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Abstract 

 

Women’s Experiences of Economic Empowerment: A Study on the 
Intent and Effect of NGO Empowerment Programs in Urban Ghana 

and India 

 

Kristin Leigh Krenz, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2012 

 

Supervisor:  Dorie Gilbert 

 

This study explores the effect of two NGO empowerment programs on the lives 

of women in urban slum communities of Ghana and India. In particular, the research aims 

to understand whether and to what extent economic empowerment through microfinance 

and skills training addresses women’s basic need and gender inequality in contexts of 

urban poverty. Considering the centrality of “empowerment” to collective feminist 

politics as well as development policy and practice, the purpose of this study is to 

contemplate what “empowerment” actually means from the perspective of those actively 

engaged in the process. Based on the survey and interview responses of program clients, 

this project explores the depth and scope of NGO empowerment interventions and 

considers steps that can be taken to further women’s empowerment. 
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Chapter One: Introduction 

 Since the mid-1980s, concern for women’s empowerment has grown within the 

field of international development. Though initially theorized by Third World feminists 

as a means to challenge patriarchal oppression through consciousness-raising and 

political activism, the notion of women’s empowerment has been embraced by 

mainstream development organizations and donors who see its value in reducing gender 

inequality and promoting social and economic development.1 While most development 

scholars, policymakers, and practitioners agree that gender discrimination and inequality 

require immediate and widespread attention, there is little agreement on how best to 

define and facilitate women’s empowerment. Development scholar Naila Kabeer 

characterizes empowerment broadly as the “process through which those who have been 

denied the ability to make strategic life choices acquire such an ability.”2 By expanding 

women’s capacity to “participate in, negotiate with, influence, control, hold accountable 

[and transform] institutions that affect their lives,” non-governmental organizations 

(NGOs), governments, and international development institutions each play a role in 

helping women overcome gender subordination.3 

 Although transnational feminist advocacy helped to raise global concern for 

gender issues, many feminists critique the way in which women’s empowerment has 

been incorporated into mainstream development discourse, policy and practice. Part of 

the problem stems from the co-occurrence of international commitment to women’s 

                                                
1 Srilatha Batliwala, "Taking the Power Out of Empowerment - an Experiential Account," Development in 
Practice 17, no. 4-5 (August 2007): 558 
2  Naila Kabeer, "Resources, Agency, Achievements: Reflections on the Measurement of Women's 
Empowerment," Development and Change 30 (1999): 435.  
3 The World Bank, Measuring Empowerment: Cross-Disciplinary Perspectives, ed. Deepa Narayan 
(Washington D.C.: The World Bank, 2005), 5.  
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empowerment and gender equality, and the widespread implementation of neoliberal 

policies designed to stimulate economic growth and wealth accumulation through the 

deregulation of markets and privatization of state functions.4 To speed the development 

of poorer countries, multi-lateral and bi-lateral development institutions like the World 

Bank and International Monetary Fund (IMF) began to advocate for women’s 

empowerment as a way to reduce poverty and fuel economic growth. Since that time, 

empowerment has been associated with the process by which women gain access to labor 

markets and accrue the skills necessary to productively participate in income-generating 

activities equally with men. The assumption is that expanding women’s access to basic 

education and financial capital will address gender inequality while contributing to 

poverty alleviation, given that women are more likely than men to re-invest their earnings 

back into their families and communities.5 From the perspective of feminists wary of 

neoliberal appropriation, the focus on individual rather than collective empowerment, 

“entrepreneurship and individual self-reliance, rather than co-operation to challenge 

power structures which subordinate women,” signifies a fundamental denaturing of 

“empowerment” as a political and transformatory idea.6  

 Beyond reducing empowerment to a process of economic inclusion, neoliberalism 

has also altered the role of government in the economy and society to the extent that 

many state responsibilities have been shifted to the market, local governments, and civil 

society organizations.7 Consequently, NGOs have come to play a major part in efforts to 

empower women, tackling issues and taking on commitments that governments are 

                                                
4 David Harvey, A Brief History of Neoliberalism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), 65.  
5 Linda Mayoux, "Questioning Virtuous Spirals: Micro-Finance and Women's Empowerment in Africa," 
Journal of International Development 11, no. 7 (December 1999): 959.  
6 Zoe Oxaal and Sally Baden, Gender and empowerment: definitions, approaches and implications for 
policy, BRIDGE: Development - Gender 40 (Brighton: Institute of Development Studies, 1997), 5. 
7 Jan Nijman, "Against the Odds: Slum Rehabilitation in Neoliberal Mumbai," Cities 25 (2008): 74.  
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unwilling or unable to fulfill. However, their role and influence on this process is highly 

contested. On the one hand, Cornwall et al. highlight the way in which civil society has 

“come to be regarded by development agencies and donors as a key space for 

intervention and control,”8 while James Petras more blatantly characterizes NGOs as the 

new face of global imperialism.9 Constrained by organizational structure and a 

competitive funding environment, most NGOs are at least somewhat beholden to the 

demands of donors who prefer to fund mainstream development “solutions” with 

quantifiable results. On the other hand, NGOs can provide marginalized communities 

with resources, information and the space necessary for personal development and 

collective mobilization.10 As Bebbington notes, “the presence of an NGO in a particular 

place can connect that place into a global network and bring new meanings, resources, 

forms of power, and a range of other influences to bear on that place.”11  

Considering the contentious nature of empowerment, its centrality to collective 

feminist politics as well as development policy and practice, the purpose of this study is 

to contemplate what “empowerment” actually means from the perspective of those 

actively engaged in the process. Through a dual case study analysis, I trace the intended 

and unintended effects of two NGO programs concerned with alleviating poverty and 

empowering women in urban slum communities. In light of the recent trend in 

development work towards market-based means of empowerment, I concentrate on two 

NGOs located in recently liberalized countries that offer programs to improve the 

                                                
8 Andrea Cornwall, Jasmine Gideon, and Kalpana Wilson, "Introduction: Reclaiming Feminism: Gender 
and Neoliberalism," IDS Bulletin 39, no. 6 (December 2008): 3.  
9 James Petras, "NGOs: In the Service of Imperialism," Journal of Contemporary Asia 29, no. 4 (May 
2007): 429.  
10 Andrea Cornwall, Jasmine Gideon, and Kalpana Wilson, "Introduction: Reclaiming Feminism: Gender 
and Neoliberalism," 3. 
11 Anthony Bebbington, "NGOs and Uneven Development: Geographies of Development Intervention," 
Progress in Human Geography 28, no. 6 (December 2004): 732.  
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employment prospects, self-sufficiency, and socio-economic circumstances of 

marginalized women in their respective communities: Self-Help Initiative Support 

Services (SISS) in Accra, Ghana, and Annapurna Pariwar in Mumbai, India. In devising 

this study, I was most interested in understanding whether and to what extent improved 

access to financial assets and services affect poor women’s ability to address basic need 

as well as strategic gender interests.  

The primary research questions guiding this study include: 

1. What is the depth and scope of women’s empowerment interventions? 

2. What are the strengths and weaknesses of such programs and are there disparities 

between projected and measured effects, including any unintended, latent 

consequences on women’s lives? 

