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FORWARDING 
 

INAFI Bangladesh Foundation is a national arm of the INAFI International Foundation and INAFI 
Asia network, which is committed to improving the lives and livelihoods of the poor through the 
provision of a range of financial and non-financial services. INAFI is a united effort of 
practitioners who are committed to the development of a microfinance sector that has the ability 
to effectively focus the essential goals of poverty alleviation, social development, and gender.  
 
Advancing gender equality remains a pertinent challenge for the microfinance sector. It is an 
integral component to the process of poverty alleviation, and a necessity in the positive 
evolution of human development. It is also a fundamental human right. Efforts to mainstream 
gender within the microfinance sector mean more than just counting the number of loans given 
to women. Rather, mainstreaming gender requires a more holistic approach, and involves 
viewing all functions and functionaries, including the women and men of an organisation, 
through the prism of accessibility to women and men equally. It requires a concerted analysis of 
how strategies, programmes, products, and policies affect women differently than men, and 
then tailoring them to promote women’s empowerment. Mainstreaming gender is not an end in 
itself, but rather describes the process of attaining gender equality.  
 
In an effort to promote the effectiveness and credibility of microfinance practitioners in 
Bangladesh, INAFI Bangladesh Foundation has initiated a programme of action to more 
effectively mainstream gender among its Member Organisations and within the sector as a 
whole. As part of this process it organised a national workshop from October 12-13, 2004 at the 
BRAC Centre Inn, Mohakhali. The theme of the workshop was effectively captured with the title, 
“Microfinance and Gender: Mainstreaming Gender in Microfinance.” In order to create a broader 
understanding of definitions and conceptualisations of gender, and to find solutions for gender 
inequalities, five case studies from five different organisations were prepared and presented at 
the workshop to stimulate the discussion. This document is the culmination of ideas and actions 
reflected from the case studies presented, the issue-based panel discussion, and working group 
discussions. The output of the national workshop will serve as a foundation for the composition 
of our Gender Policy, for the collaborative design of a gender action research project, and 
eventually for the identification of gender performance assessment tools. 
 
On this occasion, we are very grateful to our member organisations for their continuous support 
and cooperation in organising the workshop. We thank the participants who have made time to 
participate in the workshop despite their busy and preoccupied schedules. Our thanks are due 
to Mr. F.H. Abed, Chair, INAFI International Foundation, Dr. Humaira Islam, Treasurer Board of 
Trustees, INAFI Asia, and Mr. Zakir Hossain, Chairman, INAFI Bangladesh. We also thank Dr. 
Toffael Ahmed, Ms. Sheepa Hafiza, Ms. Parveen Mahmud, Mr. Afsan Chowdhury, Begum 
Ferdousi Sultana, ADB, and Naheed Sultana for chairing the sessions and acting as panelists 
and moderators. Our thanks are also due to all the individuals who presented the case studies 
on behalf of BRAC, ASA, TMSS, SHAKTI, and UDDIPAN. We are very grateful to NOVIB for 
their encouragement and support. Finally I am indebted to the INAFI Dhaka team for their 
wholehearted support and hard work in making this workshop successful. I also thank them. 
 
On Behalf of INAFI 
 
Atiqun Nabi,  
Executive Director 
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Gender and Microfinance: Mainstreaming Gender in Microfinance 

Workshop Report (November 04, 2004) 
 
1.0. Background  
 
The International Network of Alternative Financial Institutions (INAFI) is a global network of 
development practitioners that are committed to improving the lives and livelihoods of the poor 
in the regions of Africa, Asia, Eastern Europe, and Latin America through the provision of a 
range of financial and non-financial services. INAFI is a united effort of development 
organisations, including practitioner institutions and supportive networks, which are committed 
to the development of a microfinance sector that has the ability to effectively focus the essential 
goals of institutional performance, significant outreach, and financial sustainability without 
compromising the basic developmental objectives of engendering social impact. 
 
Bangladesh is considered to be the birthplace of microcredit and is known worldwide for its 
innovative methodology and poverty focused approaches along with social development 
initiatives. It has become a learning ground for the rest of the world community, and everyone 
looks at Bangladesh’s innovations with respect to methodology, products, and social 
development. Microfinance in Bangladesh has grown significantly over the last decade and it is 
still growing both in terms of outreach and portfolio. Most of the people who are involved with 
microcredit are women. This is obviously a great achievement; no other development 
interventions have been able to include such a huge outreach and facilitate women to come out 
of the home and organise in groups. Managing financial resources for the family and engaging 
themselves in income generating activities have upgraded their position in the family as well as 
at the societal level. 
 
Despite the achievements made in the microfinance sector in the last three decades, it is not a 
straightforward assumption that microfinance automatically benefits and empowerments 
women. There is the danger that microfinance may place already overburdened women in a 
spiral of debt. As discussed in the INAFI background paper for the workshop on gender and 
microfinance, empirical evidence suggests that credit is often turned over to a husband or other 
male relatives, while leaving the woman with the obligation to repay. INAFI believes that findings 
such as these mandate a closer scrutiny of the often cited claim that microfinance promotes 
women’s empowerment. At the same time, INAFI continues to recognise the successes and 
further potential of microfinance, and considers that careful efforts to engender microfinance can 
result in a powerful nexus between microfinance, poverty alleviation, and empowerment. 
 
This conviction has motivated INAFI Bangladesh Foundation, a national chapter of the INAFI 
network, to initiate a programme of action research on mainstreaming gender in microfinance. 
The goal of the programme is to interact with member organisations regarding their gender 
mainstreaming approaches, introduce advanced awareness of gender among practitioners, 
initiate training, and monitor the resulting gender performance of the institutions. Within the 
course of implementing the gender action research, INAFI also plans to consolidate its own 
broad strategies towards mainstreaming gender within the network through the development of 
a board-approved gender policy. All of these objectives are consistent with NOVIB’s priority 
concerns, and mirror the directions laid out in INAFI’s overall policy document. 
 
The INAFI Bangladesh Foundation national workshop on Gender and Microfinance: 
Mainstreaming Gender in Microfinance is the culmination of the first phase of action research. 
Five member organisations were chosen to develop case studies of their mainstreaming 
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approaches, with an emphasis on their conceptualisations of such terms as gender, 
mainstreaming, and empowerment, and their strategies at both the client and institutional level. 
The participating organisations were selected to represent the diversity of size, scope, and 
methodology that characterises the INAFI network in Bangladesh. 
 
2.0. Gender and Microfinance: Mainstreaming Gender in Microfinance 
 
The INAFI national workshop was held from 12-13 October 2004 at BRAC Centre Inn. It brought 
together representatives from 27 different organisations, including national MFIs, international 
organisations, donors, and human rights groups. Representatives from Pakistan, Nepal, and Sri 
Lanka were also present to add a regional perspective to the discussions. 
 
The inaugural session of the workshop encompassed introductory speeches by Mr. Atiqun Nabi, 
Executive Director of INAFI Asia and INAFI Bangladesh, Dr. Humaira Islam, Treasurer and 
Member of the Board of Trustees of INAFI Asia and Executive Director of Shakti Foundation, 
Mr. Zakir Hossain, Chair of INAFI Bangladesh Foundation and Executive Director of Buro 
Tangail, and Mr. F.H. Abed, Chair of Stichting INAFI International and Chairperson of BRAC. 
The speeches introduced the importance of mainstreaming gender to the sector, and set the 
tone for the workshop. Mr. Abed’s inaugural address stressed the need for mainstreaming 
gender to mean first and foremost a shift in attitudes among practitioners themselves. While 
there is a tendency for mainstreaming gender to be wrapped in the same language as 
sustainability and household poverty reduction, the humanistic foundations of microfinance 
require that gender empowerment be pursued and intellectually understood as a distinct goal. 
With the inspiring words and presence of Mr. Abed creating an ideal atmosphere, the real 
content of the workshop was introduced. 
 
2.1. Presentation of INAFI Background Paper 
 
The INAFI background paper on mainstreaming gender was presented by Theresa Condor, a 
consultant for INAFI Bangladesh Foundation. The presentation dissected conceptualisations of 
empowerment, power, and mainstreaming, and raised some of the core issues that an 
engendered microfinance sector must address. The presentation served to unify the knowledge-
level of participants, and to de-mystify the notion that mainstreaming gender is equivalent to 
serving mostly women clients. Rather, mainstreaming gender is a process that requires a 
specific mindset and commitment among practitioners. It involves a holistic attempt throughout 
the programmatic cycle to promote empowerment not as an isolated and sometimes limited 
goal, but as a dynamic progression of participation, awareness, and leadership that will 
challenge existing power structures and eventually result in gender equality. The presentation 
highlighted the importance of understanding gender not exclusively in terms of women, but as 
socially constructed identities and roles that encompass both men and women, and must 
therefore engage both as partners in the mainstreaming gender process. It also framed the 
discussion of gender in concrete, action and results-oriented terms rather than the elusive 
rhetoric that can sometimes characterise gender discussions. 
 
Strategies for engendering microfinance can be understood at the programmatic as well as 
institutional level. Both are complimentary, since programmatic changes will not take place 
unless institutional commitment has been secured, while the act of analysing an intervention 
from a gender perspective and implementing an engendered project will consolidate institutional 
led efforts towards mainstreaming gender among employees. At the programmatic level, a 
gender approach carefully considers the effects of product and service design on the lives’ of 
women clients, and seeks to secure positive moves towards empowerment while also 
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evaluating any possible negative effects of a programme. Participatory interaction is an integral 
component of designing empowering products and services that consider the realities of women 
in the country, while also providing opportunities to expand traditional boundaries. Assessing 
the empowering impact of microfinance contributes to appropriate product development and an 
understanding of the various contexts within which certain microfinance strategies may or may 
not be empowering. 
 
As a corollary to product and service design, conceptualisations of gender must also consider 
the interdependent relationship between women and environment, and mainstreaming 
strategies can investigate ways of assisting women to gain access to and decision-making 
control over natural resources, while also recruiting women as partners in pollution control. 
Additionally, a gender perspective in microfinance must respond to forces of globalisation that 
shape the livelihood opportunities of poor women. 
 
Institutionally, recruitment, promotion, and benefits policies can be enacted that stimulate 
retention of women staff, and women in management and operational positions. Norms that 
place mainstreaming gender within the realm of responsibility of all employees and programmes 
is a necessary strategy for ensuring that mainstreaming gender advances beyond rhetorical 
commitment. Integrated gender training for all staff, as well as evaluating staff success at 
mainstreaming gender within the context of their programmatic activities and own behavior may 
be one way to regularise gender sensitivity. In recognition that gender equality is an important 
goal, and in an effort to motivate other MFIs towards this goal, organisations can establish 
consistent reporting mechanisms for gender impact, and be willing to share their results. 
 
The presentation of INAFI’s background paper ended with some concrete suggestions that 
organisations can take towards mainstreaming gender. It also stressed the importance of 
collaboration between practitioners, donors, activist groups, community members, and clients. 
 
2.2. Case Presentations of INAFI Member Organisations 
 
Five INAFI member organisations - TMSS, UDDIPAN, SHAKTI, ASA, and BRAC - presented 
case studies of their organisational experiences with mainstreaming gender. Three country 
presentations from Pakistan, Sri Lanka, and Nepal were also shared to provide participants with 
a regional perspective on gender. 
 
Gender Case Study of TMSS 
 
The gender case study of TMSS was presented by Ms. Ferdoushi Begum, Assistant Director 
(Women Development Department) of TMSS. Thangamara Mohila Sabuj Sangha (TMSS) is a 
Bangladeshi national NGO that works exclusively with women clients to promote gender 
equality within the family and society through capacity building, optimum use of resources, and 
participation in development activities. TMSS’s gender approach analyses the possibilities and 
constraints for both men and women participating in development activities, possible negative 
effects of development activities on the situation of women, possibilities for improved 
relationships between men and women at household, community, regional, and national levels, 
and activities for gender development and better strategy formulation. The key elements in the 
gender analysis include the gender division of labour, productive, reproductive, and community 
roles, and utilisation and control of resources for initiating activities. TMSS has identified five 
approaches through which its gender policy has been developed, which includes welfare, 
equity, anti-poverty, efficiency, and empowerment. At the institutional level, TMSS takes an 
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affirmative action approach to hiring women, and offers special benefits for women based on 
their family and security needs. 
 
This presentation precipitated a significant amount of discussion and interest since TMSS is a 
female-headed organisation and all members of the Executive Body and General Body are 
female. The capacity building and participatory approach to interactions between clients and the 
General Body was appreciated, and clarification was sought as to how this worked in practice. 
Questions were raised about the staff quota for women, and participants debated the need for a 
biased recruitment system towards women versus solely merit-based approaches that may 
disenfranchise women who have been educationally disadvantaged. Another point of discussion 
was TMSS’s emphasis on family development rather than individual development. It was noted 
that women’s empowerment and well-being is not necessarily autonomous with family well-
being. Gender mainstreaming approaches must consider if women are being used merely as an 
instrumental means to an end of economic development, and devise strategies to avoid this 
automatic merging of women’s and family’s interests. This conceptual separation of women’s 
empowerment and family economic development was raised in further discussions, and became 
a key outgrowth of the workshop. 
 
Role of Microcredit to Reduce Trafficking in Women and Children and Promote Safe 
Migration: Experience from UDDIPAN 
 
Mr. Emranul Huq Chowdhury, Executive Director of UDDIPAN presented a paper titled, “Role of 
Microcredit to Reduce Trafficking in Women and Children and Promote Safe Migration: 
Experience from UDDIPAN.” United Development Initiatives for Programme Actions (UDDIPAN) 
is a national level development organisation working since 1984 with a variety of development 
programmes to bring about a positive change in the life of the poor, vulnerable, disadvantaged, 
and rural communities around the country. All of the development programmes initiated by 
UDDIPAN are integrated with each other to achieve maximum impact. Promoting safe 
migration, especially through the facilitation of access to microfinance, is a core activity of 
UDDIPAN. In addition to facilitating access to microfinance to increase assets and savings, and 
to enable communities to become more self-reliant, UDDIPAN also assists families to migrate 
safely. The organisation links them with the Manpower Promotion Bureau at the district level 
and works with organisations such as the IOM to ensure safe migration. UDDIPAN also 
provides information and awareness on unsafe migration and trafficking, and is involved in the 
rehabilitation and reintegration of trafficking victims.  
 
UDDIPAN offered a unique example of the impact potential of microfinance, and the reality that 
microfinance can be effectively tailored to tackle the problems of a target group if the context is 
properly understood. Discussions after the presentation highlighted the importance of advocacy 
at the macro-level, and the effectiveness of links that UDDIPAN has established with 
government agencies and other NGOs.  
 
Mainstreaming Gender in Microfinance: The Case of Shakti Foundation 
 
Dr. Humaira Islam, Founder and Executive Director of Shakti Foundation, presented the gender 
strategies of her organisation. Shakti considers gender imbalance the most critical issue in its 
development approach, and has therefore chosen social and economic empowerment of poor 
women as the goal of the organisation. Shakti maintains a conscious gender approach in 
product development. All financial products are designed to ensure the gradual development of 
members as businesswomen and entrepreneurs. The focus is not on the product itself, but on 
the woman whose needs will grow with the expansion of the business. A framework has been 
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designed which envisages the entrepreneur growing through the four stages of survival, semi 
micro level, micro level, and small scale business. The building-up of the loan product and the 
loan conditions change along with the maturity of the woman. Along with micro-credit, Shakti 
provides life insurance and savings products. Business development, health, and gender 
programmes also complement the microfinance programme. The participation of women 
members in group meetings and interaction with Shakti staff regarding programmatic decisions 
are encouraged as integral empowering activities. Institutionally, Shakti gives special 
employment consideration to qualified women candidates, and has instituted a number of 
policies to create a comfortable working environment for women.  
 
Participants appreciated Shakti’s emphasis on women’s empowerment and the diversity of 
products offered, especially the health loan. Shakti’s attention to assisting graduated 
microfinance clients maintain control of their business as they expand was recognised as a 
necessary strategy, and one that is often neglected by other organisations. A vigorous debate 
was precipitated by Shakti’s policy to disallow marriages between staff. It was explained that the 
purpose is to create a comfortable and professional working environment for women staff, 
without the anxiety of being viewed as a potential mate. Until sexual harassment laws are 
instituted in Bangladesh and pressured marriages become less commonplace and accepted, 
there may be a need for this kind of protection for women employees. Shakti also noted that all 
incoming employees are warned of the rule when they join the organisation. 
 
Mainstreaming Gender: ASA Experience 
 
ASA’s case study was presented by Mr. A.K.M. Aminur Rashid, Director (Program). ASA started 
working to empower the oppressed through people’s organisations in 1978. ASA began by 
concentrating on building and strengthening people’s organisations with an emphasis on 
awareness raising for social action, legal aid, and training for journalists in the rural areas. All of 
these programs were designed to make the poor conscious of their rights and enable them to 
take steps to stop social exploitation. Initially ASA only organised men. The organisation then 
began to focus attention on the family and to recognise the critical role of women in 
socioeconomic development. ASA also realised that the positive impact of development 
programs could not be sustained without the economic emancipation of the poor, and 
introduced an integrated development programme. From 1992, ASA became a minimalist 
microfinance organisation for women, with 97% of members being female. The organisation 
views credit operations as a supplementary income-supporting program run by women. 
Microfinance provides extra support to the family, since women's contributions are added to the 
men's income. ASA considers that the financial independence created by their microfinance 
products increases decision-making power, mobility, and recognition, which lead to 
empowerment.  
 
While participants applauded the financial and operational sustainability that ASA has achieved, 
it was noted that simply providing microfinance to women clients is not consistent with 
mainstreaming gender, and that a more pro-active framework is required. The point was also 
raised again that equating women’s empowerment with the well-being of the family and viewing 
women’s income as a supplement to the men’s is not always a sound assumption or consistent 
with gender mainstreaming.  
 
Mainstreaming Gender: Experience from BRAC 
 
Ms. Sheepa Hafiz, Programme Head, presented a paper from BRAC’s experience with 
mainstreaming gender. BRAC defines gender as the social identity of woman and man, and 
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recognises that the social construction of gender identity controls and determines the nature 
and extent of disadvantage, disparity, and discrimination people face as individuals and as a 
group. Gender equality is therefore the equal valuing by society of both the similarities of and 
differences between women and men, and the diverse roles that they play. A rights-based 
approach is a gender equality approach. BRAC defines empowerment in three major 
diminutions - increase in women’s ability to be economically self sufficient and earn income, 
assets, and control and manage their own finances; increase in women’s confidence and ability 
to know and negotiate for their rights both in the household and in the community; and increase 
in women’s control over their own self - their bodies, their time, and mobility. Whatever hinders 
or prevents women’s participation and involvement in the delivery, improvement, and analysis of 
programmes, and therefore prevents and hampers achieving BRAC’s goal of empowerment of 
women, is considered a gender issue in BRAC. The hindrances can be cultural, attitudinal, 
and/or organisational. BRAC initiated a gender policy in 1997, and has since formalised three 
separate policies regarding sexual harassment, organisational culture and values, and codes of 
conduct. BRAC has also implemented gender impact assessment using organisational level 
performance indicators and programmatic indicators.  
 
BRAC’s presentation was invaluable for further clarifying for participants what is meant by 
gender and mainstreaming, and providing realistic examples of pro-active measures that an 
organisation can take to prioritise gender issues. Participants were interested to learn of 
BRAC’s gender performance indicators, and it was stressed that additional work needs to be 
undertaken to develop programme-specific indicators. To assist MFIs in designing, 
implementing, and assessing their programmes, INAFI was challenged with the task of 
developing a gender analysis framework. Advancing from the BRAC presentation, it was also 
agreed that commitment from policy makers is crucial for diffusing a gender aware culture 
throughout an organisation.   
 
2.3. Overview of Participating Organisations 
 
To engage participants further, and to stimulate analysis of participants’ own organisations’ 
efforts towards gender mainstreaming, one representative from each organisation was asked to 
highlight some of their gender strategies. Participating organisations included Nagorik Uddyog, 
CARE Bangladesh, Concern Bangladesh, Plan Bangladesh, Palli Daridra Bimochon Foundation 
(PDBF), and Padakep Manabik Unnayan Kendra.  
 
2.4. Perspectives from the Region 
 
In order to inform the national workshop about gender issues and strategies from within the 
region, three member organisation representatives from Pakistan, Sri Lanka, and Nepal offered 
presentations about their national gender situations and individual institutional approaches to 
mainstreaming gender. 
 
Experiences from SRSP, ACE, and Khwendo Kor - Pakistan 
 
Ms. Salma Amir, Microfinance Coordinator of Khwendo Kor, presented a combined paper for 
SRSP, ACE, and Khwendo Kor based on their country and organisational perspectives on 
gender. The presentation began with an overview of Pakistan’s demographic information and 
statistics relating the poor condition of women in the country. Pakistan operates under a male 
dominated value system and the socio-economic structure is retained and internalised by 
society and especially by women. In addition to women’s domination by males and lack of 
access to governance structures, women face economic obstacles such as lack of job 
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opportunities, lack of marketable skills, low-paid and low-status jobs, high rates of 
underemployment and unemployment, exploitative working conditions, male-dominated trade 
unions, low wages in the informal sector, sexual harassment in the workplace, cultural 
restriction on women’s occupational choice, women’s segregation and ideology of purdah, 
under-remuneration of women’s work, lack of recognition of women’s unpaid work as 
productive, and inadequate labor laws. Additionally, formal financial institutions do not cater to 
women’s credit needs and commercial banks ignore women clients. 
 
