualized as trustworthiness, rigor, and quality in the qualitative 

paradigm. QR is defined by Patton (2001) as any kind of study that produces findings 

more from real world settings and that does not follow statistical procedures. 

Therefore, the validity and reliability of qualitative and quantitative data cannot be 

judged in the same way. Quantitative research only needs valid and reliable 

instruments to be reliable and valid, but “the researcher is the instrument” (Patton, 

2001, p. 14) in qualitative research. However, Patton (2001) highlights that both 

qualitative and quantitative researchers need to demonstrate that their studies are 

credible.  

One common test of the reliability of quantitative research is the capacity to 

generalize the results to wider groups and broader contexts. But Patton (2001) claims 

that universality is one of the criteria for quality case studies based on the case 

selected and studied. In order to ensure validity and reliability of data and 



 

122 

information I used triangulation. In these circumstances, the reliability of 

quantitative research is to very particular to the test to which it is applied, where 

triangulation techniques are applied in qualitative study. Stereotypically, triangulation 

is a strategy for ensuring the validity and reliability of the findings of QR. Mathison 

states that, “triangulation has risen an important methodological issue in naturalistic 

and qualitative approaches to evaluate control bias and  in establishing valid 

propositions because traditional scientific techniques are incompatible with this 

alternate epistemology” (1988, p. 13). According to Patton “triangulation 

strengthens a study by combining methods. This can mean using several kinds of 

methods or data, including using both quantitative and qualitative approaches” 

(Patton, 2001, p. 247).  

The validity of my interpretations in this research was enhanced by using 

triangulation. This study has grounded on multiple methods and data sources. 

According to Silverman (1993) and Stake (2000) “triangulation is a process of 

applying various perceptions to simplify meaning, validate observation and 

interpretation (Silverman 1993, p.145, Stake 2000). Thus, the reliability of the facts 

and figures has been confirmed by applying homogeneous methods to interviews 

and notes.” Hammersley (1990, p. 57) claims that validity is understood as the extent 

to which an explanation precisely represents the social issues that it mentions.  

To construct the reliability and validity of the data I used interviews, documents, 

direct observation, and information from key informants. Interviews were 

conducted with people from five categories at different levels of the society who 

served as the key informants. Data was collected from three different regions and 

from three different NGOs. Therefore, the validity of findings and their 

generalizability were increased. In addition, data was also collected from PRA 

sessions. Moreover, ethical issues were carefully assessed in the field study. It took 

about three months to conduct this study. I spent a long time interviewing the key 

informants, particularly when interviewing the microcredit borrowers. I also visited 

the microcredit borrowers frequently, as it helped me to understand the issues of 

microcredit and women’s empowerment. Furthermore, qualitative information was 

supplemented by the quantitative information. A wide range of scientific literature 

and government documents, both published and unpublished, were reviewed, 

analyzed, interpreted, and reinterpreted over the past five years in order to finalize 

this dissertation. Thus, to find out distinguish between what was said and what was 

really in practice multiple sources of data collection helped me. 

According to the Association for Qualitative Research, “reliability” means the 

repeatability of a specific set of research results or how precisely they can be pretend 
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in a second identical piece of research. Thus, reliability of findings can be justified 

by the extent to which the conclusions of a study can be found in similar 

circumstances. Gray (2004) and Yin (1998) argue that in order to ensure reliability of 

research, the tools used should be able to stimulate anticipated responses regularly, 

therefore reducing the margin of error and bias.  

In order to enrich the reliability of this research, five different sets of interview 

questions for five different categories of people were used. These were based on the 

preliminary conceptualization of research issues before data collection. The reliability 

of data was also improved by explaining questions to the informants and by creating 

an atmosphere where the participants felt comfortable.. In addition, all research 

activities were documented and notes were taken during data collection, because the 

aim is to “engage in research that probes for deeper understanding rather than 

examining surface features” (Johnson, 1995, p. 4). Using multiple methods such as 

observation, interviews, PRA sessions, and case analysis will lead to a more valid, 

reliable, and diverse construction of realities. Keeping this in mind, multiple methods 

have been used to reflect the various ways of ensuring validity and reliability.  

4.16 Conclusions 

In order to answer these research questions and to achieve these research objectives, 

multiple research methods were used during this empirical study. The summary of 

research methods in relation to research objectives are presented in the following 

table. 
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Table 12.  Research Methodology and Field Study 

Research 
Objectives  

Field Study 
Objectives 

Research Methods Major participants 

To observe the 
challenges facing 
women who are 
trying to become 
empowered 

Visiting NGOs and 
study units 
extensively. Five 
categories of 
people were 
interviewed to 
study women’s real-
life situations 

An empirical study 
of the research study 
units. Formal and 
informal 
questionnaire 
methods 

Selected local 
microcredit 
borrowers, civil 
society members, 
people's 
representatives, 
government officials, 
and NGO officials  

To observe how 
microcredit 
promotes rural 
women’s 
participation in their 
household decision-
making process. 

Visiting microcredit 
borrowers’ families 
and observing their 
lives extensively 

In-depth interviews 
and the case study 
method 

Civil society 
members, microcredit 
borrowers, and 
people's 
representatives 

To observe the role 
of microcredit in 
empowering women 
borrowers 

Visiting villages 
with all level of 
informants 

PRA sessions  All categories of 
respondents. 

In Bangladesh, there are more than 1,000 local and international non-government 

organizations (NGOS) and those organizations create self-employment 

opportunities for over 8 million poor women through providing microcredit. The 

majority of the NGO members are women. Those NGOs generate activities for the 

poor women that allow them to change their lives through microcredit programs. In 

country’s development agendas, women’s organizations have contributed greatly in 

moving women’s issues and interests forward. In Bangladesh, more than 18,000 

registered NGOs work on a wide range of developmental issues in general and on 

women’s empowerment in particular. The facts and figures of this research were 

collected from the microcredit borrowers who related with three NGOs: The 

Grameen Bank, ASA (Association for Social Advancement), and DSK (Dushtha 

Shasthya Kendra). The following chapter discusses briefly the profile of these 

NGOs.  
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5 GRAMEEN BANK, ASSOCIATION FOR SOCIAL 
ADVANCEMENT (ASA) AND DUSHTHA 
SHASTHYA KENDRA (DSK) 

5.0 Introduction 

During the empirical study in Bangladesh, data has been collected from three NGOs: 

Grameen Bank (GB), the Association for Social Advancement (ASA), and Dushtha 

Shasthya Kendra (DSK). The GB pioneered the introduction of microcredit among 

impoverished people. During the last three decades, many countries have introduced 

Grameen microcredit in order to alleviate poverty. The NGOs  in Bangladesh that 

provide microcredit used Grameen’s system. Data was collected from borrowers 

who are the members of the three different NGOs. Therefore this chapter highlights 

the governance of Grameen’s microcredit. However, basic information from the two 

other NGOs studied is also briefly presented in this chapter. It is important to 

mention that the information regarding these three NGOs has been collected from 

their websites. 

5.1 Grameen Bank and Microcredit 

The rural advancement policies of developing countries are based on three fallacious 

views about their impoverished people. These are: (a) rural micro-entrepreneurs are 

not able to understand themselves; (b) they are too poor to save money; and (c) thus, 

they need low-cost, easy credit for their income-generating activities (Seibel & 

Parhusip 1990, as cited in Harper, 2003, p. 11). These policies have caused off from 

three assumptions, such as, (a) the development banks responsible for credit 

programs overlooked savings utilization; (b) they have subsidized credit programs, 

and; (c) to cover likely losses, liberal credit safety schemes were established (Khan & 

Rahman, 2007, p. 24, as cited in Harper, 2003, p. 11). Therefore, these policies have 

not successfully benefited the people who they meant to help and they have not 

helped vulnerable women either. About half of the total population remained poor 

and excluded from the government’s benefits.  
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In rural Bangladesh, women are in a very vulnerable position. They do not have 

access to formal employment and they do not have capital to engage in income 

generating activities. Considering the above facts and to help overcome the problems 

facing poor women, Dr. Mohammad Yunus came up with the idea of microcredit 

more than three decades ago. 

5.1.1 Grameen Bank’s Approach 

The GB is a non-traditional bank that serves poor people in Bangladesh and that 

provides microloans to these people, especially women. According to Khandker, the 

membership criteria of GB are as follows: anyone who own less than half an acre of 

land or whose assets do not exceed the value of one acre land (Khandker, 1996, p. 

24). The eminent professor of economics, Dr. Yunus, started the GB project as an 

experiment in collateral free banking for poor people in 1976 (Mondal, 2002, p. 38). 

The GB pilot project was first introduced in ‘Jobra’, a village close to the University 

of Chittagong where Dr. Yunus worked. The main difference between GB and other 

formal, profitable bank loans is that GB loans do not need to be protected by a 

guarantee. So the poor people of Bangladesh, who are excluded from the traditional 

banking services, were served by GB. 

Accessing to credit is one of the major challenges faced by the rural poor. As a 

result, Dr. Yunus thought that, “the poor people owing too little land to assist 

themselves as farmers, could yet make productive use of small loans borrowed 

without collateral, and would refund the loan in time.” The GB trusts that idea and 

helped the poor women with the capital support. According to Khandkar et al., “the 

poor can be productively employed in income-generating activities, including 

processing and manufacturing, transportation, storing and marketing agricultural 

produce and raising livestock” (1995, p. 24). 

The GB believes that credit should be a fundamental right. According to Dr. 

Yunus, the basic principle of GB is “not only [that] credit for self-employment 

should be formally recognized as a fundamental human right, it should also be 

recognized that it is a human right which plays a critical role in attaining all other 

human rights” (Yunus, 1987, p. 6). Furthermore, GB emphasizes that, “if the poor 

people are provided credit on flexible terms and conditions, they will be able to judge 

their own way how best to progress their profits and need only those efforts that 

they can purchase themselves” (Khandakar et al. 1995, p. 24). 
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In 1983, the GB project was converted to full-scale bank and its clients were 

mostly women. Dr. Yunus dealt with desperately poor women who had nothing to 

serve as collateral to guarantee their loans. In addition, the GB works tirelessly to 

break the cycle of dependency and problematic social practices that culture, tradition, 

and religion perpetuate among rural women (Rahman, 1987 as cited in Mizan 1994, 

p. 19). One of the most important features of GB is that it goes to the people it 

serves, and it does not force the people to go to the bank (Latifee 1985, as cited in 

Mizan, 1994, p. 19).This need-focused program and personal attention is very 

attractive to rural people. 

5.1.2 Grameen Bank’s Aims and Objectives 

GB is a financial institution that works for poor people, and particularly for poor 

women. They strive to alleviate poverty by providing credit. Over the last three 

decades, GB has demonstrated its competence in fighting poverty. The GB was 

established to provide credit to those who are ignored by the traditional financial 

system. The specific objectives of GB are: 

• To include poor people in the banking system; 

• To keep the poor away from local money lenders; 

• To create self-employment opportunities for poor, unemployed people; 

• To empower poor women by providing them with credit; 

• To bring vulnerable women from the poorest households in a formal 
organizational setup;  

• GB provides capital in order to develop more income, more savings, and more 
investments, which break the vicious cycle of low-income, low-saving, and low-
investment among the rural poor (UNESCO, 2006). 

5.1.3 Features of Grameen Microcredit 

Microcredit is at the heart of GB. “Grameen microcredit” is a model of poverty 

alleviation that is widely recognized by the development community. As a result, in 

2006 GB and its founder Dr. Yunus were awarded the Nobel Peace Prize. The Nobel 

Peace Committee explained that  
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The Norwegian Nobel Committee has decided to award the Nobel Peace Prize for 
2006, divided into two equal parts, to Muhammad Yunus and Grameen Bank, for 
their efforts to create economic and social development from below. Lasting peace 
cannot be achieved unless large population groups find ways in which to break out of 
poverty. Microcredit is one such means. Development from below also serves to 
advance democracy and human rights (UNESCO 10.12.2006).  

Due to the unique features and success of Grameen microcredit, many countries 

around the world have already introduced this model to their economies. The unique 

features of Grameen’s microcredit are:  

(a) it establishes credit as a human rights; (b) it targets  poor women; (c) it is collateral 
free; (e) it creates self-employment opportunity; (f) it delivers services at the doorsteps 
of poor people; (i) it  brings poor people into a group; (j) it gives loans to the poor on 
a continuous basis; (k)  it has a weekly payment system; (l) it provides more than one 
loan; (m) it introduces a compulsory savings system; (n) its interest rate is  like  the 
interest rate of the commercial bank and market; and (o) finally Grameen microcredit 
emphasizes the building social capital52”(GB website accessed on 28.07.2013). 

Grameen’s microcredit activities are highly transparent and are easy to understand 

for its borrowers. All functions, including savings and credit transactions, are 

conducted openly during weekly meetings held at the center53. In addition, the 

borrowers are able to learn about many aspects of their social life during the weekly 

discussions lead by field workers. The topics include the importance of savings, 

education, health, family planning, and the dangers of child marriage, dowries, and 

child labor. Another remarkable feature of GB is that it follows simple procedures, 

for example, group formation, weekly savings, easy loan applications, transparent 

approval processes, credit disbursement, and its monitoring and supervision. 

5.1.4 Grameen Bank and its Sixteen Decisions 

There are many factors behind the success of Grameen microcredit and the most 

striking factors are the sixteen decisions. Dr. Yunus introduced sixteen decisions 

when GB was nine years old. These decisions are obligatory and the members need 

to follow them strictly before they qualify for credit. During this study, I observed 

that all group members needed to recite the sixteen decisions at the beginning of 

group meetings. Some claim that these decisions are vital in order to enhance 

                                                   
52 http://www.grameen-info.org/microcredit-definition/ accessed on 28.07.2013 
53 Grameen bank offices  identified as a  center for the borrowers 
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women’s understanding, ability and knowledge, as these decisions promote the 

process women’s empowerment. According to the GB website, these sixteen 

decisions are (GB website, accessed on 28.10.201354):  

• Decision one: We shall follow and advance the four principles of Grameen 
Bank—Discipline, Unity, Courage and Hard Work—in all walks of our lives;  

• Decision two: We shall bring prosperity to our families;  

• Decision three: We shall not live in dilapidated houses. We shall repair our 
houses and work towards constructing new houses at the earliest; 

• Decision four: We shall grow vegetables all year round. We shall eat plenty of 
them and sell the surplus;  

• Decision five: During the plantation seasons, we shall plant as many seedlings as 
possible;  

• Decision six: We shall plan to keep our families small. We shall minimize our 
expenditures. We shall look after our health; 

• Decision seven: We shall educate our children and ensure that they can pay for 
their education;  

• Decision eight: We shall always keep our children and the environment clean; 

• Decision nine: We shall build and use pit-latrines;  

• Decision ten: We shall drink water from tube wells. If it is not available, we shall 
boil water or use alum;  

• Decision eleven: We shall not take any dowry at our sons’ weddings, neither 
shall we give any dowry at our daughter’s wedding. We shall keep our center free 
from the curse of dowry. We shall not practice child marriage;  

• Decision twelve: We shall not inflict any injustice on anyone, neither shall we 
allow anyone to do so;  

• Decision thirteen: We shall collectively undertake bigger investments for higher 
incomes; 

• Decision fourteen: We shall always be ready to help each other. If anyone is in 
difficulty, we shall all help him or her; 

• Decision fifteen: If we come to know of any breach of discipline in any center, 
we shall all go there and help restore discipline, and;  

• Decision sixteen: We shall take part in all social activities collectively (GB 
website, 28.07.2013).  

                                                   
54 http://www.grameen.com/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=22&Itemid=109, 
accessed on 28.10.2013 
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5.1.5 Grameen Bank and Credit Delivery 

The original GB called for the formation of groups of borrowers. A group comprises 

five borrowers. Each member within a group holds the office of chairperson for one 

year. The chairperson will be replaced if he or she fails to behave in accordance with 

the GB rules. In addition, each group must belong to a center and each center is 

supervised by a GB field worker who visits the center regularly (at least once a week). 

The borrowers are collectively and individually responsible for repayments, and any 

deviation by an individual member disqualifies both the person and their group. 

Once a loan is paid off by one member, another loan may be granted to her and 

other members may qualify for new loans. A loan will be granted to one member of 

a group and the terms and conditions of the loan will be enforced by the whole 

group. In principle, the group serves as collateral. This is because peer pressure, 

shame, and respect for authority encourage repayments (Mizan, 1994). 

GB has three types of loans. They are: (a) income generating loans (which are the 

most popular loans); (b) housing loans, and: (c) higher education loans for the 

children of Grameen Bank borrowers families. The rate of interest for each type of 

loan varies. The interest rate is about 22% in income generating loans, and the 

interest rate is 8% for housing loans. Last, the interest rate is 5% for education loans. 

Interest rates are considered using the declining balance method and only simple 

interest is used. No additional interest is charged when the accumulated interest 

becomes equal to the principal (Mondal, 2002). The declining balance method means 

if a borrower receive a loan like TK55 1,000  and he has to pay back TK 1,100 within 

a year by weekly instalments.TK1,000 as the basic  money plus TK 100 as interest 

for the year which is equivalent to10% flat rate.56 The GB has several other program 

components that are briefly described below. 

Group fund loans 

The group fund is an obligatory saving system. Initially, the borrowers contribute 

five percent of their loans to the fund and then deposit one Taka each week. A group 

member is eligible to borrow from the fund for any need with the approval of the 

other group members. 

 

 

                                                   
55 Bangladeshi currency TAKA, in short TK, One Taka= 87$ 
56 http://www.grameen-info.org/grameen-bank-interest-rate 
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Emergency funds 

Emergency funds are established from advances given out by GB. The bank charges 

25% of an individual loan, which is deposited by the borrowers into the emergency 

fund. This fund offers insurance for illnesses, accidents, disabilities, bad debts, and 

damage to livestock or crops. 

Children’s welfare funds 

The members deposit one taka to this fund every week. This fund is used to promote 

the welfare of the member’s children by paying for books and teachers or by renting 

a school room. 

5.1.6 Administration and Management of Grameen Microcredit 

Grameen microcredit is operated by four units. They are the Branch Office, the Area 

Office, the Zonal Office, and the Headquarters (see the following figure 11 for 

organizational information). The Branch office is the vital operating unit of Grameen 

microcredit. The branch office is run by a branch manager who heads the branch, 

six or seven field workers, three or four trainees, and covers about 150 centers and 

750 members. Each field worker supervises about ten centers and 50 members. They 

also attend two center meetings in the morning in order to collect payments for 

savings and loan installments. In the meetings, the field workers also discuss 

important issues related to microcredit and social development. The branch manager 

is responsible for the administration of the activities of the whole branch. They 

randomly visit the centers in the mornings to supervise the field workers and to see 

the physical utilization of loans. 

An area office is formed by ten to fifteen branches. The head of the area office 

is area manager who is supported by a program officer. Area managers and program 

officers are responsible for supervising the branches’ activities. They visit each 

branch at least twice in a month. Area mangers play important roles in maintaining 

relationships with local governmental authorities. Zonal offices are comprised of 

about five area offices and are headed by a zonal manager. The zonal manger 

supervises the area offices. All activities of Grameen microcredit are supervised by 

the central office. The central office also maintains relationships with the 

government and with international agencies. 
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Figure 11.  Microcredit Governance 

5.1.7 The Operations of Grameen Bank: Sources of funding 

In 1983, GB was established as a financial institution by the GOB. The central bank 

was financed with a low interest rate in order to run its microcredit activities. In 

addition, the donor agencies also provided funds to GB through grants or by loans 

with concessionary interest rates. In its early days, GB borrowed more than 43 

million taka from the commercial banks in Bangladesh. These funds were borrowed 

at market interest rates from 1985 to 1988. During the mid-1980s many donor 

agencies from abroad invested in GB. These included NORAD (Norwegian Agency 

for Development Cooperation) from Norway, SIDA (Swedish International 

Development Cooperation Agency) from Sweden, Netherlands, and the Ford 

Foundation from the USA. From 1983 to 1993, about 58.1% of GB’s total resources 

were contributed from donors. The basic information about Grameen microcredit 

is presented in the table 13. 
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Table 13.  Information on Grameen Bank’s Microcredit Activities (since January 2016). 

Particulars Figures 

Basic Loan 1,026.59 Million (USD) 
Flexible 99.40 Million (USD) 
Total 1,166.87 Million (USD) 
Rate of Recovery 98.37 % 
Number of Members (Total) 8,675,184 
Number of Female Members 8,341,545 
Number of Male Members 333,639 
Number of Groups 1,342,009 
Number of Centers 142,317 
Number of Villages 81,390 
Number of Branches 2,568 

5.2 The Association for Social Advancement  

The Association for Social Development (ASA) was established in 1978. Now it is 

one of the leading NGOs in Bangladesh. Since the founding, ASA has become well-

known around the world as a sustainable microfinance institution. Its microcredit 

model is called the “ASA Sustainable and Cost-effective Microfinance Model.” This 

model it has demonstrated that one branch can become self-reliant in twelve months 

(Rahman et al., 2011, p. 13). From the very beginning, the ASA aimed to help 

deprived peoples lead better lives.  