3. What, if any, additional or alternative means of empowerment are needed? 

Utilizing a multi-method case study approach, I coordinated with two research 

assistants who collected observational, interview and survey data at each location over 

the course of three months. To determine whether economic assets and capabilities 

translate into wider empowerment, NGO clients were asked a series of questions about 

the influence of the program on various aspects of their lives. Because empowerment is a 

process and cannot simply be assessed at one moment in time, this study represents the 

first part of a larger longitudinal study, in which the same research participants will be 

observed over a longer period of time. To date, there have been few longitudinal and 

comparative studies of empowerment, particularly in urban areas.12 By profiling two 

research sites, this research seeks to highlight the contextual nature of empowerment and 

the structural parameters that influence the shape, speed and possibility of social change.  
                                                
12 Solava Ibrahim and Sabina Alkire, "Agency & Empowerment: A Proposal for Internationally 
Comparable Indicators" (Paper prepared for the workshop 'Missing Dimensions of Poverty Data,' Oxford 
UK, May 2007), 18. 



 5 

This study assumes a feminist theoretical approach in the attempt to document the 

knowledge, experiences, and concerns of women who participate in NGO empowerment 

programs. I focus on women’s empowerment because it represents a key concept in 

feminist theories of social change as well as a crucial factor in the achievement of gender 

equality. Considering the incorporation of “empowerment” into mainstream development 

discourse and the perpetuation of gender-based discrimination, violence and inequality, it 

is imperative that feminist researchers continue to question the meaning of empowerment 

and its role in social transformation. In the attempt to disrupt reductive representations of 

women in “developing” countries, my research is guided by the voices and experiences of 

women whose perspectives are too often muted and marginalized in society and within 

development discourse. As a process that increases women’s personal, interpersonal, 

and/or political power, feminist empowerment relies upon a vision of women as agents, 

capable of taking action to improve their life situations.13 By collecting interview and 

survey data directly from NGO program participants, I seek to emphasize women’s 

agency and creativity in utilizing NGO services and resources for their own purposes. 

Their testimonies complicate formulaic conceptions of empowerment and highlight the 

need for context-based development interventions responsive to local need and inclusive 

of women’s opinions and priorities. My goal as a feminist researcher is to better 

understand women’s experiences of “economic empowerment” as facilitated by NGOs in 

contexts of urban poverty, to situate women’s personal narratives within larger socio-

political processes, and to provoke further dialogue about the importance, meaning and 

purpose of “women’s empowerment” as a method for social transformation.  

                                                
13 Manoj Pardasani, "A Context-Specific Community Practice Model of Women's Empowerment: Lessons 
Learned in Rural India," Journal of Community Practice 13, no. 1 (2005): 90.  
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In the following chapters, I explore the concept of “power” as it applies to 

women’s empowerment and expand upon the feminist origins of women’s empowerment 

as a development intervention and liberatory practice. Within this conceptualization, 

“power” is understood as capacity, and empowerment as the process through which 

women come to recognize their inherent worth, or “power within,” and act with others 

towards more a just vision of society and gender relations.14 Next, I trace the integration 

of empowerment into mainstream development discourse and practice, linking processes 

of globalization and capitalist expansion to the popularization of empowerment models 

premised upon women’s incorporation into wage labor. I then consider the potential and 

limitations of economic empowerment as facilitated by NGOs concerned with poverty 

alleviation and gender equality. Such organizations utilize tactics that include the 

provision of financial services and loans to groups of low-income women as well as 

vocational skills training for the purpose of increasing women’s access to and control 

over resources. Before delving into an analysis of two particular NGO empowerment 

programs, I discuss the complex task of measuring women’s empowerment. Indicators of 

empowerment must ultimately be sensitive to context and capable of measuring change 

over a long period of time. The remainder of the discussion is dedicated to a case study 

analysis of two NGO empowerment programs: SISS in Ghana and Annapurna Pariwar in 

India. The survey and interview responses paint a picture of women’s lives in urban 

slums, and illuminate the varying effects of particular NGO empowerment interventions 

on the lives of program participants. 

                                                
14 Erin Murphy-Graham, "And when she comes home? Education and women's empowerment in intimate 
relationships," International Journal of Educational Development 30 (2010): 321.  
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Chapter Two: Literature Review 

DEFINING EMPOWERMENT 

Empowerment is generally conceived as the process by which a person or group 

develops critical awareness and agency, or the ability to act purposefully and effectively 

for desired ends.15 The word “empowerment” is used across a variety of organizations 

and academic fields, and thus is difficult to define except in relation to context. For 

example, “empowerment” figured prominently in U.S. radical political movements of the 

1960s, can be found in the literature of social work, psychology, and education, and has 

been taken up by feminist and development organizations in the Global North and 

South.16 Tracing the concept over centuries, Srilatha Batliwala concludes that the 

inherent mutability of the term which allowed “empowerment” to feature so prominently 

in varied struggles for social justice also enabled its “de-politicization” by governments, 

mainstream development organizations, and policymakers in the 1990s.17 Despite the 

appropriation of “empowerment” as a development buzzword, the concept continues to 

merit further theorization and critique as a transformatory idea capable of advancing 

social justice and reducing inequality in the 21st century. 

Power: Root-Concept of Empowerment 

Power is the root concept underlying the project of empowerment. Understanding 

how power operates in a given context and how it might be altered to promote more 

equitable ends is crucial to the development of empowerment interventions. Despite the 

                                                
15 Jo Rowlands, Questioning Empowerment: Working with Women in Honduras (Oxford: Oxfam, 1997), 
15. 
16 Zoe Oxaal and Sally Baden, Gender and empowerment: definitions, approaches and implications for 
policy, 1. 
17 Srilatha Batliwala, "Taking the Power Out of Empowerment - an Experiential Account," 558. 
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connotation of power with oppression, power does not always imply a zero-sum 

relationship in which one party’s gain is another’s loss. For the purposes of 

empowerment, power can be fostered within and between individuals without 

necessitating the disenfranchisement of another. Of course, empowerment can also entail 

increasing one’s “power over” resources and decision-making – a process with the 

potential to provoke conflict and resistance. To clarify the many ways in which “power” 

is conceived and operationalized, Jo Rowlands distinguishes between four different forms 

of power: power over, power to, power with, and power from within.18 

   The first, “power over” involves acts of possession, domination or subordination 

that sometimes provoke active or passive resistance.19 “Power over” can be enacted 

overtly through appropriation, violence or coercion, or more discreetly, through 

manipulation and misinformation. The ability to exert power over people is often 

dependent upon a simultaneous power over resources and knowledge production. For 

instance, men’s power over women derives from and is reinforced by socially constructed 

gender relations that normalize male control over women’s bodies, behavior, access to 

resources and labor.”20 “Power over” can also operate on the level of ideology, discourse, 

or religious belief, delimiting a person’s ability to recognize the exercise of power and 

imagine alternatives to it. People subject to the perpetual exercise of “power over” may 

internalize oppression by normalizing or rationalizing violence, as is often the case with 

marginalized groups and individuals. 