The three organisations operate according to a Gender and Development framework. It is a 
holistic approach for understanding gender inequalities and redressing gender imbalances at all 
levels. The main goal is to strive for equality in gender relations at all levels through equitable, 
sustainable, and engendered development, to promote gender sensitive measures within the 
organisation to facilitate a gender-fair environment, to institutionalise gender concerns in all 
program processes to promote women’s empowerment, and to encourage the process of 
gender learning and cooperation with external partners. Institutional gender policies have been 
developed, and one of the organisations has a separate gender unit to ensure compliance at the 
head office and field level. Another organisation recognised the capacity-building needs of 
women in Pakistan, and so promoted social organisation, education, and health before offering 
microfinance. 
 
It was noted that although these organisations have incorporated a sound gender analysis 
component throughout their activities, women’s access to credit in Pakistan remains severely 
limited. More efforts are needed to provide microfinance serves to women’s doorsteps, and 
assistance is required with product development and marketing. 
 
Mainstreaming Gender in Microfinance: Experience from Sri Lanka 
 
Mr. Shakila Wajewardena, Managing Director of SEEDS, presented an overview of gender 
issues in Sri Lanka. He informed participants of the workshop that the adult literacy rate of 
women in the country is a very high 87.90%. While the constitution safeguards the rights of 
women and a number of specialised government agencies have been devoted to women’s 
issues, the concept of gender in Sri Lanka resonates with that in other countries whereby a 
woman is perceived as the “care giver” or the “nurturer” – the eternal mother figure. Some 
incidences of discrimination against women are found with regard to marriage and inheritance; 
and divisive practices with regard to labour and wages. In addition, women are victims of war 
and conflict, and also poverty and deprivation. Many women are engaged in lower end jobs in 
factories, shops, schools, banks, hospitals, hotels, households, farms, estates, and plantations. 
There is also a very high suicide rate among women, and domestic violence and alcoholism 
contribute to this. 
 
SEEDS has two projects specially targeted towards marginalised and impoverished women. 
One combines small loans with training schemes, and the other offers an integrated package of 
microfinance with business development services that is geared towards war-affected women. 
SEEDS provides significant support through marketing and the organisation of trade fairs for 
members to showcase their products. Through entrepreneur competitions and sponsorship to 
outside events, SEEDS encourages women members to move beyond their traditional roles. 
SEEDS is also involved in providing women with alternative energy options that can make their 
household reproductive work safer and easier. 
 
Mr. Wajewardena noted that there remains a need at the national level to provide women with 
proper title to land to facilitate access to financial institutions, institute safeguards against 
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domestic abuse, provide access to new technologies, and provide opportunities for education in 
technical and vocational subjects. 
 
Experience from Women Cooperative Society (WCS) Ltd, Nepal 
 
Ms. Vijaya K.C, Director, presented the overview of Women Cooperative Society (WCS). WCS 
was established in 1995 and is the first women-only banking and credit organisation in the 
country. It aims to uplift the socio-economic conditions of urban and rural women through 
financial services by mobilising internal and external savings, providing easy credit access, and 
developing a sustainable financial institution. 
 
WCS is governed by a General Assembly. The Board of Directors is comprised of seven women 
who formulate policies, rules, and the regulations of the organisation for day-to-day operations. 
The main strategy adopted by the organisation is to mobilise urban and rural savings and 
provide credit to women by allowing a lower interest rate compared to men. It operates its 
microcredit program in those areas where traditional banking facilities are not easily available 
and women are most deprived from the credit system. After a Participatory Rural Appraisal 
(PRA) to assess the condition of the families in the area, the women are organised into small 
groups of 5 members and are confederated into centres. WCS has started social activities like 
skill development training, a scholarship programme, relief support for flood victims, and 
computer training. WCS also works with men and tries to change entrenched male attitudes 
towards women. 
 
3.0. Plenary Session on Gender Issues 
 
The second day of the workshop began with a panel discussion among distinguished 
microfinance personalities in the country. Each panellist offered brief remarks about a specific 
topic, and then opened the floor for further questions from participants. Ms. Parveen Mahmud, 
Deputy Managing Director of PKSF, spoke on mainstreaming gender in microfinance. She 
offered an overview of her organisation, and mentioned the importance of using social indicators 
to measure the gender impact of microfinance services. Ms. Mahmud also recognised the 
importance of political commitment to securing gender equality. 
 
Mr. Afsan Chowdhury, Director of Human Rights and Advocacy at BRAC, spoke of a rights-
based approach to gender equality. He stressed that practitioners cannot assume that 
microfinance is a solution to gender inequality, and that the discourse must return to the issue of 
rights and the principle of access to livelihoods. Without doing this first, mainstreaming gender 
will continue to be meaningless and misused. 
 
Begum Ferdousi Sultana, Head of Gender and Development/NGO at the Asian Development 
Bank (ADB), shared her organisation’s experiences with gender and their efforts to partner with 
the local government in Bangladesh for gender equality. She stressed that organisations such 
as ADB must realistically balance their activities within a bilateral framework of cooperation with 
the government, and that there are therefore limitations to what can be accomplished. Despite 
this, she felt that efforts to mainstream gender must still be undertaken at the state level to 
ensure sustained change. 
 
Mr. Atiqun Nabi, Executive Director of INAFI Asia and Bangladesh, focused on the role of 
networks in mainstreaming gender in microfinance. He recognised the critical function that 
networks such as INAFI can play in forging consensus on conceptualising gender. Networks 
can also act as catalyst and facilitator for promoting new innovations and strategies for gender 
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mainstreaming. INAFI is in a unique position, with a strong support base among practitioners 
and other stakeholders, to advocate for gender awareness among its member organisations as 
well as the macro policy level. 
 
3.1. Working Group Formation and Discussion 
 
Participants divided into three working groups, with each assigned a specific topic for 
discussion. The groups explored conceptualisations of gender and empowerment, indicators for 
measuring gender impact, and mechanisms and processes for monitoring gender performance. 
Upon completion of the discussions, each group presented their ideas on the issues. While it 
became apparent that there was some confusion as to what each topic was referring to, the 
working groups were invaluable for prompting full interaction among participants, raising 
awareness and interest in mainstreaming gender in microfinance, and ensuring that participants 
fully understood what mainstreaming gender entails.  
4.0. Key Findings  
The INAFI Bangladesh workshop on mainstreaming gender in microfinance brought to attention 
the reality of gender understanding in the sector, and highlighted some areas that require further 
awareness raising efforts. In formulating gender training modules and implementing action 
research and advocacy, INAFI Bangladesh will take into account a number of key findings: 
 

 Misconceptions about the meaning of gender, empowerment, and mainstreaming 
gender remain a barrier 

 A gendered approach to microfinance must not alienate or vilify men, but mobilise them 
as partners for gender equality 

 A gendered approach to microfinance must analyse power differentials not only between 
men and women, but also among women 

 The well being of women is not always synonymous with the well-being of the family – 
this assumption must be revised when deciding on units of evaluation for microfinance 
programmes 

 Commitment at the policy level of an organisation is essential 
 Strategies must be found for incorporating the government as a partner in 

mainstreaming gender. 
 
4.1. Way Forward 
 
Mr. Atiqun Nabi, Executive Director of INAFI Bangladesh, closed the workshop with 
encouraging words about the potential of microfinance to contribute to gender equality. The 
sector reaches large numbers of poor households and provides a ready-made forum for 
awareness building about gender issues. Yet at the same time, it is necessary to avoid 
complacency and merely proclaiming empowerment without implementing pro-active gender 
analysis and remaining open to programmatic revisions. 
 
As an outgrowth of the workshop came the understanding of the need to rise awareness about 
the correct usage of the term mainstreaming gender, and to educate practitioners on how to 
incorporate a gender analysis into programme design, implementation, monitoring, and 
evaluation. Institutional commitment and an organisational culture of gender sensitisation is also 
an area that can be further addressed. One of the strategies that INAFI considers will be a solid 
first step in this regard is the development of an institutional gender policy for the network and 
for individual member organisations. Although a policy is not enough in itself, the act of writing 
the policy will serve to solidify an organisation’s conceptualisations of the core issues involved in 
mainstreaming gender. A gender policy is a concrete indication of policy-makers’ and managers’ 
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commitment to gender equality, and will make it more possible to move from a written document 
to something that is infused throughout an organisation. Once this happens, there is a greater 
chance that gender awareness will be translated into practical implementation at the field level. 
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Gender and Microfinance: Mainstreaming Gender in Microfinance 
INAFI Bangladesh Foundation Workshop, October 12-13, 2004 

Background Paper 
 

Introduction 
 
Gender disparity remains a significant obstacle to development in Asia. Women are 
often left to bear the brunt of poverty. They are married at young ages, endure frequent 
pregnancies, and often eat less than other family members. Women are primarily 
engaged in unpaid reproductive work, and due to cultural and religious norms, their 
mobility and autonomy are severely constrained. Yet despite these disadvantages, 
women are more likely to invest available money in their families’ livelihood, and utilise 
resources efficiently. Women’s empowerment and equal access to opportunities is 
therefore an integral component to the development process.  
 
At a time when financial sustainability is the buzzword of microfinance, mainstreaming 
gender can be viewed as an instrumental approach to self-supporting poverty 
alleviation. But more than just a strategy for economic development, women’s equality 
is also a necessity in the positive evolution of human development, and is a 
fundamental human right. In discussing successful strategies for mainstreaming gender 
in microfinance, it is important to keep in mind the goal of empowerment for its own 
sake. Otherwise there is the danger that a gender perspective in microfinance will slide 
off of the agenda as soon as cost-recovery is threatened, and that efforts will remain 
surface-level and rhetorical. While much is made of microfinance’s utility in promoting 
empowerment at the same time that it alleviates poverty, the connection is not 
automatic. As has been recounted in a number of instances1, microfinance may even 
reinforce the structures that result in women’s vulnerability. In this context, 
mainstreaming gender in microfinance becomes more urgent. Yet before deciding on 
strategies for mainstreaming gender, it is useful to unpackage what is exactly meant by 
the key terms that are so often tossed around in discussions of gender. 
 

Conseptualising Gender and Empowerment 
 
Gender generally refers to a set of socially constructed norms governing the behaviors, 
roles, and interactions between men and women. Gender equality recognises that men 
and women have different capabilities and biological functions, and so refers to equality 
of opportunity and access, and the disintegration of power differentials. Empowerment 
as a process leading to the ultimate goal of equality is of specific concern to 
mainstreaming gender, and the multi-fold meanings that can be attributed to 
empowerment will colour mainstreaming approaches. Most frequently empowerment is 
analysed according to greater agency over economic, social, and political affairs, and 

                                                 
1 Goetz, A.M. and R. Sen Gupta (1996) ‘Who Takes the Credit? Gender, Power and Control over Loan Use 
in Rural Credit Programmes in Bangladesh.’ World Development. Vol 24 No 1 pp. 54-63 and Kabeer, Naila 
(1998) ‘Money Can’t Buy Me Love? Re-evaluating Gender, Credit and Empowerment in Rural Bangladesh.’ 
IDS Discussion Paper No 363 May. 
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increased well-being in such areas as health, education, and self-esteem2. If one is to 
view mainstreaming gender from a human rights perspective, and with a view towards 
inducing long-term strategic transformation in society, then empowerment must be 
considered more than just a limited increase in income and ability to attend weekly 
meetings. Rather, empowerment must be viewed as a dynamic process of gaining 
recognition and choice, and the ability to shape the choices on offer, which is continually 
multiplied and reinforced as it progresses. It can be a process of breaking down power 
differentials at the individual level, at the household level, and in the wider community.  
 
Since empowerment is so entwined with breaking down power differences, it is helpful 
to consider what power is, and the implications this has for promoting empowerment in 
microfinance. In most of the literature, power is delineated into four categories: namely 
the power to make decisions and shape choices, to organise for a common purpose 
and work with others towards a common goal, possessing the self-confidence and 
awareness to organise and make decisions, and the power to dominate over other 
people.3 Development strategies seek to empower women in the first three areas of 
power, at the same time that they must be careful not to portray their programmes as 
simply taking away power from men and pitting one sex against the other. 
 
A gendered approach to microfinance, if it is to be transformative, must therefore be 
holistic. It does not just analyse power differences between husband and wife, but must 
consider all gender relationships, whether they are with other family members, with the 
community, and between women themselves. Inequalities also confine the roles of men, 
so a gendered strategy consequently engages both men and women, and seeks to 
develop men as allies in the quest for gender equality. There is a temptation to discuss 
mainstreaming gender only in terms of women, and to stereotype men as lazy, 
dominating, and irresponsible. However, men may also face gendered forms of 
exclusion, and rather than being discounted as the enemy, can be mobilised as 
partners. This is not to deny the decidedly disadvantaged position of women vis-à-vis 
men based solely on their existence as women, but it emphasises the complexity of 
gender relationships, and the reality that women themselves are not automatically 
concerned with structural changes in gender relationships.4 Power differentials among 
women are also a reality, and in this regard gender mainstreaming must consider ways 
of empowering not just women, but also the most subordinated women, and 
sympathetic men. 
 
Mainstreaming gender within the microfinance sector involves viewing all policies, 
processes, and structures of an organisation through the prism of accessibility and 
empowerment. It is not an end in itself, but rather a process and a mindset that 

                                                 
2 Mayoux, Linda (2000) ‘Microfinance and the Empowerment of Women – A Review of Key Issues,’ 
http://www.ilo.org/public/english/employment/finance/papers/mayoux.htm pp. 5-6. 
3 Oxaal, Zoe with Sally Baden (1997) ‘Gender and Empowerment: Definitions, Approaches and 
Implications for Policy,’ BRIDGE Report No. 40. 
4 This issue is discussed in detail in Cornwall, Andrea, ‘Making a Difference? Gender and Participatory 
Development, IDS Discussion Paper 378. 
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mandates a gender analysis throughout all stages of a microfinance project cycle.5 
Desired programme objectives, as well as those that may be unexpected, must be 
taken into account, and specific empowerment questions posed throughout the design, 
implementation, monitoring, and evaluation of a programme. Most crucially, 
mainstreaming gender requires a focus on results, rather than just verbal and written 
statements.  

Issues and Responses 
 
Strategies to engender microfinance can be demarcated at the level of client product/service 
delivery and programme design, as well as more institutional and policy-related responses.  
 

Mainstreaming Gender at the Client Level 
 
INAFI believes that microfinance services and integrated non-financial services have 
enormous potential to further women’s empowerment and equality. Yet it is not a 
passive process. Provision of credit alone will not guarantee increased opportunities 
and well-being for women. Rather, product development and service delivery of 
organisations must actively engage in creating gender-friendly designs. Participatory 
interaction with clients and impact assessments are a part of this process. Further, 
microfinance programmes must remain cognizant of women’s roles in promoting 
sustainable development, and their right to a clean environment and access to 
resources and energy. Mainstreaming gender at the individual client level also requires 
an understanding of and response to macro policies that negatively impact the ability of 
women to enhance their livelihoods, decision-making capabilities, and participation in 
the social and political life of a community. 
 

Product and Service Design 
 
Engendered microfinance development policies will redress fundamental product and service 
designs that are not specifically sympathetic to the constraints of women. These include 
providing credit at a reasonable price, offering training in skills that can be implemented near the 
home, and involvement in wage-generating activities. While standard microfinance loans 
combined with training to start a one-woman mini-business are useful, it is not a strategy that is 
attractive to all of the women who could potentially benefit from more targeted microfinance 
packages. More emphasis needs to be given to employment and wage generation opportunities 
that do not entail as much risk of failure. At the same time, there is a danger of only promoting 
those activities that are traditionally female and less lucrative. Graduated loan products are 
needed that will go from meeting basic needs to help women address more entrenched barriers 
to enhanced economic and social agency. Differentiating between perspectives towards 
alleviating poverty and perspectives towards gender empowerment can help ensure that 
microfinance products and service delivery are helping women advance towards long-term 
goals. Other strategies include monitoring loan use to ensure that it is not being given away to 
male relatives, and providing flexible loan size, repayment and savings plans that take into 
account the uncertainty of many women’s lives.  

                                                 
5 Johnson, Susan ‘Gender and Microfinance: Guidelines for Good Practice’ at 
http://staff.bath.ac.uk/hsssaj/gender.htm offers a concise overview of specific strategies for engendering 
microfinance as does Mayoux, Linda (1999) ‘From Access to Empowerment: Gender Issues in Micro-
Finance’ at http://www.earthsummit2002.org/wcaucus/Caucus%20Position%20Papers/micro-finance.pdf  



 
17

 
Understanding what kinds of products and services have the potential to lead to empowerment 
means initiating a dialogue, and in particular advancing participatory research. Participatory 
research in and of itself is not necessarily empowering, or relevant for understanding what it is 
that clients feel will be beneficial. A lot depends on the skill of the facilitator, and her ability to 
bring out alternative voices. Unless the facilitator has been trained with a gender perspective, 
already marginalised voices will not be respected. The time, place, and gender of the facilitator 
also all have bearing on the responses of clients and the representation of the most vulnerable. 
In some cases, due to differences in class, perceptions of power, and individual calculations of 
risk, clients may tell a facilitator what it is they think she wants to hear. Additionally, 
empowerment can also imply trade-offs. If a woman insists on keeping her savings against the 
wishes of her husband or family members, fighting, violence, or desertion may result. The 
facilitator must be sensitive to these issues, and understand the local context and conditions in 
which women are living. What is empowering in what context may not be so in others. There 
may also be tension between what women consider they themselves need based on their 
traditions and notions of their responsibilities, and what the practitioner considers to be 
replication of repressive practices.6  
In response to the concern to balance women’s voices and expressed needs with an interest in 
bottom-up empowerment for social change, then combined with credit provision, microfinance 
organisations should also provide opportunities for education, and awareness of social, 
economic, legal, and health issues, whether from within the MFI itself, or through partnership 
with other development service providers and women’s organisations. New interventions that 
foster female leadership and political participation at a wider level are also necessary, as gender 
equality necessarily implies the ability to shape policies and practices that affect women’s lives. 
Even if certain MFIs do not specifically target women with their products and services, a 
commitment to mainstreaming gender can still be expected. Such MFIs are obligated to 
consider their programme from the perspective of power and exclusion, and evaluate the impact 
of their activities on the lives of women, thereby ensuring that gender differentials at the very 
least are not being unwittingly reinforced. And if evaluated with a view to mainstreaming gender, 
MFI programmes whose target client groups are both men and women may consider options for 
fostering gender empowerment even within their current mandate. 
 
Impact assessment from a gender perspective is key to designing the right products, making 
necessary adjustments to programme design, and understanding the ways in which 
microfinance can be a mechanism for empowerment. Efforts to study the empowerment (or not) 
effects of microfinance, for all that it is cited as a goal of the sector, have been generally given 
little attention, or it is merely an add-on to assessments based on financial indicators.7 AIMS has 
recently developed an empowerment tool for impact assessment that can be used as a basis for 
more programme-specific studies.8 These indicators can be adapted to fit the objectives and 

                                                 
6 Cornwall, Andrea ‘Making a Difference? Gender and Participatory Development,’ IDS Discussion Paper 
378 discusses the problems with participatory research in depth. 
7 Two studies that have considered empowerment more explicitly include Schuler, Sidney and Syed 
Hashemi (1993), ‘Defining and Studying Empowerment of Women: A Research Note from Bangladesh,’ 
John Snow Research and Training Institute, and Schuler,S. Hashemi, S. and H. Pandit (1995) ‘Beyond 
Credit: SEWA’s Approach to Women’s Empowerment and Influence on Women’s Reproductive Lives in 
Urban India,’ John Snow Research and Training Institute. 
8 AIMS in collaboration with The Seep Network has developed a tools manual that includes a qualitative 
empowerment tool that can be found online at http://www.usaidmicro.org/pubs/aims/. See also Chen, 
Martha (1997) ‘A Guide for Assessing the Impact of Microenterprise Services at the Individual Level,’ 
AIMS publication. 



 
18

programmes of an organisation, as well as the local context. Additionally, incorporating insights 
gained from an empowerment impact study into management decisions and on-going MIS 
monitoring is crucial to long-term tracking of the results of microfinance programmes. 
 

Sustainable Development 
 
Because women are the group most adversely affected by environmental degradation, 
conceptualisations of gender must consider the interdependent relationship between 
women and environment. Many women are engaged in reproductive work that includes 
gathering clean water, sanitation, and collecting firewood, and consequently 
disproportionately suffer the health effects of unclean space. Women also have less 
access to and control over resources, which limits their livelihood strategies and the 
ways that they can make use of credit. During natural disasters, women who have few 
assets and less social support become even more vulnerable. Concurrently, women are 
also the primary agents ensuring that resources are not destroyed, and must be 
considered strategic partners and stakeholders in sustainable development. 
 
Efforts to mainstream gender must consider the ways in which a sustainable environment and 
women’s lives are mutually dependent. Initiatives of MFIs could investigate ways to assist 
women to gain access to and decision-making control over natural resources, improve women’s 
access to modern energy services, and promote women as partners in pollution control. 
 

Globalisation 
 
Although many poor women never leave their local area, their livelihood opportunities 
are shaped by macro-level policies and economic activities beyond their control. Forces 
of globalisation are all pervasive, and mainstreaming gender requires an understanding 
of and response to these elements. Small farming, fisheries, and garment production 
are three primary activities in Bangladesh that are especially sensitive to the global 
trade regime. Assistance with small enterprise development, product development, 
quality control, and marketing from a gender perspective can help ensure that 
Bangladesh remains competitive with outside markets, and that women are not 
adversely affected. Increased access to information and communication alternatives, as 
well as assistance with alliance building among women will increase empowerment and 
provide greater scope for women to respond to outside influences. Advocacy with 
donors and governments to ensure sensitisation to gender concerns within policy and 
legislation is an integral component of mainstreaming gender. 
 