Over the years, the ASA evolved through three different phases: the foundation 

phase (1978-1984), the reformative phase (1985-1991), and the program 

specialization phase (1991 to present)57. In the foundation phase, the ASA brought 

poor people’s problems into focus and conducted training programs to raise social 

awareness. Next, the ASA moved to the family which is a basic social unit and 

executed an inclusive development program aimed at empowering women. This 

phase concentrated on development in important areas such as, primary health care, 

nutrition, education, and sanitation. During the second phase, ASA also made credit 

available to the poor. ASA started its microcredit program in 1990 with the idea that 

credit is the key to economically empowering the poor. The third phase began in 

1992 and is ongoing. The main feature of this phase is that the ASA provides 

microcredit to the poor using low-cost service techniques to develop a reserve of 

independent and sustainable donor capital.  

Although ASA follows the basic principles of Grameen microcredit, its approach 

is somewhat different from the GB approach. For example, ASA’s groups consist of 

                                                   
57 http://asa.org.bd/evolution/, 25. 09.2013 
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30 to 40 members. In addition, ASA’s branch offices do not have an accounts officer, 

and branch offices make their own fiscal plan. Furthermore, districts and regions 

have no support staff and no training cell (Rahman et al., 2011, pp. 13-14). 

5.2.1 ASA’s Microcredit Programs  

ASA is known as a specialized microfinance institution. It offers various kinds of 

microcredit services, for example they offer loans for deeply impoverished people, 

small entrepreneurs, and small businesses. They also have programs to build 

partnerships for members. Furthermore, ASA also offers education loans to 

members’ children, business development services to the very poor, technical 

support services to NGOs, security funds for borrowers’ husbands, and savings and 

insurance services for members. Among all these services, ASA’s small credit 

program is the most fundamental aspect of it microcredit program. The aim of this 

program is to provide loans to poor landless women with the goal of alleviating their 

poverty and empowering them. The small loan program accounted for about 80% 

of ASA’s total loan portfolio (Rahman et al., 2011, p. 15). 

Over time, ASA achieved operational self-sufficiency (OSS) and financial self-

sufficiency (FSS) in their microcredit programs at home and abroad. The main 

components of ASA’s distinctive microcredit operational activities are:  

• ASA’s structure is very lean and simple 

• They employ a learning by doing approach and free casual training 

• Services are Standardized and simplified  

• The costs structure is standardized and involves and less overhead cost 

• Its maximally uses its deposit 

• Its directed procedure are based on their manual 

• It takes cost-control steps  

• Its management is innovative (ASA website, accessed on 26.02.2013)58: 

At present ASA has extended it microcredit program to more than 63 thousands 

villages. The following table shows ASA’s current microcredit activities. 
 

                                                   
58 http://asa.org.bd/sustainable-microfinance/, 26.02.2016 
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Table 14.  ASA’s Microcredit Activities up to December 2015  

Particulars Figures 
Cumulative Loan Disbursement 10.95 billion (USD) 
Number of Branches 2,932 
Number of Villages 63,837 
Recovery Rate 99.63% 
Number of Groups 261,731 
Number of Borrowers 4,444,46 
Percentage of Female Borrowers 91.76% 
Total Number of Members  6,659,626 

Source: http://asa.org.bd/asa-at-a-glance/, accessed on 02.02.2016 

5.3 Dushtha Shasthya Kendra59 

Dustha Shasthya Kendro (DSK), which is known as the “Health Centre for the 

Poor,” is an NGO located in Bangladesh that was established in 1988 to provide 

health care services to the slum dwellers in Dhaka City, Bangladesh. However, over 

time, DSK expanded its activities from health care to microcredit services. Like the 

GB and ASA, DSK is committed to addressing the problems of vulnerable people 

in general and of poor women in particular. DSK’s central aim is to build a poverty-

free society by pursuing social justice. In addition, DSK is committed to building 

self-sufficient and sustainable communities based on grassroots organizations. 

Although DSK began its mission with its health care project, it has now expanded 

its activities across society to reduce poverty. The specific objectives of DSK are: 

• Providing primary health care services to poor people in general and to women 
and children in particular; 

• Undertaking illiteracy eradication programs for adults and children; 

• Looking for alternatives to create employment opportunities for the poor in both 
urban and rural areas; 

• Connecting the distribution of loans to the poor so that they can understand 
potential income-generation opportunities. 

• Sponsoring impoverished people living in urban areas to improve their living 
conditions to ensure their basic human rights by providing legal assistance and 
shelter. 

• Supporting relief and rehabilitation programs for those who suffered from natural 
disasters and disasters (http://www.dskbangladesh.org/goal_objective.html, 
21.7.2013). 

                                                   
59 Bengali words means “health center for the poor.” 
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5.3.1 DSK’s Microcredit Programs  

DSK launched the Grameen microcredit approach in 1992 with the aim of alleviating 

rural and urban poverty. In addition, over the years, DSK has introduced various 

types of microcredit programs such as flexible savings and loans, Grameen II, dignity 

loans, microenterprise loans, financial services for the poorest (FSP), livestock loans, 

and seasonal loans for farmers. DSK follows the administration and management 

approach of Grameen microcredit in implementing its credit program for the poor. 

Until August 2012, the total number of DSK’s outstanding loans was 1,335,871,482 

Bangladeshi taka. The summary of DSK’s microcredit situation is presented in the 

following table: 

Table 15.  Summary of Group and Center Information of DSK, August 2012 

Particulars Urban Areas Rural Areas Total All Currency 
in Bangladeshi 
Taka 

Number of Clients 2,221 2,513 4,734 
Number of Members 82,196 80,222 164,418 
Number of Borrowers 51,395 48,740 100,135 
Outstanding Loans 757,60,9178 578,262,304 1,335,871,482 
Outstanding Savings 368,766,761 235,284,539 604,051,300 
Recovery rate   99.42% 

Source: http://www.dskbangladesh.org/micro_finance3.html, accessed on 23.07.2013 

5.4 Conclusions 

This chapter briefly described the administration and management of three different 

approaches to microcredit and of Grameen microcredit in particular. During my 

empirical study in Bangladesh, primary data was collected from borrowers and from 

NGOs. These findings are presented in the following chapter. 
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6 ANALYSIS OF EMPIRICAL FINDINGS, 
MICROCREDIT, WOMEN’S EMPOWERMENT, AND 
WOMEN’S PARTICIPATION IN THEIR 
HOUSEHOLD’S DECISION-MAKING PROCESS: 
EXPERIENCES FROM THE FIELD 

“You just educate your daughters and let them make their own livelihood.” Begum Rokeya60, 
pioneer of women's movement in Bangladesh 

6.0 Introduction 

This chapter descriptively analyzes empirical findings. The main objective of this 

research is to describe the relationship between microcredit and women’s 

empowerment. More specifically, the aim is to understand how microcredit 

borrowers participate in their household’s decision-making process as it relates to 

education, health, savings, and marriage. Women’s participation in these decision-

making processes are vital indicators of women’s empowerment. This research 

intends to extensively examine these four aspects of women’s empowerment 

through interpreting empirical data gathered at individual, familial, societal, 

institutional, and state levels. An extensive empirical study was conducted in 

Bangladesh between October and December of 2012. The main objective of the 

field study was to collect primary data from study units with the aim of exploring 

answers to the research questions outlined in this dissertation in order to attain the 

research objectives. This study is primarily based on qualitative data. However, in 

few cases, quantitative data was also collected and it is presented to strengthen the 

qualitative findings. Primary data was collected from three study units through using 

various methods and techniques. The three regions studied were selected 

purposively. The names of the three study units are:  

                                                   
60 Begum Rokeya Sakhawat Hossein was a pioneer of the women’s liberation and education 
movements in undivided Bengal in the20th century. She was also a Muslim feminist writer and social 
worker. 
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• Susang Durgapur Upazila of the Natrokona District in northeastern Bangladesh 

• Pirgonj Upazila, a sub-district of the Thakurgaon District in northern Bangladesh 

• Kushtia Sadar Upazila of the Kushtia District in western Bangladesh 

The above study units were chosen because this part of Bangladesh is more rural 

and less developed. In addition, it was chosen because NGOs, such as GB, ASA, 

and DSK, work in those areas. So, this study represents the experiences of the rural 

villagers in Bangladesh. The larger goal is that these results will lead to a better 

understanding of the situation of the poor women in the whole country. 

This empirical study was carried out on the microcredit programs of three NGO’s 

from three different regions in Bangladesh. The NGOs were purposively selected 

and they are:  

• Grameen Bank (GB);  

• Dustha Shasthya Kendra (Health Centre for Poor) (DSK), and; 

• Association for Social Advancement (ASA). 

The Grameen Bank is a world famous NGO and is a pioneer of microcredit theory. 

At present, the Grameen microcredit program has been replicated throughout the 

world. Bangladesh is very “fertile land” for NGOs and most of the NGOs follow 

the Grameen model. DSK and ASA are no exception. In this study, 78 people from 

five different categories were interviewed using a formal questionnaire from the 

study units. In addition three PRA sessions (one from each unit) were also 

conducted.  

6.1 Research Unit Profiles 

6.1.1 Study Unit One: Susang-Durgapur Upazila in the Netrokona 
District 

Susang Durgapur is an Upazila in Bangladesh located in Netrakona District, which 

is 182 km away from the capital city, Dhaka. It is situated in the northern part of 

Bangladesh, near the Himalayan border. Susang Durgapur features the natural 
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splendor of the Woodland River and its hills, where the Garos61 and other tribes 

reside. In addition, the country’s main source of Chaina clay located in Susang 

Durgapur. This clay is used to create ceramic products. Many varieties of fish are 

also available in the hawor62 areas of this Upazila. The economy of this area is 

primarily based on agriculture. Main occupations of Susang Durgapur are: agriculture 

(52%), agricultural labor (22%), commerce (8%), wage labor (3%), service (3%), 

fishing (2%), and others (10%). The staple crops are paddy, jute, wheat, mustard 

seed, and potato. The operationally important NGOs are: CARE International 

(Cooperation for Assistance and Relief Everywhere), DSK, BRAC (Bangladesh 

Rural Advancement Committee), GB, Concern Bangladesh, and others. 

Table 16.  Susang Durgapur Upazila at a Glance 

 
Source: Community Report, Netrokona District June 201263 

                                                   
61 The Garos are the indigenous people who live in some areas of Bangladesh, like Mymensingh, 
Netrokona, and Sylshet. The Garos are one of the few remaining matrilineal societies in the world; 
individuals take their clan titles from their mothers, and the youngest daughter inherits property from 
her mother. 
62 Hawors are bowl shaped depressions between the natural levees of a river and are subject to monsoon 
flooding every year. 
63 Population and Housing Census 2011, Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics, Statistics and Informatics 
Division, Ministry of Planning, Bangladesh. 

Items  

1. Population  

Both sex 224,873 

Male 111,691 

Female 113,182 

Urban 24,306 

Rural 198,239 

Annual growth Rate 1.24 

2. Household  

Total 50,596 

Urban 5,687 

Rural 44,385 

3. Area sq. km 279.28 

Density per sq.km 805 

Urbanization (%) 11.84 

4. Literacy rate (%)  

Both sex 39.5 

Male 40.0 

Female 38.7 
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6.1.2 Study Unit Two: Pirgonj Upazila in the Thakurgaon District 

Pirgonj Upazila is situated in the northwestern part of Bangladesh in the District of 

Thakurgaon. The upazila is 467 km from Dhaka. In the south, Pirgonj is bordered 

by the Dinajput district and, in the west, it shares a border with India. Thakurgoan 

is also known for its agriculture. The main agricultural products are rice, wheat, 

sugarcane, and other seasonal vegetables and fruits. Thakurgaon is the main source 

of Bangladesh’s rice and mango exports. The Takurgoan Sugar Mill, which is part of 

the Bangladesh Sugar and Food Industries Corporation (BSFIC), is one of the 

biggest sugar mills in Bangladesh. As a result, there are some cold stores and 

agricultural-tool factories situated in this district. Due to its distance from the capital, 

this area faces some logistical and technical difficulties in transporting its agricultural 

products. GB, ASA, CARE, and other NGOs are help to improve the situation of 

women in this area. The literacy rate and girls’ education  of this area does not 

represent a satisfactory picture of the country. As a result, women’s contributions to 

decision-making are also very limited here. 
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Table 17.  Pirgonj Upazila at a Glance 

Items  

1. Population  

    Both sex 243,535 

    Male 122,553 

    Female 120,982 

    Urban 27,700 

    Rural 215,835 

    Annual growth rate 1.2 

2. Households  

    Total 58,299 

    Urban 6,541 

    Rural 51,758 

3. Area sq.km 353,99 

    Density per sq.km 688 

    Urbanization (%) 11.37 

4. Literacy (%)  

    Both Sex 47.8 

    Male 52.4 

    Female 43.2 

Source: Community report, 2012: Pirgonj Upazila64  

6.1.3 Study Unit Three: Kushtia Sadar Upazila in the Kushtia District 

Kushtia is situated in the western part of Bangladesh. It is about 169 km away from 

Dhaka. Kushtia is the birthplace of many renowned people. For example, Mir 

Mosharraf Hossain, a 19th century Bengali novelist, playwright, and essayist, was 

born here. The main occupations are: agriculture (27%), commerce (19%), service 

(17%), agricultural labor (16%), transportation (3%), weaving (3%), wage laborer 

(3%), industry (2%), construction (2%), and others (9%). The main crops are: paddy, 

wheat, jute, sugarcane, potato, tobacco, and betel leaf. This upazila is rich in cottage 

industries, especially in Nakshi Katha65, and bamboo and cane work. Its operationally 

important NGOs are GB, BRAC, ASA, Disha, Jogoroni Chakra, and others. 
 

                                                   
64 Population and Housing Census 2011, Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics, Statistics and Informatics 
Division 
65 Nakshi Katha is a fine hand stitch handicraft of Bangladesh. This type of embroidered quilt is a 
centuries-old, Bengali art form. 
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Table 18.  Kustia Sadar Upazila at a Glance 

 

 
Source: Community Report Kustia Upazila66 

6.2 Respondents’ Profiles 

In order to understand microcredit, women’s empowerment, and how much 

microcredit borrowers are able participate in their household’s decision-making 

process, five different categories of respondents were selected and interviewed. 

These categories include: government representatives, people’s representatives, 

NGO officials, civil society members, and microcredit borrowers. These five 

categories of people are very closely linked to women’s empowerment and 

microcredit. They do know the grassroots situations very well. Therefore, their 

opinions are vital to exploring this study’s research question and to achieve its 

objective. A total of 78 respondents were interviewed using one of five different sets 

of formal questionnaires (the questionnaires are presented in appendix 1). The basic 

profile of the respondents is briefly presented in the following sections. 

                                                   
66 Population and Housing Census 2011, Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics, Statistics and Informatics 
Division Ministry of Planning. 

Items  

1. Population  

    Both sex 502,255 

    Male 253,499 

    Female 248,756 

    Urban 102,988 

    Rural 393,832 

    Annual growth rate 1.69 

2. Households  

    Total  1,20,087 

    Urban 23,037 

    Rural 95,690 

3. Area sq.km 318.22 

    Density per sq.km 1578 

    Urbanization (%) 21.59 

4. Literacy Rate (%)  

    Both sex  53.9 

    Male 56.5 

    Female 51.5 



 

143 

6.2.1 Age Distribution of the Respondents 

The age distribution of the respondents is shown in table 19. The table shows that 

most of the people’s representatives were between 50 and 69 years of age. The 

government representatives were between the ages of 40 and 49. The average age of 

civil society members was about 50. Compared to the other groups, the NGO 

officials and microcredit borrowers were younger. Most of them were between 30 

and 39. However, there was a problem when counting the age of borrowers. 

Interestingly, none of the borrowers who were interviewed knew their real date of 

birth. When asked about their age, they simply replied that they could be 30 or 40. 

Therefore, accurate ages are difficult to ascertain in Bangladesh, especially for rural 

women. 

Table 19.  Age Distribution of the Respondents 

Age in years Number of the respondents Female Male 

30–39 41 

52 26 

40–49 18 

50–59 13 

60–69 5 

70+ 1 

Grand Total 78 52 26 

6.2.2 Educational Profile of the Respondents 

Table 20 shows a very interesting fact about the educational levels of the microcredit 

borrowers; most of the microcredit borrowers received less than a primary-level 

education. Only four of them passed secondary school. All of the respondents from 

the other categories had at least a secondary education. The educational level of the 

people’s representatives is not satisfactory when compared to govt. representatives, 

civil society members, and NGO official 
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Table 20.  Respondents’ Educational Levels 

Categories of 
the 
respondents 

Under 
primary 
education 

Primary 
education 

Secondary 
education 

Graduate Masters Total 

People’s 
Representative
s 

  13 1  14 

Government 
Representative
s 

   1 4 5 

Civil society 
members 

  3 8  11 

NGO officials    4 5 9 

Microcredit 
Borrowers 

21 (53%) 14 (35%) 4   39 

Grand Total 21 14 20 14 9 78 

6.2.3 Duration of Borrowers’ NGO Memberships 

Table 21 shows how long microcredit borrowers’ were members of NGOs. 

Amongst the 39 microcredit borrowers, 11 were members for less than five years, 

17 had memberships that ranged between 6 to 9 years, 4 were members for 10 to 14 

years, 5 had memberships that were 15 to 19 years old, and only 2 were members for 

more than 20 years. Therefore, we can say that the average duration of membership 

is between 6 to 9 years. 

Table 21.  Duration of Borrowers’ Membership in NGOs 

Less than 5 
years 

6–9 years 10–14years 15–19years More than 20 
years 

Total 

11 17 4 5 2 39 

28 % 44 % 10 % 12 % 5 % 100 % 

6.2.4 Membership of the Borrowers: More than One NGO 

During this study, an interesting and challenging feature was that most microcredit 

borrowers are active members of more than one NGO (see table 22). The 

respondents explained that although this practice is strictly forbidden, its frequency 

is an open secret. In many cases, NGO workers encourage them to become members 

of other NGOs because it helps borrowers to repay their weekly installments.  
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Table 22.  Borrowers Membership: One or more than one NGO 

Membership more than 
one NGOs 

Membership 
in one NGO 

Name of the NGOs Total 

25  
(64%) 

14 
(36%) 

Grameen Bank, ASA, DSK, 
BRAC, Srizoni, Wave 
Foundation etc. 

39 

6.3 Challenges to Women’s Empowerment in Bangladesh: 
Respondents’ opinions 

In this study, respondents from different categories were asked to identify challenges 

to women’s empowerment. They have identified these challenges based on their own 

experiences, which include: a lack of education, traditional social norms and values, 

religious norms and values, weak economic conditions, as well as a lack of social 

security and social justice. Their opinions on these topics are presented in the 

following section 

Lack of education 

The evidence shows that about 87% of respondents believed that a lack of education 

is one of the main challenges to women’s empowerment in Bangladesh. Many of the 

respondents claimed that boys are traditionally prioritized over girls in their families 

and so boys are encouraged to become educated. As a result, girls stay at home and 

help their mothers with cooking, cleaning, washing, and taking care of livestock. 

However, after becoming members of NGOs, many microcredit borrowers said that 

they are highly motivated to educate their children, especially their girls. In addition, 

respondents said that they can improve their lives by educating their girls. Some 

fundamental problems affecting girl’s educations were observed: 

• Traditional and religious values; 

• Poverty; 

• Lack of awareness among parents; 

• Early marriage; 

• A lack of security, and; 

• A lack of girl’s hostels like boarding schools 

During the interviews, a majority of respondents tended to adhere to non-traditional 

views about their daughters’ educations, while some of them were very flexible. 
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Respondents indicated that they want give equal opportunities to their children, 

regardless of gender. Some of the respondents’ opinions about girls’ education are 

presented below: 

Different Types of women’s education programs need to be introduced everywhere in our country and 
adult education for women is very important at the moment in order to promote women’s empowerment 
in our country (Taslima Khatun, 40, Podomdi, Kushtia). 

As a woman I understand from my own life experience that women’s education is the key to promoting 
women’s empowerment. I am an educated woman and have a job. I can contribute to my family and 
husband. Thus, I became one of the influential members of my family (Sultana Shahin, 40, Cash 
Officer, DSK, Birishiri, Netrokona). 

Microcredit has an enormous effect on the life of the poor women in Bangladesh. Microcredit borrowers 
are capable of supporting the costs of their children’s education at least until the secondary level 
(Jogendra Bedonath, 60, UP members, Birishiri, Netrokona). 

Table 23.  Is a Lack of Education a Barrier to Women’s Empowerment? Respondents’ Opinions 

Categories of the 
Respondents 

Number of the 
Respondents 

Yes, lack of 
Education is a 
Challenge 

% of 
Respondents 

People’s Representatives 14 12 85% 

Government 
Representatives 

05 4 80% 

Civil Society Members 11 10 90% 

NGO Officials 09 7 77% 

Microcredit Borrowers 39 35 89% 

Total 78 68 87% 

Traditional social norms and values 

In a patriarchal society like Bangladesh, traditional social norms and values always 

influence life, and they especially influence the lives of women. Male-dominant 

cultural ideologies and discriminatory social structures control women’s status. The 

constitution of Bangladesh recognizes that state should maintain gender equality, but 

doing so is difficult because social norms and values influence have a strong and 

unavoidable influence on society. Women are exploited and neglected everywhere in 

the society. In male-dominated societies like Bangladesh, women are suppressed by 

religious bigotry, social stigma, narrow-mindedness, and discrimination (GOB, 2011, 

p. 5). 