                                                
18 Jo Rowlands, Questioning Empowerment: Working with Women in Hondura, 13. 
19 Zoe Oxaal and Sally Baden, Gender and empowerment: definitions, approaches and implications for 
policy, 1. 
20 Francine Pickup, Ending Violence Against Women: A Challenge for Development and Humanitarian 
Work (Oxford: Oxfam GB , 2001), 33. 
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Rowlands draws on the work of Foucault to explain the remaining three forms of 

power: “power from within,” “power with”, and “power to.” She rejects the idea of 

power as necessarily negative, coercive, or repressive, instead framing power as fluid and 

productive, “constituted in a network of social relationships among subjects who are, to 

at least a minimal extent, free to act.”21 Rowlands argues that power can be fostered in 

such a way as to counter oppressive relationships, increase women’s “power over” 

resources and decision-making, and create new opportunities for action, without 

domination. “Power from within” and “power with” are cultivated through processes that 

specifically seek to undo internalized oppression by making visible relations of power 

and promoting confidence and self-acceptance on the level of the individual and the 

collective. “Power to” results when individuals and groups come to recognize their ability 

to challenge and transform unjust power relations. Within this framework, empowerment 

is the process by which individuals and groups become aware of the operation of 

oppression and internalized oppression, challenge negative social constructions, and 

recognize themselves as able and entitled to participate in and influence decision-making 

that affects their lives.   

Feminist Origins of Women’s Empowerment 

The feminist conceptualization of “women’s empowerment” as a political project 

and development intervention emerged in the mid-1980s in reaction to prevailing 

approaches to women in international development.22  Third World feminists in particular 

criticized the “Women in Development” (WID) framework for its Western-informed 

analyses and oversimplification of women’s identities, roles and needs. To counter, they 
                                                
21 Jo Rowlands, Questioning Empowerment: Working with Women in Honduras, 12. 
22 Kriemild Saunders, "Introduction: Towards a Deconstructive Post-Development Criticism," in Feminist 
Post-Development Thought: Rethinking Modernity, Post-Colonialism, and Representation (London: Zed 
Books, 2002), 7. 
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proposed an alternative vision of development that recognized the complexities of 

women’s lives in poor and developing countries.23 They argued that gender subordination 

must be considered both in terms of socially constructed gender relations and larger 

systems of inequality, including the legacy of colonial and post-colonial exploitation.24 

Inspired by Paulo Freire’s work on critical consciousness and popular education, these 

scholars and activists saw “women’s empowerment” as a critical component of 

development for social transformation.25 In contrast to top-down development strategies, 

empowerment was conceived as a bottom-up process in which women develop a critical 

awareness of their own situation and dictate the shape of social change. 

Gita Sen and Caren Grown are attributed with popularizing the notion of women’s 

empowerment as an approach to international development in their book, Development, 

Crisis, and Alternative Visions, presented at the Third World Conference on Women in 

1985 and published by DAWN (Development Alternatives for a New Era), a network of 

scholars, feminists and activists from the economic South.26 In this document, Sen and 

Grown argue that because women’s experiences of marginality are the result of mutually 

reinforcing macro and micro level forces, the goal of women’s empowerment should be 

both individual change and structural transformation achieved through actions that 

challenge institutions of patriarchal domination. Recognizing the complex nature of 

power, oppression, and identity, they assert that women must be empowered to address 

gender inequalities as well as inequalities of class, race, ethnicity, and caste in local and 

                                                
23 Srilatha Batliwala, "Taking the Power Out of Empowerment - an Experiential Account," 558. 
24 Kriemild Saunders, "Introduction: Towards a Deconstructive Post-Development Criticism," 12. 
25 Srilatha Batliwala, "Taking the Power Out of Empowerment - an Experiential Account," 558. 
26 Gita Sen and Caren Grown, Development, Crises and Alternative Visions (London: Earthscan 
Publications Ltd., 1987),  
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global contexts.27 Within this alternative framework, “women’s empowerment” is 

imagined as a process that enables women to recognize gender subordination, transform 

power relations, and challenge the economic, social, and political structures that enable 

and normalize patriarchy. 

The vision of empowerment put forward by Sen and Grown is premised upon a 

recognition of difference and a concern for the various and intersecting forms of 

oppression that influence women’s position and condition in developing societies.28 They 

do not presume a universal experience of gender oppression or a linear pathway to 

empowerment. Instead, their analysis privileges the experiences of poor “Third World” 

women, “affirming heterogeneity and diverse feminisms” while recognizing a common 

opposition to gender oppression.29 Post-colonial scholars including Gayatri Spivak and 

Chandra Mohanty discuss the issue of representation, critiquing the tendency amongst 

some in the West to reduce the heterogeneity of Southern women based purely on an 

essentialized notion of feminine gender in the “Third World.”30 Feminist scholars like 

Batliwala argue that empowerment should begin with women’s own experiences and 

realities in order to promote self-acceptance, stimulate critical thinking, and enable 

women to “identify and prioritize issues for action based on expanding awareness, critical 

analysis, and informed decision-making.”31 Third World feminist theory suggests that in 

order to affect any meaningful shift in political, social or economic power, empowerment 

                                                
27 Cecilia Sardenberg, "Liberal vs. Liberating Empowerment: A Latin American Feminist Perspective on 
Conceptualising Women's Empowerment," Institute of Development Studies Bulletin 39, no. 6 (December 
2008): 20. 
28 Kriemild Saunders, "Introduction: Towards a Deconstructive Post-Development Criticism," 12. 
29 Ibid. 
30 Ibid. 
31 Jo Rowlands, Questioning Empowerment: Working with Women in Honduras, 12. 
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must be grounded in women’s lived experiences and realized by women as primary 

agents of change.    

In practice, women’s empowerment can be broken into three basic components: 

resources, agency and achievements.32 Expanding women’s access to economic, social 

and political resources is often critical to women’s empowerment. According to Kabeer, 

“resources include not only material resources in the more conventional economic sense, 

but also the various human and social resources which serve to enhance the ability to 

exercise choice.”33 Widening control over resources can be a contentious process 

requiring both institutional and ideological change. Even if successful, resources alone 

cannot guarantee a change in unequal or oppressive gender relations. Women must be 

able to recognize and strategically utilize resources in their own interest.34 Approaches 

that foster women’s ability to recognize and overcome internalized oppression can 

contribute to the development of agency, or the capacity to make strategic life choices 

and successfully act upon them.35 Together, increased access to resources and a 

heightened sense of agency can impel a process in which women are capable of 

challenging gender subordination and furthering strategic gender interests. As Kabeer 

notes, this process can lead to institutional transformation if there is movement “from 

individual to collective agency, from private negotiations to public action, and from the 

informal sphere to formal arenas of struggle.”36 Collective action in the social, economic, 

                                                
32 Naila Kabeer, "Gender Equality and Women's Empowerment: A Critical Analysis of the Third 
Millennium Development Goal," Gender and Development 13, no. 1 (March 2005): 14. 
33 Naila Kabeer, "Resources, Agency, Achievements: Reflections on the Measurement of Women's 
Empowerment," 437.  
34 Anju Malhotra, Sidney Ruth Schuler, and Carol Boender, "Measuring Women's Empowerment as a 
Variable in International Development" (background paper prepared for the World Bank Workshop on 
Poverty and Gender: New Perspectives, June 28, 2002.) 9.  
35 Naila Kabeer, "Gender Equality and Women's Empowerment: A Critical Analysis of the Third 
Millennium Development Goal," 14. 
36 Ibid., 16. 
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and political spheres can alter policies and practices in a way that improves women’s 

ability to make strategic life choices, even if they were not involved in advocating for 

change.37  

The transformative potential of empowerment is ultimately delimited by 

contextual structures of constraint. Cornwall and Edwards provide examples of 

contextual factors that affect the speed and scope of empowerment processes, including 

societal and cultural norms and practices, the nature of political and economic 

institutions, and the involvement and priorities of the state, civil society organizations, 

donors and activists.38 Pathways of empowerment are complex, contingent, and 

unpredictable, not only because each setting is different, but also because women do not 

constitute a uniform, homogenous group. The most effective empowerment programs are 

highly context-specific, crafted through careful analysis of women’s position based on 

the realities of their lives, not upon a generalized assumption that they are oppressed or 

that power does not operate between and among women.39 Development practitioners, 

policymakers, and all others with a stake in empowering marginalized peoples and 

eliminating gender inequality can create meaningful change only by actively listening to 

the voices, experiences, analyses and solutions of the people they seek to help.40  