Mainstreaming Gender at the Institutional Level 
 
Mainstreaming gender involves more than just a gender perspective on product and service 
design, sustainable development, and globalisation impact at the individual client level, but more 
fully implies institutional responses to gender inequality and institutional norms asserting gender 
equality. Approaches at the client level must be linked to wider institutional policies. 
Microfinance practitioners must be encouraged to promote women in management and 
operational positions, as they have an innate ability to understand and empathise with the 
prejudices faced by poor women, and thus bring a fresh perspective into the management of 
microfinance. Employee recruitment policies can be reworked, and more flexible benefit 
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packages enacted that take into account women’s unique family responsibilities. Other 
mainstreaming gender activities within an organisation can include enacting the policy of yearly 
staff evaluations, articulating and solidifying promotion requirements, and creating career-track 
positions to encourage retention of qualified women. These steps also include the creation of an 
enabling and secure work environment, with adequate facilities and a respectful atmosphere. 
Taking into account security concerns in Bangladesh, flexible mobility requirements may also be 
in order.  
 
To foster the creation of a gender-friendly environment, MFIs must institutionalise gender 
policies, which include written and distributed gender guidelines, and develop a standard 
discrimination reporting and response mechanism. There is currently a tendency within the 
microfinance sector to investigate discrimination through a lengthy and bureaucratic process 
that does little to assure victims that the matter will be redressed. In the meantime, there must 
be a freeze on promotions for those under investigation, and all incoming employees must be 
made aware of and sign a non-discrimination agreement. A zero tolerance attitude towards 
discrimination must be adopted and advertised. All too often lip service is paid to the importance 
of gender equality, but little concrete measures are taken at the institutional level to ensure that 
female staff and clients are taken seriously when they raise the issue of discrimination.  
 
Further to mainstreaming gender policies for employees, institutional efforts can reinforce the 
notion that mainstreaming gender requires an effort at all levels of an organisation, and that 
gender equality is the responsibility of everyone. Gender training can become mandatory for all 
staff, not just as a separate session, but rather as something that is incorporated into all training 
programmes. Another strategy is to evaluate staff success at mainstreaming gender within the 
context of their programme activities and through their own behavior. MFIs can also develop 
gender aware budget priorities, and ensure that data collection and resource allocation are 
appropriate to the needs of women. In recognition that gender equality is an important goal, and 
in an effort to motivate other MFIs towards this goal, organisations can establish consistent 
reporting mechanisms for gender impact, and be willing to share their results. 
 

Concluding Recommendations 
 
Mainstreaming gender in microfinance is not as simple as it first seems. The complexity of 
empowerment, and its very contextual nature, means that MFIs must have a strong commitment 
to mainstreaming gender all the way from managers and office personnel, to field officers. 
Taking the time to consider all of the implications in such words as gender, empowerment, 
power, and mainstreaming will help to ensure that organisations remain action and results-
oriented, rather than simply mouthing words that are over-used and not well understood. 
Despite the challenge of addressing mainstreaming gender issues that often seem esoteric, 
there are a number of concrete measures that most organisations can take: 
 

 Asking empowerment questions rather than just sustainability questions when designing 
programmes 

 
 Introducing more participatory interaction with clients regarding empowerment issues 

and needs, while making an effort to encourage marginalised voices 
 

 Providing training in business skills, self-confidence, legal awareness, health issues, and 
access to education rather than solely microfinance delivery 

 
 Linking with other organisations and women’s movements for an integrated approach 
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 Incorporating empowerment impact monitoring 

 
 Drafting an institutional gender policy 

 
 Incorporating gender awareness into all staff training 

 
 Securing commitment to gender mainstreaming at the highest levels of management 

 
These are just a few suggestions that with the right kind of dedication can help transform an 
organisation and make its pledges towards empowerment more of a reality. If the microfinance 
sector is to continue as a legitimate and dominant development approach, mainstreaming 
gender must remain a priority and must continue to inspire collaborative efforts between clients, 
community members, practitioners, donors, activist groups, and others.  
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GENDER CASE STUDY OF TMSS 
 

1. Introduction- Conceptualisation Gender 
 
Thangamara Mohila Sabuj Sangha (TMSS) is a Bangladeshi national NGO, which has several 
categories of work or services for human development, out of which gender issue is important 
one. 
 
How do you define gender and gender equality within your organisation? 
 
As per our believe- 
 
Gender refers to the social differences between women and men that are learned, changeable 
over time and have wide variations within and between cultures. 
 
Gender is a socio-economic variable to aspect analyse roles, responsibilities, constraints and 
opportunities of both men and women. 
 
Gender roles are learned behaviors in a society, determining which behaviors are feminine or 
masculine. Class, ethnicity, age, religion, etc affect gender roles. They can be affected by 
changes brought on through development. The gender roles of men and women are closely 
interrelated and may be complementary or conflicting. 
 
Gender equality: 
 
Gender equality means equal of access to and controls over resources and opportunities by 
men and women. If gender equality under stood and effectively applied in all-important arena, 
sustainable development will accelerate. 
 
In what ways is gender equality part of your organisation's identity and goals? 
 
TMSS is a gender sensitive organisation. TMSS has given much emphasis for women 
development through out its various activities due to the following reasons. 
 
As the female s are generally neglected in the society. In no society today do women enjoy the 
same opportunity as men. This unequal status leaves considerable disparities between how 
much women contribute to human development and how little they share in its benefits. 
 
It is true that, after centuries of neglect, the past two decades have seen unprecedented human 
development efforts contributing greatly to rapid progress in building women's capabilities and in 
closing gender gaps in those capabilities. 
 
Despite this progress, a widespread pattern of inequality between women and men persists in 
their access to education, health and nutrition, and even more in their participation in the 
economic and political spheres. Women now share much more in the benefits of social services; 
both public and private-but continue to be denied equal opportunities for political and economic 
participation. Nor do women enjoy the same protection and rights as men in the laws of many 
countries. 
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TMSS ultimate goals are formation of gender balance society. In the society about 50% 
populations are male & rest 50% female. By avoiding any group 0f this population no 
sustainable or real development cannot be expected, for this region we have to emphasis on 
gender equality. As per its constitution everywhere there are emphasis on gender issue. Some 
of the important events are described as follows: 
Mission of TMSS: 
 
TMSS provides its best efforts in bringing the poor womenfolk's life/living conditions at a 
dignified level in the family and society through their capacity building, optimum use of their 
own/available resources, participation in development activities and fulfillment of their legitimate 
rights. 
 
Vision of TMSS: 
 
Happy and prosperous women in the society. 
 
Specialty of TMSS: 
 

 All members of the Executive body & general body are female, where there access of 
field level women beneficiaries. 

 TMSS is gender sensitive organisation, which gives emphasis on gender equality. 
 Organisation established by, governed by, managed by and run by women for the 

empowerment of the womenfolk. 
 All activities run by federal system 
 Exercise of democracy is in practice 
 Bottom up participatory approach is in existence in management 
 Special policy has been formulated for the women employees. (i.e. it is women friendly 

organisation) 
 Organisational style & culture are favorable for gender balance society 

 
TMSS - at a glance 

 
Corporate Identity: 
 
TMSS is a gender sensitive, value driven, highly client/member oriented, proactive non-profit 
National level Non-Government Women Organisation. It was established by the poor beggar 
women, being governed and managed by women and has been working for the empowerment 
of the women. It believes that family is the center of all development and if the capacity of 
women is increased and poverty alleviate, but for the capacity development women need be 
organised first. Considering the importance of this, since its inception, TMSS has been 
organising poor rural women in the groups within its operational areas to bring them in the 
development mainstream and it strives for their self-reliance through designing and 
implementation of innovative projects. 
 
Areas of concern towards gender sensitivity and gender equality with in organisation 
 

 Revisiting the missions statement and objectives 
 Policy formulation about gender 
 Strategic planning 
 Promotion of female leadership 
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 Allocating budgets 
 Setting targets and/or indicators for mainstreaming gender 
 Appointing one or more gender responsible 
 Making the workplace and works style more woman-friendly in various ways 
 Implementing gender equality monitoring and evaluation mechanism 

 
2. Gender Approach-Institutional Level 

 
A. Gender policy 

 
Introduction:  
 
In Bangladesh, women bear a disproportionately large share of the country's poverty. Statistical 
indicator of the status and progress in human development in Bangladesh still point to 
unacceptable high level of deprivation among and discrimination against women. Oppressive 
and repressive age-old traditions, unquestioned social norms, unchallenged economic 
dependence and financial insecurity, illiteracy and ignorance, the visibility and silence of woman 
both in private and public life combine to keep women in a lower status within their families, 
communities and country. Existing rules are not favorable to women. Whatever indicator one 
takes, be in education, health, nutrition, employment, women are invariably worse off than man. 
 
Women constitute half the population of Bangladesh but everywhere they are seen as less then 
full citizens, particularly in the eyes of the present legal system. TMSS realises that in order to 
work towards a healthy, discrimination and violence free society it is imperative to reconstruct 
discriminatory laws and practices that keep women in subordinate positions. In view of the 
growing national and global demands for women's equality, for women's rights, for human 
rights, TMSS has incorporated gender equality/priority into its programs and in the organisation 
itself. TMSS recognises the important social and economic role both women and men play in 
Bangladesh and the necessity for their equal participation as agents of change in order to 
achieve equitable development. 
 
By this period TMSS has rendered its services including Micro credit to more than half million 
women beneficiaries family who lies throughout the country (28 district). 
 
The Goal: 
 
TMSS ultimate goals are formation of gender balance society. The full and equal participation of 
both men and women as agents of change and equal partners in determining and directing their 
own development 
 
Objectives of TMSS Gender policy - 
 

 Equality of opportunity 
 Equal access to resources and services 
 An equitable gender division of labor both within and outside home  
 Equality of representation, authority and decision-making 
 Equality of rights 

 
TMSS is committed to the foregoing Goal and Objectives in view: 
 

 Ensure gender equity and women's empowerment 
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 Promote women's participation on equal terms with men at all levels  
 Gradual removal of the barriers that impede equitable development 
 Women's role in society and respond to women's needs and responsibilities as mothers, 

wives and workers 
 Build bridges between men and women so that they can work together for a positive 

future 
 Ensure equal access and control over resources i.e. land, education, credit, health, 

rights services, women rights etc. and widen women's control over their own lives 
 Conduct gender awareness raising courses for the beneficiaries and staffs 
 Promotion changes in attitude and practices among women and men 
 Taking concrete measures to promote women as decision makers; and 
 Provide continued support to women specific projects and organisations (Village 

Development Committee, Union Development Committee, etc.) to build women's 
capacity, capability, self-confidence and credibility as agents of change 

 TMSS has friendly Management system 
 
Why is gender analysis important to TMSS? 
 
1. To analyse the possibilities and constraints for both men and women to participate in 

development activities 
2. To analyse possible negative effects of development activities on the situation of women 

(increased workload, loss of jobs or income, loss of access to resources, reduction of self-
reliance) 

3. To influence the unequal relation between men and women at household, local 
community, regional, or national level 

 
TMSS Research department is very much active to mitigate the situation demand as per gender 
issue. 
 
Key elements in the gender analysis include: 
 
The social and gender specific division of labor with respect to productive, reproductive and 
community activities 
 
The resources man and women can utilise to carry out their activities and the benefits they 
derive from them, in terms of access and control 
 
An assessment of how the social or gender division of labor and the division of access to and 
control over resources and benefits interact with other factors constraining development 
 
Policy approaches: 
 
Five different policy approaches can be identified, each categorised in terms of the roles of 
women on which it focuses and the practical and strategic needs it meets. TMSS gender policy 
has been developed considering the following approaches: 
 
Welfare: 
 
It is the earliest approach. Purpose to bring women into development as better mothers. Women 
now days seen as active beneficiaries of development.  
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Equity: 
 
Original WID approach, which used within 1975-845 UN Women's Decade. Purpose to gain 
equity for women in the development process. Women seen as active participants in 
development. 
 
Anti-poverty: 
 
Second WID approach, which toned down version equity 1970's onwards. Purpose to ensure 
poor women increase their productivity. Women's poverty seen as problem of 
underdevelopment, not of subordination. Recognises productive role of women, seeks to meet 
PGNs to earn an income, particularly in small-scale income generating projects.  
 
Efficiency: 
 
Third, and now predominant women in Development approach, particularly since 1980's debt 
crisis. Purpose to ensure development is more efficient and effective through women's 
economic contribution, with participation seen as associated with equity. It seeks to meet 
gender need while relying on all three roles and elasticity of women's time. Women seen 
entirely in terms capacity to compensate for declining social services by extending their working 
day.  

 
Empowerment: 
 
This is most recent approach -Purpose to empower women through greater self-reliance. 
Women's subordination seen not only as the problem of men but also of colonial oppression.  
 
TMSS now has given emphasis on Gender in Development though it started from Women in 
Development. 
 
MAINSTREAMING 
 
1. In TMSS gender & development means involvement of women with integrated 

development activities, which includes capacity building credit & others supports (social 
services). Senior Women staff has access to participate in planning. 

2. Women must be given the opportunity to fully participate in and benefit from all types of 
aid: projects, program and policies. 

3. Women and women's interests should not be marginalised and relegated to minor 
projects or project components. Above all, gender relations should be systematically 
integrated into planning, implementation and evaluation of projects and other development-
assisted activities. 

4. Mainstreaming does not imply that special women projects are abandoned, but rather 
that lessons learned from such projects be utilised in integrating WID and gender concerns 
into all types of development activities. 
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Gender policy within the organisation 

 
a. Organisational Structure: 
 

1) Gender equity will form part of the organisational structure will be maintained 
(General Body, Executive Committee & Advisory Council). Everywhere women availed 
special identity. 

 
b. Staffing/Recruitment: 
 

1) Hiring of women at all levels/positions to ensure equality 
2) A reasonable ratio of male & female to be maintained in staffing. This calls for 

developing the skills, efficiency and encouraging the participation of women at all levels. 
 
c. Work Load: 
 

1) Nature of job will be similar for the same position of the staff 
2) Workload between male and female staff would be equal. 

 
d. Staff Development: 
 

1) Ensure women's participation in decision-making 
2) There would be gender training and gender sensitisation activities for both women 

and men in home and abroad. 
 
e. Salary & other benefits: 
 

1) Salaries and other benefits would be equal for men & women for equal work. In 
some special cases some extra facilities are provided to the deserved female staff. 

 
f. Leave: 
 

1) General leave would be enjoyed by both men & women staff 
2) 60 days maternity leave will be given to women staff with full payment of Salary 
3) Male person can avail paternal leave (07 days) 

 
g. Child Care: 
 

1) Mother up to the age of at least two year baby can be considered 3 (total and half 
hour) times a day during the working hours for breast feeding her baby as a social 
responsibility of human being 

2) To develop childcare center for the staff in the working areas (if there is a need) 
 
h. Staff Motivation/Counseling: 
 

1) Arrange informal discussion to develop fellow feelings among the male and female 
staff 

2) Develop conducive working environment/democratic culture within the office 
premises 
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3) Impart continuous education/motivation to the staff to develop harmonious working 
relationship between male & female staff 

4) Encourage women staff forum for discussion of their problems 
5) Implementation of staff carrier develop plan 

 
i. Transport Facilities: 
 

1) Similar and equal transport facilities would be provided to both male and female staff 
2) Women staffs are availing special transport facilities 

 
TMSS Programs congenial for Women Development: 
 

 Emphasis on Women Education. 
 Legal Aid supports for Women Awareness on Women Rights. 
 Establish human and women rights. 
 Provide skill development training. 
 Programs on Gender relations development. 
 Arrange Seminar, Meeting, Drama, and Workshop for human rights establishment. 
 Run integrated activities for raise income. 
 Implementing of freedom & human rights to all women. 
 Diminishing all imbalances of female child and introduce new laws for implementing this. 
 Reduce all violence to the women. 
 Armed clash and status of women 
 Education & training. 
 Sports and cultural activities. 
 Confirmation of active participations and equal rights of women to all national economic 

activities: 
a) Alleviate poverty of women. 
b) Economic requirement of women. 
c) Employment of women. 
d) Support services. 
e) Women & technology. 

 Security of food for women. 
 Administrative empowerment of women. 
 Health and nutrition. 
 Housing and shelter. 
 Women and environment. 
 Women and media. 
 Policy for specially deprived women. 
 The pattern of industrialisation, with the emphasis on assembly-oriented industries that 

require relatively less formal skill and physical strength, has created a demand for female 
labor. 

 In fact, program placement had a relatively greater impact on the demand for female 
labor and hence was likely to benefit women more than men. 

 
TMSS Approve Rules for Women development: 
 

 Managerial level women staffs are entitled to participate in a meeting with Executive 
Director once per month. This meeting is known as Women Empowerment Meeting (WEM). 

 In any planning meeting the senior women staffs are entitled to participate and caste 
their voting power as per need. 
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 In any seminar, workshop, meeting equal number of female staffs can participate by the 
side of male staffs with Executive Director. 

 Women staffs are entitled to receive 11 points TMSS benefits.  
 Women staff has open access to higher authority. 

 
B. Human resource development 

Recruitment 
 
As per TMSS policy gender development has got important priority. As the women are lies far 
behind in comparison to their male counterpart, so TMSS has given some facilities to women 
staff in aim to made equilibrium in the society which are: 
 

 Any Bangladeshi qualified citizen has right to apply for TMSS services, but deserving 
women will get emphasis during selection/ recruitment 

 
 During staff recruitment for official work / teacher women candidate will get some extra 

mark (5 to 10%). As a result a women staff gained more marks, which becomes helpful 
during final selection. 

 
2. Retention and benefits 

 
There is arrangement of special training for women staff development For more than 100 days 
field work one women staff will get extra one months salary at the end of the year i.e. they are 
availing more facilities for field trip/ visit. 
 
Women staff will avail maternal leave as per organisation policy. 
 
During distribution of FATIMA AWARD, GENERAL AWARD and SPECIAL AWARD priority 
always given for Female staffs. 
 
TMSS 11 steps for Women development are helpful for staff retention in the organisation: 
 
1. Women Manager's are entitled to get free housing facilities. 
2. For breast-feeding of below 3 year's aged child they can use one hour at noon period. 

Facilities for day care center will prevail up to center/branch level office. 
3. They will get priority to receive Motor/Bicycle and will draw extra one months salary per 

year. 
4. Those women staff travels at least 100 days in field are entitled to receive extra one 

months salary per year. 
5. During staff recruitment for official work/teacher women candidate will get extra mark (5 

to 10). 
6. Parents of women staff will get more honor as advisor of TMSS. 
7. Those Managerial level women staff receive hire purchase Motor cycle and use it for 

official purpose are entitled to receive extra two months salary per year. 
8. Managerial level women staff will avail security facilities after working for office period. 
9. While 60% ACR marks obtained by a women staff are entitled to get increment, which is 

70% for Male staffs. 
10. Any two representative of Managerial level women staff can caste their vote during E.C 

election. 
11. Emphasis has been given for education of women staff in comparison to Male staffs, in 

country and abroad. 
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3. Promotions 
 
Some times Special training arranged for capacity building of a Female staff while she seams 
week to bear extra responsibilities TMSS has given much emphasis to female staff during 
promotion. While Male & Female staffs bear's the same mark, priority has been given to Female 
staffs for promotion. 
 

C. Sexual harassment response system 
 

TMSS always has given emphasis to create good environment for male & Female staff work 
together. In case of any sexual harassment concern staff will go under suspension immediately. 
After proving the fact the staff will be terminated instantly. 
 
There is awareness course as couples training for develop of staff morality on due roles and 
responsibilities to each other (Male & Female). 
 

D. Staff awareness 
 
TMSS has the following initiatives for staff awareness development: 
 
Different types of training facilities, in country and overseas tour, national and international 
seminars etc generally organised for women staff on priority basis. 
 

3. Gender Approach-Client Level 
 

A. Product and service design 
 

TMSS Approaches Product and Service design 
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⇒ Women are the entry point in family for development 
⇒ Women encouraged participating in development 
⇒ Other member of the women family also encouraged participating in development 
⇒ Personnel development achieved through awareness and skill development 
⇒ Credit support provided to create income /earning source 
⇒ Involve them in suitable income generating activities 
⇒ Increased employment and income for the family 
⇒ Poverty reduced 
⇒ Empowerment of the women increased in family and in the society 
⇒ Established Women Rights & Reduced Gender disparity 

 
Gender Equality by Micro- Finance 
 

 Access to ownership 
 Participation in decision making 
 Utilisation of loan money 
 Controlling of resources 
 Involvement of product/household activities 
 Right to family expenditure 
 Participation of social activities 
 Sharing of decision making in family 
 Entertainment by others 
 Taking foods with family members 

 
B. Women and environment 

 
In aim to create good atmosphere for women development TMSS initiatives are 
 

 Seminar with local people 
 Meeting with religious leader 
 Postering etc 

 
More over TMSS has given much emphasis on raising awareness for women on Sanitation, 
safe drinking, water, plantation, nutrition, health and personnel hygiene, Arsenic mitigation etc. 
 
Emphasis has been given to utilise natural & local resources. 
 
TMSS women beneficiaries are encouraged to develop nursery and plantation in home-based 
area for creating wealth. 
 