Molyneux and Razavi (2006) found that  
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women had to bear the brunt of structural adjustment being shock absorbers and 
caregiver of last resort. As social safety nets are virtually absent in developing 
countries like Bangladesh, under free market conditions poor women have had to 
‘scramble for cash’ by working on exploitive terms. 

Traditional socio-cultural norms affects girls’ access to education and to nutritious 

food, and they promote early marriage and the dowry system. These norms affect 

their whole lives. 

Osmani (1998) conducted research with poor, rural women in Bangladesh. 

According to him, women’s access to credit improved their positions as they were 

able to contribute to their families. He also states that although access to credit did 

not change their lives, they still wanted to sacrifice their own interests for the sake 

of their family. To them, unequal access to food between men and women within 

the family is rational. 

It is important to see how socio-cultural beliefs encourage women to support 

their disadvantaged positions. Sometimes, they do not want equal treatment, and so 

they prefer to adjust to the unequal status quo. Due to social-cultural beliefs and 

norms, Bangladeshi women also had discriminatory attitudes towards their children’s 

access equal rights. Cultural and social factors are a barrier to women’s participation 

in decision-making and development activities, which hampers their empowerment. 

This study found that 56% of borrowers, 72% of civil society members, 57% of 

political representatives, 60% of government representatives, and 60% of NGO 

officials claimed that traditional values and narrow-mindedness impede women’s 

empowerment (see table 24). The majority of participants claimed that every phase 

of a girl’s life is confined by their family’s traditional social norms and values. 

Table 24.  Does a Traditional Mentality Effect Women’s Empowerment? Respondents’ Opinions 

Categories of the 
Respondents 

Number of the 
Respondents 

Yes, traditional 
mentality is a 
Challenge 

% of 
Respondents 

People’s Representatives 14 8 57% 

Government 
Representatives 

05 3 60% 

Civil Society Members 11 8 72% 

NGO officials 09 5 60% 

Microcredit Borrowers 39 21 56% 

Total 78 45 57 % 
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During data collection, I observed that women’s mobility in public places is still 

limited, even when they are members of microcredit programs. As a result, women 

do not have a satisfactory level of participation in decision-making at the household 

level or the community level. Many borrowers believe that their husband’s decision 

is the best. Moazzem Hossain (48), a member of the Birishiri Union Council, 

explained that in their family’s customs forbid women from participating in the 

family decisions. 

My husband’s choice is my choice (Nargis, 28, borrower, BRAC, Podomdi, Kustia). 

I never decide or do anything without my husband’s permission. From my childhood, I have seen that 
my parents have decided everything concerning me, my schooling and my marriage. I attended school 
until 4th grade and got married at the age of 15 (Sharmeen, 25, borrower, ASA).  

In some cases, I also observed that microcredit borrowers’ husbands attended the 

weekly meetings on behalf of their wives. The borrowers did not get permission 

from their husbands to attend to the weekly meetings, although their husbands use 

the loan. This shows women’s dependency and the patriarchal nature of rural 

Bangladesh.  

The empowerment of women is not only about their economic stability, their 

ability to participate in the decision-making process, or increasing their mobility. It 

also includes the practices that will lead them to recognize that they are 

accomplished, which will allow them to occupy the decision-making space 

(Rownalds, 1995). Empowerment helps women to challenge existing power 

structures that keep them in inferior positions. It is the ability of women to express 

their choices and to pursue those choices. 

Religious norms and values 

Bangladesh is a Muslim country. Sometimes the institution of purdah limits women’s 

personal and economic autonomy (Kabeer, 2000). The word “purdah” literally means 

screen or curtain, and it separates females from males by reducing the number of 

women’s interactions outside of their immediate family (Frankl, 2004). Traditionally, 

the purdah system operated primarily as a way to socially control women. Purdah 

existed as a means of prohibiting women’s social participation while simultaneously 

ensuring their participation in fulfilling essential productive activities in the 

household. Basically, the purdah system restricted women's activities to their 

household compound (Feldman et al., 1983, p. 951). 

 



 

149 

Table 25.  Do Religious Norms and Values Create a Barrier to Women’s Empowerment? 
Respondents’ Opinions 

Categories of the 
Respondents 

Number of The 
Respondents 

Yes, Religious 
Norms is a 
Challenge 

% of  
Respondents 

People’s Representatives 14 6 42% 

Government 
Representatives 

05 3 60% 

Civil Society Members 11 6 50% 

NGO officials 09  5 50% 

Microcredit Borrowers 39 20 51% 

Total 78 40 51% 

This evidence shows that 51% of borrowers claimed that religious norms and values 

sometimes prevent the process of women’s empowerment. In addition, 50% of civil 

society members, 42% of political representatives, 60% of government 

representatives, and 50% of NGO officials agreed that religious norms and values 

do not allow women to become empowered. Thus, the majority of the respondents 

identified religious norms and values as one of the challenges to women’s 

empowerment in Bangladesh. 

The involvement of women in rural development activities, the influx of female 

garments workers in urban areas, and the increased participation of women in rural 

microcredit programs are all helping to change women’s situation. It is also 

increasing the importance of women’s participation in the government development 

activities and programs. The women involved in microcredit do not think that they 

are breaking the norms of purdah. By accommodating the practice of purdah, women 

strive to fulfill their goals. Even though the form purdah may have changed, women 

do not challenge the ideology of purdah itself.  

Some borrowers claimed that uneducated religious leaders can easily misguide 

illiterate people in general and impoverished women in particular. However, some 

also claimed that due to the growth of information technology, people are now more 

conscious and the attitudes of religious leaders have begun to gradually change. This 

study has also found that the husbands of some microcredit borrowers are very 

pious, and some of them were even appointed as Imams of local mosques. They also 

teach Islamic religious texts to young boys and girls in their villages.  

Weak economic conditions 

Weak economic conditions are also one of the leading challenges facing women’s 

empowerment. One of the most significant issues affecting the economic 
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independence of women is gender inequality. The main cause of violence against 

women is their weak economic conditions. In a society like Bangladesh, women do 

not usually have a job and they receive little land from their parents. Men are 

responsible for earning money for their families, so they have superior positions and 

women are subordinate to them. As a result, women are treated as weak and 

insignificant in society (Efroymson, 2006). 

In Bangladesh work is divided according to gender. Women are responsible for 

working in the home, but they do not get any recognition for their work and it is 

seen valueless. As men are the income-earning family members, the remaining family 

members are economically independent on them. However, women do valuable 

work every day. In a patriarchal society like Bangladesh, men dominate women both 

mentally and physically. Weak economic conditions place women in lower positions 

than men, and they are treated as a burden on their families and on society. This 

economic position is a major challenge to the empowerment of women.  

Table 26.  Do Women’s Weak Economic Conditions Impede the Process of Women’s 
Empowerment? Respondents’ Opinions 

Categories of the 
Respondents 

Number of the 
Respondents 

Yes, 
Weak Economic 
Conditions is a 
Challenge 

% of the 
Respondents 

People’s Representatives 14 8 57% 

Government Representatives 05 3 60% 

Civil Society Members 11 8 72% 

NGO officials 09 7 77% 

Microcredit Borrowers 39 30 76% 

Total 78 56 71 % 

The above table shows that of the total respondents, 71% identified weak economic 

conditions as a challenge to women’s empowerment. Independently, 76% of 

borrowers, 72% of civil society members, 57% of political representatives, 60% of 

government representatives, and 77% of NGO officials claimed that weak economic 

conditions impede women’s empowerment. 

Economic independence is strongly associated with power and a lack of 

economic independence indicates a lack of power. As women lack of power, they 

cannot spend their money. Throughout this study, many women said that they 
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cannot use the borrowed money and they give this money to their husbands for 

investing to small local business i.e. buying local human howler, rickshaw or van etc. 

They only received money from their husbands to pay the weekly installments and 

savings.  

Lack of social security and an unresponsive justice system 

The participants identified the lack of social security as another challenge to women’s 

empowerment in Bangladesh. Despite some positive changes, girls are still not secure 

enough to move freely, they need a mail protector and therefore their movement is 

very restricted. Acid throwing, kidnapping, raping, and eve teasing67 are very 

common in the improvised levels of society. Other manifestations include 

discrimination based on ethnicity, religion, and caste, which can result in sexual 

harassment, forced marriages, and trafficking. As a result, freedom of movement is 

more restricted for girls than it is for boys. Girls need permission from their 

guardians to go out, but due to a lack of security, parents usually do not allow their 

daughters to go outside the home as they do with their sons.  

According to Rashida Manjoo, an independent UN expert, ineffective 

implementation of existing laws, an unresponsive justice system, and impunity for 

acts of violence are normal in cases of violence against women in Bangladesh 

(Manjoo, 2013)68. Stereotypical views regarding women’s roles in society obstruct 

efforts to empower them, she added. According to her, such attitudes and behaviors 

perpetuate discrimination against women and girls and contribute to the 

continuation of violence against them.  Poor families are very worried about their 

young girls. Many families claimed that they generally do not get any support from 

law enforcement agencies if any of their girls experience a crisis. They also claimed 

that getting services is expensive and that the verdicts are never in their favor. 

Unfortunately, early marriage is seen as a preventative measure that protects young 

girls from potential dangers. 

                                                   
67 Eve teasing is the making of unwanted sexual comments or advances by the men to a woman in a 
public place. 
68 http://www.upi.com/Top_News/World-News/2013/05/30/UN-Bangladesh-must-improve-
protection-for-women-from-violence/51611369942936/, accessed 09.09.2013 
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6.4 Overcoming the Challenges to Women’s Empowerment: 
Participants’ perspectives 

These findings demonstrate that the challenges to women’s empowerment can be 

overcome by supporting female education, increasing social awareness, improving 

women’s financial stability, ensuring the proper implementation of government 

policy, and by fairly executing the law. These barriers can be overcome by ensuring 

social security for girls and women, increasing women’s involvement in development 

programs at the local and national levels, providing them with professional skills and 

training, and developing their entrepreneurial skills and income-generating activities. 

In short, women’s dignity must be protected in the family, in society and throughout 

the nation. It is worth mentioning that the majority of the respondents highlighted 

female education, increasing social awareness, and financial stability/economic 

empowerment as leading factors that will facilitate the empowerment of women in 

Bangladesh. 

Table 27.  How to Overcome to Challenges of Women’s Empowerment? Participants’ Opinions 

Categories of the 
Respondents 

Number of 
the 
Respondents 

By educating 
women 

By building 
social 
awareness 

Increase 
Financial 
stability 

People’s Representatives 14 85% 78% 72% 

Government 
representatives 

05 100% 80% 78% 

Civil Society Members 11 79% 70% 65% 

NGO officials 09 100% 74% 69% 

Microcredit Borrowers 39 86% 74% 69% 

Total 78 84% 70% 68% 

According to the above table, a majority of the respondents claimed that education 

is an important tool to face the challenges to women’s empowerment. Respondents 

said that educated women always try to improve their lives and that they try to 

participate the decision-making process in their household. It is difficult for the male 

members of a family to ignore an educated women’s decision. They also said that it 

is easy for educated women to convince their husbands, family and community to 

ensure women’s rights and better future of their daughters. Although the 

government and other agencies have pursued various initiatives in order to provide 

education for girls, for example free education and stipends for female students, the 

participants said the results are not satisfactory yet. 
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The participants also indicated that social awareness is similarly important for 

women’s empowerment. Women’s empowerment does not only depend on 

education or credit, it is also a collective process. The participants said that the 

government and society itself must develop the necessary initiatives. The PRA 

participants strongly believed that women’s empowerment will not take place 

without increasing social awareness in the community. They also said that in order 

to build social awareness, the government and other groups should take collective 

initiatives, for example, workshops, seminars, and training sessions at the community 

level. 

Financial stability for poor women was identified as another key factor in 

women’s empowerment. Reduced access to financial activities is caused by the 

financial vulnerability of poor women, according to the participants. After becoming 

members of NGOs, the situation of poor women changed. Microcredit borrowers 

said, despite limitations, they are happy that they got a loan from the NGOs and that 

they can contribute to their husbands and families. One of the microcredit borrowers 

said that  

I still dream of that one day I will be able to buy a Nosimon Korimon [locally made three wheeled 
human haulers] for my husband and my dream will come true very soon when I get a big amount of 
credit from Grameen Bank as a senior member. 

According to OECD (Organization for Economic cooperation and Development):  

Women’s economic empowerment is a prerequisite for sustainable development and 
proper growth. Achieving women’s economic empowerment requires sound public 
policies, a holistic approach, and long-term commitment and gender-specific 
perspectives must be integrated at the design stage of policy and programming. 
Women must have more equitable access to assets and services; infrastructure 
programs should be designed to benefit the poor, both men and women, and 
employment opportunities must be improved while increasing recognition of 
women’s vast unpaid work. Innovative approaches and partnerships include increased 
dialogue among development actors, improved coordination amongst donors and 
support for women organizing at the national and global level (2012, p. 2). 

The participants also emphasized some other issues that are important for 

overcoming the challenges to women’s empowerment such as the proper 

implementation of government policy, ensuring the dignity of women at family, 

social and national levels, increasing women’s involvement in both local and national 

level development programs, providing professional skills and training, as well as 

developing entrepreneurial skills and income-generating activities.  
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6.5 Respondents’ Opinions about the Participation of Microcredit 
Borrowers in Their Household’s Decision-Making Process 

Women’s participation in their household’s decision making process is a common 

measure of women’s empowerment. Making everyday decisions within the 

household reflects women’s abilities to control the broader circumstances of their 

lives and to determine its outcomes (USAID, 2014, p. 55). 

This section describes the scope of microcredit borrowers’ participation in their 

household’s decision-making process in four different areas: education, health, 

savings, and marriage. Among these four areas, more emphasis has been given to 

education. Here is simplified version of the questions that were asked to participants:  

• Participation in decisions about education: Can microcredit borrowers participate 
in decisions to sending their children to school and to educate their girls?  

• Participation in decisions concerning their health: Can they influence their 
husband about family planning?  

• Participation in decisions about their savings: Were they able to save money from 
the profits that they earned? 

• Finally, participation in decisions about marriage: Are they able to influence to 
their family’s decisions about the marriage of their children, especially their 
daughters? 

It is important to mention that during the interviews, particularly with the 

microcredit borrowers, it was difficult for participants to trust me. Initially, many of 

the borrowers did not trust the researcher and they were afraid of answering 

questions truthfully. The respondents worried that their opinions might become 

public or be made known to their family members. However, eventually, the 

researcher made it possible by explain the main objectives of the research in details 

and as a women it was easy to make them comfort to answer the questions. In 

addition, civil society members and NGO officials also helped the researcher in 

conducting interviews with the microcredit borrowers. The opinions of the 

respondents are presented below. 
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6.5.1 Respondents’ Opinions about Borrowers’ Decision-Making Power 
in Education 

During this study, the respondents were asked whether women can participate in 

making decisions about their children’s education and if they can make decisions 

about their daughters’ educations. Table 28 shows that 89% of respondents gave 

positive responses about microcredit borrowers’ participation in their household’s 

decision-making process on the topic of education. Most of the microcredit 

borrowers (84%) agreed that they can influence their family’s decisions about their 

children’s education. Some of them categorically maintained that only few years ago 

it was natural to send boys to school first and to send girls to school only if the 

family’s financial situation allowed. However, now this sort of thinking has changed, 

even among rural women. They now realize that it would be good to send their 

daughters to school.  

Many respondents claimed that society is changing dramatically. Now, there are 

a number of jobs for women, which were created by local and international NGOs 

as well as the government. Therefore, many borrowers believe that their daughters 

will get a job if they are educated. However, some of the borrowers (15%) claimed 

that it is very hard for them to influence their families about educating girls. 

Respondents also indicated that the fate of girl’s education in poor families is still 

decided by husbands, who are regarded as the heads of families.  

Table 28.  Can Microcredit Borrowers Participate in Their Household’s Decision-Making Process in 
Educating Their Children, Especially Girls? Respondents’ Opinions 

Categories of the 
Respondents 

Can participate in 
decision-making 
process about 
education 

Can’t participate in 
decision-making 
process about 
education 

Total no of 
Respondents 

People’s 
Representatives 

     14         (100 %)          ---- 14 

Government 
Representatives 

      5          (100 %)         -----   5 

Civil Society Members      10         (91 %)          1            (9 %) 11 

NGO Officials      9           (100 %)       ------ 09 

Microcredit 
Borrowers 

     33         (84 %)       06              (15 %) 39 

Total       70        (89 %)        07             (9 %) 78 

The following tables, 29 and 30 show that the respondents became more aware of 

their children’s education after becoming NGO members. About 76% of the 
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borrowers claimed that after joining the NGOs they played an important role in 

deciding to send their children to school. 

According to one borrower 

We have been able to improve our lives and social status after becoming a member of the NGO. We 
have got a loan from the NGO and invested the loan in a local business. Our lifelong dream is to 
send our daughters to school and educate them. 

According to the data, financial instability creates a barrier to educating borrowers’ 

children since they cannot buy school books or pay for transportation, uniforms, 

and private tuition fees. However, microcredit initiatives indirectly motivate them to 

educate their children. Nowadays, they are able to spend more money on their 

children’s education (see table 30). On-the-ground realities demonstrated that 

financially secure households are better equipped to keep the children in school than 

are their financially unstable counterparts. 

Table 29.  Are the Borrowers able to Send Their Children to School after Joining an NGO? 
Borrowers’ Opinions 

Send their children after joining 
to the NGO 

Do not 
send 

Total number of the Borrowers 

30 
 (76 %) 

6  
(15 %) 

39 (3 of them have no children yet) 

This analysis found that the effect of microcredit on girls’ access to education is 

important and it is more likely to utilize finances for household level benefits. They 

tended to place more importance on educating their children, especially their girls. 

Table 30 shows that about 66% of the respondents (or, borrowers) stated that they 

can contribute to buying books and other educational costs for their children, and 

sometimes they pay their children’s private tuition fees after joining a microcredit 

program. 

Table 30.  Can They Spend More Money on Their Children’s Education after Joining an NGO? 
Borrowers’ Opinions 

Spend more money 
after joining to the 
NGO 

Cannot spend more money after 
joining the NGO 

Total number of 
borrowers 

26 (66%) 13 (34%) 39 (100%) 
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This study found that borrowers sometimes make and implement decisions about 

their children’s education alone. The borrowers also indicated that in some cases 

they make these decisions by themselves but implement them with their husbands.  

6.5.2 The Decision-Making Power of Microcredit Borrowers on Health 
Care Issues, Respondents’ Opinions 

There are potential health benefits associated with microcredit initiatives, as low-

interest loans make health care services more accessible for the poor. They can 

provide households with secure incomes and they can enable them to afford 

medicine. In this way, financial security indirectly improves public health. 

Participating in the health care decision-making empowers women 

Women who participated in this study were asked about their ability to make 

decisions about health care and family planning issues. The findings demonstrated 

that 87% of the respondents are able to influence their family’s decisions concerning 

their health care and family planning issues. About 79% of respondents said that 

they can play a positive role in family planning decisions. Many of them maintained 

that they jointly reached conclusions in these decisions. They also acknowledged that 

they learned a lot about family planning issues from the NGO workers and the 

government workers. Some of them said that since they now have money, they can 

buy contraceptive pills by themselves. In some cases, borrowers were able to 

convince their husbands to take family planning measures since they know that 

taking birth control pills may be a hazard to their health. 

Table 31.  Can Microcredit Borrowers Participate in Their Household’s Decision-Making Process on 
Health Care Issues? Respondents’ Opinions 

Categories of the 
Respondents 

Can participate in 
decision-making 
process about health 

Cannot participate 
decision-making 
process about health 

Total no of 
Respondents 

People’s 
Representatives 

13     (92 %) 1     (7 %) 14  

Government 
Representatives 

05     (100 %) --- 05 

Civil Society Members 10     (91 %) 1     (9 %) 11 

NGO Officials 09     (100 %) ------ 09 

Microcredit Borrowers 31     (79 %) 08    (20 %) 39 

Total 68     (87 %) 10    (12 %) 78 
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However, about 20% of microcredit borrowers claimed that they could not play any 

role in family planning issues. Although NGO memberships allow them to 

contribute resources to their families, sometimes they cannot influence their 

husbands’ choices on family planning issues. According to them, their husbands are 

the primary decision makers, especially about birth control. The respondents 

identified the major reasons why vulnerable: early marriage of girls, women’s 

seclusion, and a preference for sons. Some of the respondents claimed that family 

planning issues are sensitive religious topics in their families. As a result, they cannot 

play a role in making decisions about this issue.  