Empowerment in Development Discourse 

Over the past two decades, concepts such as empowerment and participation have 

become commonplace in mainstream development and gender equality discourse. Oxaal 

                                                
37 Carol Boender, Anju Malhotra, and Sidney Ruth Schuler, "Measuring Women's Empowerment as a 
Variable in International Development," 16. 
38 Andrea Cornwall and Jenny Edwards, "Introduction: Negotiating Empowerment," IDS Bulletin 41, no. 2 
(March 2010): 2. 
39 Sarah Mosedale, "Assessing Women's Empowerment: Towards a Conceptual Framework," 245. 
40 Andrea Cornwall and Jenny Edwards, "Introduction: Negotiating Empowerment," 8. 
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and Baden attribute this trend in part to a neoliberal “questioning of the efficacy of 

central planning and the role of ‘the state,’” by donor governments and multilateral 

funding agencies, many of which have partnered with NGOs to address issues of social 

and economic development because of their proximity and presumed accountability to 

local communities.41 According to Jane Parpart, institutions that previously ignored the 

language of empowerment, like the World Bank and IMF, came to embrace it as a way to 

redress the failure of top-down approaches to poverty in the 1990s, citing the argument 

that empowering women to participate more fully in the market economy is the fastest 

route to reducing poverty.42 “Empowerment” gained even more traction as a result of the 

1995 Fourth World Conference on Women in Beijing, where women’s empowerment 

was lauded as key to the achievement of equality, development and peace.  

Following the Beijing Conference, participating governments, state actors, and 

NGOs rushed to incorporate “empowerment” into their policies and programming, eager 

to facilitate economic growth and demonstrate a progressive approach to gender and 

women’s equality through a process called ‘gender mainstreaming.’43 Five years after the 

Beijing Conference, 193 United Nations member states agreed to achieve eight 

Millennium Development Goals by 2015, including the goal to “promote gender equality 

and empower women.”44 Overall, the commitment to gender equality and women’s 

empowerment expressed by a host of nations and development organizations over the 

past twenty years is a testament to the success of global women’s movements and 

                                                
41 Zoe Oxaal and Sally Baden, Gender and empowerment: definitions, approaches and implications for 
policy, 3. 
42 Jane L. Parpart, Shirin M. Rai, and Kathleen Staudt, eds. Rethinking Empowerment: Gender and 
Development in a Global/Local World, 11. 
43 Srilatha Batliwala, "Taking the Power Out of Empowerment - an Experiential Account," 558.  
44 United Nations, "Goal 3: Promote Gender Equality and Empower Women," Millenium Development 
Goals, accessed March 12, 2012, last modified 2012, http://www.un.org/millenniumgoals/gender.shtml. 



 15 

grassroots feminist activism. However, many feminist scholars argue that the action 

behind the rhetoric is largely ineffectual, if not detrimental to the project of women’s 

empowerment and gender equality.  

Through her research on gender mainstreaming and NGOs in Mumbai, Vandana 

Desai concludes that many NGOs adopt a practice of gender mainstreaming “without 

knowledge and understanding of power relations or a commitment to combating gender 

inequality.”45 Similarly, Josephine Ahikire asserts that many governments institute 

national policies on gender equality and sign up for international women’s rights 

instruments without the intention or the means to operationalize their commitments.46 

There are a number of reasons for the failure of NGOs and government agencies to 

adequately address gender inequality and facilitate women’s empowerment. First, many 

of these organizations view women’s empowerment as a means to an end. They 

understand that it is important to invest in women because when women earn an income, 

they help spur economic growth and reduce poverty by funneling their earnings back into 

their families and communities. The perception of women as an “untapped economic 

resource” and a potential solution to poverty has resulted in the proliferation of 

microfinance programs that seek to improve women’s entrepreneurial ability through the 

provision of financial services and microloans. Second, empowerment is a long, difficult, 

and uneven process that requires redistributing power in social relations and challenging 

male privilege in economic, social, and political spheres.47 Scaling up an approach to 

women’s empowerment would take a tremendous amount of time, resources, and 
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collaboration between grassroots and state actors. Many states are unwilling or unable to 

front the resources for this kind of effort.48 Finally, the post-Beijing trend towards gender 

mainstreaming amongst large NGOs and governments has led to a bureaucratization and 

professionalization of the movement for gender equality.49 While this trend has resulted 

in an increase in information on the status of women worldwide, development approaches 

to inequality have become less creative, more apolitical, technocratic, and narrow, 

amenable to quantitative measurement, yet lacking in longevity and impact.50  

Since the inception of neoliberal political and economic reforms furthering 

privatization, deregulation, and economic liberalization, there has been an increase in 

state reliance upon NGOs for social welfare provision. Neoliberalism rests upon the 

belief that transferring control of the economy from the public to the private sector will 

ultimately produce a more efficient government and a healthier economy. However, the 

free market ideology behind structural adjustment programs, the shrinking state, and the 

expansion of civil society has only managed to create a wealth of new social issues 

related to globalization, immigration, and work. For those nations compelled to liberalize 

their economies and implement structural adjustment programs, such policies often lead 

to increased inequality, poverty, and exploitation of the poor.51 In broad terms, neoliberal 

economic reforms heighten the need for social support just as the government is being 

downsized, leading to increased reliance upon civil society organizations by both the 

government and the general population. Despite the proliferation of NGOs to meet these 

needs, policies that devolve state responsibility for social welfare onto civil society 
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organizations generate a host of obstacles to the achievement of gender equality, 

women’s empowerment, and social justice. For instance, given that most NGOs are 

dependent upon outside funding sources for survival, many NGOs are as beholden to the 

demands of donors as they are responsible to the communities they serve. Due to donor 

demand for service provision and measureable results, many movements and 

organizations invested in women’s empowerment become preoccupied with activities 

that are ultimately limited in scope and impact. Empowerment interventions that are 

time-consuming, conflict-ridden, and inherently challenging to normative institutions and 

powerful individuals predictably have trouble garnering funding from the state and 

mainstream development foundations.   