C. Women and globalisation 
 
TMSS has given emphasis on global trades for women. TMSS has participated in Beijing +5; 
Micro-credit Summit; CEDWA, CRC other national and International conference and tried to 
implement its direction for women development. 
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TMSS has given emphasis to develop new trades, which are Fisheries, handicrafts, food 
processing etc. In aim to promote the same TMSS has taken initiatives as: 
 

 Promoting a supportive community environment for girls and boys education 
 Supporting and networking other women's organisations and women-focused programs 
 Organising training programs on gender issues 
 Promoting public awareness of women's rights 

 
Undertaking advocacy to change policies affecting women's participation in the development 
process 
 

4. Gender Performance Assessment Mechanisms 
 

A. Indicators for women's empowerment 
 
The Indicators For Monitoring Must Be Measurable. Indicators Of Monitoring & Evaluation 
System based on: (a) Economical, (b) Political, (c) Social, (d) Environmental, (e) Participatory, 
(f) Utilisation control on resources, (g) Role & Responsibility at all levels including decision-
making etc. 
 

B. Measurement techniques for institutional gender performance: 
 
Sample survey 
Case study 
Structured Questionnaire fill up through direct discussion with key Informants/Individual Targets. 
 

C. Monitoring and assessment 
 
1. Participation: attendance in the meetings, adult education Courses, 

involvement in IGAs (in percentage), and other community 
activities. 

 
2. Marriage/Divorce: Increased number of marriages without dowry and 

decrease in polygamy. 
 
3. Decision making: Increased involvement in decision making (in percentage), 

in the family, society and work place. 
 
4. Wage rate: wage rate should be equal for men and women. Create 

bargaining power of women with social leaders.  
 
5. Mobility: Increased mobility of the group members outside their 

houses. 
 
6. Control of assets: The female members have control over the assets in their 

houses, can run their own business independently. 
 
7. Literacy rate: Literacy rate increased. 
 
8. Environmental knowledge: Environmental knowledge on water & sanitation, 

homestead plantation, personal hygiene increased. 
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9. Awareness rising: Conscious about their positions in their families and 

societies. Can identify the real problems and barriers in 
their families and societies. 

 
10. Assistance of husband: Assistance of husband increased in family works. 
 
11. Socio-economic status: Socio-economic status improved and social values as well 

as dignity increased in the family and in the society. 
 
12. Skill: Skill/efficiency increased in different sectors. 
 
13. Confidence: Self-confidence increased to take responsibilities, 

leadership, and to participate in community work. 
 

5. Conclusion-Way Forward and Future Strategies 
 
The following way / criterion and objectives will be followed as gender development: 
 

i) Effectiveness criterion: Because women are one half of the 
society and experience shows that project and programme planning that does not 
take into account the role of women in society is likely to fail or not be effective. 

ii) Equality criterion: Because equal rights and opportunities for 
men and women are among the fundamental human rights. 

iii) Contribution criterion: Because women make an important 
contribution to social and economic development, both as part of the labor force and 
as caretaker of the household. 

iv) Poverty alleviation criterion: Because the majority of the 
world's poorest people are women. 

v) Sustainability criterion: Because in many developing 
economies, women are the primary agents in managing economies, women are the 
primary agents in managing and protecting natural resources (water, firewood, etc). 

 
TMSS strategies for Gender development. 
 

⇒ Personal security 
⇒ Legal right  
⇒ Access to education  
⇒ Access to decision making, services and benefits 
⇒ Economic rights 
⇒ Equal structural position in society 
⇒ Access to resources 
⇒ Adequate shelter 
⇒ Insuring health facilities 
⇒ Decreasing sexual Harassment 
⇒ Insuring social cooperative attitude 
⇒ Leadership. 
⇒ Legitimate rights 
⇒ Reproductive health 
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Main Streaming Gender in Micro Finance 
 

An UDDIPAN experience  
on 

Role of Micro Finance to reduce Trafficking in Women and Children and promote 
Safe Migration  

 
Introduction: 
 
UDDIPAN is a national level development organisations working in the field of development 
since 1984 with a variety of development programs to bring about a positive change in the life of 
the poor, vulnerable, disadvantage rural community around the country. All the development 
programs initiated by UDDIPAN are integrated to each other, which in fact have a remarkable 
impact on the life of the poor mass. Out of all the programs being implemented in UDDIPAN 
‘Micro Credit and Savings’ is one of the major programs that is tagged to other programs with an 
integrated approach.  
 
Gender as perceived by UDDIPAN referred to society-constructed roles ascribed to men and 
women as opposed to sex that divide the biological distinction between men and women. The 
gender roles vary within and between the cultures and there are gender diversity across age, 
race, religion, laws, cast, ethnicity, sexual orientation and practices. There is no uniform change 
of gender roles or power with no uniform discourse of masculine and feminine. The gender roles 
change the over times. The societal systems often create discriminations and divisions of 
gender perspectives of the men and women in the society.  
 
In all the societies of the world men and women are treated differently and there are different 
expectations from men and women by the family and community. The society through different 
forms of practices, messages and stereotypes conveyed to girls and boys and disseminate their 
future role as women and men respectively. Societies impart that women should be submissive 
to men in decision-making, boys / men are comparatively independent than girls and women 
men are powerful than women in the society.  
 
The status of women in Bangladesh is extremely degraded. This has been influenced by 
patriarchal ideology and pro-masculine power practices of Bangladesh society. Poverty, 
illiteracy and religious conservatism are also responsible for imbalance division of power 
between men and women in our society. Gender violence, non-participation in decision making, 
subjugations, subordination and undue submissiveness are the real pictures of women 
community of Bangladesh. 
 
UDDIPAN is a development organisation working mostly with women and children with a view to 
establish their rights. UDDIPAN understands that through a systematic, constructive and 
pragmatic process of practices both at the organisational and programmatic level the gender 
situation of the society can be influenced positively. With this end in view UDDIPAN has 
developed a gender policy, which is considered as guideline for promoting gender in UDDIPAN. 
 
Goal of UDDIPAN Gender Policy: 
 
Creating an enabling environment in UDDIPAN whereby women and men will work together for 
gender equity through a process of ensuring equal opportunity for all staff and program 
participants. 
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Emphasis has been given to institutionalise the gender issue considering its cross cutting status 
throughout its management and programs. 
 
Objective: 
 
Ensuring equitable status of all staff of UDDIPAN and in doing this promote female staff 
considering their lower status in the society. 
 
Ensure a very congenial atmosphere in the organisation where every female and male staff will 
have a dignified role and relationship. 
 
Ensure an organisational environment, free of gender violence.  
 
Develop and implement a mechanism to monitor results of the gender policy in the organisation. 
 
Providing priority to women folk and girl child in the programs of UDDIPAN. 
 
The major areas of focus of UDDIPAN gender policy are - 
 

 This policy deals with regard to gender violation, gender equity and promotion of women. 
 

 Gender issues have been tend to be considered properly in every aspects of UDDIPAN 
covering programs, administration and the institution as a whole.  

 
 Establishing gender equity at staff levels covering recruitment, development, promotion, 

leave, transfer, security, retention and offering appropriate facilities considering their 
gender needs. 

  
 The policy itself is explanatory in-terms of translating it into action following a systematic 

process also indicating ways for corrective measure in case of any discrepancy. A 
watchdog team of a staff of both male and female is active to promote and monitor gender 
policy.  

 
UDDIPAN’s initiatives: 
 
Staff level 
 
UDDIPAN has comparatively less number of female staff at the management level. UDDIPAN 
has been purposefully encouraging females to come at the senior levels creating provisions of 
facilities appropriate for female within the limit of UDDIPAN capacity.  
 
UDDIPAN has series of gender orientation courses for staff both female and male to create 
gender sensitivity among them. 
 
UDDIPAN has created special staff facilities to female staff keeping in line with the law of the 
land and best practices to address the gender needs of the staff. 
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A core team of staff comprising of both female and male is working to ensure positive 
gender environment in the organisation.  
 
Target group level 
 
Bangladesh is one of the poorest countries having around fourteen crore of people out of which 
almost 50% percent are children and about fifty percent are women out of total population. 
Women and children are behind by miles than that of man. Poor people particularly women from 
poorer class have a little access and to some extent no access to economic opportunities, 
support services, employment, credit support, land and asset ownership and normally they 
enjoy a little of their rights of inheritance. In all the rural societies and some parts of urban 
society women and children are mostly classified as ‘dependent’ to her or its family and if the 
woman is married on her husband. They are not considered as a unique individual to be a 
partner or co-worker in the process of development. As such, they are identified as the liabilities, 
not assets and therefore, tend to look down upon and prone to maltreatment.  
 
Empowering women at the societal level is one of the programme focuses of UDDIPAN. In all of 
UDDIPAN programs women and girl children get the major thrust as target group. About 99% 
adult target group of UDDIPN are women while more than 55% girl children enroll in UDDIPAN 
non -formal primary schools. 
 

At cliental level UDDIPAN has consciously developed programs keeping the gender issue in 
focus. Women empowerment components are inbuilt in the UDDIPAN programs. Mostly women 
folk are the direct beneficiaries of UDDIPAN programs. Gender promotional activities like 
gender orientation; legal awareness and mobilisation against human rights violation are 
programmatically implemented by UDDIPAN.  
 

Individually UDDIPAN programme like micro finance has a great influence in the process of 
empowering women. We would like to present here a comparatively new dimension of impacts 
of micro-credit in reducing human trafficking and promotion of safe migration at the society level.  
 

Migration and Trafficking: 
 

The free flow of goods, technology, capital and services across the borders on one hand and 
restricted labour mobility on the other is throwing challenges for the governments to manage 
migration. Migration management relates to developing of clear and comprehensive policies, 
laws and administrative arrangements to ensure that population movement occurs in a humane 
and orderly way, to the mutual benefit of the migrants, societies and governments. As migration 
and trafficking are distinct but interrelated phenomena, unregulated migration especially 
trafficking in persons have negative social, financial and political costs for the individual, society 
and government. Migration is a development enhancing process and trafficking is a 
development retarding process. Most of the migrants are unaware of the practical, legal, social 
and economic consequences involved in the moving to other places/countries. This lack of 
information and awareness put migrants at high risk and undermines orderly migration.  
 
According to the definition of ATSEC, ‘Human Trafficking is Transportation of any children, 
women or men inside or outside the country by means of allurement or deception or force for 
engaging in harmful situation or for selling.’ It is to be noted that trafficking is the third largest 
illegal trade in the present day world after drugs and arms. An estimated one to two million 
young women are being trafficked per year for the purpose of forced labour, domestic servitude 
and forced into sex trade etc.  
As options for better livelihood migration has proved its worth in the present day world. But the 
question of safe migration has emerged vigorously along with ability to migrate in terms of 
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financial ability and other opportunities. Bangladeshi people have a very good demand in the 
world market. UDDIPAN observes that there is good numbers of workers available with physical 
fitness; experience, sincerity, honesty and hard working and these qualities have enabled them 
to be demanding in the world market. The people of the country who are supposed to avail the 
opportunity are not able to avail this as they are poverty stricken, and don’t have sufficient 
money require to be invested for going abroad. 
 
Every individual in the society dreams to be living in a sound social and financial environment 
where the existence of poverty and social injustice will not be visualised in their daily life. But the 
poor cannot afford what they dream. They cannot match with the increasing economic change 
occurs in the society in such a free market economy. As they are in a stake due to their poverty 
hovering all around them, they don’t have other alternatives but to fall as an easy prey in the 
temptation of trafficking and unsafe migration. 
 
Migration is considered as economic and political rights of people. Thousands of people of our 
country are migrating to other countries in search of job for better livelihood, higher education 
and other purposes. Although managing safe migration is a critical area for the governments but 
promotion of safe migration ought to be one of the major tasks for the government’s practice.   
 
Safe migration in order to enjoy some descent livelihood is always encouraged and welcomed 
and it is a right of every human being. People particularly the young ones want to be a migrant 
to other countries in order to avail the opportunity of better living. But because of poverty many 
can neither manage capital to fly overseas nor live better inside the homeland.  
 
Most of the people of our country are not aware about trafficking and its consequences. They do 
not know how trafficking takes place and who are responsible for trafficking. People also do not 
have idea how to escape traffickers and trafficking. The women and children are the target of 
the traffickers as the unprotected group, which makes them vulnerable to trafficking and 
becomes the victims of such heinous crime. The traffickers are organised groups. The 
traffickers through allurement and deception motivate the poor, illiterate section of the people 
mostly to leave their place for an unknown destination in search of better life. The young women 
and children are the most target of the traffickers. Traffickers generally do not demand money 
from their target families (vulnerable groups) during departure. It becomes another motivating 
factor for the guardians of the vulnerable groups. The traffickers allure the victim’s families in a 
way that they become convinced that their wards whom they are sending will enjoy a better life 
and even the families will receive money in return. It is needless to mention that Bangladesh is a 
human supplying country for trafficking. Although, it is hard to mention actual number of persons 
being trafficked every year from Bangladesh but evidences are their that many young women 
and children are trafficked every year from Bangladesh. UDDIPAN identifies poverty and 
unawareness about trafficking as responsible for the situation.  
 
Influence of Micro Finance on Migration and Trafficking : 
 
UDDIPAN through its micro finance activity consciously tries to develop the financial capacity of 
this category of households at rural level. UDDIPAN observes that micro finance has strong 
influence on migration and trafficking. Micro finance creates scopes and opportunities to the 
poverty stricken community to involve themselves with IGAs, which enable them to be self-
reliant. By getting micro finance support poor people are becoming self- reliant. After meeting up 
their daily necessities and repaying the credit the borrowers are able to save a portion of their 
income. Micro finance ultimately has been playing a vital role to bring a remarkable change in 
the life of the borrowers, enable them to think freely and take decisions to their own life. 
UDDIPAN experience shows that some families have used their savings and assets build 



 
41

through micro finance operation for safe migration of young male members of their families. As 
they become some asset holders and cash owners they can think on the options and acquire 
the position not to be prey to unsafe migration and trafficking. The outcome with their 
involvement in micro finance program is their financial prosperity and economic emancipation in 
fact makes them confident to ignore the temptation of unsafe migration and trafficking. The 
targeted poor villagers have been saving from income of economic schemes supported by micro 
finance operations opens their eyes to be diversified and involved in other options of income 
generation and investing for safe migration is one of them for many. UDDIPAN helps these 
groups of people to be linked with Manpower Promotion Bureau at the district level and also 
through organisations like IOM to ensure safe migration. 
 
Awareness about trafficking is important in this regard without which no anti trafficking initiatives 
will be successful. As borrowers are involved in organised groups so UDDIPAN and other 
NGOs involved are in a position to build awareness against unsafe migration and trafficking in 
an easy process. UDDIPAN has been providing information and awareness on unsafe migration 
and trafficking so that the people aware about these and could be mobilised against such 
horrible crime and do not become the victim of trafficking. Even though, if any one returns as 
survivors from their horrible life caused by unsafe migration or trafficking, initiatives are taken to 
rehabilitate and reintegrate them in the society through the provisions of UDDIPAN micro 
finance program. Many other NGOs are also involved in reintegration of returnees of trafficking 
through micro finance. Moreover, micro finance has strong influence to stop internal trafficking 
that occurs inside the country through strengthening their economic base at the village level.  

 
By involving the poor rural and urban women in the process of income generation and self 
employment through micro finance, their economic status are changed, self confidence are built 
up and their self dependency is ought to be increased. Strengthening economic base of the 
poor people through micro finance accompanied by awareness about trafficking can really 
create a situation by which unsafe migration and trafficking is possible to stop. Above all 
trafficking in women and children will be reduced distinctively through a strong micro finance 
program if the disadvantaged groups are labeled with.  
 
Like others UDDIPAN micro finance operation is being implemented through women. Women 
are contributing in the development of the family and society as a whole. They are playing the 
role of the development leader for the family and society. Micro finance made this happen to a 
great extent. This is why these poor women folk is required to be tagged with ‘Micro Finance’ 
program which in combination with sensitisation programs against social injustice and insecurity 
including trafficking and unsafe migration should go side by side. 

 

Conclusion:  
Bangladesh is a lucrative place for the traffickers. The vulnerable societal conditions with huge 
prevalence of social injustice and discrimination are responsible for the situation. UDDIPAN 
strongly believes that micro finance has the capacity to fight against trafficking and unsafe 
migration, on the other hand can promote safe migration for better livelihood. Women are being 
able to play vital roles in this regard. Mainstreaming of gender should be achieved in a 
comprehensive process taking strengths of micro finance combining with other strong 
development tools and methods, like awareness building and mobilisation of borrowers for 
creating a gender balanced environment in the society.  
 
Md. Emranul Huq Chowdhury 
Director 
UDDIPAN  
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INAFI: Paper Presentation 
 
Presented by:  Humaira Islam, Ph. D 

Founder Executive Director 

   Shakti Foundation 

 
 Introduction:  

 
The term gender is defined in Shakti Foundation as the relationship between men and 
women determined by economic and social power. The relationship is advantageous to 
the person who has comparatively more economic and social power. 
 
Bangladesh is an agro-based country where the social system is governed by traditional 
values, cultural stigma and religious sensations. The social system has created an 
environment in which the gender relationship gives more social and economic power to 
men then women. As consensuses women, in general have lower status then men in 
the family and society. Women’s lower status is manifested in the deprecation she face 
in the form of lack of opportunity for employment and economic restricted mobility, 
participation in activities outside the family of interest to her and the lack of scope to 
make decision that affect her. 
 

 In Women We Believe 

 
The mission objective of Shakti Foundation clearly reflects that the organisation 
considers gender imbalance as the most critical issue in its development approach. 
Therefore, the organisation’s founding members have chosen social and economic 
empowerment of poor women as the goal of the organisation. The gender commitment 
of Shakti Foundation comes from a deep conviction that although women form half of 
the population of Bangladesh and constitute about 50 percent of the work force in the 
formal and informal sector, they are not treated with equal status as of their male 
partners. As a consequence, women in general are considered as a sub class or inferior 
category of citizens in comparison to the males both in the family and in society. It is 
common knowledge that gender bias results in preferential treatment to boys and men 
in the family in terms of food, education, medical treatment, and in decision-making. In 
important family matters very seldom women and girls are consulted before a decision 
is taken by the family although often the decision may affect them. 
 
The situation of gender inequality becomes worse when women go out to work. This is because, 
they not only have limited access to opportunities but also they face tough competition from 
men with regard to education, skills, and traditional and cultural pro men values and biases. 
 
At its inception in the year 1992 Shakti Foundation started the urban credit and savings program 
for women in the slums and squatters first in Dhaka and later in other major cities of 
Bangladesh. At present the organisation has a membership of more than 100,000 women and 
the number continues to grow. The microfinance programme “small loan intervention for 
employment and income generation” is essentially a tool to promote women’s empowerment 
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and thereby address the issue of gender imbalance in the family and society. It is believed that 
loan to women would provide her with opportunities to access commercial markets and at the 
same time enable her to generate income. Earning and contributing to the family budget, as well 
as, sharing in household expenditure is an important factor for getting recognition in the family. 
The recognition of this fact is perhaps the first milestone in addressing gender imbalances. 
Savings and asset building is another matter of considerable importance in gender relationship 
because experience shows that the value of savings and asset has a direct correlation with the 
worth and status of women in her family. The higher the value of savings and asset, the greater 
chances a woman has of self-respect and dignity.  
 
Empowerment does not happen in a day or a year. It is a time consuming process and years of 
working with women has made it evident that microfinance is not a strong enough tool by itself 
to promote gender equality. Other interventions are also needed particularly if empowerment 
has to be sustained over period of time. Therefore, Shakti Foundation has adopted a multi 
program approach for its members and has taken up 3 complementary programs: health 
services, business development services, and gender awareness program. 
The health program provides a variety of services that primarily deals with health issues and low 
cost treatment. In our counter one of the main causes of insecurity among women is their health 
problem. The fear that family will get angry if a woman fall ill often stops the woman from 
discussing the matter with her family or go to a doctor, because this will incur expense which the 
family cannot afford. As a result she suffers silently, and only when she cannot tolerate her pain 
and sufferings any longer will she talk about it. If her ailment is curable but inexpensive, the 
family pays for her treatment, but in poor household this may deplete the family resources 
completely although the first family resource that is depleted is the woman’s savings and 
jewelry. In case of costly treatment or terminal diseases, the family most of the time does not 
have enough resources to pay for the treatment, and then she has no choice but to go for 
traditional treatment, and perhaps lose her life. 
 
However, at Shakti Foundation we have made provision for health loans to our members. The 
terms and conditions for the loan is tailor made for individual needs of the member and is 
absolutely interest free. In the last 1 year members have accessed more than 1 core Taka as 
health loan and have used it for: surgery, treatment of terminal diseases, and expensive health 
investigations, and to pay doctor’s fee. It gives us immeasurable pleasure when a woman 
recovers from her ailment with the support of Shakti’s health program and when she comes 
back to her work and business. 
 
Along with the health services we also provide Business Management Training to our 
members under the business development program. The curriculum of the training is very 
simple and user friendly which teaches about accounting and bookkeeping.  
 
From gender perspective this training is absolutely critical to enable women to keep control of 
their business particularly when it becomes big and generates substantial profit. The experience 
of the last 12 years has shown that when women take loans and invest in small businesses 
where the financial returns is also small; men in the family usually do not show interest or get 
involved. But as the business expands, and income increases substantially usually by the end of 
the third or fourth year, men in the family often give up their work and takes over the women’s 
business. When this happens the woman gradually loses control of the business and the 
money. Although she pays regular installments she has no knowledge about the financial 
transactions and starts depending on the husband and the son once again. In order to prevent 
this situation from occurring it has been made mandatory that in order to access higher quantity 
of loan; members first must take training in business management and accounting. In order to 



 
45

further reinforce the issue of microfinance as a tool for addressing gender imbalance, the WID 
program has been adopted as a conscious strategy. 
 