6.5.3 Borrowers’ Decision-Making Power about Their Own Savings 

Women in Bangladesh have little contact with the labor market and they have no 

significant money of their own. This reflects the customary and religious restrictions 

on women’s mobility outside the home. Participation in a credit program allows 

women to earn their own incomes and to reduce their financial dependencies on 

their family. Women’s savings accounts affect the frequency of movement and 

women with savings accounts are likely to widen their social networks. Borrowers 

control over their savings and participation in making decisions about their savings 

may effect women’s empowerment.  

According to these findings, 66% of the respondents replied positively that they 

were able to make decisions about their own savings accounts. Despite many 

limitations, most of the microcredit borrowers (66%) claimed that they have their 

own savings and investment plan and they can influence their families and husbands 

for investing the loan according to their plan. I also found that their husbands do 

not cause any problems for their savings plans. Data analysis founds that borrower’s 

husband and other family members considered them to be a vital source of income. 

Evidence confirmed that the respondents’ importance was increased in their homes 

because that they were able to subsidize to their family’s income.  

Paradoxically, empirical observation shows that in many cases borrowers gave 

money to their husbands and husbands were responsible for using and investing the 

money. As a result, the husbands were very cooperative and happy with their wives 

savings plans. For example, microcredit borrowers had some of the following 

investment plans: buying a van or rickshaw for their husbands, buying cattle, leasing 

a small amount of land to farm, establishing a small roadside tea stall, and sometimes 

giving a loan to other people with a high interest rate. 
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One respondent from Pirgonj said that, 

“I usually give my money [loan from NGOs] to my husband and he uses it. Although I cannot use 
it and invest it, I am happy that I am having a good family life without any violence. I also think 
that my money means my husband’s money. The most important fact is that my husband runs his 
own small business and I am not working anymore as maidservant to the homes of rich people”. 

However, findings confirmed that 33% of borrowers were not able to make their 

savings plan. Overall, 42% of peoples’ representatives, 45% civil society members, 

and 44% of NGO officials claimed that microcredit borrowers were not able to make 

any plans for their savings from the profit they earn from loans. They do not have 

enough authority to make decision about their own savings.  On the other hand, 

borrowers cannot make investments or savings plans due to their poverty and their 

family’s financial problems. Many borrowers said that the weekly saving plan 

sponsored by the NGOs is their only savings plan. Recall that these are forced 

savings account for the members because they need regular savings to qualify for 

loans from NGOs. 

Table 32.  Can Microcredit Borrowers Participate in Their Household’s Decision-Making Process 
about Savings? Respondents’ Opinions 

Categories of the 
Respondents 

Can participate in 
decision-making 
process about savings 

Cannot participate in 
the decision-making 
process about savings 

Total no of 
Respondents 

People’s 
Representatives 

08     (57 %) 06      (42 %) 14  

Government 
Representatives 

04     (80 %) 01      (20 %) 05 

Civil Society Members 06     (54 %) 05      (45 %) 11 

NGO Officials 05     (55 %) 04      (44 %) 09 

Microcredit Borrowers 26     (66 %) 13      (33%) 39 

Total 49     (62 %) 29      (37 %) 78 

6.5.4 Borrowers’ Decision-Making Power on the Issue of Child-Marriage 

Marriage is a social institution, and in a patriarchal society like Bangladesh, it is 

difficult for women to make their own decisions about marriage. Although the legal 

age of marriage is 18 for girls, early marriage remains remarkably common. The 

practice of arranging early marriages threatens girls’ education, their mobility, their 

health and safety, as well as their empowerment. Women’s participation in decisions 

about marriage indicates their empowerment. Respondents were asked about 
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women’s participation in their family’s decision-making process concerning their 

daughter’s marriage.  

The findings show that the borrowers cannot play satisfactory roles in their 

families on the issue of their daughter’s marriage. The majority of the borrowers 

(66%) claimed that they have no power to take part in this decision-making process. 

According to them, their husbands and other family members, for example 

grandmothers and grandfathers, always made these decisions. However, people’s and 

government representatives (71% and 60%, respectively) claimed that poor women 

have a significant role in deciding their daughter’s marriage.  

These findings indicate that poor people feel uncertain about sending their 

daughters to secondary school and to college. Similarly, civil society members also 

claimed that the poor people are reluctant to take any risk on their daughters’ 

education. As a result parents,’ marry off their daughters at early ages. According to 

UNICEF, the rate of early marriage in Bangladesh is high; about 66% of girls are 

married before they are 18 years old and over one-third of girls get married before 

the age of 1569. NGO officials and civil society members alleged that early marriage 

is a source of many social problems in Bangladesh. For example, according to them, 

early marriage is related to early divorce, human trafficking, drug-addiction, 

population growth, dowries, and violence. In addition, early marriage leads to early 

pregnancies, causes girls to drop out of school, and it limits their opportunities for 

social interaction.  

According to Field and Ambrus,  

Early female marriage is associated with a number of poor social and physical 
outcomes for young women and their offspring. On average, girls who marry as 
adolescents attain lower schooling, have lower social status in their husbands’ families, 
report less reproductive control, and suffer higher rates of maternal mortality and 
domestic violence. In addition, these individual outcomes suggest a number of larger 
social consequences of early marriage, including higher population growth, the more 
rapid spread of disease, and a higher incidence of orphans (2008, p. 881). 

NGO officials said that they try to help their borrowers to stop their daughters’ early 

marriages if they knew in time. However, they also said that their borrowers never 

inform them or ask them for assistance in stopping these early marriages. Usually, 

they only learn of it after it already happened. Only 33 % of the borrowers played a 

positive role in their family regarding their daughter’s marriages. Those borrowers 

made joint decisions with their husbands about arranging their daughter’s marriage. 
  

                                                   
69 http://www.unicef.org/bangladesh/children_4866.htm, 15.12.13 



 

161 

Table 33.  Can Microcredit Borrowers Participate in their Household’s Decision-Making Process 
about Their Daughter’s Marriage? Respondents’ Opinions 

Categories of the 
Respondents 

Can participate in the 
decision making process 
about their daughter’s 
marriage 

Cannot participate 
in the decision 
making process 
about their 
daughter’s marriage 

Total  

People’s Representatives 10      (71 %) 04      (29 %) 14  

Government 
Representatives 

03      (60 %) 02      (40 %) 05 

Civil Society Members 05      (45 %) 06      (54 %) 11 

NGO officials 05      (55 %) 04      (44 %) 09 

Microcredit Borrowers 13      (33 %) 26      (66 %) 39 

Total 36      (46 %) 42      (54 %) 78 

6.6 Respondents’ Opinions about How NGOs Improve Microcredit 
Borrowers’ Situations  

The respondents were asked to give their opinion about whether or not their 

situation improved after becoming NGO members. Here, “improvement” refers to 

financial improvements. The findings show that most of the respondents (92%), 

including the microcredit borrowers (82%), reported that the financial situation of 

the borrowers did improve after their joined the NGOs. Civil society members, 

government representatives, and people’s representatives gave a different account of 

the financial improvement of the borrowers. According to them, the NGOs gave 

poor women the opportunity to access to the financial capital. They emphasized that 

access to capital is the most important step of their empowerment and that this 

success should only go to the NGOs. Although there are ways to get small seasonal 

loans from the public banks, it is difficult for poor women to get those loans due to 

massive corruption. As a result, they said that the NGOs are becoming more and 

more popular among poor people. They also claimed that due to the NGOs’ work, 

the old money lending system has almost been abolished.  

While talking to the borrowers about the high-interest rate of the NGOs’ loans 

(as many claimed), most of them said that the most important issue to them is that 

they got money and they are not concerned about the high interest rates. Some of 

them claimed that they would pay almost double interest rate if they received loans 

from other sources, like local moneylenders or public banks rather than NGO. 

Therefore, getting a loan from NGOs is a better option for them. 
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Table 34.  Does the Microcredit Program Help Borrowers to Improve their Situations after Joining the 
NGOs? Respondents’ Opinions 

6.7 Role of Microcredit in Women’s Empowerment 

Answering this question was very challenging for the respondents, particularly for 

the borrowers. The researcher clarified the meaning of women’s empowerment to 

every respondent. Therefore, answering this question took the respondents a bit 

longer than answering the other questions. During the interviews, the researcher 

found a different picture about the role of the microcredit in women’s empowerment 

than compared to the previous question (see table 35). In the previous question, 

almost all of the respondents said that the borrowers’ situations were improved after 

joining the NGOs. However, they had different opinions when discussing the role 

of microcredit in women’s empowerment. They are presented in the following 

sections. 

While talking with the respondents from the first three groups (see table 38), 

another important impact of the microcredit programs was identified. Most of them 

named it as the direct and indirect benefits70 of microcredit program. According to 

them, NGOs and their officials get the indirect benefits of microcredit while 

borrowers get direct benefits. 
  

                                                   
70 “Direct benefit” means that borrowers get loans from the NGOs and “indirect benefit” means that 
NGOs are creating employment opportunities for young graduates. 

Categories of the 
respondents 

Improved  Not improved Total no of 
Respondents 

Civil Society Members 11     (100 %) ------- 11 

Govt. Representatives 5       (100 %) --------- 5 

People’s Representatives 14     (100 %) -------- 14 

NGO Officials 09     (100 %) ---------- 09 

Borrowers 32     (82 %)  7      (17 %) 39 

Total 71      (92 %)  7      (9 %) 78     (100 %) 
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Table 35.  Does Microcredit Impact Women’s Empowerment? Respondents’ Opinions 

Categories of the Respondents Yes No  Total no of 
respondents 

People’s Representatives 7      (50 %) 7    (50 %) 14 

Govt. Representatives 3      (60 %) 2    (40 %) 5 

Civil Society Members 5      (45 %) 6    (54 %) 11 

NGO Officials 09    (100 %) -------- 09 

 Microcredit Borrowers 25    (64 %) 14   (36 %) 39 

Total 49    (62 %) 29   (37 %) 78 

The civil society members (54%) claimed that microcredit does not impact women’s 

empowerment. They questioned the sustainability of the borrower’s development 

through microcredit. Although microcredit allowed poor, rural women to access 

capital, they claimed that this system is not sustainable. In addition, they alleged that 

microcredit creates a vicious cycle of dependency on credit for the borrowers. They 

added that NGOs do not have any plan to phase out borrowers from the credit 

programs. Some of them also claimed that the relation between NGOs and its 

borrowers is give-and-take; NGO workers only give loans to the borrowers and 

collect service charges, weekly savings, and installment payments.  

A local journalist said that microcredit is a modest lending system. However, to 

him, microcredit is far better than traditional forms of money lending. The interest 

rates used in traditional money lending systems are not only higher, but the 

moneylenders have also abused poor women for decades. According to the 

borrowers, NGOs have saved the lives of poor, rural women by taking their finances 

out of the hands of moneylenders.  

Concerning the above question, NGO officials unanimously (100%) claimed that 

the colossal impact of microcredit is empowering its borrowers. They argued that 

the NGOs are becoming more and more popular among the poor people because 

of their good deals and good work. They also mentioned that the world development 

community has already acknowledged the Grameen model of microcredit and has 

been applying it throughout the world since 2000 as an approach of poverty 

alleviation. 

It has already been mentioned that discussing the issue of women’s 

empowerment with the borrowers was initially very difficult for the researcher. 

However, it eventually became easier after the different aspects of microcredit and 

their empowerment was clarified. Many of the borrowers (64 %) confirmed that 

microcredit gave them many economic benefits. This research found that many 

microcredit borrowers built small shops, small poultry farms, or bought vans or 

rickshaws (traditional local vehicles) for their husbands. In many cases, the 
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borrower’s husbands invested the money in local markets; they brought goods from 

villagers to sell in local markets. As a result, many respondents claimed that their 

economic situation improved and that their life is getting better every day. The 

respondents also mentioned that they are happy because they can contribute to their 

families. They also indicated that the level of family violence decreased after they 

were able to provide financial support to their husbands. Most of the microcredit 

borrowers and participants in PRA sessions said if this means empowerment then 

microcredit plays an important role to empower them. 

These findings also revealed respondents’ criticisms of microcredit. Some of 

them (36 %) claimed that microcredit does not help them to get out of the vicious 

circle of loans. They argued that they pay the biggest part of their profit to the 

NGO’s service charge. In addition, they pay high-interest rates (12 %) for their credit 

but they receive low-interest rates (8%) on their weekly savings71. Moreover, in a few 

cases it was been found that some NGO workers act roughly with borrowers if they 

fail to pay their weekly installments. They reported that this worsens the relationship 

between husbands and wives as well. However, borrowers claimed that these 

incidents are not common.  

Benefits of NGOs: Borrower’s perspectives 

The microcredit borrowers were asked about what benefits they get from the NGOs, 

apart from their loans. Among others, the respondents unanimously identified two 

vital services: health and educational support. The NGOs provide free family 

planning and reproductive care, maternal health, infant care, and primary care 

services to the poorest of the poor. GB introduced health care services for its 

members and for poor villagers, which is called “Grameen Kalyan,” or Village Well-

being. Prior to April 2015, Grameen Bank established 75 health centers across the 

country. The following table shows more details about Grameen Bank’s health care 

services. 
  

                                                   
71 The borrowers themselves calculated interest rates in this empirical study. 



 

165 

Table 36.  Grameen Health Services at a Glance72 

Total Health Center 75 
Districts 35 
Sub districts 90 
Union 232 
Villages 2,995 
Service Recipients 2.85 million 
Regional Office 10 

The data also revealed that borrowers in Susang Durgapru, Pirgonj and Kushtia get 

free primary health services from the Grameen health center, mostly in the form of 

family planning and reproductive health services. 

Borrowers also mentioned that the Bangladesh Rural Advancement Committee 

(BRAC) has established primary schools for their children. In addition, Grameen 

Bank has introduced higher education loan program73 for borrowers’ children to 

attend college and university. The respondents highly praised both of these NGO’s 

services. Microcredit borrowers also mentioned that their children could continue 

their studies until the university level because of the loans from GB. They claimed 

that their children will get good jobs once they complete higher levels of education. 

Furthermore, the borrowers are highly motivated to educate their daughters because 

of GB’s higher education loan program. 

One respondent from Durgapur, Netrokona stated that, 

“Before joining to the NGO, we were in big financial trouble. It was very hard for us to feed our 
children and the question of their education was illusory to us. But after joining ASA, we have been 
able to overcome the acute financial crisis of our family. Now we can manage our children’s educational 
expenses and we are dreaming of them graduating from the university. I am very happy that our 
income has been increased and I am able to support my husband”. 

Borrower’s decision-making power over other family matters 

The microcredit borrowers were also asked if they could make independent decisions 

about other issues, for example, buying ornaments74, traveling to towns or cities, and 

visiting their parents and other relatives. Their opinions (see table 37) demonstrated 

that 38 % can make their own decisions, that 35% can make their own decisions in 

some cases, and that 25 % cannot make a decision by themselves.  
                                                   
72 http://www.grameenkalyan-info.org/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=175& 
Itemid=142, accessed on 08.01.2014 
73 The higher Education Loan Program was introduced in 1997 for the children of Grameen families 
so that they can pursue education at the highest level. Since its inception, the program has distributed 
40,804 loans worth 1506.65 million BDT (22.27 million USD). http://www.grameen.com/ 
index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=770&Itemid=739, 12.07.2013 
74 Jewelry such as, necklace, earing, bracelet etc. 
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Table 37.  Can Microcredit Borrowers Participate in the Decision-Making Process about Other Family 
Matters? 

Always can participate 
in making decision  

In some cases can 
participate in other 
decision-making 
process. 

Not at all participate in 
other decision-making 
process 

Total 

15 14 10 39 

38 % 35 % 25 % 100 % 

6.8 Three Cases 

Three case studies were conducted with three microcredit borrowers from the two 

different research units (Kushtia and Durgapur). These three cases were selected 

because of the seniority of the microcredit borrowers because they have more 

experience about the NGOs activities. Each case is presented below. 

6.8.1 Case one: Eniya Khatun 

Eniya Khatun is local woman who was born in 1955 in shekh para, Kustia, 

Bangladesh. She was married at the age of just 15. Currently, she is 57 years old and 

has four sons and two daughters. She became a member of NGO at the age of 37, 

20 years after her marriage, and her first loan amounted to 5,000 tk. She started her 

turmeric business with the help of the loan. Ek ani75 is one variety of turmeric that 

is exported abroad, and this business is popular in Kustia. Her subsequent loan was 

larger (10,000 tk). She also invested the money from that loan into her turmeric 

business. Soon after, she bought several cows and began a small farm. So, her newest 

business involved producing dairy products on her farm. Next, she received a third 

loan of 20,000 tk. The profits from her farm and her latest loan helped her to build 

a traditional tin shed near one of the largest public universities near his place. This 

shed served as a mess for students studying at the local university. Afterward, Eniya 

Khatun made further profits from her investments when built new buildings. She is 

still a member of ASA. 

According to Eniya Khatun, prior to becoming a member of ASA she was very 

poor, and she had difficulties meeting her family’s basic needs and providing her 

children with an education. She felt that she was a burden to her family because her 

                                                   
75 This is the local name of one kind of turmeric. 
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contributions were small. This situation made her desperate for a solution, which led 

her to discover ASA and their microcredit program. After discussing the matter with 

her husband, she decided to take a loan. Eniya Khatun was successful because she 

utilized her first loan efficiently, which allowed her to obtain a second loan without 

difficulty. Over time, she established herself as an independent woman. As she says, 

she achieved this simply because of the help she received from ASA’s microcredit 

program.  

6.8.2 Case two: Rokeya Begum 

At the time of the interviews, Rokeya Begum was a member of both DSK and ASA 

for eight years. She has two sons and a daughter and is 40 years old. Before joining 

the NGOs, her financial state was poor. She said the following: 

From the very beginning I took several loans and I paid my loans back on a regular basis as well. 
After a while, I started applying for bigger loans amounting up to 11,800tk. I bought a cow with 
that money. I started benefitting from the cow I bought, because I got milk to drink for my family 
and I also sold some amount of the milk. Gradually and slowly the financial condition of my family 
started improving. My next loan was a larger amount, 26,000tk. I invested my second loan into our 
small family farm. 

According to Rokeya Begum, the NGOs are much more helpful than government 

organizations and becoming a member of the NGOs improved her lifestyle. The 

NGOs solved issues such as malnutrition, difficulty in bringing up her children, and 

an unhappy family life.  She also added   a list of some of the benefits of joining the 

NGOs: the locals were able to afford to own their accommodations, there was a 

decreased rick of divorce, women were abused less, and there were fewer bad 

occurrences in the villages. 

6.8.3 Case three: Selina Begum 

Selina Begum, a 48 year old woman, has been a member of ASA, BRAC, and Web 

Foundation for 12 years. Her husband is a shop owner. Selina Begum received the 

following loan amounts from ASA: 24,000tk. 30,000tk. and 40,000tk. She also took 

a loan from BRAC that amounted to 100,000tk. Selina Begum invested all of her 

loans into running a decorators shop. This shop resulted in a profit of 800 000tk. At 
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the time of the interviews, Selina Begum’s son was in 7th grade, her elder daughter 

was in 5th grade, and her younger daughter was in 3rd grade. 

In Selina Begum’s opinion, the NGOs were more beneficial than were the 

government organizations. She also stated that the government organizations 

required illegal money. In addition, Selina Begum thinks that paying for the loans on 

a weekly basis is a good system. Since many women were illiterate before joining 

NGOs, their literacy programs helped members to become educated. 

6.9 Empirical Observations from the PRA Sessions 

Three PRA sessions76 were conducted in two research units, one in Kushtia Sadar 

Upazila and the other two are in Durgapur Upazila, as a part of this study. PRA 

sessions one and two were female-only groups and PRA session three was a male-

only group. The participants of PRA sessions one and two were members of 

different NGOs, and the participants of the PRA session three were local elites, 

people’s representatives (a Union Council Chairman and its members) and civil 

society members. Indeed, it was hard to organize and conduct PRA sessions because 

people are busy and many women are occupied with household activities during the 

day. However, the PRA sessions were successful due to the help of civil society 

members and university students. A total of 56 people participated in the PRA 

sessions: 11 in PRA session one, 25 in PRA session two, and 20 in PRA session.  

In the beginning of each of the PRA sessions, the researcher introduced herself, 

briefly presented the objectives of her research, and explained the aims of PRA 

sessions. Basic PRA methods were used: time trend analysis, pairwise ranking, 

mapping, and flexibility. These were used during the PRA sessions to discover local 

people’s perceptions about the role of microcredit, its challenges, its impacts on 

women’s empowerment, and its effect on the participation of borrowers in their 

household’s decision-making process. General observations and findings are 

presented in the following sections.  

Friend vs. rival 

Most of the participants from PRA sessions one and two, the female groups, claimed 

that the NGOs are as reliable as friends, unlike other institutions. To them, the NGO 

                                                   
76 PRA-1: Shekhpara Bazar at Tribeni Union Council, Kushtia Sadar Upazila (Female group), PRA-2: 
at Kullagora Union Council, Durgapur Upazila, Netrokona District (female group). PRA-3: at Birishiri 
Union Council, Durgapur Upazila, Netrokona District (Female and Male). 
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officials are very friendly, sharing, and cooperative. Many stated that they do not 

need appointments to meet with NGO officials at their offices.  