However, as a strategy of development and governance, “empowerment” has 

become a salient concept within the neoliberal framework because it legitimizes efforts to 

mold and transform individuals into functioning neoliberal citizens. In the wake of 

neoliberal economic restructuring and increasing global inequality, the framing of 

“empowered” women as agentic entrepreneurs and efficient workers lends credence to 

particular development strategies that increase women’s access to markets within the 

larger context of state withdrawal from social provision. Within “neoliberally imagined 

empowerment logic,” when women are “empowered” to meet their own needs through 

market mechanisms, they can better contribute to economic growth without “relying on 

state largesse.”52 The overwhelming focus on the individual woman’s ability to support 

herself and her family through entrepreneurship ultimately obscures the structural factors 

that delimit women’s opportunities and results in oversimplified development responses 

to poverty and gender subordination. Batliwala and Dhanraj assert that the feminization 
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of market-based development was actually fueled by feminist-informed research 

demonstrating the large work burdens of poor women in the informal sector and their 

diligence in navigating the strictures of poverty and gender ideology. Ultimately, the 

perception of poor, self-employed women as hard working, responsible, and tirelessly 

dedicated to the betterment of their families and communities has perpetuated the 

proliferation of technical development interventions based on a reduced understanding of 

women as sound economic and investments tools for poverty alleviation.53  

EMPOWERMENT IN DEVELOPMENT PRACTICE 

Empowerment is conceived and facilitated in a variety of different ways for 

different purposes. Most agree that empowerment is a process (rather than simply an 

outcome), and see its value in enabling people to move from insight to action.54 

Empowerment for social change “can take place on a small scale, linking people with 

others in similar situations through self-help, education, support, or social action groups 

and network building; or on a larger scale, through community organizing, campaigning, 

legislative lobbying, social planning, and policy development.”55 Collective 

empowerment, achieved through strategies that foster a sense of “power with” others 

based upon shared interests and experiences, often allows individuals to achieve more 

significant political gains than they could on their own. Skills training, education, and 

collective mobilization may also lead to a felt sense of personal empowerment and/or 

improved standing and decision-making power within close relationships. The goal of 

women’s empowerment is generally to enable women to realize their inherent worth, and 
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begin to participate on equal terms with men in social, economic and/or political arenas.56 

As educators, guides, moderators, skills builders and community organizers, NGO 

practitioners, social workers and activists can play a meaningful role as agents of 

empowerment.57 They can draw upon their experience, knowledge, skills and access to 

resources to mobilize communities and provide them the means to realize their goal of 

self-determination and emancipation.58 

Approaches to women’s empowerment can largely be divided into two categories: 

the poverty alleviation model and the feminist empowerment model. The poverty 

alleviation model focuses on the link between poverty and women’s disempowerment.59 

The assumption is that if women are enabled to strategically utilize financial resources, 

they will no longer be dependent on men for survival and will have the ability to secure 

sustainable livelihoods and reduce household vulnerability. In contrast, the feminist 

empowerment model rests upon a commitment to challenging gender-based 

discrimination in the distribution of power and resources.60 Proponents of this approach 

argue that the “subordination of women does not arise out of poverty alone and that 

collapsing empowerment concerns into a poverty agenda narrows the scope for gender 

equality.”61 While still concerned with increasing women’s access to and control over 

resources, the feminist approach to empowerment explicitly seeks to address gender-
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based subordination and inequality. These approaches are not mutually exclusive; NGOs 

often incorporate aspects of both models into their empowerment programming. 

The State of Current Research on Women’s Economic Empowerment 

Economic empowerment is a broad designation for the process by which women 

gain access to and control over resources. According to the International Center for 

Research on Women (ICRW), “a woman is economically empowered when she has both 

the ability to succeed and advance economically and the power to make and act on 

economic decisions.”62 Economically empowered women need fair and equal access to 

economic institutions, as well as the skills and resources to participate in income-

generating activities and compete in markets.63 Useful resources can be on the individual 

or community level and include financial and monetary assets, as well as productive 

assets (e.g., housing, land, machinery), human capital (e.g., health, education, skills), and 

social capital (e.g., networks, mentors).64 However, comprehensive economic 

empowerment requires more than the provision of resources. The norms and institutions 

that govern resource distribution and use must also be addressed, as well as women’s 

power and agency to benefit from economic activities.65  

Development organizations have embraced economic empowerment as a means 

to realize women’s rights while advancing broader development goals, including 

economic growth, poverty reduction, health, education and welfare.66 Economic 
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empowerment through microfinance has been a popular poverty-alleviation strategy 

among NGOs and development agencies since the mid-1980s, particularly the provision 

of microloans to women.67 On a basic level, the practice of microcredit involves 

extending small “microloans” to poor borrowers who otherwise would not be able to 

access credit. Loans are given out to individuals or groups, under the expectation that the 

money will be invested in entrepreneurial activities, generate income and employment 

opportunities, and help to lessen poverty on the individual and community level.68 The 

rationale for providing loans to women has been that women are disproportionately 

represented among the poorest in society, are discriminated against in the formal labor 

market, and are often relegated to work in the unregulated informal sector.69 Microcredit 

is one among many microfinance services offered to low-income individuals who lack 

access to banking and credit, though it is the most popular among donors and 

development organizations, most likely due to the popularity of the Grameen Bank 

empowerment model and its founder, Muhammad Yunus.  

According to studies by Kabeer and Sen, by providing women the opportunity to 

generate income, microcredit has the potential to enhance not only their material wealth, 

but also their ‘bargaining power’ within the household.70 Additionally, microcredit 

borrower groups can become sites of solidarity-building and collective empowerment, 

encouraging new forms of collective action around community or gender issues. 

However, it is important to note that empowerment is not an automatic consequence of 
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women’s access to savings, credit, or group formation. Linda Mayoux argues that 

microfinance organizations often target women not because they are committed to 

addressing issues of power and gender inequality, but because women are understood to 

be “more conscientious and ‘docile’ clients” and a “convenient, cost-effective and 

comparatively risk-free means of channeling loans to men within households.”71 She 

argues that to benefit women in the short and long term, microfinance programs must 

view women as more than instruments for program efficiency and community 

development.  

A number of focused and comparative studies have been conducted to evaluate 

the empowerment potential of microfinance-based development interventions, 

particularly in South Asia. In her article, Conflicts Over Credit, Naila Kabeer provides an 

overview of various studies conducted on credit programs for rural women in Bangladesh 

and offers her own analysis of a separate credit program using qualitative and 

quantitative methods. She concludes that studies focused on similar interventions come to 

differing conclusions as to whether credit “exacerbates or lessens violence against 

women, enables or fails to enable them to acquire independent assets, [or] is associated 

with an increase or decrease in their living standards” due to disparities in methodology, 

indicators, and interpretation of results.72 She argues that incorporating women’s 

testimonies into program evaluations as a complement to quantitative data provides a 

better understanding of the context in which empowerment occurs and the value that 

women place on particular outcomes.  
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Linda Mayoux offers a similarly useful overview of microfinance and women’s 

empowerment in India, contrasting the simplistic assumptions about the empowering 

effects of microfinance to the many complex and contingent outcomes that have been 

proven to occur. For instance, she notes that in many cases, microloans granted to women 

are handed over to partners or used for household consumption, rather than investment.73 

When loans are put towards income-generating activities, women can become 

overburdened with work, especially when loan-granting organizations do not include men 

in their programming or make efforts to address the gendered-division of labor.74 Other 

shortcomings include the tendency for microfinance organizations to exclude the very 

poorest from their services, and the fact that most women who engage in entrepreneurial 

activities do so in the informal sector where they are subject to income instability and 

lack access to basic protections and services.  