The gender program gives a very simple message to the members and the staff. The message 
is: “the micro credit program is the instrument which women will use for empowering 
themselves”. If women take a loan and possess it to the males in the family, she also then 
possesses the opportunity for employment and income. The gender program reinforces the fact 
again and again that only when she earns will a woman be able to live a life of her choice. 
Empowerment will take time and that is a process that needs commitment. It is difficult to 
measure empowerment but its qualitative values will be reflected through women’s decision 
making, mobility, awareness of issues which is of interest to them, and finally and most 
important is their participation in meeting with peer groups and institution staff. In order to 
reinforce gender sensitivity among staff and member regular training are held. Also regular 
interactive workshops are held to highlight gender issues. 
 

 Gender Approach: Women for Women 
 
Shakti Foundation is an organisation with the mission to work with women only. Therefore the 
staff policy is also gender biased. The policy takes into consideration all the problems which 
women face when they work outside the homes. Some of the problem faced by women 
employee are: late working hours, work place far away from home, pregnancies and who need 
to be fed low competency and skills compared to the demand of the job, and molestation by 
male colleagues. 
 
But Shakti Foundation is also a micro finance institution that demands high degree of 
professionalism and competency among its staff. Therefore, the organisation through a 
conscious strategy has developed a competency focused proactive gender biased policy for its 
staff. 
 
Staff recruitment: 
 
The recruitment policy emphasizes merit of the candidate as the most important factor for 
employment in any post. So for any position both men and women are asked to apply. But, in 
cases where male and female candidates have equal merit and competency, the women 
candidate gets preference for the job. The preference for women employee is related to the 
mission objective of the organisation, because it is believed that a woman , irrespective of class 
and family background, will have a common bondage with another woman (project member) in 
terms of family values (preferential treatments to males), traditional norms and religious 
sanctions, and therefore as a consequence it would be easier for a female staff to connect with 
the members of the organisation who are all women. From gender perspective it is believed that 
in many instances, a female staff would see her own reflection in the situation of the women 
member and therefore it would result in fraternal linkage. It is easier for a woman to understand 
another woman, than it is for a man to understand other women. And therefore it is easier for a 
woman to take necessary action to respond to another woman’s needs particularly in regards to 
issues arising out of gender imbalances. It may be mentioned here that the highest three 
position in the organisation are held by women. The chair of the Executive Committee of Shakti 
Foundation is also a woman.  
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 Problems related to Recruitment of female staff: 
 
While for mid level and senior positions retention rate for female staff is very high in Shakti 
Foundation, drop out among female employee, particularly at the field level is an area of major 
concern for the organisation... Since promotion for higher positions is encouraged from lower 
positions, drop out among female field staff means more men getting into higher positions. In 
order to ensure retention a number of concession are made for them. These are: (1) the branch 
managers or supervisor have been instructed to ensure that women staffs finish their work 
within office hours. For any unfinished work for the day, it is the responsibility of the supervisor 
to complete it, if needed, with the help of male staff, (2) women staff are given posting in offices 
near their homes so that they feel a sense of security and can easily go home, (3) work 
performances of all staff are routinely monitored, but for those lagging behind their batch mates 
special training courses are given until she/he is able to overcome problem. (4) Through 
maternity leaves and long-term leave without pay is also given to female staff in case of problem 
pregnancy. Women staff also has the scope to consult doctors of the health program if they 
want to do so. Also women are attend to take one hour break from work to feed babies up to 
one year (5) A senior staff is responsible for monitoring staff relations, and any incidence of 
molestation is reported immediately and the report is treated very seriously when a woman staff 
resigns she is asked to explain the reason for resignation. Also, regular staff workshops are held 
in which healthy staff relationship is emphasized. 
 
Moreover, as a gender sensitive organisation we are continuously trying to work out ways in 
which women staff feel comfortable to work. Although we can’t stop sexual harassment but a 
number of measures have been taken to minimize the incidents: 
 

(1) In order that women staff may work in a free environment, we promote the idea of a 
family in which men and women treat each other with respect and professional attitude. 
If an unaccepted behaviors among men and women staff is reported, then the senior of 
the 2 losses his/her job. 

 
(2) Marriage is not permitted among staff. In case of marriage both staff loses job. 

 
(3) Information is received through survey formats, and if any misconduct is reported then 

administrative action is taken against the person. 
 

(4) Sexual harassment is a topic of the orientation training of new recruits. 
 
Gender Approach in product Development 
 
All financial products have been designed to ensure gradual development of members as 
businesswomen and entrepreneur. The focus is not on the product but rather on the women as 
an entrepreneur whose needs will grow with the expansion of the business. A framework has 
been designed which envisages that a entrepreneur will grow in four stages. The framework is 
shown below: 

Growth 
Stage 

Survival 
/Household 

Semi- micro Micro Small 

Loan cycle 1 - 2 3 - 4 5 - 7 8 and above 
Client Family & 

community 
Local Market Low grade formal 

market 
Up scale market 

Employee Self Self, family & 1 
or 2 wage 

Self, husband/ 
son and 2 – 4 

Self, husband/ 
son and 4 or more 
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employee wage employee wage employee 
Legal Status Informal Informal Informal Trade business 
Loan size Tk. 5,000 to 

Tk. 7,000 
Tk. 8,000 to Tk. 
26,000 

Tk. 27,000 to Tk. 
50,000 

Tk. 100,000 and 
above 

Loan type General loan General, 
seasonal, 
leasing 

Business and all 
types 

Small loan and all 
other type 

 
At the survival stage women are given small loans for income generating activity. During this is 
the time when women learns to handle money, make contacts with the market, and learns 
simple business rules and market dynamics. A few years later, as she gathers experience 
women are given business loans and is offered the choice of leasing equipments as a support 
to her business. Then in later years, as her volume of her business grows women are offered 
small enterprise loan. 
 
The building up of the loan products corresponds with the maturity of the woman. The terms and 
condition of the loan products also changes with the loan product. Whereas, for the small loans 
the liability rests with the group, for higher loan the woman herself take liability for repayment. 
Also, large loan product acquaint woman with banking procedures because she makes payment 
through bank cheques and is required to keep bank account.  
 
A very new product that as been introduced in response to women’s health care by the family is 
the Life Insurance. A woman’s nominee is paid up to taka 5000 in case of her death, but the 
family has to ensure that the women will be treated for her illness. However, life insurance is 
given only in the case of natural death. 
 
Shakti Foundation also offers a number of Savings products to its members. The products 
have been designed in response to the need of the members. With small deposits women build 
up substantial savings over a number of years, and this asset is much valued by them. In a 
workshop of members that was recently held, one woman had this to say about her savings “ as 
my savings is substantial my husband is pressing upon me to withdraw it. My children also want 
my savings. But, this is my old age security. I do not care if my children and husband are angry 
with me, my savings is my life and I will not give it to anybody”. 
 
Women in the Participation Process 
 
Our starting point for women’s participation starts in “Kendra” or centre where women meet 
once a week. When a women leaves her home and comes to a meeting she (1) leaves the 
family and her imbalanced status behind her, (2) she spends some time with peers of equal 
social and economic status, and (3) through participation and discussion she learns many things 
and often make decision either for herself and for others in the Kendra. All this results in the 
development of a productive (as opposed to reproductive) human being. Over a period of years 
the experience of kendra participation is reflected in women’s behavior in the family, and as a 
consequence her relation with others in the family also changes giving her higher status in the 
family. The experience of Shakti Foundation, as well as, other micro finance institution shows 
that women who have been with these institutions tend to play active role in their communities in 
times of disaster such as eviction, fire, flood, or against social injustices against other women. 
 
Because of the importance of Kendra in correcting gender imbalances, Shakti Foundation has 
taken up special measures to make weekly meeting fully functionally active. That is why, (1) all 
loan applications, including interest free health loan, originate in Kendra and for which consent 
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of the members is mandatory, (2) all messages and information involving the 4 programs are 
given in kendro meeting, (3) loan installment and savings are collected in weekly meeting, (4) 
elections of key positions of Kendra chief and group chairman are held every two years in order 
to rotate responsibilities among the members. Moreover, in order to ensure functional 
application of the strategy participation project staffs are given training on the activities of the 
Kendra and its potential for women empowerment. 
 
At another level, program members are being trained to take responsibilities in their own 
development. For this a 3 prong strategy has been adopted:  
 
(1) Involve women in program activities:  
 
In order to do this, women are grouped into various committees having specific objectives. 
These committees are: primary (gender) committee, health committee, and business 
development committee. These committees are branch based and the committee members 
serve the interest of members of respective branch.  
 
(2) Develop women’s capabilities.  
 
In order to do this, women are being trained as trainers, and after receiving TOT these women 
are then providing training to their peers on: gender equality, health issues, and business 
management including simple accounting. The training is given in Kendra meeting. 
 
(3) Integrate women in the decision making process of the organisation. 
 
In order to do this, interaction between branch staff and primary committee members, as well 
as, interaction between senior management and primary committee members have been 
emphasized. This is a first step toward the difficult goal of ownership of the organisation by 
project members. As there is no precedence in Bangladesh of ownership of organisation by 
members in real terms, Shakti Foundation has initiated a process by which women will gradually 
own this institution by participating in its policy making and decision making process along with 
other Board members over a period of time. The problem with giving project members seat in 
the project implementation activity policy making and decision making process immediately are 
as follows: women will be too inhibited by the presence of other Board members who socially 
and economically belong to another class in society to make any concrete contribution in the 
meeting. Their presence will only serve as a rubber stamp, and experience & maturity  
 

 Conclusion: 
 
To conclude gender imbalance has not happened in a day. Cultural stigma and traditional 
values which has established and in institutionalised imbalanced relationship for hundred of 
years, will need cancerous strategies and policies, as well as comprehensive and coordinate 
efforts by all stake holders including Government, NGOs and all other who are interested in 
women development. 
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MMMaaaiiinnnssstttrrreeeaaammmiiinnnggg GGGeeennndddeeerrr   

AAASSSAAA   EEExxxpppeeerrriiieeennnccceee   
 
Background of ASA 

ASA started working for empowering the oppressed through “peoples organisations” 
when ASA established as a NGO in 1978. From inception, ASA believes on 

empowerment of poor and gender mainstreaming. Since then, ASA passed through 
three major phases: 

 
Foundation Phase (1978-1984) - concentrated on building & strengthening 
peoples’ organisations.  
The main activity was to organise the poor to establish their rights. The programs were: 
awareness raising for social action, training, legal aid and training for journalists in the 
rural areas.  
All of these programs were designed to make the poor conscious of their rights and 
enable them to take steps to stop social exploitation.  
During the period, ASA only organised men.  
 
Reformative Phase (1985-1991) - shift focus to the basic social branch-the 
family, recognising the critical role of women must play in development as  
ASA realises that the positive impact of development programs could not be sustained 
without the economic emancipation of the poor.  
Consequently ASA introduced an integrated development program comprising:  
Development education, credit for income generation, mini-irrigation program, relief 
and rehabilitation for flood affected, health program (primary health care, nutritional 
improvement, training of traditional birth attendants) and human development training.  
 
Program Specialisation Phase (1992-to date) - During the 1980s, the 
credit program became very popular and development practitioners became convinced 
that providing financial resources in the form of credit was an effective way to create 
self-employment, providing for income generation and poverty alleviation for the poor.  
The members' demand for loans prompted ASA to review its approach. Since 1992, ASA 
has concentrated on a credit program to provide loans to members.  
ASA also changed its strategy by becoming an organisation for women instead of men. 
By Aug.’04, 97% or 2.7 million of ASA members were women.  
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Institutional Perspective 

 
Mission Statement 
“To reduce poverty and improve the quality of life of the poor through the provision of 
qualitative and responsive micro finance services in an innovative & sustainable way."  
 
Development Strategy 
To provide credit to all members, especially women & the disadvantaged, and resource 
mobilisation through savings, to fight poverty. 
 

Institutional Response-Policy Implication  
 
Governance Structure  
Three out of 7 of ASA governing body members are female with a female as 
chairperson. 
 
Staffing  
ASA provide 10% extra house rent to female staff over male counterpart with extra 
field allowance. 
Female staff can work at their own area. 
Opportunities for promotion/carrier development are equally open for female employees 
where 14% staffs in abroad are female. 
Currently 1,022 out of 10,305 or 10% of ASA staffs are female. 
 
Program Policy and Procedures  
 
Savings Program: 
Open access proved to be most beneficial for women, thus makes it very valuable 
service to them.  
Members can save as much as they want. 
Withdrawal facility (90-100% of savings) at door steps i.e., group meeting. 
No need to deposit any % against applied loan amount for a new member. 
ASA reduces weekly group meeting time by making it only a transaction centre to avoid 
consuming valuable time from the member from work.  
Attendance in-group meeting is also excused during urgencies deemed necessary by the 
members. 
Cumulative savings by female members’ stands at $329 million while current savings 
balance is $67 million as at August 2004.  
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Credit Program: 
Quick loan disbursement (1 weeks from enrolment and same day for repeat loan). 
No group pressures and payment sharing. 
Disbursement at doorstep i.e., group meeting in case of risky areas. 
ASA offers a wide range of flexible loan products with different terms (3/4/6/9/12 
months) and size. 
Also offers flexible repayment schedules of weekly, monthly, and quarterly as well as 
term end for hardcore poor which fits with their cash flow. 
Lower interest rate (12%) for hardcore poor loan. 
Education loan for members’ children with 10% interest rate. 
Every loan is insured against death with just one payment @0.3% of loan amount as 
premium. 
Member’s security fund yields 6 times on deposit in case of death against a weekly 
deposition of 10 Tk. 
Member can open another security fund for husband or one family member to get an 
additional 3 times on deposit in case of death policy holder against a weekly deposition 
of 10 Tk.  
During natural calamities, interest free loans are offered to affected members. 
No police action against default. Rather supplementary loan with BDS to poor defaulter. 
No penalty for delayed/late payment. 
 
Financial Assistance Program: 
ASA’s financial assistance goes to Institution’s dealing with mentally and physically 
retarded children. 
ASA plans to establish a facility centre at Dhaka for its members with serious 
disease/illness where ASA will provide free accommodation and guide to avail better yet 
cheaper medical services.  
ASA has plans to spend Tk. 50 million per annum to provide a lump sum financial support to 
clients who suffers serious illness like Cancer, Heart disease, Acid burnt, Kidney troubles, 
permanent physical disability etc. 
 
Clients’ perspective: 
ASA considers credit operation as a supplementary income-supporting program run by the 
women.  
It adds an extra support to the family.  
It has been observed that the male members are the main income earners in the 
family. Women's contributions add with to men's income.  
The dual amounts along with savings leads to the way of self-reliance by 
reducing/abolishing dependency on others, which also make them capable of meeting 
other family needs.  
Financial independence increases decision-making power, mobility and recognition, which lead 
to empowerment.  
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Client Satisfaction Leads to Characterises ASA as: 

 
 

 
 
 

 
MFI in the World with large outreach 

 

Why ASA Considered LARGEST and FASTEST GROWING? 
 
 

Indicator 1992 August 2004 
Total Number of Staff 1,039 10,305 
Number of Loan Officer 911 6,348 
Number of Branch 159 1,725 
Number of Savers in million 0.14 2.82 
Number of Client in million 0.09 2.61 
Year-wise number of Loans disbursed in 
million 

0.09 2.33 

Savings in million USD 0.68 66.84 
Portfolio in million USD 2.72 198.89 
Year-wise disbursement in million USD 4.05 345.07 

 
Why ASA Considered COST-EFFICIENT? 
 

Indicator 1992 2003 
Cost per 100 Unit of Money Lent 16.6 3.3 
Cost per Loan Made (in USD) 8.78 4.9 
Administrative Costs on Total Average 
Assets in % 

16.29% 5.98% 

Total Expenses on Total Average Assets in 
% 

19.48% 14.90% 

 
Why ASA’s Success in Attaining Sustainability is 
Considered Unique among the MFIs? 
 

Indicator 1992 1999 2003 
Operational Sustainability 53.17% 123.99% 264.62% 
Financial Sustainability 47.03% 106.72% 173.94% 

 

 Fastest Growing 
 Cost-efficient 

 Sustainable and 
 Best Managed 
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Productivity 
 

Indicator 1992 2003 
Effective Yield on Average 
Assets 

11.94% 25.91% 

Effective Yield on Average 
Portfolio 

N/a 29.92% 

Active Clients per Loan 
Officer 

94 419 

Active Clients per Branch 539 1,654 
Portfolio per LO in ‘000’ USD 3.10 33.97 

 
Portfolio Quality 
 

Indicator 1992 2003 
Portfolio in Arrears 0% 0.29% 
Portfolio at Risk (30 days) 0% 0.45% 
Loan Loss Ratio 0% 0.07% 

 
National Coverage as of 2002 
 

Indicator ASA Other MFIs 
Number of Savers (in million) 17% 83% 
Number of Clients (in million) 21% 79% 
Cumulative Disbursement (in million 
USD) 

28% 72% 

Portfolio (in million USD) 27% 73% 
Savings (in million USD) 19% 81% 
Number of Credit Staff 17% 83% 

 
How ASA Funded Such Exponential Growth? 
(From Donor Dependency to Commercial Borrowing) 
 

Indicator 1992 2003 2003 
Donation and Grant Ratio 44.97% 10% 0% 
Share of Loan Fund on Total 14.91% 29.37% 53.20% 
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What are the Sources of Fund? (As at December 2003) 
 

Source Percentage 
ASA 46.80% 
PKSF 26.30% 
Savings 24.60% 
CORDAID Loan 0.60% 
Other 1.70% 

Reasons Behind ASA’s Success 
ASA restructured and shed all other services to become a specialised micro-credit NGO 
in 1992 and shifted its focus on women, emphasising their involvement in IGAs for 
empowerment and economic control to ensure protection of their rights.   
And become obsessed with cost-efficient and sustainable micro-finance with large 
outreach. 
And decided to shift from donor dependency to commercial borrowing for funding the 
operation. 
And instead of following traditional approach, ASA decided to go for microfinance in an 
innovative way. 
 
The Success Factor: Innovations of ASA 
Specialisation in Micro-finance 
Simple, manageable and cost-effective branch structure; 
Highly decentralised system where necessary decision-making authority is delegated at 
branch level; 
Cost-effective staff recruitment and on-the-job training (each one teach one); 
Simplified and easy accounting & record keeping, thereby eliminating the need for 
separate accountants and cashiers in the branches; 
Quick service, reduction of paper work and formalities; 
No group guarantee by the borrower; 
Well written manual on operations, accounts, audit, etc.; 
Streamlined MIS and monitoring system; 
Cost effective and lean mid & senior level management. 
Mobilisation of local resources through savings and other products, thereby eliminating donor 
dependency; 
Sustainable & cost-efficient operation where branches are expected to reach break-even 
point in 9-12 months of operation. 
 

Few Words on ASA Innovation 
Determined and involved leadership with high degree of transparency 
ASA methodology is developed through learning by doing 
Weakness is closely observed & remedial action devised 
ASA mechanism & system is improved to be cost-effective 
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ASA judiciously combines the maximum level of delegation with the minimum level of 
discretion 
Competitive interest rates were offered. Client makes the decisions and is offered options to 
choose from 
Feedback from the field contributes to policy making 
Group members are not financially responsible for others but act as a moral pressure 
group 
ASA run like a client responsive financial institute and revised the financial products 
based on feedback from clients & staff 
ASA’s main strength lies on its specialised financial services 
Lessons from ASA Operation 
Sustainable & cost-efficient microfinance operation is a direct function of organisational 
architecture, operating system & institutional culture. It also requires a strong commitment by 
the management. 
The ASA model shows how tight cost control, emphasis on transaction costs, loan officers 
productivity, & a lean administrative structure can efficiently deliver financial services to millions 
of poor female clients.  
It has systematically cut costs and avoided the fat of a top-heavy organisation.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

AASSAA  OOrriiggiinn,,  TTrraannssffoorrmmaattiioonn  &&  EEvvoolluuttiioonn  aanndd  PPrraaccttiiccee  SSuuggggeesstt  
tthhaatt  AASSAA  JJuuddiicciioouussllyy  CCoommbbiinneess  iitt’’ss  tthhrruusstt  ffoorr  EEffffiicciieenntt  aanndd  

QQuuaalliittyy  MMiiccrrooffiinnaannccee  SSeerrvviicceess  wwiitthh  CCoonnsscciioouuss  EEffffoorrttss  ooff  

Gender Mainstreaming 
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Gender at BRAC 04-INAFI

I. Introduction- Conceptualizing Gender

A. How BRAC define Gender?
Gender is the social identity of woman and man, which 
includes construction of masculinity and femininity, and 
fundamental questions of identity. 
The social construction of gender identity controls and 
determines the nature and extent of disadvantage, disparity 
and discrimination we face as individual and as a group.
Gender is the primary block in the construction of power 
and power relations and it is also the primary arena through 
which power is manifested.  Moreover, manifestation of 
gender difference can be found in the construction of  

roles, relations, and identity.
A concept of development -- equity, access and distribution
Also definitely a concept of rights -- fairness and Justice

Gender at BRAC 04-INAFI

A.  Gender Equality
Women and men have equal status and conditions for 

realizing their full human rights to contribute to national, 
political, economic, social and cultural development, and 
to benefit equally from the results.  

Gender equality is enshrined in the constitution and many of 
the laws of Bangladesh.  

Gender equality is therefore the equal valuing by society of 
both the similarities of and differences between women 
and men, and the diverse roles that they play.  

A rights-based approach is a gender equality approach

I A. Gender Introduction-Conceptualizing
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Gender at BRAC 04-INAFI

I. Gender Introduction-Conceptualizing

B. Gender Equality as BRAC’s identity 

Gender equality enshrined in BRAC’s goal of Empowerment and 
Poverty Reduction
In an organizational context, BRAC defines gender linking to its
goal of empowerment. BRAC’s definition of women’s 
empowerment was based on program objectives of credit and 
employment, legal awareness and education, and health and 
nutrition. BRAC defined empowerment in the following three 
major diminutions;
•Increase women’s ability to be economically self sufficient and 
earn income, assets, and control and manage their own finances
•Increase women’s confidence and ability to know and negotiate 
for their rights both in the household and in the community
•Increase women’s control over own self - their bodies, their time 
and mobility.