The participants of PRA session three, the male group, expressed different 

opinions about the NGOs and their activities. They claimed that NGOs are rivals to 

local institutions, like Upazila Parishad and union councils. Some of the participants 

of this session, most notably the civil society members, stated that the NGOs 

threaten public institutions because the NGOs are close to poor people and improve 

their situations. They added that some public institutions, such as the upazila 

administration and the Union Council, are corrupt and bureaucratic. Local people 

do not have easy access to them. The participants further claimed that NGOs are 

becoming more and more popular among the rural poor for their good deals and 

activities. As a result, local public institutions treat NGOs as their rivals. 

Easy access to capital 

PRA participants unanimously agreed that the NGOs created great opportunities for 

excluded, poor women by allowing them to access financial capital. To them, this is 

a unique contribution of NGOs in this capitalist world and it is many women’s first 

step up the ladder of empowerment. Financial autonomy was understood to be the 

most important factor in women’s empowerment. One participant claimed that  

We are not supporting all activities of NGOs but the most important factor is that NGOs are giving 
money [loan] to the poor women without a guarantor and bribery, which is simply impossible and 
dreamy to other organizations in Bangladesh. 

Great initiatives 

Providing capital to poor women is regarded as one of the great initiatives that 

empower poor women in Bangladesh. Participants claimed that after independence 

was won, the government took various initiatives to empower poor women and to 

reduce the gap between men and women in Bangladesh. However, these initiatives 

have not been able to change the status and the fates of many poor women. Rather, 

they often intensified corruption at the grassroots level. Many participants from all 

PRA sessions strongly criticized the government initiatives on women’s 

empowerment, including the widow and destitute women’s allowance, the maternity 

allowance, the lactating mother allowance, the vulnerable group development 

program, and the credit program. The participants also claimed that needy and ultra-

poor women hardly receive any benefits from these programs. They added that the 

beneficiaries of these government sponsored programs are either the relatives of 

local leaders or those who pay bribes.  
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Therefore, the participants considered the NGOs’ microcredit programs to be 

great initiatives for women’s empowerment. According to many, GB inspires poor 

women to harness their under-used or unused skills by allowing them access to 

collateral-free loans. In addition, the participants said that this bank also prioritizes 

saving money, concern for the environment, strengthening education, and the 

provision of technology, as these are necessary factors for women’s empowerment. 

Small loan: Big ideas and big impacts 

The participants of three PRA sessions unanimously claimed that even though these 

loans are small, they help to create entrepreneurship among poor women, which has 

made a big impact on their social and economic lives. They also identified the 

consequential long-term impacts of microcredit in their lives. For example, 

microcredit allows them to earn profits and to contribute to their families. Thus, 

their positions in their families was upgraded. At the same time a substantial number 

of participants said that family violence and other conflicts were remarkably reduced. 

In addition, microcredit borrowers claimed that after becoming NGO members they 

could participate in their family’s decision-making process. 

Respecting poor women 

Most of the participants claimed that microcredit created respect for poor women 

and resulted in admiration for and consideration of their voices. According to them, 

the NGOs undertook colossal initiatives in order to improve poor, vulnerable 

women’s lives. Female participants passionately claimed that the NGOs taught the 

whole nation how to leverage women’s skills by giving collateral-free loans. As the 

participants explained, the idea of giving a loan to poor women was developed by 

GB and, as a result, their model was been awarded the Nobel Peace prize in 2006.  

Escaping from slavery  

For centuries, poor women worked in rich families’ homes as maidservants. 

However, this trend changed radically in the early 1990s, when NGOs started 

working with poor women. These findings show that poor women do not work as 

maidservants as frequently, especially after they became NGO members. The civil 

society members, government officials, and people’s representatives also agreed that 

it is now hard to find full-time maidservants. The majority of the participants claimed 

that microcredit has been a blessing for poor women in Bangladesh. The facts 

demonstrated that women’s labor was virtually free before 2000. But due to the 

intervention of microcredit, poor women’s labor is no longer free and available. 
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Instead, locals said that it has become very costly in the last decade. Therefore, 

participants claimed that the NGOs saved millions of poor women from slavery.  

Creating opportunities for self-employment   

Microcredit has created many self-employment opportunities for poor women. The 

participants unanimously claimed that before the advent of microcredit, most poor 

women worked for rich families as maidservants. However, as a result of microcredit, 

they are now able to become self-employed by using credit. Data claimed that they 

are now able to live like human beings. It has also found that in many cases the 

borrowers take money from NGOs and give it to their husbands to invest in income 

generating activities. Thus, they help to create employment opportunities for their 

husbands as well. 

Women’s empowerment at different levels: Individual, community, and 

national levels 

Table 38 summarizes how women became empowered at different levels in society. 

Women’s empowerment at the first two levels (individual and community) was 

promoted by the NGOs and their microcredit programs. In contrast, women’s 

empowerment at the national level was promoted by the constitution, laws, and 

ordinances. 
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Table 38.  Women’s Empowerment at Different Levels: Individual, community, and national levels 

Empowerment at the 
individual level 

Empowerment at the 
community level 

Empowerment at the 
national level 

1. After joining the microcredit 
program, men sometimes share 
women’s domestic duties. 
Women can spend some hours 
outside the home for joining 
meetings and other credit 
related activities.  
2. Women can share her 
reproductive functions with 
husband and can take a decision 
after they have a contribution to 
the family income. 79% of 
borrowers informed that they 
can make a decision about 
health. 
3. 89 % of the respondents 
were in positive response about 
their participation in decision 
making in education. 

1. A total of 19.2 million people 
were microcredit borrowers 
from 482 NGOs all over the 
country as of June 2010.  
2. Microcredit programs have 
enhanced women’s participation 
in local government activities. 
3. Women are the main target 
of microcredit program. Some 
women microcredit clients have 
been elected as Chairpersons 
and Members of various Union 
Parishads, the lowest and most 
vibrant tier of local 
government. There was three 
women union Parishad member 
among the respondents. 

1. Women can discuss politics 
with their family members and 
other people. They can 
campaign for a candidate. They 
can also join with others to 
protest a social injustice and 
participates in a shalish 
(traditional way to mitigate local 
conflicts.) 
2. With the help of NGOs, 
political awareness of women 
has been increased at the 
grassroots level. Findings show 
that Women can exercise their 
voting rights. Women’s 
consciousness about the 
political parties has also been 
increased. 
3. Directly elected women 
members of union Parishad 
plays an active role in the 
developmental planning of 
union Parishad which is a part 
of national level planning. 

4. The majority of the 
borrowers (66 %) replied that 
they can take a positive role in 
their savings. 

4 .Microcredit borrowers take 
greater roles in community 
activities and organizing for 
social change. During the 
empirical study, microcredit 
borrowers organized two PRA 
sessions. Now a day, it is very 
easy to organize women for 
discussion. 

4. Increasing contribution of 
women in all sectors ranging 
from agriculture to politics has 
created a great impact on the 
national level development. 
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5. There have been some 
evidence that members of 
microfinance institutions are 
able to stop domestic violence 
due to personal empowerment 
and through group action. 
6. About 82% of borrowers said 
that their position in the family 
improved after joining the 
credit program and they are 
happy that their opinion 
regarding family issues are taken 
into consideration by their 
partners. 

5. Women participation in 
village court in increasing. In 
2013, nearly 6,000women 
sought remedies in village 
courts. With UNDP 
programming support, 23,000 
poor women have access to a 
help hotline. Nearly 250early 
marriages have been stopped 
and almost 900 family conflicts 
have been alleviated77 

5. Bangladesh has enhanced its 
women labor force from 24% 
in 2010 to 36% in 2013.78 The 
constitution of Bangladesh has 
protected women’s right as the 
article 28(2) says, “women shall 
have equal rights with men in all 
spheres of the state and public 
life.” Article 28(4) says, 
“Nothing in this article shall 
prevent the state from making 
special provision in favor of 
women or children or for the 
advancement of any backward 
section of citizens.” In the 
article 65(3) there are 45 seats 
reserved for women in 
parliament and under article 9 
the representation of women in 
the development of local 
government institutions. 

6.10 Conclusions 

This chapter elaborately presented the empirical findings. This study’s main focus 

was to assess the impact of microcredit by answering the following question: does 

microcredit promote its borrowers’ participation in their household’s decision-

making process? The researcher tried to answer to this question by using multiple 

research methods. The field experiences were mixed. This section summarizes the 

findings in the following sections. 

The data shows that the challenges to women’s empowerment are as follows: a 

lack of education, traditional social norms and values, misinterpretation of religious 

norms and values, poverty and weak economic conditions, a lack of awareness 

among parents, a lack of social awareness, early marriage, a lack of security, and 

unfair applications of law. These issues have been identified by the respondents as 

challenges to women’s empowerment in Bangladesh.  

The findings also demonstrated that these challenges to women’s empowerment 

can be overcome by ensuring that women are educated, by increasing social 

awareness, by properly implementing governmental policies, by fairly executing the 

                                                   
77 RESILIENT Bangladesh, UNDP Bangladesh Annual Report 2014, http://www.bd.undp.org/ 
content/ dam/ bangladesh/docs/Publications/Pub-2014 
78 http://cri.org.bd/2014/09/01/development-of-women-empowerment-in-bangladesh/ 
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law, and by ensuring social security for girls and women. These findings also 

highlighted the importance of ensuring the dignity of women in their families, and 

at the levels of society and the nation. Furthermore, microcredit increases women’s 

involvement in development programs at both the local and the national levels as 

they provide professional skills and training. NGOs help by developing 

entrepreneurial skills, which result in income-generating activities. 

According to the respondent’s, education is a vital factor in promoting the entire 

process of women’s empowerment. Respondents said that education will allow a 

woman to be more self-confident and to make decisions for herself and her family. 

In their words, education is an indispensable means of empowering women with the 

knowledge, skills and self-confidence necessary to fully participate in the 

development process. Civil society members consider education to be a search-light 

that will rescue the whole nation from moral degradation. In addition, respondents 

said that educations create opportunities for women to explore employment or to 

became self-employed. This helps them to plan better futures for their families. 

Some of the respondents also claimed that educating women results in better lives, 

economic conditions, and health. It promotes peace and reduces mortality, early 

marriages, and poverty.  

This study also explored the scope of microcredit borrowers’ participation in four 

different areas in their household’s decision-making process: education, health, 

savings, and marriage. Despite some constraints, the borrowers made more decisions 

about education than they did about health, savings, and marriage. According to the 

microcredit borrowers, 89% of them influenced their family’s decisions about girl’s 

education, particularly after they became NGO members. Some could even manage 

the cost of their children’s education. However, financial instability and social 

security were key barriers to education for many girls. 

The data shows that 87% of microcredit borrowers can influence their family’s 

and husband’s decisions about health care issues, particularly family planning issues. 

Microcredit provides borrowers with secure incomes, which allow them to pay for 

expenses associated with family planning measures. However, some participants 

claimed that many barriers still prevent their full participation in decisions about 

health care. Those are low literacy rates among women, the early marriage of girls, 

the preference for sons, and the seclusion of women and adolescent girls. Moreover, 

many claimed that family planning issues are sensitive religious topics in their 

families. Therefore, they cannot influence to their husband’s choices on family 

planning issues. 
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When compared to the two issues above, borrowers are very vulnerable when 

making decisions about their own savings plan, due to financial crises and the 

poverty of their families. In line with this, 62% respondents claimed that they can 

make their own savings plan. It is worth mentioning that savings were used by 

microcredit borrowers to investment in small businesses. Examples of investments 

include: buying cattle and goats, or purchasing either a rickshaw or peddle van79 for 

their husbands. Due to the latter purchases, husbands often manage the family’s 

expenses.  

But, when compared to the above issues, borrowers’ decisions are the most 

limited when their families discuss their daughters’ marriage. The facts confirm that 

66% of the most of the respondents cannot influence decisions about their 

daughter’s marriage. Instead their husbands and other male family members decide. 

Despite criticisms, the data confirmed that microcredit has a positive impact on 

women’s empowerment. Most of the participants identified microcredit and NGOs 

as important tools for empowering women. They highlighted microcredit as the great 

initiative of women’s empowerment, small loan big idea, and big impact, respecting 

of poor women, escaping poor women from slavery and creating self-employment 

for poor women. They also identified NGOs as good friends and as blessings for 

poor women. The NGOs created access to capital for vulnerable people who are 

traditionally excluded from public financial institutions’ credit programs. The 

summary of the major findings and conclusions are presented in the following 

chapter. 

 

                                                   
79 A peddle van is a pedal-powered, three-wheeled van, which is used for carrying people or goods. A 
seat for the driver is located at the front of the van, just behind the handle, like in a regular bicycle. 
Peddle vans are an important part of transportation in the villages of Bangladesh. 
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7 MAJOR FINDINGS AND CONCLUSIONS 

7.0 Introduction 

This study’s central research question was: does micro-credit promote borrowers’ participation 

in their household’s decision-making process, especially in the cases of education, health, savings, and 

marriage. In order to explore the above research question, this study observed the 

relationship between microcredit and women’s empowerment in the context of 

microcredit borrowers’ participation in their household’s decision-making process. 

Although, health, savings, and marriage were studied, more emphasis was given to 

education. Keeping all of this in mind, an inclusive empirical study was carried out 

using a multi-method approach in three different regions in Bangladesh. This chapter 

presents the major findings and summarizes the study.  

7.1 General Findings 

As a concept, “women’s empowerment” is very complex and is contextual in both 

theory and practice. It is a multidimensional term, which should help women to 

understand their full identity and their power in all spheres of life (Chakravarty et. 

al., 2013, p. 155). It is a process of creating personal, interpersonal, or political power 

so that individuals can take actions to improve their lives (Gotierrez, 1990, p. 149). 

According to UNIFEM, women’s empowerment means “gaining the ability to 

generate choices and exercise bargaining power… [It entails] developing a sense of 

self-worth, a belief in one’s ability to secure desired changes, and the right to control 

one’s life (UNIFEM, 2002, p. 11). The Noble laureate Amartya Sen80 (1992) 

articulated the idea of empowerment in relation to capability building: “One’s 

capability is primarily a reflection of the freedom to achieve valuable functioning” 

(1992, 49). Kabeer emphasizes that empowerment as a process of internal change 

and of determining and making choices (Kabeer 2001). Conversely, others 

emphasize an account where Women’s empowerment is a process of external 

                                                   
80 Indian Economist and Philosopher of Bengali ethnicity. He was awarded the Nobel Prize in 
Economic Sciences in 1998 
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change, where changes in the perceptions of others follow from transformed gender 

relations (Chen & Mahmud, 1995). The available literature confirmed that 

“empowerment” is not explicitly defined. Rather, it has been interpreted contextually 

and situationally.  

Similarly, the indicators of women’s empowerment are not universal. This 

concept has a different meaning in different environments, countries, and societies. 

Therefore, giving a straightforward definition of “women’s empowerment” is hard. 

In addition, there are various dependent and independent variables related to 

women’s empowerment, which are also contextual in nature (as discussed in chapter 

two). However, there are some common indicators that need to be considered in 

order to correctly understand this concept. They are participation in household 

decision-making, ownership of assets, access to resources, contribution of 

household income, capacity to cope with household shocks, and gender awareness 

(Malhotra et. al., 2002).  

After interpreting and reinterpreting the various theoretical aspects of “women’s 

empowerment,” this study considers it through three broad dimensions. They are 

the familial dimension, the socio-economic dimension, and the psychological 

dimension. Despite contextual differences, these three dimensions highlight 

women’s empowerment from viewpoints that are relatively common in many 

societies. Therefore, this study maintains that being conscious of one’s own 

condition is a fundamental part of women’s empowerment. This consciousness 

should be backed up with information, skills and knowledge that might help women 

to earn greater self-esteem. It should also assist in the development of their roles as 

decision makers in patriarchal societies where women have always been thought to 

be inferior to men. 

Decision-making is a vital issue in public administration and organization. The 

process of decision-making is very complex and has multidisciplinary roots. There 

are many factors that influence decisions and we cannot identify each one or the 

totality of their relationships. According to Lindblom  

… decisions of individual administrators, of course, must be integrated with decisions 
of others to form the mosaic of public policy. This integration of individual decisions 
has become the major concern of organization theory, and the way individuals make 
decisions necessarily affects the way those decisions are best meshed with others’. In 
addition, decision-making methods relates to the allocation of decision-making 
responsibility—who should make what decision (1959, p. 79). 

The meaning of the concept of decision-making differs from disciplines to 

disciplines. Such as, philosophers ask what our decisions say about us and about our 
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values and historians dissect the choices leaders made at critical junctures. Political 

scientists are likely to study voting rules and other aspects of collective decision-

making, and psychologists are likely to study the behavior of individuals in decisions 

(Buchanan & O'Connell, 2006; Hansson, 2005; Oliveira, 2007).   

Consequently, various models of decision making have emerged from various 

perspectives and contexts over the decades. Through interpreting and reinterpreting 

an ample of literature, the models of decision-making can be categorized into two 

broad categories: normative and descriptive theories of decision making. The 

normative theory proposes how decisions should be made in order to be rational 

and descriptive decision theory aims to describe how people actually think and act 

(Bell et al., 1988). This research emphasizes the descriptive theory of decision 

making, because it addresses the issue of microcredit borrowers’ participation in their 

household’s decision making process at the micro-level in Bangladesh. In addition, 

descriptive models are evaluated by their empirical validity, while normative models 

are evaluated by their theoretical validity (Bell et al., 1988). Moreover, most of the 

decisions made at household levels are taken considering the contexts and reality. 

This is a common practice across the world. As an empirical research, only 

descriptive models are considered in this study.  

Microcredit is one of many important ways of promoting women’s 

empowerment. The assumption is that microcredit makes women financially 

independent by providing them with access to capital, which results in increased 

bargaining power when they participate in their household’s decision-making 

process. It also gives them higher prestige and more self-esteem since it promotes 

their empowerment. In addition, some claim that microcredit has reduced poverty 

by increasing the financial stability of its borrowers (Mayoux et. al. 2009). They also 

claim that it lead to a series of “virtual spirals” of economic empowerment by 

improving women’s positions and by increasing their social and political 

empowerment, which contributed to gender equality (ibid.).  

Microcredit has contributed great to the process to economic development by 

supporting low-income people, particularly poor women living in Bangladesh. 

Bangladesh has a lot of experience with microcredit programs. During the last 

decade, well-known NGOs such as Grameen Bank, the Association for Social 

Advancement (ASA), Bangladesh Rural Advancement Committee (BRAC) and 

others implemented microcredit program around the country. As a result, challenges 

to these programs are mounting day-by-day. The mixed findings reflect this reality; 

in some cases I found that microcredit has a positive impact on women’s 

empowerment while in others it did not. As a result, the major findings of this 
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research can be divided into two broad viewpoints: the merits of microcredit and 

demerits or limitations of microcredit. I elaborately analyzed the data in the previous 

chapter (see sections 6.3 to 6.7). The summary of the research findings are also 

presented in the following table: 

Table 39.  Research Objectives and Research Findings 

Research Objectives Findings 

(a) To observe the 
challenges to 
women’s 
empowerment at the 
grassroots level. 

 The main challenges to women’s empowerment are: 

 A lack of education;  

 Traditional social norms and values;  

 Religious norms and values;  

 Women’s weak economic conditions; 

 A lack of security, and;  

 A lack of proper legal practices. 

   

(b) To observe 
“does microcredit 
promote rural 
women’s 
participation in their 
household’s 
decision-making 
process”? 

 There is a strong relationship between women’s empowerment 
and microcredit.  

 After joining the microcredit program, most of the participants 
(71%) indicated that their positions improved and that they 
play important roles in making decisions with their families.  

 They are very conscious of their children’s educations. They 
claimed that they can spend more money on educating their 
children and especially their girls.  

 Their roles in making decisions about their health and about 
other issues has also improved.  

 However, many claimed that they still cannot play an important 
role in the marriage of their children, especially their girls. 

 The scope of their savings is still inadequate. 

(c) To observe the 
role of microcredit 
in empowering 
women borrowers. 

 Supporting capital; 

 Employing women; 

 Eradicating poverty:  

 Improving lifestyles; 

 Improving relationships among the family members; 

 Reducing domestic violence; 

 Creating savings for women; 
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7.2 Discussion 

7.2.1 Women’s Empowerment: Major challenges 

The results of this study indicate that despite many national (both public and private) 

and global initiatives, several problems still inhibit the progress of women’s 

empowerment in Bangladesh. These challenges to women’s empowerment are: a 

lack of proper education, poverty and weak economic conditions, traditional social 

norms and values, misinterpretations of religious norms and values, a lack of social 

awareness, early marriage, a lack of social security, and a lack of proper law 

enforcement. The evidence indicates that the majority of respondents emphasize the 

first four factors as the major challenges to women’s empowerment. 
 

 

Figure 12.  Major Challenges of Women’s Empowerment 

Lack of education 

Based on the evidence, most of the participants claimed that a lack of education is 

the most important barrier to women’s empowerment. In today’s world, 

empowering women is one of the crucial elements to successful social and economic 

development. One way to do that is to provide girls with more than just a basic 
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education. In a developing country like Bangladesh, behind her slow development 

lack of proper female education is one of the causes. Due to inadequate educations, 

women in Bangladesh are not able to participate in their household’s decision-

making process.  