While Mayoux concedes that group-based microfinance can form the basis for 

collective action against other social and political issues, she points to research which 

shows this is unlikely to occur without organizational commitment to a wider 

empowerment agenda.75 From her survey of studies on microfinance and empowerment, 

Mayoux reports that most studies link microcredit to some reduction in household 

economic vulnerability, whether loans are spent on consumption or invested in economic 

activity.  Her primary argument is that to go beyond reducing short-term vulnerability, 

development organizations should offer a range of microfinance services (including 

different types of savings, loans, insurance and pensions provision) as well as skills 

training specific to individual needs as part of a comprehensive and context-based 
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empowerment strategy that considers local gender dynamics and works in tandem with 

national and international policy changes.76  

One example of a microfinance organization that provides a range of economic 

opportunities and welfare support services for its members is SEWA, the Self-Employed 

Women’s Association of India. Founded in 1972, SEWA takes an integrated approach to 

empowerment: it organizes women into cooperatives that offer stable employment 

opportunities to improve women’s economic status and operates like a trade union, 

allowing self-employed women the space and the resources to “join forces and find a 

voice of their own through collective struggle.”77 The organization also provides credit 

through the SEWA bank and additional services, such as child-care, legal aid, and 

vocational instruction.78 SEWA’s empowerment model is based on the conviction that 

women must develop strategies to address inequality and oppression that are suitable to 

their own situation. SEWA not only provides the space and resources for empowerment 

at the grassroots level, but also aims to expand the scope of empowerment by advocating 

for policy changes at the state, national, and international levels. Since 1972, the 

organization has worked with state and national governments to recognize self-employed 

workers and more recently coordinated with other informal sector unions to found the 

National Centre for Labour, an organization dedicated to ensuring minimum wage and 

social security for workers.79 Through their ongoing efforts at research, advocacy and 

collaboration and continued engagement with the government of India and international 
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institutions, SEWA provides one example of a microfinance organization working 

towards transformative empowerment.  

Despite the success of SEWA on the grassroots level and its expansion in services 

and membership over the years, Datta identifies two areas that continue to challenge this 

organization and others committed to women’s economic empowerment: 1) how to effect 

large-scale policy change and 2) how to include men as partners in efforts to address 

gender subordination and achieve sustainable livelihoods.80 Comprehensive 

empowerment hinges upon a commitment by decision-makers at multiple levels to make 

available adequate resources and address the structural constraints that shape women’s 

pathways to empowerment. While government support is necessary to sustain and 

strengthen grassroots initiatives, many organizations have difficulty finding the time and 

resources to engage in advocacy on top of their other service-related activities. 

Additionally, the competitiveness that develops between organizations vying for a limited 

amount of funding discourages collaboration and collective action among NGOs.81  

In relation to the problem of eliminating male violence, Datta cites personal 

interviews with SEWA members and leaders who report that men are generally resistant 

to women’s leadership and community activism until they begin to see the financial and 

personal benefits of participation in SEWA’s programs. Goetz and Sen Gupta supplement 

Datta’s report with research showing that women are often compelled to turn over control 

of their loans to husbands or male family members.82 Using data collected from 

ethnographic research in rural Bangladesh, Schuler, Hashemi and Badal specifically 
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explore the relationship between domestic violence, women’s economic and social 

dependence on men, and microcredit empowerment programs.83 They conclude that 

microcredit programs variably affect men’s violence against women. On the one hand, 

they can reduce women’s vulnerability to violence by strengthening their economic roles, 

channeling resources to impoverished families, and organizing women into solidarity 

groups that provide support, protection, and visibility. On the other hand, supplying 

women with resources and encouraging them to maintain control of those resources may 

constitute a challenge to gender roles and provoke violence from men who perceive these 

actions as a threat to their authority.84 Francine Pickup argues that all development 

interventions, credit-based or otherwise, “with the explicit aim of empowering women, 

and furthering women’s strategic interests, are likely to place women at increased risk of 

male violence.”85 Kabeer even suggests that violence may actually be a sign that an 

empowerment program is working: “It would appear that conflict, violence and struggle 

over resources are most likely to be reported in the context where the transformation of 

gender relations and challenge to male privilege has gone furthest.”86  

The project of women’s empowerment and gender equality thus cannot be 

realized without a concerted effort to transform the systems of heteronormativity and 

hegemonic masculinity that necessitate and sanction unequal gender relations. In her 

article, Microcredit, Men, and Masculinity, Fauzia Erfan Ahmed explores the impact of 

masculinity on empowerment interventions and argues that a more nuanced 
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understanding of men and masculinities is imperative to the creation of transformative 

empowerment programs.87 Ahmed’s critique centers on the Grameen Bank, one of the 

world’s largest microfinance institutions. While acknowledging the organization’s 

contribution to women’s entrepreneurial skills and social mobility, Ahmed critiques the 

Bank’s empowerment strategy as conflating income with agency and relying upon a 

reductionist conceptualization of gender. Cornwall argues that the simplistic 

representation of gender and gender relations in development discourse may be partially 

to blame for shortsighted development interventions.88  She notes the tendency in current 

discourse for women to be labeled as “courageous, capable heroines” and men as “rather 

useless and irrelevant figures who leach their energies and resources.”89 Additionally, 

women and men are almost always portrayed as heterosexual.90 The danger of such 

representations is that they obscure the contingency, complexity and mutability of gender 

identity and power relations, and thus delimit the scope of empowerment by negating the 

ability of men to act for social change.91  

APPROACHES TO MEASUREMENT AND ANALYSIS  

One of the most significant barriers to creating a standard method of analysis is 

the ambiguity of the term “empowerment;” as Sarah Mosedale notes, “different people 

use empowerment to mean different things.”92 For organizations that take a participatory 

approach to development and encourage women themselves to determine the nature and 
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direction of empowerment, it is often difficult to plan and budget for development 

interventions, let alone monitor the effectiveness of community-based initiatives. Such 

participatory interventions would seem to necessitate locally relevant indicators of 

empowerment and negate the possibility of a standard empowerment index. However, 

many scholars, including Sen and Grown (1987) and Martha Nussbaum (2000), argue for 

a standard unit of measurement that reflects universal elements of gender subordination.93 

The reason for creating a standard measurement index would be to counter the effect of 

internalized oppression on women’s understandings of agency, power and empowerment. 

There is also a desire to create some consistent definition of empowerment in line with 

international conventions and the language of universal human rights.  

Apart from acknowledging that gender inequality is a global problem, it is quite 

difficult to isolate uniform effects of gender subordination and articulate predictable 

processes of empowerment. The behaviors and attributes that constitute empowerment in 

one context may be more or less significant in others. Malhotra et al. propose that an 

“alternative potential approach to addressing the challenges of context is to rely on a 

consistent conceptual framework for measuring empowerment and its effects, but to 

allow flexibility in the specific indicators used to define the key components of that 

framework across different settings.”94 Schuler et al. demonstrate this approach in their 

work on Bangladesh, India, and Bolivia, in which they apply a common conceptual 

framework to three different contexts, varying the specific indicators of empowerment 

depending upon a conceptual and participatory analysis of local power relations and 

systems of inequality.95  
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Even when a common conceptual framework is agreed upon, the meaning and 

indicators of empowerment change over time, necessitating constant revision and critique 

of existing models of analysis.96 Additionally, empowerment in one sphere cannot be 

assumed to lead to empowerment in another. For instance, providing a woman with a 

microloan may or may not increase her decision-making power at home, or improve her 

ability to address gender subordination and inequality. Drawing upon frameworks 

developed by various authors, Malhotra et al. note that dimensions of empowerment are 

most commonly separated into economic, socio-cultural, familial/interpersonal, legal, 

political, and psychological domains. Each of these broad dimensions covers a wide-

range of sub-domains that must be considered separately and in relation to the other 

dimensions on multiple levels of social aggregation: the household and community, 

regional, national, and global levels.97  

Due to the variable nature of empowerment and the imperative to incorporate 

local understandings into program design and analysis, qualitative methods may be best 

able to capture the nuanced outcomes of empowerment interventions. However, in their 

review of approximately forty-five empirical studies evaluating the extent of 

empowerment, Malhotra et. al. found that the majority (twenty-eight) use quantitative 

methodologies only, while seven utilize a combination of quantitative and qualitative 

techniques. Of these, only three collect and compare data from different points in time. 