Gender at BRAC 04-INAFI

I. Introduction-Conceptualizing Gender

B. Gender Equality as BRAC’s identity - Organization

Whatever hinders or prevents women’s participation and 
involvement in the delivery, improvement and analysis of 
programs, and therefore prevents and hampers achieving
BRAC’s goal of empowerment of women, is considered a 
gender issue in BRAC. The hindrances can be cultural, 
attitudinal and/or organizational. 
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Gender at BRAC 04-INAFI

II.   Gender Approach – Institutional Level
A. Gender Policy
Gender policy - 1997, two main objectives  are;
• Integrate a GAD/Sustainable Development approach in all

programmes, projects and ensure gender equitable outcomes; and 
• Create an enabling environment within BRAC for women and 

men to work on equal terms.
Two interrelated components are;
a. Programmatic intervention to ensure full recognition of women’s 

contributions, gender-specific issues, and participation of women 
VO members and their female children on par with their male 
counterparts at all stages from initiating development activities to 
the outcomes of development.

b. Organizational change by creating an enabling environment 
within BRAC for women and men staff members to work on equal 
terms in order to meet program demands as well as improve
programme quality.

Gender at BRAC 04-INAFI

II.  Gender Approach – Institutional Level
Human Resources
Female staff  percentage is 22 as of June 2004 -- 24 in Junior, 18 in Mid and 

14 in senior level.  

Staff Retention ratio is  93%

Some Policies, practices and norms to attract and retain women

1.Preferences given to female candidate in case of hiring and promotion

2.Provision for desk work in time of menstruation period

3.Only women recruitment announcements

4.Emphasis given to make job advertisement attractive to women 

5.Omit written test in entry level.

6.Female office staff would be given first priority in using BRAC guestrooms 
and residential facilities.

7.Decisions about Training Centers for pre service orientation and area of 
staff deployment made according to the preference of female.
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Gender at BRAC 04-INAFI

II.  Gender Approach – Institutional Level

B. Human Resources – contn.
Some Policies, practices and norms to attract and retain 
women

8. Fifty percent marks are for assessment of attitudes and 
behavior in Performance Appraisal System

9. More female staff have access to transport for official use
10. Motorcycle given to new female staff after three months of joining
11. Female may be opt for responsible position only after six months of 

joining if qualify 
12. Four months maternity leave, another six months may be taken as 

leave without pay 
13. Three days paternity leave
14. Staff can withdraw own contribution from PF during maternity period 

even if they have previous loan.
15. Consider the safety of the female staff in cases of fieldwork in

faraway/remote and risky places and taking steps accordingly.

Gender at BRAC 04-INAFI

II.  Gender Approach – Institutional Level

C. Sexual Harassment Response System

BRAC introduced forums regarding sexual harassment with 
female and male staff as early as 1991.  Recently a ‘Sexual 
Harassment Elimination (SHE) Policy’, an  ‘Administrative 
Rules re BRAC culture and values’, and ‘BRAC Code of 
Conducts’ formulated and formalized.  These policy 
documents surfaced through an effective participatory 
process with all levels of staff.  Very specific rules formulated 
to address any forms of harassment or abuse.
A SHarE - Sexual Harassment Elimination Unit established to 

a. attain rights of staff to have a sexual and other 
Abuse free Work Environment in BRAC, and 

b. identify programmatic interventions on how to 
introduce the SH theme as a right issue.
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Gender at BRAC 04-INAFI

II.   Gender Approach – Institutional Level

D. Staff Awareness

Some Competency building processes are

Gender Awareness and Analysis Course (GAAC), 1992 – ongoing.
Gender Quality Action Learning (GQAL) Program, 1995 – ongoing.
Workshops on Gender Justice to engender development for senior  

managers.
One day Orientation on SHE Policy for all – October 2004 ongoing.
Introduced Gender and Sexual Harassment as a component of other 

training.
Training on Gender Justice for staff Lawyers of BRAC.
Gender and Development workshops with local Panel Lawyers of  
District Bar Councils.

Gender at BRAC 04-INAFI

III. Gender Approach – Client Level

A. Product and Service Design

All product and service designed in BRAC are focused to women 
empowerment and poverty reduction.

BRAC’s programs involved women as major participants in 
traditional and non-traditional areas to increase group dynamics, 
income and assets, confidence building, self respect 
enhancement. It also increasing access of women and children 
to human rights and legal aid, health, education, information, 
mobility, social mobilization, which is contributing to expand 
horizon of poor and ultra poor women, men and children.  
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Gender at BRAC 04-INAFI

III. Gender Approach – Client Level

30,000 regular  and 33,000 auxiliary staff of BRAC working with 
poor, disadvantaged and ultra poor people to empower them to earn 
individual and groups standard livelihoods (condition) and self 
respect (position). 
As of 2003 December - BRAC worked with 4,065,957 (98% 
women) to disbursed loan amount of US $ 107,310 million. 
Enrolled 1.32 and graduated 2.6 million poor and Indigenous 
children (65+% girl) from BRAC schools.
Created 5999,802 jobs, legal education provided to 2,249,945 
learners, dealt with 21,749 legal interventions. 
The health program provide services to 31 million population.
HRLS, SD, Capacity building for female UP members’, GQAL VO, 
etc. are some directly focused programme interventions to RBA. 

Gender at BRAC 04-INAFI

IV.  Gender Performance Assessment 
Mechanisms

Organizational Level performance indicators are
Political Commitment: Policy Implementation, 
Allocation of budget.
Recruitment and Promotion
Workplace Environment, Staff Attitudes and Sensitivity, 
Accountability.
Programmatic indicators are
Goals/Objectives,  Analysis,  Planning Tools
Project Design,  Strategies
Equal Participation, Management 
Recognizing Women’s Roles
IEC used in implementation stage.
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Gender at BRAC 04-INAFI

V.  Way Forward and Future Strategies

Revision of Gender Policy

Orientation on SHE Policy to all and enforce implementation

Development of org’l and program specific gender indicators

Develop Program Gender Analysis framework to use in   
designing, implementing and evaluating programs.

Visualize how all project activities can be used as opportunities   
to promote women’s dignity, decision-making, and participation.

Talk to women - keep listening

brac:brac:
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Welcome

Pakistan’s Demographic Situation
Pakistan consists of four provinces Punjab, NWFP, 
Sindh and Balochistan, the federal capital and the 
Federally Administered Tribal Areas (FATA) bordering 
Afghanistan. 
The total population of the country is 130.6 million out 
of which 13.6% lives in North West Frontier Province 
(NWFP). 67.5% of population lives in rural areas while 
the rest lives in urban areas.
In NWFP women are 52% of the population. Among 
them total labor force is 24.96 of the population while 
female participation is 1.42%. While in Rural area 
women participation as a labor force is 1.38%.
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Pakistan’s Gender Situation

Pakistan women experience a secondary position 
in the society. 
The patriarchal system continues to prevail giving 
men control over all aspects of women’s lives: 
domestic, reproductive, productive, cultural and 
legal. 
The male dominated value system and socio-
economic structure is retained and internalized by 
society and especially by women.

Pakistan’s Gender Situation

Women’s inclusion in governance structures is 
critical to bring about substantive changes in the 
development policies and programs that would lead 
to a shift in gender relations in the society. In order 
to maintain the status quo, violence against women 
at the family, community and state levels is used as a 
mechanism to ensure their compliance with gender 
norms. This serves to prevent any attempt leading to 
the subversion of the male order.
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Issues/Problems in Women’s 
Economic Activities…

Lack of job opportunities for women 
Women’s lack of marketable skills 
Low-paid and low-status jobs for women 
High rate of underemployment and unemployment 
among women 
Exploitative working conditions 
Male-dominated trade unions 
Low wages of women workers in the informal sector 
Sexual harassment at workplace

Issues/Problems in Women’s 
Economic Activities…

Cultural restriction on women’s occupational choice 
Women’s segregation and ideology of purdah
Under remuneration of women’s work 
Lack of recognition of women’s unpaid work as 
productive 
Inadequate labor laws 
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Formal financial institutions do not cater to 
women’s credit needs due to the underlying 
assumption of women’s role in the reproductive 
sphere. Commercial banks ignore women clients 
due to their preconceived views on women’s 
creditworthiness because of their dependency on 
men for physical collateral, high transaction cost of 
small loans, and difficulties in gaining information 
about a borrower’s reliability 

Issues/Problems in Women’s 
Economic Activities…

Gender and Development:
Gender and Development is a holistic approach for 
understanding gender inequalities and redressing 
gender imbalances at all levels.
Gender issues are everyone’s issues, therefore, 
working for gender equality is the responsibility of 
both men and women.
Equitable, sustainable and engendered development 
requires equal opportunities and equitable measure 
for meaningful participation of women in all 
spheres of development and at all stages of 
planning, implementation, monitoring and 
evaluation of all program activities.



 
71

Slide 9 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Slide 10 
 
 
 

GENDER POLICY:
While developing a Gender Policy the main goal behind is 
to :
Strive for equality in gender relations at all levels for 
poverty reduction through equitable, sustainable and 
engendered development.
Promote gender sensitive measures within the 
organization to facilitate both women and men staff 
members to work in a gender-fair environment.
Institutionalize gender concerns in all program 
processes to promote women’s empowerment and 
ensure equitable distribution of responsibilities and 
resources.
Encourage the process of gender learning and 
cooperation with external partners.

INSTITUTIONAL MECHANISM

Gender mainstreaming is a cross cutting theme 
therefore a gender unit with gender focal points 
at the core and regional levels continue and 
ensure implementation of gender policy.
Institutionalize gender groups (core and regional) 
into the organizational structure.
Gender groups to act proactively for 
implementation of the policy at all levels and 
review the progress regularly.



 
72

Slide 11 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Slide 12 
 
 
 

RECRUITMENT, 
RETENTION and BENEFITS

Promote women’s’ recruitment in so far nontraditional 
sectors such as finance, credit and engineering. Besides this 
women are given preference for appointment as HRD 
assistants, telephone operators, and women hostel and 
children caretakers.
Equal salary and other monetary and material benefits for 
both women and men working on same position.
Continue relaxation in qualification i.e., Bachelors Degree for 
female Social Organizer and consider work experience of one 
year where necessary for recruitment of senior FSO to 
compare to three years experience for senior Male SO. 
Recruitment committee gives 10 percent marks edge to 
women candidates compared to men on posts open to both 
women and men.

RECRUITMENT,
RETENTION and BENEFITS

Posts of CE, DP, MC are exclusively for females
HRD in assistance with gender section has assessed the 
women promotion status and presented it to the committee 
for further recommendations.
Special policies have been framed for married women such as 
they are not transferred to far off areas. 
Maternity leave as well as Paternity leave are granted.
Increased women composition at support staff level 
Women internship Programme (6 Months internship) across 
the regions including the Head Office for different 
Programme sectors have been initiated. At least 15 women 
interns avail this learning opportunity every year.
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Sexual Harassment

A gender-fair environment is to be established for 
women staff. However, in case of any action against 
her integrity relevant policies have been chalked out.
Protect both women and men staff members for 
sexual harassment (verbal, nonverbal and physical) 
and ensure application of harassment rules 
employing punishments ranging from reprimand, 
postponement or stoppage of increment, demotion 
and removal from the service, depending on the 
severity of the incidence.

TECHNIQUES for MONITORING 
PERFORMANCE

Integrate gender perspective in all programme planning 
and implementation plans and gender-to-gender screen all 
funding proposals.
Design gender-monitoring indicators for all sectors to 
capture practical and strategic impact on women.
Evaluate different aspects of programmes annually from 
gender perspective in collaboration with concerned 
sections.
Conduct separate impact studies of women’s programme 
to measure affects on women condition and position.
Ensure inclusion of gender dimension in all monitoring 
and evaluation exercises of the organization
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CONCLUSION

Only few organizations in NWFP are offering 
financial service to the women at their doorstep not 
coving the whole area and a large number of women 
are still in need of credit to earn something for their 
families 
Out reach is limited and require attention to excel in 
the field of micro finance
Marketing and Product Development part of the 
Programme needs further improvement

Thank You
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Sri Lanka Presentation 
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Gender & Microfinance 
Mainstreaming Gender in Microfinance 

Regional Perspectives 
INAFI Bangladesh National Workshop, 11-12 October 2004 

 

I. INTRODUCTION 
Overview of national gender situation 
 
Women constitute 50% of Sri Lanka’s population of 19.25 million people (not 
counting the Northern and Eastern provinces), with life expectancy at birth being 
75.4 years, exceeding that of men, at 70.7 years (1996-2001). 
There is no gender inequality in access to either education or health care with the 
following outcomes: a) Adult Literacy: While the literacy rate for men is 92.5%, that of 
women is 87.9% which compares favourably with other South Asian countries; b) 
Population Dynamics: Access to basic healthcare and education are among the 
factors for women’s longevity, decline in fertility and low maternal mortality; and c) 
Labour force participation, which has remained at around 31%, while the proportion 
of unemployed women (as a percentage of the labour force) is 13.5%, nearly double 
the figure of 6.1% for unemployed men. 
In the Human Development Index published by UNDP, Sri Lanka ranks 99 among 
173 nations. 
 
Constitutional & International Guarantees 
While being entitled to the Constitutional safeguards that guarantee the Right to 
Employment, the Right to Work and Freedom from Discrimination, women in Sri 
Lanka are also beneficiaries under the Charter of Women’s Rights, the UN 
Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination against Women 
(CEDAW), and other international instruments.  

Special laws are applicable to women at work in factories, in shops and in offices, 
governing terms and conditions of service, maternity benefits, night time work, 
minimum hours of work, etc., with legal restrictions on the employment of women in 
hazardous jobs, such as working in underground mines, or in places where they are 
exposed to radiation.  

Subscribing to the Beijing Principles on the status of women, Sri Lanka has also 
concurred in the appointment of a Sri Lankan as the UN Special Rapporteur on 
Violence Against Women. 
The government machinery includes a Ministry for Women, the Women’s Bureau, 
the Women and Children’s Division in the Ministry of Labour and the Women and 
Children’s Desk in many Police Stations.  

Sri Lanka Women’s Studies 
Sri Lanka also celebrated the International Year of the Woman, the International 
Decade for Women and continues to mark International Women’s Day in March 
every year with festivities at district and national levels. In the wake of such national 
and international attention, 

Sri Lanka has produced many books, articles, theses and surveys on the status of 
women and other related studies. In fact, the University of Colombo offers a Masters 
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in Women’s Studies Degree, which has given rise to yet another corpus of literature 
on the subject. 

Apart from all these, women are also the focus of several non-government 
organisations such as Women-in-Need (WIN), Centre for Women’s Research 
(CENWOR), Women’s Educational and Research Centre (WERC), the National 
Committee on Women, the International Women’s Conference and Voice of Women, 
among others. 

 

Predominant concepts of gender and gender equality 
Gender concept in Sri Lanka resonates with other countries, when a woman is 
perceived as the “care giver” or the “nurturer” – the eternal mother figure; while the 
man is perceived as the “hunter” or “gatherer” – or the father figure and the sole 
provider for the household.  

Though societal norms and modes have changed over time, yet in a number of 
households, women play a secondary, even a subservient role, especially if they are 
economically dependent on their husbands. Under the Common Law, Sri Lankan 
women have no inheritance rights, the land and property being deeded from father to 
son. The exceptions are when there is no male issue or with regard to properties 
held by women under the Kandyan Marriage Law.  

Since Sri Lanka has a multi-cultural, multi-ethnic society, issues such as dowry, 
caste, creed, or ethnicity are gradually ceasing to be major barriers to marriage. 
Women will also eventually benefit from the decriminalisation of abortion and 
relaxing of divorce laws, ensuring them a better control over their lives. 
Many women in the rural or estate areas engage in low-wage jobs like farming, tea 
plucking, rubber tapping, coir work, etc. There are also women who work as off-farm 
labour, earning a daily wage of 50-60 per cent lower than their male counterparts. 
Even in the agricultural sector, there is a distinct division of labour, where women are 
excluded from some jobs like plucking coconuts. Women are also traditionally left 
behind, when the men put out to sea.  

With this said, it must be noted that a large number of women in urban and semi-
urban areas work in factories, hotels, hospitals, schools, shops, banks and offices. 
Academically qualified women have breached the “glass ceiling” to aspire to jobs in 
the administrative and diplomatic service, and to high-end professions as doctors, 
lawyers, accountants, bankers, architects and engineers. Women also serve in the 
Police and Armed Services and have contributed significantly to preserving the art, 
literary and cultural traditions of the island. 

As a result of the politically literate female population, (Sri Lanka enjoyed universal 
suffrage even prior to Great Britain), women in Sri Lanka have attained high national 
office as Head of Government and Head of State. 

At the other end of the spectrum, however, are also women who are among the most 
impoverished, vulnerable and marginalised groups in the country. They have - 
across the ethnic divide – borne the brunt of a prolonged conflict either as widows, 
refugees, or internally displaced persons living in “welfare” camps. They have seen 
their children being deprived of education, nourishment or the life’s basic amenities. 
They have watched their children being psychologically traumatised by the conflict, 
or being sexually exploited. “Housemaids” who return home to dysfunctional families 
are also among the most vulnerable, where the spouse has frittered away their life’s 
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savings, or become an alcoholic, or abandoned his family to live with another 
woman. 

Women are also the first victims of poverty’s consequences such as alcoholism, 
spousal abuse or rape, and according to statistics, Sri Lanka has the highest number 
of female suicides in the world. 

 

Discussions of local micro finance context and its implications for 
gender 
Sri Lanka has a vibrant micro finance industry with key players such as government 
agencies, commercial banks, NGOs and the cooperative sector.  

The following institutions have made a substantial contribution to the sector: 

a) Samurdhi Authority – largely supported by the State in its role of microfinance 
wholesaler and retailer, set up with the objective of poverty reduction. 

b) Thrift and Credit Cooperative Societies (TCCS / SANASA). This is a 
cooperative movement established in 1906 as a people’s savings and credit 
union, and registered under the Cooperative Law in 1972.  

c) The SANASA Development Bank (SDB) is the apex lending institution of the 
SANASA movement providing a range of micro finance services. 

d) Cooperative Rural Banks (CRBs) function as the banking entities of 
Multipurpose Cooperative Societies, which come under the purview of the 
Department of Cooperative Development. 

e) Hatton National Bank’s Gami Pubuduwa Scheme. One of the most 
successful microfinance programs implemented by a commercial bank, now 
completing its 14th operational year. 

f) Sarvodaya Economic Enterprise 
Development Services (SEEDS) (Guarantee) Ltd. established in 1986 as the 
economic empowerment arm of the Sarvodaya Movement, the largest NGO 
in Sri Lanka. 

g) The Central Bank of Sri Lanka 
sponsored micro finance schemes such as the Small Farmers and the 
Landless Credit Project (ISURU) and the Poverty Alleviation Microfinance 
Project (PAMP). 

h) The New Comprehensive Rural 
Credit Scheme (cultivation loans scheme), which remains the largest micro 
finance program even today, implemented through state commercial banks 
and a few private sector banks; and 

i) Other micro finance schemes such 
as the Comprehensive Credit Scheme for Small Enterprise Development 
(SED) operated by the Bank of Ceylon; and the Surathura Diriya (Self-
Employment Promotion through Micro Enterprise Credit) Scheme, 
implemented by Bank of Ceylon, People's Bank and Hatton National Bank. 

 

Although the above-mentioned micro finance schemes do not specifically target 
women, the Ceylinco Grameen Bank and the Women’s Development Federation 
(WDF), both of which are modelled on Bangladesh’s Grameen Bank, and the Bank 
of Ceylon’s Kantha Ran Divi Maga, have a predominantly female constituency. 
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The WDF is the largest network of low-income women in the Hambantota District, 
and constitutes a Federation of 465 women’s societies, which operate over 65 
grassroots-level banks called Janashakthi Banking Societies. 
A few NGOs whose objectives specifically include the mainstreaming of women into 
microfinance are the Agromart Foundation, Siyath Foundation and the Sinhala Tamil 
Rural Women’s Network (STRWN). 
 

II. Gender Approach – Institutional Level 
A. Gender Policy 

(see Annexure 1) 
 

B. Human Resource Development 
SEEDS abides by the Sarvodaya principles of non-discrimination as to caste, 
class, creed, or ethnicity, extended by implication to gender issues, covering 
recruitment, retention, benefits and promotions.  
Certain advertisements regarding staff vacancies used to carry the phrase, 
“women are encouraged to apply,” but there is no special quota set-aside for 
women recruits. The one exception occurred when SEEDS mentioned in its 
advertisement for a Special Projects Coordinator to manage the CIDA Loan 
Scheme, that the post was reserved for a qualified woman applicant. 
While women’s participation at the decision-making level is 17%, the percentage 
of women with regard to the entire staff (at Head Office and the District Offices) is 
25%. This is basically due to the male predominance in the field, where 20 out of 
20 District Managers and 251 out of 269 Field Officers are men.  
Nonetheless, there is a largely female leadership among SEEDS-sponsored 
village level institutions. Over 60% of the Directors of the Sarvodaya 
Development Banks and over 75% of the Savings and Credit Managers of the 
Sarvodaya Shramadana Societies are women. 
In fact, the Case Study of the Pore Sarvodaya Shramadana Society, (which was 
under a woman manager), was presented at the National Poverty Conference in 
October 2000. 
 