The majority of respondents claimed that women’s empowerment will never 

improve without enhancing women’s access to education. In their opinions, 

educating women contributes to poverty alleviation, improves nutrition, and most 

importantly, allows women to more easily avoid the vicious cycle of poverty. 

Women’s educations, their autonomy, and their decision-making roles are 

importantly related. Access to education does seem to increase several aspects of 

women’s autonomy, which strengthen their roles and their level of empowerment.  

Educating more women is an important goal, and it needs to be vigorously 

pushed. Educated girls grow into educated women; they have healthier babies and 

are more likely to educate their children. It is a simple formula: empowerment is the 

total sum of changes needed for a woman to realize her full human rights. 

Empowerment is not just about providing women with training or a loan. 

Empowerment is more than that. It means that relationships and that the social 

structures that shape the lives of women and girls must be changed through proper 

education. 

Traditional social norms and values, and religious superstitions 

Traditional social attitudes and norms also prohibit women’s development and their 

empowerment. Bangladesh is a male-dominated society. As a result, Bangladeshi 

women remain under the scope of male dogmatism. Husbands or other men are 

treated as the head of the family and many believe that women should only follow 

their husband’s instructions. In addition, traditional gender roles effect the 

socialization of girls from early ages. The microcredit borrowers said that they 

commonly learn these social norms and values from their parents. They also said 

that, before they get married, their parents advised them to follow their husband’s 

commands. Therefore, education and other assets do not help always women to 

participate in their household’s decision-making process. To follow the social rules 

and norms every woman should go to their in-laws’ house and live as a traditional 

wife even though she is educated. There are some attitudes that disseminate gender 

inequality in a society.  

Nobel Prize laureate Amartya Sen, (1992, pp. 587–588) invented the term 

“missing women” to refer to those who were never born or died because they did 

not have the same opportunities as men. According to the World Bank, “about 6 
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million women go missing every year in this manner. 23% of those were never born, 

10% are missing in early childhood, 21% in the reproductive years, and 38% above 

the age of 60” (Duflo, 2012, pp. 1051–1079). In all developing societies like 

Bangladesh, women hold lower positions in relation to men. A girl without proper 

nutrition, health care, and education is likely to start her marred life at the early age 

of 14 and to become a mother when she is 16. This situation is a barrier for women, 

as it prevents them from getting good jobs with high salaries, so it further increases 

their dependency on men. These women have limited opportunities to raise their 

voices in their family, their community, and their nation. These issues are 

perpetuated through generations and rationalized by social expectations, political 

administrations, legal decrees, cultural norms, and religious practices. The following 

table compares the positions of sons and daughters in society. 

Table 40.  Socio-cultural Norms and Beliefs that Create Gender Discrimination in Rural Bangladesh 

Son Daughter 

High preference Low preference 

Permanent member of the family Moves away to join their in-law’s family 

Can contribute the family income Cannot contribute family income after marriage 

Sons perpetuate family-name Daughters take their husband's family-name 

Provides support to the parents in their 
old age. 

Cannot usually provide financial support to their 
parents in their old age.  

Parents have a duty to educate their son Traditionally, men are afraid of educated women 
and are often view them as a threat 

Sons are treated as future earners in 
their family 

Daughters are considered liabilities for families 
since they require large dowries and expensive 
weddings 

Birth of a son is welcomed A daughter receives a half-hearted reception  

By changing the value of women’s work or education, socio-cultural norms and 

values can be developed, and also women should try to change their status by 

themselves as they can reframe their role. Participants also believed that education 

could play an important role in reducing discrimination against women. Evidence 

indicates that social attitudes are now changing, though this trend is slow.  

It is positive that now women are not seen only as a woman, they become a part of development.It is 
needed to make it understandable to the parents and the society Doly Akhter, 44, Trainer, 
Upazila Women Affairs Officer, Kushtia. 

Microcredit enhances the social prestige of rural, poor women in our society Sontosh Bormon, 59, 
UP Member and Freedom Fighter, Pirgong.  
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Access to resources alone does not automatically translate into empowerment or 

equality, because women must also have the ability to use those resources to meet 

their goals. Kabeer (1996, p. 15) highlights the term “agency” to describe “the 

processes of decision making, negotiation, and manipulation required for women to 

use resources effectively. Poor women do not have agency, which would have 

allowed them to define goals and to achieve them”. However, many of their goals 

also heavily influenced by traditional values and so they sometimes replicate the 

structures of injustice, rather than challenge them. 

Although Bangladesh is a Muslim country, historically its socio-cultural landscape 

is a product of three fused cultures and religions such as Buddhism, Hinduism, and 

Islam. In addition, the 200 years of colonial traditions remarkably influenced the 

nation’s culture. Usually, the majority people do not learn religious customs, norms, 

and values from religious preachers or from recognized Imams. Therefore, 

misunderstandings and misinterpretations of Islamic norms and values severely 

affect the lives women in general and of poor, illiterate women in particular. 

Purdah is still practiced in the name of protecting women. It severely inhibits their 

mobility by defining specific spaces for them. Purdah does not have any formal rules 

in Bangladesh. Instead, it is only controlled by the family traditions or depends 

personal choices. In rural areas of Bangladesh, women strictly follow these religious 

norms. But, these unwanted situations always disempower women and create gender 

discrimination. One of the participants described it in this way: “Religious Kusonskar 

[superstation] took its place in the vein of our society and women are treated as a birth factories and 

household workers” (Sayedul Hossain Akongee, 69, Chairman Durgapur Upazila).  

Harmful and discriminatory practices like child marriage, abandonment, dowries, 

and gender based violence persist in Bangladesh due to traditional social practices 

that favor boys over girls. Violence takes place at every stage of women lives, in the 

home, the workplace, and also in public spaces. A 2011 survey showed that as many 

as 87% of married women reported having experienced both physical and 

psychological violence (Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics, BBS, 2011). Many laws have 

been enacted and many legal measures have been introduced to prevent and 

prosecute violence against women, but improper enforcement allows the violence to 

continue (Begum, 2014, p. 11).  

Poverty and weak economic conditions 

According to Cheston and Kuhn, “sooner or later, a lack of empowerment will slow 

down economic and political development, just as a lack of progress in meeting 

people’s basic needs will limit empowerment because poverty itself is 
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disempowering” (2002, p. 13). Swedish International Development Cooperation 

Agency( SIDA) admits that “economic empowerment puts women in a stronger 

position, and gives them the power to participate together with men in the shaping 

of society, and to make decisions that support their families and their own welfare” 

(2009, p. 9). Soroptimist International of the Americas, (SIA) (2013, pp. 3–7) 

addresses six factors that are responsible for the weak economic conditions of 

women and limit their economic empowerment. They are: barriers to female owned 

enterprises, the informal sector, unpaid work, the gendered impact of volatile 

economies, gender-based violence, and a lack of access to asset accumulation.  

• Informal sector: Half of the world’s women are involved in informal sectors. 
Common jobs in the informal sector include: domestic work, waste collection, 
home-based work, independent work, agricultural work, street vendors, family-
owned businesses work, work in other people’s homes as a maid servant, 
construction work, and small-scale mining. These jobs are highly vulnerable in 
nature (UN, 2010, p. 88). 

• Unpaid work: Women in developing countries mainly do both paid and unpaid 
work in their families (SIDA, 2009). The “United Nations World Women Report” 
found that when both paid and unpaid work are measured, women’s hours are 
longer hours than are men’s; women spend twice as much time doing domestic 
work as do men (2010, p. 75). 

• Barriers to female owned enterprises: Women receive only 10% of the world’s 
income and own only one percent of the world’s means of production (UNIDO81, 
2010, p. 16). In developing countries, 54% of female entrepreneurs did not finish 
their secondary educations (International Finance Corporation, 2011). 

• The gendered impact of volatile economies: The instability and gendered 
nature of the informal economy makes women’s livelihoods much more 
vulnerable than men’s. Instability can come from conflicts, volatile economies, 
natural disasters, or a combination of these (Seguino, 2010, p. 4). 

• Gender-based violence: This is a vital factor that constrains the economic 
empowerment of women. According to Soroptimist (2011), one in three women 
will be tortured, forced into sex, or otherwise abused. 

• Lack of access to asset accumulation: Oftentimes, women’s economic security 
depends wholly upon their connection to the men in their lives. This is made 
worse when cultural norms, rules, or expectations require that land or housing be 
passed on to husbands or other relatives. In the event of divorce, death, or 
remarriage, a woman’s economic security will change significantly (SIDA, 2009, 
p. 19). 

                                                   
81 UNIDO : United Nations Industrial Development Organization 
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All of the above factors exist in Bangladesh. As a result, women’s economic 

situations in are still in very developing stages. Since women are seen as non-earning 

family members, they cannot contribute to their family’s decisions. In addition, it is 

essential that everybody change their views about the domestic work performed by 

housewives. They should consider the monetary value of women’s work and they 

should consider how much money they have to pay to a maid for the same work. If 

women’s work is valued, then women will be more likely to gain self-esteem, and 

they may develop a more positive attitude towards their work and towards their role 

in society. Respondents confirmed that women’s weak economic conditions are one 

of the major challenges to their development and their empowerment. Both male 

and female respondents mentioned that poverty is the key barrier to development 

and empowerment of women. They added that poverty brings unemployment, 

illiteracy, and domestic violence. 

7.2.2 Overcoming the Challenges to Women’s Empowerment 

Women’s empowerment is a critical, multidimensional social process. The challenges 

to empowering women are deeply rooted in the social, political, economic, and 

cultural history of each society. Progress is restricted by various issues. Therefore, 

they cannot be overcome overnight. The national and international communities 

prioritized women’s empowerment and have undertaken massive initiatives during 

the last three decades. Likewise, Bangladeshi NGOs invented microcredit programs 

as an important tool to promote women’s empowerment. This research identified 

the factors that help to overcome the challenges to empowering women, from the 

perspective of microcredit borrowers.  

The challenges to women’s empowerment can be overcome by emphasizing 

female education, increasing social awareness, implementing governmental policies, 

fairly executing the law, and ensuring social security for girls and women. In addition, 

these challenges can be overcome by ensuring women’s dignity in their families, in 

their societies, and in their nations. Empowerment can also be achieved by increasing 

women’s involvement in both local and national development programs. This will 

provide them with professional training, and it will develop their entrepreneurial 

skills so that they can pursue income-generating activities. Among these factors, 

female education, building social awareness, economic development, supporting the 

rule of law and justice, and social security are the most important factors.  
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Female education 

In general, education is the backbone of a nation, and educating women is the key 

to achieving sustainable development. Women’s education is fundamental to their 

empowerment and development. Education is also the foundation for many other 

opportunities (USAID, 2012, p. 9). Most of the participants (84%) agreed that 

education is the best way to change women’s fates and their positions in society. 

Investing in women’s or girl’s education is one of the most effective ways to reduce 

poverty, they said. The participants agreed that, in order to promote women’s 

empowerment, it is necessary to create an environment that will help them to get an 

education and obtain the benefits. Due to a lack of security, girls’ dropout rates in 

secondary education are still high in Bangladesh. 

Education is the closest thing to magic in the world. Nothing can transform a person’s 
life the way education can. It instills confidence and gifts people with a voice. Apart 
from the obvious benefits of a better lifestyle and a more meaningful life, education 
can lead to a better society at large; a society with people aware of their rights and 
duties – Nivasini, 2015,82 

By improving the curriculum, quality primary and secondary educations can be 

ensured for both boys and girls. Participants also said that the transition from 

primary school to secondary school should be ensured for girls. In addition, they 

also want to make sure that girls can graduate from secondary schools. Girls’ 

participation in tertiary and technical schools should be increased using community 

motivation.  

The economic benefits of educating girls are similar to those associated with 

educating boys, but social benefits are greater. Educated women have the potential 

to change their economic status and that of their communities. Yet women’s 

economic contributions are not usually recognized, their work is undervalued, and 

their promise remains undernourished. Education is important for everyone, but it 

is a critical part of empowering girls and women because education is an entry point 

to opportunity. In addition, women’s educational achievements have positive ripple 

effects within their family and throughout generations. 

 

 

                                                   
82 Nivasini, 2015, high school student from India and participant on the World We Want online 
platform (UNICEF & UNESCO (2013, 1), Making Education A Priority in The Post-2015 
Development Agenda, Report of the Global Thematic Consultation on Education in the Post-2015 
Development Agenda). 
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Raising social and community awareness 

Empowerment is not just an individual issue and is not simply a matter of providing 

women with education and credit. It is a collective process. Society should work to 

enhance the process of women’s empowerment. Hence, building social awareness is 

a vital part of women’s empowerment. Participants (70%) said that empowering 

women requires raising social awareness through effective educational programs and 

mass communication. The government should take the necessary steps to eliminate 

inequalities between men and women. It should end the practices that discriminate 

against women and improve the social security to ensure equal access to the labor 

market. Social media can also be used to raise social awareness about women’s 

empowerment. Various social media outlets may be used to influence social norms, 

to encourage ethical values, and to limit the abuse of women. 

To build social awareness, more activities should engage men in order to advance 

women’s issues. Men should be informed about gender equality, and they should be 

involved in promoting it, since they often influence social behavior. It is also 

important to develop men’s support of women’s activities and promote gender 

equality. Community awareness programs should also be initiated and strengthened. 

It is also important to bring men, women, and youth together to work against 

harmful practices like dowries, violence against women, and child marriage. It is 

essential to invest in these areas to prevent violence against women and to reduce 

discriminatory barriers. 

Women’s economic empowerment or development  

The data analysis shows that all levels of participants claimed that women’s economic 

empowerment is an essential for reaching to the goals of women’s empowerment. It 

has been seen that the development practitioners, policy makers and international 

aid agencies have given more emphasize on economic dimension while 

conceptualizing the concept of women’s empowerment. For example, United 

Nations (2001) conceptualizes women’s empowerment from the perspective of five 

major components. They are: 

“women’s sense of self-worth; their right to have and determine choices; their right 
to have access to opportunities and resources; their right to have the power to control 
their own lives, both within and outside the home; and their ability to influence the 
direction of social change to create a more just social and economic order, nationally 
and internationally (United Nations 2001 as cited from Kabeer 2012, p.7)”. 

Similarly World Bank (2006) and other international development institutions 

repeatedly advocate on the issue of women’s economic empowerment. According 
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to the World Bank “economic empowerment is about making markets work for 

women (at the policy level) and empowering women to compete in markets (at the 

agency level)’ (World Bank 2006, p. 4 as cited from Kabeer 2012, p. 7). OECD (2012) 

highlights that “women’s economic empowerment is a prerequisite for sustainable 

development, pro-poor growth and the achievement of all the MDGs (2012, p. 3)”. 

OECD also emphasizes that “economic empowerment increases women’s access to 

economic resources and opportunities including jobs, financial services, property 

and other productive assets, skills development and market information” (2012, p. 

3). Moreover, OECD maintains that “higher female earnings and bargaining power 

translate into greater investment in children’s education, health and nutrition, which 

leads to economic growth in the long term (Ibid)”.  

According to Canadian Executive Service Organization [(CESO), p. 5]83 

“women’s economic empowerment is about providing women with not only 

resources but also with the opportunities to apply resources in ways that lead to 

economic success”. CESO further claims that “women’s work, either paid or unpaid, 

must be made visible. Women’s contributions to economic processes matter, not 

only to women but also as a means of achieving broader development outcomes 

(ibid, p. 5).” Therefore, I strongly believe that women’s economic empowerment is 

a vital to face the challenges of women’s empowerment. 

Rule of law and justice 

The rule of law is one of the fundamental pillars upon which peaceful and 

prosperous nations are built. The proper establishment of the rule of law and of 

justice is essential in order to advance the empowerment of women. Although we 

are currently living in a highly advanced society, violence against women throughout 

the world continues to be an epidemic. Across the globe, one in three women 

experiences violence in her life time and it is estimated that, in most cases, such 

violence is committed by a member of her family (O’Connor & Azzarelli, 2011).  

Even though new laws have been enacted and advanced policies have been 

approved to establish women’s rights in the public spheres, some discriminatory laws 

still exist in Bangladesh. In addition, family laws are not uniformity applied in 

different religious communities. This is another important form of discrimination 

since women from different religions enjoy different rights which depend upon their 

own religious laws. The unfair enforcement of laws and policies is also a critical 

concern. There is limited information and there are many understandings about legal 

                                                   
83 http://www.ceso-saco.com/getattachment/647831f8-939b-44ee-b1a1-31acc9969ed7/Women-s-
Economic-Empowerment--A-CESO-Perspective.aspx, accessed on 25.10.2015 
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and policy provisions, both of which are common among men and women. Complex 

and lengthy legal procedures make justice costly and inaccessible for women and for 

poor persons. Social norms also influence the application of legal provisions and, at 

times, hinder fair outcomes. Law enforcers need to be more accountable in timely 

enforcing laws related to human rights, which will promote the process of women’s 

empowerment (Begum, 2014, p. 13). Close observation revealed that the poor 

women are more vulnerable when laws are not fairly enforced. Therefore, the 

existing laws that are meant to protect women from violence need to be executed 

properly. Proper implementation of laws related to marriage and to protection from 

violence should also be ensured. These laws should also support the social and 

economic development of women to reduce malnutrition, early pregnancy, and other 

heath related issues.  

Social safety for girls and women 

The government has introduced many social safety net programs (as discussed in 

chapter 3) to ensure social security for ultra-poor women. The majority of these 

programs were aimed to reduce poverty among women. However, the rate of 

poverty reduction was lower than expected due to vulnerability to risks such as 

natural disasters, climate change, illness, the rise of food prices, and economic crises. 

These programs are not adequate a large number of vulnerable women (Begum, 

2014, p. 8). In addition, these programs only provide short term safeguards. 

Moreover, the microcredit borrowers confirmed that massive corruption is impedes 

the effective and efficient implementation these programs. Therefore, the 

government needs to consider two strategies to ensure social security for girls and 

women. First, they must develop productive and long term social safety net 

programs. Second, the government should enact a zero tolerance policy against 

women violence. Together, both of these reforms will help to promote women 

empowerment. 

Bangladesh is one of the most vulnerable countries to climate change. 

Vulnerability to climate change is worse for women, as their control over resources 

and ability to make decisions is lower than are men’s. Women, who make up the 

majority of poor people, are adversely affected by disasters. They bear additional 

burdens when they try to maintain their livelihoods. Although, the government’s 

disaster-risk reduction efforts have substantially improved, more investments need 

to be made to improve preparedness and to increase the likelihood of recovery. In 

order to reduce the vulnerability to climate change, substantial investments are also 

needed at the state level and at the household level. 



 

190 

Productive employment and control over productive resources are key factors 

that will enhance women’s voices, bargaining power, mobility, resilience, household 

well-being, and capabilities Women’s labor is more concentrated in crop production 

and post-harvest activities than it is in agribusiness and in more valuable work. In 

rural areas, women’s participation is concentrated in the agriculture sector and their 

participation in non-farm employment is dissatisfactory. Women are unable to begin 

working in non-farm activities because of their limited access to information, busy 

lives, traditional gender roles, and restricted access to technology. The traditional 

segregation of men’s and women’s labor also discourages women from entering 

some employment sectors. Women as also discouraged from accessing more jobs 

due to a lack of gender-responsive working environments, which should include 

child care facilities, transportation assistance, accommodation, and meaningful 

occupational health and safety standards. Therefore, both governmental and non-

governmental sectors should undertake effective and efficient initiatives that will 

help women to move from agricultural work to non-agricultural sectors.  

7.2.3 Microcredit Borrowers’ Participation in their Household’s Decision-
Making Process in Education, Health, Savings, and Marriage: A 
comparative study 

A summary of microcredit borrowers’ participation in their household’s decision-

making process in education, health, savings, and marriage is presented in figure 13. 
 

 

Figure 13.  Microcredit Borrowers’ Levels of Participation in their Household’s Decision-Making 
Process in Four Different Sectors  
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According to grassroots evidence, microcredit borrowers participate in more 

decisions about education and health than they do about savings and marriage. Close 

observation also revealed that the borrowers have the most access to decisions about 

education. 

According to the data in the figure 13 about 89% of the respondents confirmed 

that microcredit borrowers can influence their families about their daughters’ 

education after they became a NGO member. Currently, they are also able to share 

the cost of their children’s education with their husbands. In some cases, they 

manage the cost of their daughters’ education by themselves. As a result, the net 

enrolment rate in primary education increased remarkably. According to the GOB 

(2015), the net enrolment in primary education was 97% in 2013. Interestingly, more 

girls (98%) were enrolled in primary school than boys (96%). 

Respondents (87%) claimed that the borrowers can influence their families and 

husbands concerning decisions about health care issues, particularly about family 

planning issues. Microcredit provides borrowers with secure incomes, thus allowing 

them to afford family planning measures. However, some participants still faced 

barriers in playing a role in decisions about health care issues. These barriers result 

from their seclusion, low literacy rates, the early marriage of girls, and the preference 

for sons. Moreover, family planning issues are sensitive religious issues, which inhibit 

borrowers’ influence over their husband’s preferences. 