Considering that empowerment is a process, it would seem that more studies should take 

a longitudinal approach to assessing the effects of empowerment interventions. Schuler, 

Islam, and Rottach highlight the opportunities presented by longitudinal research, noting 
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that it enables researchers to observe “the ways in which evolving opportunities and 

constraints in a particular setting influence women’s resources, capacities, and agency.”98  

Malhotra et al. also found that empirical analyses of women’s empowerment tend 

to focus primarily on the individual and household level. This may be partly in response 

to the preoccupation in mainstream development discourse with individual empowerment 

through entrepreneurship and self-reliance. The centrality of the household to gender 

relations might also spur interest in this particular domain of study. Common indicators 

of empowerment on the individual and/or household level include the ability to make 

“strategic life choices,” the allocation and control of resources, and freedom of 

movement, though the relevance and content of these indicators varies.99 There have been 

very few, mostly qualitative, efforts at measuring community-level agency and 

empowerment, with indicators such as women’s legal awareness, social capital, and 

engagement in community or political processes.100 Mosedale argues that it is important 

not only to identify how women’s agency has developed in response to participation in 

the empowerment intervention, but also to question how women’s agency has changed 

constraints to action and paved the way for collective transformation.101  Research on the 

effects of empowerment interventions and collaboration between researchers, 

practitioners, and clients is necessary to maintain accountability and ensure the 

development of sustainable and ethical interventions.  
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Broad vs. Program-Specific Indicators 

Measurement indicators of women’s empowerment can generally be divided into 

two categories: those which seek to measure empowerment at a broad societal level, and 

those developed to measure the outcome of specific programs.102 Though this study is 

more concerned with program-specific measures of empowerment, it is useful to mention 

broad indicators as these help to contextualize individual programs and women’s 

experiences within the larger institutional framework. Since 1995, the Human 

Development Report has introduced three indicators to measure gender inequality and 

women’s empowerment at a global scale: the gender-related development index (GDI), 

the gender empowerment measure (GEM) and the gender inequality index (GII). While 

the GDI measures the disparity in basic capabilities between women and men, the GEM 

looks at the degree to which women and men are able to participate in economic and 

political decision-making. The GEM and GDI were replaced by the GII in 2010, 

following criticism by scholars such as Charmes and Wieringa, who argued that the 

previous indicators under-theorized the central concepts of gender, power, and 

empowerment.103 Despite their shortcomings, these measures have been useful in raising 

attention to the issue of gender inequality and the need for women’s empowerment in 

international policy debates.  

Tools for measuring empowerment at the micro-level require less standardization, 

more cultural specificity and periodic re-evaluation. Program-specific indicators can be 

used to analyze the effects of one particular empowerment program, or to compare across 

                                                
102  Zoe Oxaal and Sally Baden, Gender and empowerment: definitions, approaches and implications for 
policy, 20.  
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programs within a defined area. For instance, Schuler, Islam and Rottach devised a model 

based on eight indicators of empowerment, which they utilized and revised over the 

course of twenty years to analyze the interplay between women’s empowerment and the 

changing opportunity structure within three villages in Bangladesh.104 Their methodology 

involved calculating a composite score for each participant based on her responses to a 

survey designed to measure capacities, resources and agency, then supplementing these 

responses with qualitative interviews and field research. The Canadian International 

Development Agency (CIDA), which has funded SISS in the past, agrees that 

quantitative indicators should be supplemented with qualitative analysis and measure 

gender-related changes in society over time.105 CIDA has developed a range of gender-

sensitive indicators concerned with legal, political, social, and economic empowerment, 

which can be adapted at the micro-level to particular development projects.106 To plan for 

program-specific analyses, they argue that organizations should clearly articulate the type 

of empowerment sought, the timeframe within which the project objectives will be 

achieved, the number of people affected, and the degree to which participants will be 

affected.107 They also highlight the need for active participation from both project 

stakeholders and intended beneficiaries in the development and measurement of project-

level indicators and analysis of outcomes.108 
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Chapter Three: Research Methods 

The intent and effect of women’s empowerment programs was studied through a 

multi-method case study approach. The case study approach was chosen as a way to 

contextualize “economic empowerment” and the diverse experiences of study 

participants. The research focused on two NGOs in Ghana and India that have women’s 

empowerment as a major component of their agency programming:  

(1) Self-Help Initiative Support Services (SISS). Established in 1998, SISS is a 

non-profit, grassroots mobilizing organization located in Accra, Ghana that provides 

services to promote and support existing self-help groups, or serve as a catalyst to 

establish them in communities where they do not exist. The NGO assists such groups to 

undertake development initiatives, build their capacities through training, and transfer 

skills and organizational development to be self-supportive.109 This organization has 

partnered with students at The University of Texas at Austin involved in the Ghana 

Maymester Abroad program with the goal of empowering women from the Agbogbloshie 

community of Accra, Ghana.110  

 (2) Annapurna Pariwar. Established in 1975, Annapurna Pariwar is known today 

as a group of six NGOs working in Mumbai and Pune for the urban slum dwellers. The 

various projects render a package of diverse services to the urban slum dwellers and are 

run under these six organizations. The NGO’s mission is to empower poor, working 

women in their professional and personal lives by giving small repetitive loans to poor 

                                                
109  Self-Help Initiative Support Services, SISS Homepage, accessed August 2012, last modified 2010, 
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enterprising women and men along with business guidance and skill trainings to improve 

their business.111  

This study employed two research assistants who were responsible for collecting 

survey and interview data from women participating in empowerment programs. The 

following research assistants were chosen because of their extensive local experience 

with NGOs in their respective geographic areas: Ms. Selina Ansah-Koi, Assistant 

Director of Services at SISS, and Ms. Deepa Bhalerao Singh, Independent Social 

Research Consultant. 

PARTICIPANT PROFILE AND RECRUITMENT 

Ghanaian and Indian women from the ages of eighteen to fifty-five who have 

participated for at least a year in an empowerment program run by the above-listed NGOs 

in Accra and the Mumbai were recruited as potential subjects for this study. Research 

subjects from Accra spoke English, while those from Mumbai spoke Marathi and Hindi. 

All subjects had the option to participate in English. Ten women completed the surveys 

and interviews in each country, for a total of twenty research participants.  

NGO program participants were recruited directly from Annapurna Pariwar in 

Mumbai, India, and from SISS in Accra, Ghana. On-site research assistants managed the 

recruitment efforts. Research assistants distributed recruitment fliers to staff members at 

the respective NGOs, who then identified and informed qualified potential subjects about 

the study. In India, where women’s empowerment programs are most often conducted 

with groups of women forming a team, the NGOs recommended the study to one or two 

teams of women. 

                                                
111 Annapurna Pariwar, Microfinance and Beyond: About Us, accessed August 2012, last modified 2011, 
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Fliers instructed the potential participants to call the research assistants in each 

location. The research assistants first screened the prospective participants over the phone 

to confirm that they fit the study criteria and to fully inform them of the study’s details. 

Eligible participants were then scheduled for an individual interview and survey to occur 

within two weeks of the contact.  