C. Sexual Harassment Response System 
SEEDS has functioned since 1986, and up to date, there has been no reported 
cases of sexual harassment. SEEDS does experience the usual quota of 
workplace conflicts, but as far as can be judged from official complaints made to 
the management, there has been no sexual overtones to such incidents, and 
therefore, SEEDS has not seen the need for such a response system, nor has 
there been any particular need for staff awareness and incentives or techniques 
for monitoring performance. 
This situation may also spring from the organisational culture, within which we 
function, especially in the rural milieu in which we operate. As a part of the 
Sarvodaya Movement, SEEDS’ staff has inherited the habit of calling each other 
“Nangi”, “Malli”, “Aiya” or “Akka” (which means brother or sister), as the case may 
be – a perception that each one is a member of the same family. In fact, Sri 
Lankan culture is such, that one has many honorary aunts, uncles, nieces, 
nephews, grandparents, etc. But, that is not to say that sexual harassment does 
not occur in the workplace or in any other place. 
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III. Gender Approach – Client Level 
SEEDS is aware that an important aspect of micro finance is that it helps to 
minimise gender discrimination and improve women’s social status because of 
their contribution to the family income. 
With regard to SEEDS’ clients, women not only constitute the majority of our loan 
clients, but also play a more participatory role, during capacity building and 
enterprise development programs. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Even though there is no overall product and service design for women clients, 
SEEDS did implement two special projects for marginalised and impoverished 
women, which helped to mainstream them into the economic life of the 
community. One was the CIDA loan scheme, and the other was the Women’s 
Empowerment Project, jointly implemented with the Rana Viru Seva Authority.  
Each project targeted a particularly vulnerable section of women. The target 
group for the CIDA project was the “poorest of the poor” with special emphasis 
on women-heads of households. These women were provided small loans up to 
Rs. 10,000/- each plus training on how to use their loans effectively. Meanwhile 
through the Women’s Empowerment Project, SEEDS delivered an integrated 
package of Micro Finance cum Business Development Services (BDS) to war-
affected women, mostly family members of servicemen who have died, been 
injured or declared missing in action.  
As part of the BDS, SEEDS’ Enterprise Services Division organises Mini Trade 
Fairs at District level and a Mega Trade Fair and Exhibition at National level. This 
is an excellent opportunity for women clients to showcase their products and 
services. 
Surveys of the national Trade Fairs held in 2001 and 2002 revealed that women 
stallholders were 62% and 58% respectively. The Trade Fair of 2002 was of 
special significance to the beneficiaries of the CIDA Loan Scheme and the Rana 
Viru Sewa Project. SEEDS offered them the opportunity to operate their stalls (at 
concessionary prices), to exhibit and sell their products and to create the 
necessary linkages with buyers, suppliers and others. The most successful 

M D Hema Ranjini says: 
“After my husband’s death, there was no one to share my burden as I 
struggled to make a living and fend for myself and my 2 children. I 
found it very difficult to meet our day-to-day needs on my earnings as 
a casual labourer. 
It was at this rather low point in my life, that my son brought me the 
news that the local Sarvodaya Society was giving loans to poor 
people like me. I was not quite sure whether this was true, but 
nevertheless, I applied for a loan. 
With the money I received I bought equipment to service the school 
canteen. I also make doormats out of cloth off-cuts and give them to 
nearby shops for sale. Now I am earning a decent living thanks to the 
Jayaliyagama Sarvodaya Development Bank Society, of which I am 
a member.  
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stallholder was a woman – a repeat participant, whose aluminium kitchenware 
and cake trays fetched an income of about Rs. 80,000 in 3 days. 
In fact women clients have won places in the island wide Best Entrepreneur 
Competition conducted by SEEDS, both in 1998-99 and in 2000-2001. They 
have also participated in district wise competitions conducted by other 
organisations. One special instance was when a SEEDS’ woman client in the 
Kurunegala district won the Wayamba Vijayaabhimani Best Entrepreneur Award 
for her plant nursery, which she runs with her husband’s assistance. 
In April 2002, SEEDS sponsored 2 women clients to participate in the Asia 
Pacific Convention of Entrepreneurial Women in Bangalore, India. Meanwhile the 
Women’s World Banking cited the case stories of two non-traditional women 
clients in their Bulletin, “What’s New?” Such clients have also been featured in 
our Annual Reports. (vide Case Study in Annexure 2) 
 
The two Case Study Booklets “SEEDS’ Diriya Kathun” (Courageous Women) 
and “Dahadiya Mahansiyen Jayagaththo” (Those who succeeded through the 
sweat of their brow) contain heart-warming stories of women who have crossed 
the poverty line because of the credit facilities and other services extended to 
them by SEEDS.  
 
Nonetheless, on the downside, an evaluation carried out by Otto Hospes in 2001, 
on selected micro finance programs in Sri Lanka, including that of SEEDS, stated 
that in a number of cases, even though the loan applicant was the woman, the 
real owner of the enterprise was her husband. The husbands encouraged their 
wives to apply for a loan, so that they could invest the loan money in their own 
business enterprises. But this is a phenomenon the world over, and not confined 
to Sri Lanka. 
 

Analysis at individual, household, community, and national context 
 

As mentioned above, there have been many studies and analysis 
 on the status of women ever since the UN Declaration of the International Year / 
Decade for Women. These are too numerous to mention here.  
What is of particular relevance is that at the individual, household and community 
level, SEEDS’ provides a comprehensive package of micro finance services to 
clients without any discrimination as regards gender, or any other divisive factor. 
On the contrary, SEEDS takes affirmative action to encourage women not only to 
apply for loans and other services, but also to apply for positions of leadership in 
Sarvodaya-linked village societies and community banks. Such interventions 
have given women a high sense of self-confidence and self-worth, and a place in 
their households and in the community. 
It has been observed that women clients are more creditworthy as they repay 
their loans without delay. 
At the national level, women continue to occupy high positions and the highest 
echelons of political power, since they have enjoyed the franchise even before 
Independence in 1948. The country ranks high in the list of developing nations in 
terms of its social indicators and is regarded as a model nation in relation to other 
nations in the region. 
However, women’s contribution, both as caregiver and worker, has been largely 
ignored when formulating national policy and in important sectors of national 
development. 
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Moving beyond practical needs to address strategic constraints 

Sri Lanka’s Constitution protects and safeguards the rights of women as to 
equality and non-discrimination. Hence there is equal access to education, 
healthcare and employment. But these have not always guaranteed security and 
stability for poor women. Many women, especially among the urban and rural 
poor are engaged in underpaid or menial jobs in factories, homes and offices. 
The same is true in the estate and agriculture sectors, where women do not 
enjoy equal pay for equal work. 
While it is imperative to address such issues, there is a looming threat to the 
country’s economy at the macro level, and also at the domestic and community 
levels. This is the large number of women workers in the garment industry, who 
may be out of employment with the ending of the Multi Fibre Agreement in 2005, 
and the subsequent open market policy. (I believe that Bangladesh has already 
put in place mechanisms to counter this threat and it is time that we in Sri Lanka 
did so as well.) 
The other threat is the migration of women as domestic labour to other countries. 
Although the country’s foreign reserves are augmented by the large remittances 
sent by these women, the human consequences negate this contribution. Many 
women migrants are denied their basic rights and are treated as slave labour, 
while on the domestic front, the result of their absence from the hearth and home 
not only affects individuals and families but the entire social fabric. 
The third factor is the emergence of women-heads of households. New laws 
should be enacted to clarify the status of women, whose husbands have 
disappeared. They should have the right to own property, which would serve as 
collateral, making them eligible for higher micro finance facilities. They should 
also be given every incentive to access markets and obtain fair prices for their 
produce. 
While SEEDS has not specifically targeted such groups, there is a vacuum here 
that needs to be filled. Our experience with the Ranaviru Seva Authority should 
provide some guidelines for this purpose, where such marginalised women would 
be mainstreamed into the national economy.  

 
Methods for Measuring Impact 

There is no disaggregated data when measuring the impact of women’s 
contribution to the national economy, much less when it comes to the impact of 
micro finance in the lives and livelihoods of women.  
Indicators to determine poverty levels leave out the contribution of women to the 
household and to the nation’s economic growth. This should be changed, 
because even a housebound woman engages in sewing, home gardening, 
poultry keeping and such other activities that do not hinder her from her 
household chores. Furthermore, the effect on children left unsupervised or in the 
custody of a relative or caregiver in their formative years is largely psychological 
and may be carried forward to their adult life. 
Research studies indicate income variances in the rural sector according to 
seasonality. But this is equally true of men as of women.  
Women also carry the double burden of caregiver to the family, sometimes to the 
extended family of parents or parents-in-law, in addition to contributing towards 
the family income.  
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IV. Conclusions – New Ideas and the way forward 

The following are some ideas, specific to the country, which will help women to 
further contribute towards the well being of the community and work as equal 
partners in the nation’s growth. 

Women should have – 
1. access to technology, which would help them to develop their 

enterprises and establish market linkages; 
2. proper title to land, the lack of which is a deterrent to obtain loans 

from banks and financial institutions; 
3. special safeguards to protect them from being victims of domestic 

violence, rape and abuse; 
4. the opportunity to fulfil their potential through trade related 

disciplines, certified by vocational, technical or management training 
institutions offering study courses on such subjects. 

Furthermore, having ratified the ILO Convention No. 18 on Workmen’s Compensation 
(Occupational Diseases); Sri Lanka should also ratify the Conventions concerning 
Occupational Safety and Health in the Working Environment as well as in Agriculture. 
Talented women entrepreneurs with a high rate of financial credibility should be able to 
access larger credit facilities to enhance their enterprises, and finally, there should be 
gender sensitisation programs in order to mainstream gender into microfinance.  
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Annexure 1 
 

SEEDS’ GENDER POLICY 
 
Introduction 
SEEDS recognises the important role women play in the social and economic development of 
Sri Lanka, and the necessity for their equal participation with men as agents of change in order 
to achieve equitable and sustainable development.  
SEEDS has promoted a policy of gender equality, both internally and with respect to its clients 
and, in fact, the majority of SEEDS’ program clients are women. In order to increase the focus 
within its organisation and to provide a framework for further improvement, a formal policy has 
been developed, where SEEDS will not tolerate gender discrimination in any form. 
 
Policy Statement 
SEEDS is aware of the cultural, economic and socio-political barriers that restrict women's 
meaningful participation and is committed to : 

1. reducing and eliminating these barriers 
2. promoting a change of attitude among both women and men 
3. promoting gender equality in the development process 
4. promoting gender equality within the organisation 
5. engendering an atmosphere of full recognition, acceptance and participation of 

women in the development process at all levels 
Within the framework of gender equity, SEEDS will focus particular attention on women and to 
take proactive measures to promote the empowerment of women; the goal being the full 
participation of both men and women as agents and equal partners in determining and directing 
their own development. 
SEEDS will promote a common understanding of gender issues, approaches and expectations; 
while creating gender sensitivity and a commitment to gender equality throughout its operations. 
This will include equality of opportunity, equal access to resources and services and equality of 
representation, authority and decision-making. 
 
ACTION PLAN 
SEEDS will  

1. ensure that the staff at all levels are informed of the policy on gender; 
2. continue to support women-managed business enterprises; 
3. review and develop its training programs and extension services to increase their 

relevance for women; 
4. work specifically to identify market opportunities suitable for women clients, as well 

as proactively encourage women to enter traditionally male enterprises; 
5. conduct a survey to identify the particular needs of potential clients; 
6. encourage equitable participation of women in managerial decision-making positions 

at SEEDS, in the Sarvodaya Shramadana Societies at village level and in the 
Sarvodaya Development Banks; 

7. increase the skills and capabilities of all SEEDS’ staff and partners to undertake 
gender equitable programs and projects; 

8. increase the role of women by further facilitating their promotion within the 
organisation; 

9. provide awareness training for staff and establish concrete guidelines which can be 
applied to  

 identifying gender issues 
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 ensuring a positive impact on gender relations within the programs and within 
the organisation 

 involving both women and men equitably in the planning and decision-making 
processes 

 maximising the potential to strengthen women's social and economic position 
in the family and community. 
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Annexure 2 
 

 

ROSAMALI 

Her name is Enderawasam Gamage 
Rosamali. She and her husband both hail 
from the same village in Walpita North in the 
district of Galle. They have three young 
children, all daughters. Initially, their 
livelihood was a small bakery, which they 
operated from their home. However, lack of 
sufficient capital prevented them from 
developing it further. 
As an active member of the Walpita North 
Sarvodaya Shramadana Society, Rosamali 
was able to obtain a loan of Rs 10,000, 
which she invested in expanding their 

bakery. A further loan of Rs 15,000 enabled her to replace the bicycle with a motorcycle for 
delivery services. 
Rosamali records with gratitude the advice and guidance she received from SEEDS' Enterprise 
Promotion Officers and also the valuable advice given to her by the Enterprise Development 
Officer in Galle towards upgrading and diversifying her bakery products. With this in mind 
Rosamali bought a Trishaw. Since her Society savings had amounted to about Rs. 85,000, the 
Galle District Office was able to grant her the full purchase amount of Rs 152,900 for the 
Trishaw. Rosamali was not only able to have her daily transport needs fulfilled but also earn an 
additional income by hiring out the Trishaw. 
Not being aware that she possessed a valid driver's licence, a few discontented men who were 
jealous that Rosamali drove her own Trishaw, tried to trap her into an accident with the 
connivance of a lorry driver. However, they failed in their attempt. 
However, her fellow trishaw drivers rallied round Rosamali and soon they provided her with 
opportunities, especially to transport patients to hospital. Rosamali, plying her trishaw in the 
vicinity of Karapitiya and Mahamodera hospitals, is a familiar sight. 
In spite of her very busy schedule, Rosamali does not fail to participate in the training programs 
and meetings of the Sarvodaya Development Bank and she has increased the amount of 
savings in the accounts held by her husband and their three daughters. 
Her endeavours are the result of her considerable determination and courage in the face of 
opposition. Rosamali has also displayed her capabilities by settling within 2 years, the loan 
which was due to be settled over a period of 4 years. 
She receives love and recognition from everyone who knows her and has become a role model 
for other women. She is an exemplary character, not one who is dependent on others. She 
acknowledges all the help given by the officials of the Walpita North Sarvodaya Development 
Bank for her success. 
What would be her next target? Maybe she will develop a transport service and provide 
employment to others. Only time will show. There is no doubt, however, that Rosamali would 
continue to work diligently to realise her dreams. 
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Gender and Microfinance: Mainstreaming Gender in Microfinance 
Workshop of INAFI Bangladesh Foundation, 12-13, October 2004 

Inaugural Address 
 
Mr. F.H. Abed (Chair, INAFI International Foundation, Chairperson, BRAC) 
 
Dear participants, network members, invited guests, ladies and gentlemen; I am 
pleased to see all of you here.  
 
INAFI has come a long way these last few years in defining itself as network, prioritising its 
mission, and providing an alternative voice to the mainstream development powers. INAFI’s 
philosophy is significant in that it recognises that sound financial management and sustainability 
issues are crucial to the lasting effects of microfinance delivery to the poor, but it does not place 
them as an isolated priority. INAFI recognises that poverty is a multi-dimensional problem, and 
that microfinance is only one strategy to contribute to the alleviation of poverty and 
empowerment of the most disadvantaged groups. In our work as development practitioners, 
empowerment is a crucial issue, because it recognises that the poor must and can be agents of 
their own development. It recognises their determination and hard work, and their amazing 
resilience against all manner of barriers and limitations. INAFI’s philosophy recognises this 
indomitable spirit of the poor, and through its work seeks to give shape and expression to the 
social capital of microfinance clients.  
 
It is not enough for us to just ensure that the families we work with increase their income and 
take increasingly larger loan amounts. These can be good things, but they must be balanced 
with deeper outreach to those individuals who are the most marginalised. The hard-core poor, 
those suffering from terminal illnesses such as AIDS or malaria, minority communities, young 
mothers, and widows are all in need of specialised services that harness and unleash their 
potentials within the confines of their realities, while at the same time challenging the structural 
limitations of those realities. This is where INAFI’s emphasis on impact, especially social impact, 
is so forward-thinking. Long lasting changes, especially in women’s lives, will not happen 
without holistic attention to social development. Education, health, empowerment, and 
leadership – these are the weapons that in combination with targeted microfinance, can break 
down barriers and make development truly sustainable. 
 
The current discourse among development practitioners and researchers continues to see 
sustainability as a more or less financial issue. Recent developments in the sector have been 
placing more interest in what is called pro-poorest microfinance and in gender approaches to 
development. The expansion of the discourse in encouraging, and I like to think that INAFI has 
in some way helped shift the debate. Yet the challenge remains to ensure that development 
work in these and other issues retains its humanistic base. Even as we talk of mainstreaming 
gender, there is tendency to justify it and explain it in terms of women’s greater likelihood of 
repaying loans on time and women’s greater responsibility in using a loan for family income and 
welfare. These are very good things, yet I am fearful that emphasising this aspect of 
mainstreaming gender, the aspect which highlights women merely as a better risk in the drive 
for cost-recovery, will dampen the imagination of practitioners and limit what kinds of strategies 
are considered consistent with mainstreaming gender in microfinance. Because first and 
foremost, we must envision mainstreaming gender in microfinance, and the empowering 
process it can initiate, as something necessary in and of itself, and distinct from the financial 
sustainability paradigm that is currently dominating the discourse. 
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I think this intellectual achievement of separating empowerment and an engendered 
microfinance perspective from financial concerns is the first step involved in mainstreaming 
gender. It is then possible to look at our interventions in a new way, and to ask ourselves the 
right questions when designing products, while implementing service delivery, while monitoring 
and evaluating, and when revising our programmes. I think it is also important to realise that 
before it is possible to mainstream gender at the level of field and programmatic activity, we 
must first mainstream it into our own psyche at the office and institutional level. Practitioners 
themselves must change their attitudes and re-direct their priorities for mainstreaming gender to 
be successful. It is not enough to develop a gender section, and leave it to the responsibility of a 
few individuals. Compartmentalising gender issues only serves to negate the seriousness of the 
task at hand. A better strategy seems to be one that diffuses the responsibility for 
mainstreaming gender, and consequently promoting equality, throughout all departments and all 
employees. This is the way that institutions learn and change, and that values that are written in 
a mission statement or annual report are translated into the culture of the workplace.  
 
This is not an easy thing to do. Bangladesh is a conservative place, and ingrained perceptions 
are very difficult to change. But unless we do make the effort to change them, to raise 
awareness about issues and ways of looking at a problem that may not have even occurred to 
someone, then we as practitioners and as managers will not have the capacity or necessary 
insights to promote equality among our clients, their families, and their communities. Gender 
awareness training is crucial in this regard. Employees can be taught how to analyse a situation 
according to the factors that are influencing power, and the creation and variability of choice 
within a given context. They can learn how to respond constructively to the structures that 
define relationships. These are skills that can be imparted not just through specifically gender 
training sessions, but also in all training. While learning about such things as financial 
management, participatory research, and enterprise development, practitioners can be 
concurrently learning to evaluate them from a gendered perspective.  
 
Again, this kind of training and commitment to mainstreaming gender throughout an 
organisation is not easy. It requires first building the capacity of the trainers, and educating and 
securing the interest of the managers and supervisors. All of this can be done. The very fact that 
this workshop is being held is testament to the commitment of many people to see it happen. 
INAFI’s initiative to develop a gender policy for microfinance is an especially pertinent strategy. 
Without first committing oneself on paper, in a permanent and thought-through form, to 
mainstreaming gender, it cannot easily become a dominant part of an MFI’s culture and values. 
I think today we can see ourselves as taking a giant first step in a renewed commitment to 
attaining gender equality within our working environment and for the people we are partnering 
with, both women and men, to achieve a kind of development that is characterised by dignity, 
respect, and cooperation. 
 
I wish all of you the best as you spend the next two days considering a lot of important 
issues, and formulating strategies that will transform the sector. I look forward to seeing 
the results of your efforts. Thank you. 
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Mainstreaming Gender in Microfinance 
Keynote Speech of INAFI Bangladesh National Workshop, 12-13 October 2004 

Dr. Humaira Islam 
 
Mr. Abed, distinguished panelists and guests, ladies and gentlemen, thank you for 
giving me the opportunity this morning to say a few words about a most important topic. 
I would especially like to thank INAFI Bangladesh for taking the initiative to arrange this 
seminar and for bringing together so many dedicated practitioners, donors, and 
academics. I am hopeful that together we can have many fruitful discussions in the next 
two days, and come away with a renewed commitment to mainstreaming gender and a 
fresh perspective on how to do this. 
 
When we talk about the process of mainstreaming gender, I think most of us have in 
mind the end goal of gender equality. We are as yet a long way from achieving equality, 
and I think it is more useful to consider the language of empowerment, which is really a 
prerequisite to achieving equality. Of course our conceptions of all of these terms are 
often rather nebulous, and unless one is a gender specialist, unpackaging them in a 
meaningful way that leads to strategies for action is not an intuitive process. I think this 
seminar will play a necessary role in digging deeper into the meaning of gender, and 
applying a gender approach to microfinance practices. 
 
In the context of microfinance, I know from my own experiences with Shakti Foundation 
that empowerment is not an automatic outgrowth of savings and credit provision. In fact, 
due to entrenched structural and cultural reasons, microfinance may even in some 
cases serve as the engine of further disenfranchisement of already vulnerable women. 
They may simply turn over the loan to their husbands, while retaining the stress and 
burden of repayment. In other circumstances, microfinance may have raised 
expectations by husbands that women will take over household expenses and leave the 
men with more disposable income for leisure activities that may be detrimental to the 
family. Once we recognised this reality at Shakti, it then became possible to re-evaluate 
our services in such a way as to harness the real potential of microfinance to overcome 
structural barriers to development and combine this with specialised services that 
congruently promote empowerment.  
 