Empirical findings demonstrate that microcredit borrowers are still vulnerable 

when it comes to developing their own savings plans due to the financial crises and 

familial poverty. Although 62% of the respondents claimed that they can make their 

own decisions about savings, this situation is not sustainable because of family crises. 

It is worth mentioning here that their savings are considered as investments in small 

businesses, which include buying cattle and goats as well as rickshaws and peddle 

vans for their husbands. A significant number of borrowers bought peddle vans for 

their husbands and their husbands still manage the family’s expenses.  

Even though microcredit borrowers were able to participate in their household 

decision-making process in the areas of education, health, and savings, the scope of 

their participation in decisions about their daughters’ marriages was very narrow and 

restricted. According to this empirical study, 53% of the respondents alleged that the 

microcredit borrowers cannot influence their families about their daughters’ 

marriages. The leading causes for early marriage are poverty, illiteracy, a lack of social 

and community awareness, a lack of social security, and inadequate enforcement of 

rules and laws. Poverty is by far the most prevalent cause for the early marriage of 

girls. Poor parents cannot pay for the cost of educating their children. Generally 
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poor parents feel that the feeding and taking care of a girl is not economically fruitful, 

as she is unlikely to generate any income for her family. Other reasons for early 

marriage are loyalty to misunderstood religious notions and discriminatory 

traditional and customary practices. 

In the rural areas has seen that the girls are often considered to be burdens and 

that boys are often considered to be gift in their families. Therefore, the issue of a 

girl’s education is not prioritized in many families. In addition, a lack of social 

security also encourages early marriage. Many families believe that their daughter will 

be better off once she is married. They believe that it will secure her future as the 

responsibility to care of her would then be her husband's job. As a result, early 

marriage is thought of as a preventative measure to protect young girls from potential 

dangers. Most of the respondents claimed that although they are against the idea of 

early marriage, the situation does not allow them to keep up their commitments in 

the long run. The respondents highlighted the lack of social security as the leading 

factor causing early marriage. Evidence suggests that both social and economic 

factors play central roles in decisions about a girl’s marriage, as opposed to family 

factors. 

7.2.4 The Role of Microcredit in Women’s Empowerment  

During the last three decades, development practitioners, policymakers, and donor 

agencies have gravitated towards the view that targeting women in microcredit 

programs is the most effective way to bring wider social benefits (Nago & Wahhaj, 

2011, p. 1). Many studies suggest that creating access to credit for ultra-poor women 

strengthens their bargaining position within their household, and women are more 

likely than men to spend resources in ways that benefit the entire household 

(Armendariz de Aghion & Morduch, 2005; Cheston & Khun, 2002; Kabeer, 2003; 

Khandker, 2003; Pitt et al., 2006; Mayoux, 2000). Cheston and Khan (2002) highlight 

microcredit as one of the most popular forms of economic empowerment for 

women, since it provides credit for poor women who are usually excluded from 

formal credit institutions. As an inclusive development strategy, microfinance 

programs emphasize women’s economic contributions as a way to increase overall 

financial efficiency within national economies (Nikkah & Redzuan, 2010, p. 88). 

Generally, microcredit plays a vital role in rural and social development in 

Bangladesh. Evidence reveals that microcredit empowers women by putting capital 

in their hands and by helping them to earn own income, which allows them to 
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financially contribute to their families and communities. Economic empowerment 

increases their self-esteem, respect, and other forms of empowerment for women. 

Empirical findings also suggest that microcredit allows ultra-poor women to shift 

from non-participatory roles to participatory roles in their families. Microcredit 

empowers women in domains including: more rights, improved self-esteem, 

increased political power and increased participation in decision making.  

Of course, there is debate about how effectively microcredit empowers women 

and reduces poverty. However, this study found that participation in microcredit 

programs led to an increased sense of empowerment for Bangladeshi women. This 

was measured by important factors like decision-making in education, health, savings 

and marriage. In 2006, over 3,300 microfinance institutions reached 133 million 

microcredit clients, 93 million of them were among ultra-poor when they took their 

first loan, and 85% of poorest clients were women (Microcredit Summit Campaign 

Report, 2007). 

Microcredit plays a critical role in empowering women, helps deliver newfound respect, independence, 
and participation for women in their communities and in their households.-------------- Juan 
Somavia. ILO Director-General 

Many of the borrowers (64%) confirmed that microcredit resulted in many economic 

benefits. This study found that many microcredit borrowers built small shops and 

small poultry farms, and that they bought vans and rickshaws for their husbands. 

Borrower’s husbands invested the loans in local markets by buying goods from other 

villagers to sell at local markets. Thus, their economic situations improved and their 

lives got better. Most of them replied that, 

“If this is empowerment then microcredit helps to empower us”. 

Women’s involvement in microcredit not only changed the way they managed their 

household’s income, it also change their roles and the roles of others in their families 

and communities. Many microcredit borrowers became leaders in their local 

government’s units; they served as chairmen or became members of their union 

councils.  

This study’s findings suggest that women’s status in homes and communities was 

improved after they became responsible for loans and for managing savings. Women 

gained a level of power that allowed them to make decisions independently and to 

commend more respect, since they generated and controlled their own income. The 

respondents were asked what kind of benefits they got from the NGOs, aside from 

loans. The findings showed that the borrowers got health and educational support 
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from the NGOs. They also said that BRAC established primary schools for their 

children. Microcredit programs contribute to empowering women by increasing 

their self-confidence and self-esteem. Thus, their participation in decision-making 

increased, particularly in the areas of family planning, sending their children to 

school, buying and selling of properties, and, in some cases, the marriage children.  

Microcredit helps eradicate poverty 

For about three decades, microcredit has been working to give poor people easy 

access to financing facilities and, in the long run, to eradicate poverty. It was found 

that the social impact of microfinance helps rural poor women to empower 

themselves. Microcredit is regarded as one of the most important tools in alleviating 

poverty and attaining economic sustainability. In addition, this study found that 

microcredit has a large effect on the behavior of poor households when women 

participated in microcredit programs. 

Microcredit helps poor people, especially women, to protect and increase their 

sources of income, which is the important path out of poverty. Their ability to 

borrow a small amount of money to pursue a business opportunity or to pay for 

school fees can be a first step in breaking the cycle of poverty. Poor households used 

a safe account to accumulate enough money to acquire assets, to repair their houses 

or build new houses, to pay for their children’s educations, and to afford health care. 

Most of the borrowers reported that they were able to acquire more productive 

assets like sewing machines, vehicles, and televisions after joining the microcredit 

program. The financial sustainability increased women’s own income generating 

activities. In the poverty alleviation paradigm, the emphasis is on increasing incomes 

at the household level and the use of loans for consumption. 

Employing women 

Microcredit provides women with an opportunity become self-employed. Self-

employment in non-agricultural sectors is higher among borrowers because of their 

access to microcredit program. Their sustainable income, higher purchasing power, 

and better consumption levels helped them become empowered. The women 

included in the PRA sessions also said that they gained more self-confidence in 

managing their business and their sense of fulfillment increased as they can now help 

provide for their children. Others said that they could now make decisions about 

their own business and were less dependent on their husbands for income. They 

learned how to deal with other people and how to improve their public relations. In 

most cases they have invested the loans in a family business that resulted in better 
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and closer relationships with their husbands. Significant improvements in women’s 

ability to make financial decisions were also identified; previously, only men had such 

control.  

Supporting children’s education 

Microcredit allowed poor, rural women to increase their assets. As a result, women 

contributed to social development by enrolling more of their children in school and 

by providing better nutrition for their children. Poor people always like to invest 

their income in their children’s educations. During this empirical study, it was found 

that the children of microfinance borrowers are more likely to go to school and 

complete their studies then the others. The adult literacy rate is also significantly 

higher among the microcredit borrowers. In support of these improvements, GB 

started a higher education study loan for the children of its borrowers. Many of the 

respondents hope that their children will not be dependent on microcredit after they 

successfully complete their educations. 

Improving health of the family members 

Larger, stable incomes always lead to better nutrition, living conditions, and good 

health. The microcredit clients were more conscious of their health and nutrition 

after joining the credit program. It helped the borrowers to promptly treat their 

health problems. Borrowers also said that the microcredit institutions provided 

health education about simple preventive care measures like immunizations and safe 

drinking water. The findings also indicate that some programs provide credit 

products for improvements in water, sanitation, and housing facilities..  

Improving relationships 

After joining the microcredit program, more women were involved in generating 

income. According to the women who participated in the focus groups and the PRA 

sessions, the receipt of money and the control over the loan resulted from decisions 

that they jointly made with their husbands. They stressed the need to have complete 

trust in their husband-wife relationship. Microcredit helps to improve family 

relationships, especially between husbands and wives. In part, this is because 

borrowers are now able to better provide for the needs of their families. The 

participants also reported that their husbands now recognize them as potential 

businesswomen, and that they became proud of their achievements. Women’s lives 

were better once they were able to manage the family budget and after they stopped 

borrowing funds from informal sources. 
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Creating savings for women 

After joining the microcredit program, significant changes were observed in 

women’s receipt and control over money. Most of the borrowers reported that their 

incomes increased as did their involvement in their household’s decision-making 

process. They are now more involved in expenditure decisions about education, 

health, food, and other household consumptions. This result shows that most of the 

female borrowers had won money and they are used to invest the money for the 

family welfare. Thus, access to microcredit also helped to provide independence for 

women. 

Microcredit as a tool to understand women’s empowerment 

Undoubtedly, microcredit has an enormous influence on women’s empowerment. It 

is considered as one of the leading ways of empowering vulnerable women. 

Microcredit promotes both direct and indirect benefits for borrowers. On one hand, 

borrowers get collateral free loans from NGOs. On the other hand, they also get 

legal aid, health, education and training services. Microcredit has established the idea 

that supporting capital for vulnerable women is risk-free and productive; it has great 

impacts on peace and poverty alleviation. As a result, it has gained international fame 

as an alternative method of helping poor women to find work and become 

productive. 

This research found that membership in microcredit programs positively affected 

women’s mobility, their material stability, their control over resources, and their 

decision-making roles. Microcredit borrowers felt that their status was improved 

because access to credit allowed them to be seen as income-earners. Hashemi et al. 

developed an “empowerment index” based on eight empowerment indicators (1996, 

p. 65). According to them, a significant factor of women’s empowerment is her 

ability to contribute to her husband’s income. They also claim that, after controlling 

for other factors, credit programs can empower women independently of whether 

or not they contribute to their family’s income (ibid.). 

Microcredit aims to support the idea that credit is a human rights that ensures 

social welfare. It works for the poor, and particularly for poor women. Microcredit 

helps poor people on the basis of trust, without strict procedures. It helps to create 

self-employment opportunities, income-generating activities, and housing for the 

poor. Microcredit also opens a new door for the poor as they can now get a loan, 

even though the formal banking system treats them as “not creditworthy.” The 

principle of microcredit is that banks should go to the people for loan, and it delivers 

services to the doorsteps of poor people. Microcredit programs prioritize the 



 

197 

promotion of women’s empowerment and the development of social capital for 

poverty alleviation (Hassan 2015). 

Microcredit is a process where investments are made in building both human 

resources and institutional capital. It aims to increase the self-reliance of marginalized 

groups and to prepare them to engage in formal financial activities. NGOs have 

introduced a participatory approach through the formation of small groups of 

microcredit borrowers. The very act of getting women, who were hitherto excluded 

from the public domain, to form groups, chant slogans, and interact with outsiders 

was revolutionary. In addition, this was all done in a way that emphasized the value 

of women independent from their male guardians. These acts have far-reaching 

impacts as they bring about new ways of perceiving of the self and womanhood and 

relating to various engagements in the realm of the economic, social and political 

domain. 

Microcredit can also be considered as a great innovation and initiative of women’s 

empowerment. Although women’s empowerment depends on many factors, 

financial self-sufficiency is a precondition as it promotes the other factors. The 

community started to respect poor women after they had the ability to contribute to 

their families. Thus, their bargaining power in their families was been greater than 

before, and they can now participate in their household’s decision-making process. 

In addition, violence amongst poor families has declined remarkably, considering the 

size of the population. 

To improve women’s socio-economic conditions, microcredit programs offered 

various income-generating activities like apiculture, silk production, embroidery, 

fishnet matching, and poultry and livestock farming. It helped poor women to 

improve their status both inside and outside the family, which enhanced their 

empowerment. Furthermore, NGOs integrated other activities into their microcredit 

programs to empower women, such as consciousness-raising through weekly 

training, economic development through entrepreneurship training, and other 

awareness activities about family planning and health, education, etc. 

Microcredit has multilayered benefits and impacts. Interestingly, poor people use 

the terms “NGOs” and “microcredit” synonymously. To them, “NGO” means a 

microcredit-giving office. In Bangladesh, there are currently about 516 NGOs (local, 

national, and international) that operate licensed microcredit programs (NGO 

Bureau Bangladesh, 2015). A huge number of people are employed in this industry. 

Therefore, it can be said that microcredit does not only help poor women, but it also 

creates employment opportunities for a big portion of educated people in 

Bangladesh. 
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From the above it can be said that microcredit promotes women’s empowerment 

in various ways. However, the sustainability of the empowerment of microcredit 

borrowers does not only depend on credits. There are many other factors 

responsible for ensuring this, for example, education, social awareness building, and 

social security and collective initiatives of the GOB and NGOs. In addition, 

education and training are essential for enhancing the decision making capacity of 

the microcredit borrowers. Credit without training, knowledge, and skills is simply 

fruitless. For example, Nago and Wahhaj claimed that women do not feel 

empowered by loans when they lack the skills needed to independently undertake 

economic activities outside their homes (2011, pp.1-12). In these situations, women 

may truly find themselves disempowered because their husbands take full control of 

the loans and thus strengthen their own already strong bargaining power in the 

household. 

7.3 Challenges Faced by Microcredit Institutions 

Microcredit institutions, or NGOs, are the key agents for implementing the 

microcredit programs. NGOs are responsible for ensuring the best use of credit by 

their borrowers so that the borrowers can benefit monetarily and socially. Although, 

NGOs have already demonstrated their proficiencies and earned international fame 

for implementing and managing microcredit program but, it is not perfect.  There 

are some fundamental issues that impede the process of empowerment, such as 

unhealthy competition of occupying markets among the NGOs. Some also place less 

emphasis on training, education, capacity building, monitoring, and legal assistance 

service for the borrowers. And, fiscally, it is problematic that low interest rates are 

used for savings and high interest rates are used for credit.  

Unhealthy competition among microcredit institutions 

Microcredit is one of the most popular ideas in Bangladesh’s development discourse. 

Despite many criticisms, the microcredit industry is flourishing and enjoying 

international fame. According to PKSF’s annual report in 2013, 272 of their partner 

NGOs84 are actively involved in microcredit programs in Bangladesh. Since June of 

2013, there were 7.87 million total microcredit borrowers working with these NGOs, 

among them 7.17 million were women, which is 91.12% of the total. However, the 

actual number of microcredit borrowers is much higher (PKSF 2013). According to 

                                                   
84 Partner Organizations (POs) of PKSF 
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the Microcredit Regulatory Authority, 516 NGOs are licensed to run microcredit 

programs, and the total number of microcredit borrowers in Bangladesh in June 

2010 was 19.21 million (Ibid). Therefore, it is clear that microcredit is a booming 

industry and that competition has increased among the current microcredit 

institutions. 

Due to this intense competition, overlapping loan problems among microcredit 

institutions has emerged as a huge problem in Bangladesh. The chemistry of 

microcredit is that if poor people have more loan options, then the number multiple 

loan users will increase. Thus, in Bangladesh, the number of heavily indebted people 

is increasing and this is beginning to pose a big threat to the microcredit institutions. 

During this empirical study, we found that microcredit borrowers (35%) take 

loans from more than one NGO. According to the findings, borrowers used second 

loans to generate extra funds for emergency situations relating to their and 

household economy and business. Conversely, to the borrowers and microcredit 

institutions, overlapping loans start to cause a serious harm when borrowers are 

caught in ‘debt cycle’. This is supported by Yuge (2011, p. 6), who identified two 

major threats of overlapping loans in microcredit industry. First, growing numbers 

of overlapping borrowers might destroy the potential for sustainable development 

among themselves in the long run. Second, a growing number of overdue, 

overlapping loans might increase systemic risk among major Microfinance 

Institutions (MFIs), which could undermine the foundation of Bangladesh’s 

microcredit industry. Therefore, overlapping loans, which were caused by unhealthy 

competition within microcredit industries, might have a negative impact on its 

borrowers’ empowerment. 

Women’s decreased control over their loans 

Some have claimed that women cannot use the loans according to their wishes. In 

these cases, women have limited control over their loans because of the patriarchal 

structure of society. Not only that, women have no right to their incomes either.85 

According to the survey, “Violence Against Women” conducted in 2011 by the 

Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics (BBS), 24% of women do not have the right to their 

own income. 

This study found that many microcredit borrowers claimed that the loans were 

used according to their husband’s plan, even though the borrowers actually applied 

to the NGO for a loan. Some borrowers came to an agreement with their husband, 

especially when their husband used the money to help the family. But, every now 
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and then, when husbands did not use the loan properly, family conflict resulted. The 

borrowers said that they can rarely use the loans for their own activities; they always 

need their husband’s opinion. Hulme and Mosley (1996) agree that women only have 

minor control over the loans. They argue that women do not have the freedom to 

use the loan according to their desires. The reality is that when a woman’s status is 

compared with other women, it may appear good, but when it is compared to a 

man’s status, women’s status is not satisfactory. 

Misuse of credit by borrowers 

Misuse of credit or the unproductive use of credit is a common problem in the 

microcredit industry. Many borrowers use credit to meet their household’s needs or 

to pay back a loan to another NGO. The evidence shows that, in some cases, 

borrowers took a loan from local money lender with a high-interest rate to pay their 

installment to the NGO. Thus, they fall into a trap, which is a big source of problems 

in their family life. It was also found that NGOs are less interested in investigating 

if their borrowers invested their loans into the income generating activities or not. 

NGOs did not review what was done with the borrowed money. 

Lack of proper training and education 

As a complex and contextual issue, women’s empowerment depends on many 

dependent and independent variables. Education and training are the most 

important independent variables. Without education and training, empowerment 

cannot be sustainable. Empirical findings show that growing numbers of microcredit 

borrowers are uneducated. They do not have the necessary knowledge and training 

to conduct profitable financial activities and to face challenges. In theory, NGO 

officials are obligated meet each group once in a week to discuss different social 

issues in order to educate and train their members. However, the NGO workers did 

not have time to discuss these issues with their members and their members did not 

have free time to participate in the weekly meetings. The reality is that the 

microcredit borrowers are very busy with their household activities during the day, 

and each NGO worker is responsible for visiting five to six groups every day. During 

the group visits, I found that the NGO workers when door-to-door visiting their 

borrowers to collect weekly installments. Therefore, sometimes the issue of 

education and training become secondary within the contemporary discourse on the 

microcredit industry in Bangladesh. 
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High-interest rates 

A very common criticism against the microcredit industry is that they apply high-

interest rates to their loans. It is widely known that the NGOs are private entities 

and that they need to be financially sustainable. In many cases, their only source of 

income is the interest that they receive as service charge from their borrowers. 

Therefore, the interest rates must high. The average interest rate of microcredit is 

more than 25%. These high-interest rates are important barriers to financial 

sustainability for microcredit clients. 

Ignoring the very poor 

Another common fact has is that NGOs are very careful when selecting their 

members. This evidence is demonstrated by the fact that most borrowers do not 

belong to the poorest segment of Bangladeshi society. So, an important criticism of 

microcredit is that it does not include extremely poor people. Evans et al. (1999, p. 

426) have found that a lack of education and awareness makes it difficult for the 

bottom poor to access this service. In another study, conducted by Amin, Rai, and 

Topa (2003, p. 59), they found that microcredit successfully attracts poor people, but 

also that their programs are not successful in reaching out to the bottom poor. To 

insure the sustainability of their programs, microcredit institutions always prefer 

people who live in comparatively good conditions. This is because microcredit 

institutions consider the poorest segment of Bangladeshi society to be risky clients. 

Limited resources and fear of the burden of debt always keeps the very poor out of 

microcredit activities. 

Creation of domestic violence 

In a few cases, microcredit seems to be indirectly responsible for creating violence 

in borrower’s families. It was found that, in many cases, borrowers’ husbands use 

the money and they return weekly installment. However, things become more 

serious when a husband refuses to pay back the money he used. As a result, this kind 

of situation may sometimes escalate into domestic violence. However, evidence also 

confirmed that even though these situations happened, they are not common among 

microcredit borrowers.  

New form of dependency 

Many participants, especially union council officials and local elites, claimed that 

NGOs created a new form of dependency by introducing microcredit programs. 

They said that microcredit is not charity but is instead a good business model for the 
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NGOs. In the name of poverty reduction and women’s empowerment, NGOs have 

been running very profitable businesses through their microcredit programs and by 

manipulating the labor of poor women. They claimed that microcredit is 

empowering the NGOs themselves, rather than empowering poor women. As a 

result, they stated that in many cases domestic violence arises among the families of 

microcredit borrowers. 