The group format for delivery of microfinance that is prevalent around the world 
provides an ideal opportunity for women to come together and gain strength and 
inspiration from each other. Just attending the meetings each week can be an 
empowering act for many of the poor women we are working with in Bangladesh, who 
might otherwise be confined to the home and left without a peer support network. The 
weekly meetings are also the perfect time to introduce training and awareness sessions 
that give the women the confidence and ability to manage the loans themselves. Within 
this context, the resulting accumulation of savings and assets and contribution to the 
household budget can also be empowering, and increase a woman’s stature within the 
family. Perhaps most importantly, membership in a microfinance group can provide the 
opportunity to go beyond participation to leadership. In terms of mainstreaming gender 
in microfinance, creating space for leadership positions and making the effort to 
promote this aspect of it I consider to be vitally important. That is why Shakti has formed 
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committees made up of our microfinance clients who work to serve the interests of the 
members themselves. Capacity building initiatives are also creating new leaders in the 
community in areas such as health and business development, and this can also 
translate into a new source of income and prestige. 
 
Just now I have been mentioning the empowering effects of involving women in 
participatory microfinance. Going further along these same lines, I think that 
mainstreaming gender can include efforts to involve women in the decision-making 
process of an MFI. Of course in practice this is a difficult thing to do, but disenfranchised 
women as well as the success of the sector could be benefited if we give some thought 
on how to make it happen. Maybe we could start with more informal means of 
discovering what our clients really think about our programmes, and what kind of 
improvements they would like to see. Market research prior to product development and 
spending additional time speaking with clients may be a good start. I would encourage 
us all to give more attention to the empowering possibilities of a more demand-driven 
and participatory microfinance sector. 
 
A final point I would like to make centers around microfinance for long-time users. There 
is a danger that microfinance will be tailored to meet the needs of traditional female 
employment, which is usually characterised by less pay and less opportunity for 
expansion, and it doing so will unwittingly trap women into their more conservative and 
customary roles. While it is important to provide microfinance that is accessible and 
consistent with women’s realities, it is equally necessary to find ways to help graduated 
clients. Larger loans, in combination with adequate business training in managing 
expanding ventures, have so far been relatively neglected. If we are really interested in 
promoting empowerment and ultimately equality, I think that practitioners must evaluate 
the pathways of empowerment towards an end goal, and devise products and services 
accordingly. 
 
Now I have only briefly touched upon some of the pertinent issues as relates to 
mainstreaming gender. Of course there are numerous more that must be evaluated with 
greater depth than I have done here. That is what this seminar is for. Let me just close 
by reminding us all that mainstreaming gender is a process, as well as a mindset. It is 
encouraging that so many of us are here these next two days to make that mindset 
more firmly entrenched within the sector. Thank you. 
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Gender and Microfinance: Mainstreaming Gender in Microfinance 
INAFI Bangladesh Foundation, 12-13 October 2004 

Speech by Mr. Zakir Hossain, Chair of INAFI Bangladesh Foundation and 
Executive Director of Buro Tangail 

 
Ladies and Gentlemen, as Chair of INAFI Bangladesh Foundation, I would like to welcome you 
all to what will be a most fruitful workshop on a critical issue. I am here to share with you my 
perspectives as a practitioner on issues in gender and microfinance. There is a lot of literature 
available based on sound academic work that has brought gender equality to the forefront of the 
development agenda. This is good and necessary. But we must also not forget that gender and 
powerlessness is very contextual, and very local. That is why practitioner experiences and 
commitment to mainstreaming gender are crucial for its success. This workshop is attended by 
professionals of all flavours, but with an emphasis on shared learning of the best practices of 
some really impactful MFIs. To my mind, this is the best step forward, and I am optimistic that 
we can come up with some policy consensus and realistic plan of action for further 
mainstreaming gender in the sector. 
 
I have some suggestions of my own based on our work at Buro Tangail. I think that demand-
driven microfinance goes hand-in-hand with mainstreaming gender. We spend a lot of time 
finding out what it is our clients want from microfinance and accordingly devising tailor-made 
products. This is something that is important if we want to promote empowerment for women. 
Our clients need flexible collateral requirements, repayment periods that coincide with livelihood 
cycles and important life events, and opportunities to use credit for consumption, education, and 
health, as well as for income generation. Social security is a critical issue and often can be 
considered a prerequisite for empowerment. Engendered microfinance must find alternative 
ways to address this issue. Health insurance, life insurance, and finance for disaster relief are 
some possibilities that require further exploration. Flexible savings is another product that can 
be designed according to the coping strategies of poor women. Savings represent some social 
security for our women clients, yet there is tremendous pressure from husbands, children, 
family, and friends to withdraw it and share. So at the same time that women need flexible 
access to savings to weather an emergency, they also need savings with more restricted 
access to ensure that the money remains in the control of the woman who saved it. 
 
Of course these are just a few examples of ways that we can make microfinance more gender 
sensitive. I’m sure that our presentations today and our discussions later on will overturn other 
possibilities. What I urge all of us to do is take whatever we learn in these next two days back to 
our own organisations, share them with our colleagues, and put them into practice. Thank you. 
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Welcome and Opening remarks 
 
Respected Chairperson of the opening session, Distinguished Guests, honorable Resource 
persons, members of the Network, Ladies and Gentlemen: 
 
It is a great pleasure for me to welcome all of you to the National Workshop on Gender and 
Microfinance: Mainstreaming Gender in Microfinance. I know, despite your busy schedule all of 
you have made the time to be here and have taken an interest in our efforts by participating and 
sharing your valued experiences. Your experiences and participation in our national workshop 
will certainly contribute towards better knowledge and understating about gender as well as the 
micro finance sector as a whole. 
 
On the eve of this moment of the opening session of the national workshop organised by INAFI 
Bangladesh Foundation, I would like to take this opportunity to say something about INAFI.  
 
The International Network of Alternative Financial Institutions (INAFI) is a global network of 
development practitioners that are committed to improving the lives and livelihoods of the poor 
in the regions of Africa, Asia, Eastern Europe, and Latin America through the provision of a 
range of financial and non-financial services. INAFI is a united effort of development 
organisations, including practitioner institutions and supportive networks who are committed to 
the development of a microfinance sector that has the ability to effectively focus the essential 
goals of institutional performance, significant outreach and financial sustainability, without 
compromising the basic developmental objectives of engendering social impact.  
  
Initiated and promoted by NOVIB, representatives of NGOs and MFIs of the three most 
economically depressed regions of the world established the International Network of 
Alternative Financial Institutions (INAFI) in 1995 as a not-for-profit and registered it as an NGO 
under Peruvian law. Later, in May 2003, all three regions (INAFI Africa, INAFI Asia and INAFI 
Latin America) merged together to establish INAFI International Foundation, which is registered 
in The Hague, The Netherlands, and functions as the global arm of INAFI. INAFI is comprised of 
three regional networks - INAFI Africa, INAFI Asia, and INAFI Latin America. INAFI Asia 
network runs through four national chapters (Bangladesh, India, Nepal, and Philippines) and a 
regional secretariat. 
 
We aim to create an enabling environment that facilitates the provision of efficient and 
sustainable credit, savings and other financial services to the world’s poor. We are all bound by 
common goals—to serve as catalysts for poverty reduction, create income opportunities for the 
enterprising poor, and enhance our clients’ overall well being, including social development. 
INAFI Bangladesh Foundation is committed to creating a vibrant microfinance sector in 
Bangladesh that will balance sustainability, outreach and impact. 
 
Bangladesh is considered to be the birthplace of micro credit and is known worldwide for its 
innovative methodology and poverty focused approaches along with social development 
initiatives. It became a learning ground for the rest of the world community, and everyone looks 
at Bangladesh’s innovations with respect to methodology, products, and social development. 
Microfinance in Bangladesh has grown significantly over the last decade and it is still growing 
both in terms of outreach and portfolio. Almost 13 million poor people have been included in 
microfinance services. Most of them are women. It is obviously a great achievement; no other 
development interventions have been able to include such a huge outreach and facilitate 
women to come out of the home and organise in a group. Managing financial resources for the 
family and engaging themselves in income generating activities have upgraded their position in 



 
94

the family as well as at the societal level. There is no doubt that microfinance has promoted 
gender equality in many ways. Along with some successes in promoting gender equality, we 
feel it is our responsibilities to investigate further the impediments and issues confronting 
gender equality. Are we careful to investigate whether women are being used as instruments to 
manage financial resources for the family, further marginalised as they struggle to repay a loan 
that a husband has used but is disinclined to repay, and overburdened with additional work, or 
whether women are developing the skills to run an enterprise by themselves and control their 
resources and income? 
 
As a network of alternative micro finance practitioners, at INAFI, we feel that it is our 
responsibility to define and conceptualise gender, and link the agenda with the present practice. 
We mirror the growth of the sector but we believe that, while recognising the many 
achievements of the industry over the past decade, we feel we need to pause and reconsider 
where we are - what microfinance is all about and whom it is for.  
 
Advancing gender equality remains a pertinent challenge for the microfinance sector. It is an 
integral component to the process of poverty alleviation, and a necessity in the positive 
evolution of human development. It is also a fundamental human right. Efforts to mainstream 
gender within the microfinance sector mean more than just counting the number of loans given 
to women. Rather, mainstreaming gender requires a more holistic approach, and involves 
viewing all functions of an organisation through the prism of accessibility to women. It requires a 
concerted analysis of how strategies, programmes, products, and policies affect women 
differently than men, and then tailoring them to promote women’s empowerment. Mainstreaming 
gender is not an end in itself, but rather describes the process of attaining gender equality. 
Importantly, mainstreaming gender requires a focus on results, rather than just verbal and 
written statements. 
This workshop seeks to reiterate definitions of gender and equality, and to conceptualise the 
nature of the gender problem in Bangladesh. It will provide INAFI Bangladesh’s responses and 
strategies for mainstreaming gender both at the client and institutional level, and reinforce 
gender equality as a central concern of MFIs. INAFI has recently initiated a programme of 
action-research on mainstreaming gender, and this workshop is the culmination of the first 
phase of the research. Five of our member organisations – ASA BRAC, SHAKTI, TMSS 
UDDIPAN - were requested to develop case studies in a prescribed format regarding their 
organisation’s experiences with mainstreaming gender. They were chosen for their 
demonstrated leadership in promoting gender equality, and their diversity in approach and size. 
All four-member organisations eagerly accepted our challenge, and are prepared to present 
their findings as a focal point of the workshop. We hope that these presentations will initiate 
practical debate on how to monitor and measure gender equality within the microfinance sector, 
and on what mechanisms to employ. The ultimate goal is the development of a policy 
consensus for mainstreaming gender among INAFI member organisations and a forward plan of 
action for implementing it.  
It is encouraging for us that this workshop has brought together so many practitioners, 
researchers, academics, and civil society and human rights organisations, and we hope this two 
day workshop will identify pertinent issues confronting gender equality that will help us to define 
and conceptualise gender in a more concrete terms, identify measurable indicators to assess 
gender equality, and develop mechanisms to measure overall gender performance.  
 

Thanking you all 
 
on behalf of INAFI 
MD. Atiqun Nabi 
Executive Director, INAFI 



 
95

INAFI Bangladesh Foundation 
National Workshop 

on 
Gender and Microfinance: Mainstreaming Gender in Microfinance 

Venue: BRAC Centre Inn, conference room (2nd floor), BRAC Centre 
Date: October 12-13, 2004 

Programme Schedule of the National Workshop 
 
Day 1 
 
Tuesday, 12 October 
 
09:00am - 09:30am   Registration and arrival tea 
 
Session 1    Inaugural Session  
 
09:30am - 10:30am   Chair 
     Mr. F.H. Abed 

Chair, INAFI International Foundation and 
Chairperson, BRAC 

 
09:30am - 09:45am   Welcome and Opening Remarks 
     Mr. Atiqun Nabi, Executive Director, INAFI Asia 
 
09:45am - 10:00am   Speech by 

Mr. Zakir Hossain 
Chairman, INAFI Bangladesh Foundation and 
Executive Director, Buro Tangail  
 

10:00am - 10:15am   Keynote Speech by  
Dr. Humaira Islam 
Treasurer and Member Board of Trustees,  
INAFI Asia and Executive Director, Shakti  
Foundation 
 

10:15am - 10:30am   Inaugural Speech by the Chair  
F.H. Abed 
Chair, INAFI International Foundation and 
Chairperson, BRAC 
 

10:30am - 11:00am   Tea break 
 
Session 2    Background Paper Presentation 
 
11:00am - 11:30am   Chair 

Dr. Humaira Islam 
Presentation of INAFI concept note on Mainstreaming 
Gender 

     Ms. Theresa Condor 
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     Consultant, INAFI Asia 
 
Session –3    Gender Case Study Presentations 
 
11:30am - 01:00pm   Chair 

Dr. Toffael Ahmed  
Professor of Public Administration 
Chittagong University  
 
Presentation of case studies 

      
TMSS 

Ms. Ferdoushi Begum, Assistant Director (WD) 
UDDIPAN 

Mr. Emranul Huq Chowdhury, Executive Director 
SHAKTI 

Dr. Humaira Islam, Executive Director 
ASA 

Mr. A.K.M. Aminur Rashid Muhit, Director (Prog) 
BRAC 
     Ms. Sheepa Hafiz, Programme Head  
 
01:00pm - 02:00pm   Lunch 
 
02:00pm - 03:00pm   Continued presentation of Case Studies 
 
03:00pm - 04:00pm  Open discussion on Case Studies 
 
04:00pm - 04:15pm  Tea 
 
Session 4    Presentations from the Region 
 
04:15pm - 05:00pm  Chair 
  Moses Ochieng, Team Leader, CARE INCOME  

 
Pakistan 
Combined Paper of SRSP, ACE, and 
Khwendo Kor 

Ms. Salma Amir, Microfinance Coordinator 
Srilanka 
SEEDS 

Mr. Shakila Wijewardena, Managing Director  
Nepal  

WCS 
Ms. Vijaya K.C, Director  
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Day – 2 
 
Wednesday, 13 October 
 
Session – 4     Highlights and Summaries     
09.00am - 09:30am   Participant arrival and tea 
 
09.30am - 09.45am   Highlights and summaries of day one discussion  
     Ms. Mahmuda Akter, Programme Officer 
     INAFI International Foundation 
 
Session – 5     Plenary Session on Gender Issues  
09:45am -11:00am   Chair 

Dr. Humaira Islam, Executive Director, SHAKTI  
Panelists 

Mrs. Parveen Mahmud, Deputy Managing Director, 
PKSF  
Mr. Afsan Chowdhury, Director Human Rights and  
Advocacy, BRAC 
Begum Ferdousi Sultana, Head Gender and 
Development/NGO, Asian Development Bank  
Mr. Atiqun Nabi, Executive Director, INAFI Asia 
 

11:00am-11: 30am   Tea break 
 
Session – 6    Working Group Formation and Discussion 
11:30am - 01:30pm   Moderator 

Ms. Naheed Sultana, Plan-International 
Issues for Discussion  

 Defining gender and conceptualising empowerment 
 Indicators for measuring gender inequality 
 Mechanism and process for measuring gender 

performance  
       
01:30pm - 02:30pm   Lunch break 
 
02:30pm - 04:00pm   Presentations from the Working Groups and 

Open Discussion 
 
04:00pm - 04:30pm   Tea break 
 

Session – 7     Closing Session 
 

04:30pm - 04:45pm   Consensus on the Issues  
     Theresa Condor 
     Consultant, INAFI Asia 
 
04:45pm - 05:00pm   Way Forward and Concluding Remarks 
     Atiqun Nabi, Executive Director, INAFI Asia  
 
5:00pm    Vote of Thanks 

Ms. Mahbuba Haque 
Programme Officer, INAFI Asia 
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INAFI BANGLADESH NATIONAL GENDER PARTICIPANT LIST 
DATE: OCTOBER 12-13, 2004 

 
INAFI Member Orgnisations 

 
Name Title Organisation 

Mr. Enamul Haq Executive Vice President 
Mr. A.K.M Aminur Rashid 
Muhit 

Director 
ASA 

Ms. Sheepa Hafiza Programme Head, 
Advocacy 

Ms. Anjuman Ara  Regional Manager, Women 
Enterprise Development 
Programme 

Mr. Badurl Alam Manager, Microfinance 
Programme  

BRAC 

Ms. Tamanna Yasmin Khan Management Training 
Ms. Syeda Obaida Haque Deputy Director 
Ms. Sahida Parvin  

SHAKTI 

Ms. Ferdoushi Begum Assistant Director (WD) 
Dr. Aminur Rahman Assistant Director, Research 
Mr. Md Ataur Rahman Director Institutional 

Activities 

TMSS 

Mr. Md. Shamsuddin Khan Executive Director 
(ANNESA) 

Ms. Sadhana Bepari Executive Director (DMUS) 
Mr. Md. Abul Hossain  Executive Director (BVDC)  

BNC, 
Barishal NGO Coordination 
 

Mr. Monirul Islam Programme Officer Buro Tangail (BT) 
Mr. Md.Kamaluddin Manager (CBS) CDF 
Mr. Mizanur Rahaman Khan Asst. Manager 

Communication  
IIRD 

Mr. Nurie Alam Deputy Director Financial 
Services 

PROSHIKA 

Mr. Emranul Huq 
Chowdhury 

Director  

Mr. Abdul Khaleque Senior Monitoring Officer 

UDDIPAN 

 
INAFI Potential Member Organisations 
 

Name Title Organisation 

Ms. Niru Shamsunnahar 
Siddique 

Assistant Manager, HRD 

Mr. Manishankar Howlader Programme Officer 

PADAKHEP Manabik 
Unnayan Kendra 

Mr. Md. Zahedul Hasan Manager Finance PAGE Development Centre 
Ms. Zahida Kabir Executive Director SAJIDA FOUNDATION 
Mr. A.O.M Abdus Samad Head-Research and Staff 

Development 
ASHRAI 
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International NGOs 
 

Name Title Organisation 
Mr. Moses Ochieng Team Leader 
Ms. Farhana Ferdous  Technical Officer 
Ms. Majeda Haq Gender Advisor 

CARE BANGLADESH 

Ms. Umme Salma Coordinator – Gender HRD 
Mr. Achyut Hari Aryal Technical Adviser –Micro 

Finance 

CONCERN 

Ms. Naheed Sultana 
(CMHC Project) 

- PLAN BANGLADESH 

 
Local Organisations 

 
Name Title Organisation 
Ms. Parveen Mahmud  Deputy Managing Director 
Mr. Golam Touhid Deputy General Manager 

(operation) 

PKSF 

Ms. Hasne Ara Begum  PDBF 
Dr. Faustina Pereira Director ASK 

 
Local Donors 

 
Name Title Organisation 

Ms. Nermeen Shams Rouf Research Analyst (South 
Asia Poverty Reduction and 
Economic Management) 

World Bank Bangladesh 

Ms. Begum Ferdousi 
Sultana 

Gender & Development / 
NGO Coordination, Head 

ASIAN Development Bank 
(ADB) 

 
Representatives from INAFI Family 

 
Name Title Organisation 

Ms. Anjum Naheed Bahadur Regional Program Officer  SRSP 
Ms. Salma Amir Microfinance Coordinator  Khwendo Kor 
Mr. Sadiq Hussain Project Coordinator ACE 
Mr. Shakila Wijewardena Managing Director SEEDS 
Ms. Bijaya K.C. Director WCS INAFI Nepal 

 
INAFI International Foundation Board Members 

 
Name Title Organisation 

Mr. F.H. Abed Chair INAFI International 
Foundation, Chairperson 
BRAC 

INAFI International  
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Special Guests 
 

Name Title Organisation 
Ms. Marie Jo A. Cortijo Consultant INAFI International 
Mr. Afsan Chowdhury Director Advocacy BRAC 
Adv. Ayesha Khatoon Staff Lawyer 
Adv. Belgish Nafisa Hoque Staff Lawyer 

SOCIETY OF JUSTICE 
 

Ms. Mausumi Sharmin Research Officer  Nagoric Uddaig 
Mr. Dr. Tofail Ahmed  LGED 

 
INAFI Asia and Bangladesh Board Members 

 
Name Title Organisation 

Dr. Imran Matin Director, Research BRAC 
Mr. Hassan Ali Executive Director PBK 
Mr. Fazlul Kader Deputy General Manager  PKSF 
Dr. Humaira Islam Executive Director SHAKTI 
Mr. Zakir Hossain Executive Director Buro Tangail (BT) 

 
INAFI Dhaka Team 

 
Name Title Organisation 

Mr. MD. Atiqun Nabi Executive Director INAFI Asia 
Ms. Mahabuba Haque Programme Officer, Member 

Service & Administration  
INAFI Asia 

Ms. Theresa Condor  Consultant INAFI Asia 
Ms. Mahmuda Akter Programme officer INAFI International 

Foundation 
Mr. Rashed Al Hasan Programme officer INAFI Bangladesh 
Mr. Ahmed Bin Hafiz Finance Officer  INAFI Asia  
Mr. Kazi Mahin Mahmood IT Officer INAFI Asia 
Mr. Rafiqul Islam Jibon Executive Assistant  INAFI Asia 

 



 
101

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

International Network of Alternative Financial Institutions 
Navana Shefali, Apt # 2-D, House # 11,Road # 14, Gulshan # 1, Dhaka –1212, Bangladesh 

Tel: 880-2-8853576,880-2-8811613, Email: inafi.asia@inafiasia.net. Website: www.inafiasia.net 