7.4 Conclusions 

Women’s empowerment is a critical part of sustainable development. The Beijing 

Platform for Action (1995, para.41) claimed that the “empowerment of women and 

gender equality are prerequisites for achieving social, political, economic, cultural and 

environmental security among all peoples”. The world faces a series of 

interconnected challenges. The Global Agenda Council on Women’s Empowerment 

aims to highlight how women’s empowerment is a part of the solutions to five global 

challenges, from unprecedented population ageing to increasing unemployment, 

from global leadership imbalances to persisting conflicts, and from resource scarcity 

to volatile global food supplies (World Economic Forum, 2012, p. 3). Literature 

reviews suggest that, as a multidimensional social process, women’s empowerment 

depends on many internal and external factors. It is extremely hard to measure the 

concept “empowerment” due to the elusiveness of its meaning and the values that 

it tends to be loaded with (Kabeer, 1999, p. 47). 

The journey of this project began with the question: “does microcredit allow its 

borrowers to participate in their household’s decision-making process with particular 

references to education, health, savings, and marriage?” Thus, the main objective 

was to observe the impact of microcredit on women’s empowerment. Based on the 

literature review, the assumptions and analytical framework of this research was 

formulated as follows: “microcredit has a consequential impact on women’s 

empowerment.” 

The findings were discussed from two viewpoints: the merits of microcredit and 

the demerits or limitations of microcredit on women’s empowerment. It is very 

important to clarify that this is a multifaceted and very contextual issue; women’s 

empowerment does not only depend on microcredit programs. I argued that 

microcredit is an important factor that supports women’s empowerment as it 

promotes access to resources.  
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As the data analysis showed, the microcredit borrowers have more opportunities 

to participate in their household’s decision-making process in education and in 

health care compared to the two other issues, marriage and savings. In the socio-

cultural context of rural Bangladesh—where male guardianship is essential for social 

status, one’s identity, as well as economic and social security—this study found that 

some female borrowers were able to leverage access to credit in order to negotiate 

greater decision-making power within their household.  

Therefore, I can say that the assumptions of this study are relatively true, but of 

course there are some limitations of microcredit programs and also social problems. 

The benefits of microcredit and its sustainability depend on other factors, for 

example, social, cultural and political factors. To empower poor, rural women, the 

following four factors should be addressed simultaneously: economic, social, 

political and cultural.  

Grassroots experiences suggest that the following initiatives might increase the 

likelihood of a woman controlling her loan and the income generated from it: 

• An understanding of gender issues and women's rights, and a commitment to 
equality for women on the part of NGO field workers; 

• More control over credit and other aspects of empowerment, which can be 
achieved when more NGOs closely monitor how borrowers use their loans. 

• Clear guidance from the NGO should be generated regarding the importance of 
women exercising some control over decisions about their loans and about the 
ownership of any income and assets. While most NGOs have social development 
trainings integrated with their loan packages, they also need strong groups and 
popular education methods that promote women’s control of loans and 
emphasize women’s rights within their households and communities;  

• To manage and use the loan properly, women should be given technical training 
that focuses on increasing the efficiency of their labor.  

In addition, though there are various ways to achieve women’s empowerment, and 

to achieve gender parity. The following areas can improve the competency and 

sustainability of microcredit institutions while also ensuring gender equality and 

empowerment:  

• understanding and valuing women’s activities, strategies, priorities, and 
challenges;  

• making information available in a language that is user-friendly to women;  

• including women in design plans through participatory research programs;  

• integrating gender into core group mobilization for savings and credit;  
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• giving women access to non-financial services, such as involving them in the 
application process of credit;  

• recognizing women’s talents and giving them loans large enough to help them 
expand a business and increase its quality through the purchase of superior 
equipment and materials;  

• including women in value and supply chains to promote markets for services used 
by women, and;  

• providing small loans with quick returns, targeted at productive activities, and 
making savings and services available in locations that women frequently access. 

It should be noted here that the theory of microcredit has significantly influenced 

the discussion of women’s empowerment in developing countries, particularly since 

2006 when the Grameen model of microcredit was awarded the Nobel Peace prize 

for its contribution to poverty eradication. The positive impacts of microcredit on 

women’s empowerment, which were demonstrated at the grassroots level, could be 

summarized as follows: microcredit created opportunities for poor women to access 

capital; it has created self-employment opportunities for poor women who lack 

assets; microcredit has shown people how to respect the poor women in the society, 

and; microcredit has enabled millions of poor women to escape from slavery. As a 

result, microcredit meaningfully adds to the process of women’s empowerment. 

However, in order to promote and continue this process, several issues should be 

taken into account. These were identified as the limitations of microcredit on 

women’s empowerment. They include high-interest rates, ignoring of the very poor, 

causing some instances of domestic violence, an unhealthy level of competition 

among the microcredit institutions, the misuse and mismanagement of credit by 

borrowers, and a lack of training and education for borrowers. 

The empowerment and autonomy of women and women’s social, economic and 

political status are essential for the achievement of both transparent and accountable 

government and administration. Equality in political decision making in parliament 

plays a pivotal role in the general process towards the advancement of women. 

Women’s equal participation in decision making process is not only a demand for 

simple justice or democracy, but can be seen as a necessary condition for women’s 

interest and concern to be taken into account. (Mahtab, 2014.) 

Women’s empowerment is a collective process and it can never be achieved by 

pushing a single strategy, such as NGO’s microcredit programs. There is no ideal 

program that works in every environment and for every population, and no 

program’s strategy will have identical results for all of their potential clients. 

Different aspects of women’s empowerments and disempowerment are closely 
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related, so initiatives that only address one aspect are likely to set off changes in other 

aspects, although not in ways that are easily predictable (Kabeer, 2000, p. 21). In her 

research, Kabeer claimed that  

“creating access to capital is not enough. Equity requires that poorer women and 
other excluded groups are not just able to take advantage of such access, but that they 
do so on terms that respect and promote their ability to exercise choice. Such 
achievements are less easy to quantify since they deal more directly with questions of 
power and negotiation and have to be far more sensitive to local cultural nuances” 
(1999, p. 48).  

She further added that 

“as long as purdah norms remain a powerful social ideal governing women’s behavior 
in rural Bangladesh, their presence in the public domain, and in particular locations 
in the public domain, such as the market, is likely to signal poverty and lack of choice 
rather than empowerment and the exercise of choice” (Kabeer, 1999, p. 45). 

Therefore, all actors and members from all sectors should work together, hand-in-

hand, in order to empower women. In addition, the international initiatives that 

promote women’s empowerment should account for the process of women’s 

empowerment in Bangladesh. Without an integrated approach to all state and 

international aid agencies, women’s empowerment will never get proper attention. 

Furthermore, the benefits of microcredit will never become sustainable and will 

never bring about viable, long-term changes for borrowers. Undeniably, microcredit 

has had a positive impact on the lives of millions of ultra-poor women in Bangladesh.  

Women’s empowerment is a multidimensional and contextual idea that requires 

an integrated approach to development. OECD (2012) highlights that  

“achieving women’s empowerment is not a quick fix. It will take sound public 
policies, a holistic approach and long-term commitment from all development actors. 
Innovative approaches and partnerships are needed to scale up women’s 
empowerment” (OECD 2012, p. 3).  

Microcredit is not a panacea and the only way to empower women, but it is one of 

the leading factors of women’s empowerment introduced by the NGOs. According 

to CESO, 

“no single initiative alone can independently fulfill conditions for empowerment, and 
not all strategies will fit to all contexts. The most effective programs will be those that 
listen to the needs of potentially impacted women and carefully evaluate their 
resources, strengths, and vulnerabilities. These partnership-based programs will 
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transform the economic choices available to women by providing them with the tools 
to build their own economic success.”  

Therefore, future research could explore how to build an integrated holistic 

approach to women’s empowerment in general and Bangladesh in particular. 
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APPENDICES 

Appendix 1: Field study questionnaires 

Cover letter 

Dear Madam/Sir, 

This is Nasrin Jahan Jinia, PhD research fellow of the School of Management, in the 

University of Tampere, Finland. Currently, I am visiting Bangladesh in order to 

collect the firsthand data for finalizing my PhD dissertation. The title of my PhD 

dissertation is “Microcredit Governance and Women Empowerment: Does 

Micro Credit Promote Rural Women to participate to the Household 

Decision Making Process? A Case Study in Bangladesh” 

To know the practical situation about my research, I have made a questionnaire 

and selected you as one of the key respondents of my research. I believe that your 

participation, cooperation and thoughtful comments will play vital role to achieve 

the goals of my research. 

I promise you that the information and inputs are given by you will only be used 

for this research and kept secret. 

Thus, I respectfully request you to participate by answering the following 

questions. 

I believe that your participation and cooperation will advance the study of women 

empowerment, NGOs development and poverty alleviation of the 21st century. 

With highest regards, 

Nasrin Jahan Jinia 

PhD research fellow 

School of Management, University of Tampere, Finland 

Contact e-mail: nasrin.jinia@gmail.com 

  

mailto:nasrin.jinia@gmail.com
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Questionnaire for Field Study in Bangladesh 

Questionnaire 1 

Questionnaire for Beneficiaries 

Section-A 

Personal information (optional) 

Name      Age 

Education     Marital status 

Occupation 

Number of children 

Children educational status 

Monthly/yearly income-    Sources of income 

Property 

Section-B 

Specific questions 

1. How long have you been as a member of the NGOs? ………………….. 

2. What was your financial condition before joining this Bank or NGO? 
a) Bad  b) Satisfactory  c)Good 

3. What is your financial condition now? 
a) Improved  b) Decreased  c) Same d) No comment 

4. Did you borrow loans from any other Bank or NGO? 
a) Yes  b)  No 

5. What kinds of benefits   you are getting from this NGO? 
a) ……………………………………………………. 
b) …………………………………………………….. 
c) ……………………………………………………… 
d) ……………………………………………………… 

6. What is the most effective for you? 
a)………………………………………………… 

7. Can you take decision about your family matters? 
a) Yes  b)  No 

8. What kind of decisions now you can take? 
a) Family matters 
b) Economical 
c) Social 
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9. Do you think that after joining the bank you can take decision about your child education? 
a) Yes  b) No 

10. Do you send your children in school now? 
a) Yes  b) No 

11. Do you spend more money to your child education than before? 
a) Yes  b) No 

12. Could you please tell me what is the health condition of your family members now? 
a) Good b) Satisfactory  c) Bad  

13. Do you spend more money than before for the good health of your family members?  
a) Yes  b) No 

14. Who takes decision about your family planning? 
a) Myself b) husband c) jointly d) No comment 

15. Does your husband agree with you if you have some plan about it? 
a) Yes  b) No 

16. Can you spend your savings as you want? 
a) Yes  b) No 

17. In this perspective, do you face any contradiction with your husband? 
a) Yes  b) No 

18. Did you have any opinion during your marriage? 
a) Yes  b) No 

19. Did your guardian honor your opinion? 
a) Yes  b) No 

20. Can you take decision about your daughter (if have) marriage? 
a) Yes  b) No 

21. Do you face any kind of difficulties to establish your decisions? 
Yes        b) No 

22. Do you think that others should join with this Bank? 
a) Yes  b) No 

23. Could you please tell us, do you satisfy of your role in your family now? 
a) Yes  b) No 

24. As a member of Grameen Bank/NGOs, do you think that this bank helps you to improve 
your situation? Or change your role in your family? 
a) Yes  b) No 

25. Now please tell me what are the challenges of women empowerment at individual, family, 
society, institution and state level? 
a) Traditional /cultural norms and values 
b) Religion norms and values 
c) Lack of Education 
d) Weak economic condition 
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26. How could be faced those challenges (Recommendations)? 
a) Awareness 
b) Priority of women education 
c) Recruiting sufficient female teacher 
d) Others….. 

 

 

Thank you for giving me your invaluable time 
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Questionnaire-2 

Questionnaire for People’s representatives 

Section A: 

Personal  Information 

Name:     Age: 

Position:    Joining Date 

Education:    Others activities: 

Section B: 

Questionnaire 

1 How long have you been in this position? 
a)………………………………….. 

2 What are your main duties and responsibilities? 
a)……………………………………………………………… 
b)……………………………………………………………… 
c)……………………………………………………………… 
d)……………………………………………………………… 

3 Could you please mention us what kinds of changes in the society did you find in last few 
years? 
a)……………………………………………………………… 
b)……………………………………………………………… 
c)……………………………………………………………… 
d)……………………………………………………………… 

4 Do you think that these changes are needed for the society? 
a)  Yes  b) No 

5 Do you think that women’s position in the society has beeni mproved? 
a)  Yes  b)  No 

6 Which institution helps them: govt. or NGOs? 
a)  Govt.  b)  NGOs 

7 What is your opinion about the micro credit programme of NGOs? 
a)  Good  b)  Satisfactory  c)  Not good 

8 What is the role of women in taking decision about their own families? 
a)  Strong  b)  Satisfactory  c)  Weak 

9 Do you think that women can take decisions about her children’s educational purpose? 
a)  Yes  b)  No 

10 What about their role in taking decision in health and family planning purpose? 
a)  Strong  b)  Satisfactory  c)  Weak 

11 Did you observe that women can expend money as their own wish? 
a)  Yes  b)  No 
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12 How did you observe it? 
a)  They are repairing houses 
b)  Starting small business 

13 Could you please tell us, what is the role of women in taking decision about their own 
marriage or daughter’s marriage? 
a)  Participatory   b)  Not  participatory 

14 Do you find any kind of negative effects of women’s position in society now? 
a) …………………………………………………………… 
b) …………………………………………………………… 
c) …………………………………………………………... 
d) …………………………………………………………… 

15 Do you find any kind of difficulties of Micro credit program? 
a) …………………………………………………………… 
b) …………………………………………………………… 
c) …………………………………………………………… 

16 Now please tell me what are the challenges of women empowerment at individual, family, 
society, institution and state level? 
a) ………………………………………………………………………………… 
b) ………………………………………………………………………………… 
c) ………………………………………………………………………………… 
d) ………………………………………………………………………………… 

17 How could be faced those challenges (Recommendations)? 
a) ………………………………………………………………………………… 
b) ………………………………………………………………………………… 
c) ………………………………………………………………………………… 
d) ………………………………………………………………………………… 

 

Thank you for giving me your invaluable time 
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Questionnaire-3 

Questionnaire for NGO officials 

Section A: 

Personal Information 

Name: 

Position: 

Name of the organization: 

Academic Achievements: 

Others achievements: 

Section B: 

Questionnaire 

1 How long have you been in this position? 
a)……………………………….. 

2 Could you please tell me what is your main responsibility? 
a)………………………………………………………………. 
b)……………………………………………………………… 
c)……………………………………………………………… 
d)……………………………………………………………… 

3 What is your opinion about your borrower’s status? 
Good    b) Satisfactory  c) Not satisfactory 

4 Do you think that after joining this bank their (women members) position in the society 
level or family level has changed? 
a)  Yes  b)  No 

5 What are the mechanisms to observe the status of the members? 
a)………………………………………………… 
b)………………………………………………… 
c)…………………………………………………. 
d)……………………………………………….. 

6 What are the major activities performed by the group members? 
a)……………………………………………….. 
b)………………………………………………… 
c)……………………………………………….. 
d)………………………………………………. 
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7 Could you please inform us about your training programme to improve the awareness of 
the members? 
a)………………………………………………. 
b)……………………………………………… 
c)……………………………………………… 
d)…………………………………………….. 

8 What kind of feedback you observe after the training programme?  
a)……………………………………………… 
b)…………………………………………….. 
c)……………………………………………… 
d)…………………………………………….. 

9 Do you think that now women can play a vital role in taking decision about family matters? 
a)  Yes  b) No 

10 Did you observe that in which sectors women’swants to spend their money to improve 
their livelihoods? 
a)  Child Education 
b)  Family planning 
c)  Good health 
d)  Economic activities 

11 What do you like to suggest for further improvement of your organization? 
a)………………………………………………….. 
b)………………………………………………….. 
c)…………………………………………………… 
d)………………………………………………….. 

12 Now please tell me what are the challenges of women empowerment at individual, family, 
society, institution and state level? 
a)………………………………………………………. 
b)………………………………………………………. 
c)………………………………………………………… 
d)…………………………………………………………. 

13 How could be faced those challenges (Recommendations)? 
a)………………………………………………………… 
b)………………………………………………………… 
c)……………………………………………………….. 
d)……………………………………………………….. 

14 Any comments…………………………………………….. 

 

Thank you for giving me your invaluable time 
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Questionnaire-4 

Questionnaire for Govt. representatives 

Section A: 

Personal information 

Name: 

Position: 

Working Department: 

Academic Achievements: 

Others Achievements:  

Section B: 

Questionnaire 

1 How long have you been working in this position? 
……………………………………………. 

2 What kind of changes did you find in this period? 
a)…………………………………………… 
b)…………………………………………… 
c)…………………………………………… 
d)…………………………………………… 

3 Could you please tell us, what kinds of changes are happened in the field of women’s 
empowerment? 
a)…………………………………………………………. 
b)………………………………………………………… 
c)…………………………………………………………. 
d)………………………………………………………… 

4 Why those changes are happened? 
a)…………………………………………………… 
b)…………………………………………………. 
c)…………………………………………………. 
d)………………………………………………… 

5 Do you have any kind of programme to empower women? 
a)……………………………………………. 
b)……………………………………………. 

6 Do you think that NGO’s play important role in this field? 
a)  Yes  b)  No 

7 Do you think that women’s are more active in taking decision of family matters than 
before? If yes, how you observe this? 
a)………………………………………………. 
b)……………………………………………… 
c)……………………………………………… 
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8 What is the role of women in taking decision about their own families? 
a)  Active  b)  Not active 

9 Do you think that women can take decisions about her children’s education purpose? 
a)  Yes  b)  No 

10 What about their role in taking decision in health purpose? 
a)  Active  b)  not active 

11 Did you observe that women can expend money as their own wish? 
a)  Yes  b)  No 

12 Do you find any kind of negative effects of women’s position in society now? 
a)  Yes  b)  No 

13 Do you find any kind of difficulties of Micro credit programme? 
a)  Yes  b)  No 

14 Now please tell me what are the challenges of women empowerment at individual, family, 
society, institution and state level? 
a)……………………………………………………….. 
b)………………………………………………………… 
c)……………………………………………………………. 
d)…………………………………………………………… 

15 How could be faced those challenges (Recommendations)? 
a)………………………………………………………… 
b)……………………………………………………….. 
c)…………………………………………………………. 
d)……………………………………………………….. 

16 Any comments…………………………………… 

 

Thank you for giving me your invaluable time 
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Questionnaire-5 

Questionnaire for Civil society members (Journalists, teachers and NGO 

founders) 

Section A: 

Personal information 

Name: 

Name of the position: 

Academic Achievements: 

Personal Achievements: 

Section B 

1 As a member of civil society what’s your opinion about the changes of our society? 
a)………………………………………………………….. 
b)………………………………………………………….. 
c)…………………………………………………………… 
d)………………………………………………………….. 

2 Could you please inform me, have you find any changes regarding women empowerment 
in Bangladesh? 
a)  Yes   b)  No 

3 In your opinion why those changes are happened? 
a)  For govt. developmental activities 
b) For NGOs developmental activities 
c)  For other activities 

4 Could you please mention some programme of govt. that helps the women to improve 
their position in the society? 
a)……………………………………………………… 
b)……………………………………………………….. 
c)………………………………………………………… 
d)……………………………………………………….. 

5 In the same case what is your opinion about NGO’s activities? 
a)  Very fruitful  b)  Satisfactory  c)  Not satisfactory 

6 Do you think that micro credit programme plays an important role to change the women’s 
position in the society? 
a)  Yes   b)  No 

7 Have you seen the effects of the changes? Could you please mention some kind of effects? 
a)……………………………………………………………………… 
b)…………………………………………………………………….. 
c)…………………………………………………………………………. 
d)……………………………………………………………………….. 



 

239 

8 Do you think that women can take decision about their child education purpose? 
a)  Yes   b)  No 

9 Similarly, What is their role in health purpose? 
a)  Active  b)  not active 

10 What is your opinion about women’s personal savings? 
a)  Have  b)  Have not 

11 Do you think that women can expand money as their own demand? 
a)  Yes   b)  No 

12 Now please tell me what are the challenges of women empowerment at individual, family, 
society, institution and state level? 
a) Individual level………………………………………………………………….. 
b) Family Level………………………………………………………………… 
c)  Society level………………………………………………………………. 
d) Institution level……………………………………………………………….. 
e) State level………………………………………………………………………. 

13 How could be faced those challenges (Recommendations)? 
a)…………………………………………………………………………. 
b)……………………………………………………………………….. 
c)……………………………………………………………………….. 
d)…………………………………………………………………………. 

 

Thank you for giving me your valuable time 
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Appendix 2: Some Field study photographs research units 
 

Birishiri Union Council Durgapur Meeting with Union Council officials 
Upazila, Neterokona 

 
 
 
Interviewing UP member Interviewing female UP members 

 
 
 
Case study PRA session-1 
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PRA session-1 PRA session-2 

 
 

Interviewing Micro credit borrowers                 Citizen charter 

 
 

Case study in Kushtia Case study 

 