INCENTIVES 

Program participants were compensated for their participation in the study: in 

Ghana, approximately $15.00 USD (approximately 20 Cedis) and approximately $10 

USD in India (approximately 500 Indian Rupees). The amount of compensation was 

determined based on input from the research assistants and the local NGOs. Payment was 

disbursed after completion of the survey and interview. On-site research assistants were 

paid the equivalent of $120USD each for their transportation, translation, subject 

recruitment and data collection work. 

SURVEY AND INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 

Prior to administering the surveys and interviews, both research assistants 

(Ansah-Koi and Singh) underwent research training with the principal investigator and 

advisers. Research assistants then translated the survey and interview material into the 

local languages and adjusted the research instruments for cultural relevance. Following 

the initial training, the on-site research assistants began their recruitment efforts and 

conducted interviews with NGO staff responsible for women’s empowerment programs 

in the local and surrounding communities. Research assistants obtained verbal informed 

consent prior to conducting interviews with NGO staff.  
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During the initial screening phone call with female program participants, research 

assistants scheduled a date, time, and location to meet with individual women for survey 

and interview data collection. This arrangement was meant to accommodate the schedule 

of the interviewee, and to not interfere with her daily responsibilities and income-

generating activities. At this meeting, the research assistant obtained verbal informed 

consent and then proceeded to administer the survey and interview.  

Participants were asked to complete a brief survey that included basic 

demographic questions and survey items pertaining to their participation in a women’s 

empowerment intervention. The research assistant read the survey aloud, then recorded 

the responses of the subject using pen and paper. Following the brief survey, subjects 

were asked to participate in an interview that attempted to ascertain the strengths and 

challenges associated with their participation in a women’s empowerment intervention. 

The research assistants referenced an interview guide in their data collection. Both the 

survey and interview were administered at the same visit. With permission from the 

research subjects, the research assistants audio-recorded the entire data collection session. 

HUMAN SUBJECTS PROTECTION 

This research was reviewed and approved by the Institutional Review Board at the 

University of Texas at Austin. 

The interview setting depended on the interviewee’s location and schedule. Every 

effort was made to not interfere with the interviewee’s income-generating activities. The 

setting was a comfortable, private space without many distractions. When possible, 

surveys and interviews were conducted at the local NGO offices.  

Verbal consent was always obtained. The consent forms were offered in English, 

Marathi, or Hindi, depending on the preference and abilities of the research subject. The 
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forms fully disclosed the scope of the research, as well as any perceived benefits or risks 

associated with the study. Participants had the option to discontinue participation at any 

time during the research process. Participants were given the contact information of the 

research assistant, the principal investigator at the University of Texas at Austin, and the 

UT Institutional Review Board. 

Research subjects were made aware that they were participating in a study and 

that none of the reports or publications from the study would identify subjects by name. 

Each participant was assigned an alphanumeric respondent number, which was noted on 

each questionnaire and documented in a master key file. All completed forms and the 

master key file were stored in a locked cabinet at the respective NGOs in Ghana and 

India. NGO staff did not have access to any research documents or the master key file. 

Research assistants scanned and emailed completed forms to the investigators at the 

University of Texas at Austin, and then promptly destroyed all records. All completed 

forms and the master key file were stored in a locked file cabinet at the University of 

Texas, and retained for six months for future longitudinal analysis.  

All audio recordings were also labeled with an alphanumeric code so that no 

personally identifying information was visible on them. The recordings were stored in a 

locked file cabinet at the respective agencies in Ghana and India, then converted into 

digital files and emailed to the researchers at the University of Texas at Austin. The 

original recordings were destroyed, and the digital files were stored on a password-

protected computer at UT Austin. The recordings were translated, transcribed and coded, 

then retained for six months for future longitudinal analysis.  
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ANALYTICAL FRAMEWORK 

To assess the scope and relevance of each empowerment program, I adhere to 

Naila Kabeer’s definition of empowerment as a process, perpetuated by the availability of 

resources, through which those who have been disempowered gain a sense of agency and 

the ability to make strategic life choices.112 Kabeer notes that processes of empowerment 

may influence various aspects of women’s lives, “both personal and public,” including 

their “sense of self-worth and social identity, their willingness and ability to question 

their subordinate status in society, their capacity to exercise strategic control over their 

own lives and to negotiate better terms in their relationships…and their ability to 

participate on equal terms with men in reshaping society.”113 Through careful analysis of 

observational data and interview and survey results, I consider the intended and 

unintended effects of two NGO programs concerned with empowering women for the 

purpose of poverty alleviation. My goal is to understand whether and to what extent 

economic assets and capabilities translate into wider empowerment, particularly women’s 

ability to address basic need and/or strategic gender interests.  

Development interventions that seek to enhance the capabilities and choices of 

marginalized people through the provision of social and material resources inherently 

challenge existing relations of power, and may entail the constitution, deployment and 

normalization of new power.114 Thus, one purpose of this research is to trace the effects 

of programs that inherently challenge power relations, and to discern whether such 
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programs are able to re-constitute power in new ways. The extent to which organizations 

acknowledge and adapt to gender-related structures of constraint may determine their 

success in addressing oppressive power relations. Therefore, the results of this study are 

presented in two case analyses to demonstrate how each organization engages with 

context-based limitations and opportunities to facilitate the process of women’s 

empowerment. By comparing the mission, values and rationale behind program design to 

the effects reported by program clients, I assess the strengths and weaknesses of each 

empowerment program and consider potential means of improvement. 

As a feminist researcher, I have attempted to design a study which gives voice to 

women’s lives and experiences while furthering our understanding of empowerment as a 

development intervention with the potential to overcome gender inequality and the 

oppression of women.115 By utilizing a combination of methods, including field 

observations by two research assistants, surveys with program participants, and 

interviews with both clients and NGO practitioners, my intent was to develop a holistic 

understanding of each program in context, and to provide research participants multiple 

avenues for expressing their opinions and experiences. Though each NGO focuses 

explicitly on enhancing the capability of women to achieve sustainable and secure 

livelihoods via programs aimed at economic empowerment (i.e. microfinance, job 

training, etc), NGO program participants were asked to reflect on the various ways the 

program may have affected other areas of their lives, particularly at the individual and 

household level. Data was coded to identify common themes as well as contradictions 

and silences that may require further inquiry and consideration by researchers and 

development practitioners.  
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METHODOLOGICAL CONSIDERATIONS 

The purpose of this study is not to quantify the process of empowerment. As 

discussed in the literature review, whether empowerment can or should be measured at all 

is highly contested and ultimately, context-specific. Though “empowerment” is discussed 

in terms of its potential to transform unjust power relations, reduce poverty and eliminate 

gender inequality, what actually happens as a result of empowerment programs may be 

far less predictable. Preoccupation with the end results of empowerment has led to an 

instrumentalization of women as tools for poverty alleviation and societal transformation, 

rather than people who may or may not “appropriately” utilize available resources and 

whose empowerment may or may not be willingly accepted by others or spur any real 

change in unjust social relations. At the very least, this research aims to represent 

empowerment as it is interpreted and experienced by those involved with the programs of 

two particular NGOs, and to convey a sense of the environment which shapes the 

interactions and lives of these organizations and their clients.  

 Findings from this study do not represent the experiences and opinions of all 

clients and staff at SISS or Annapurna Pariwar. The results also do not necessarily apply 

to other NGO-based empowerment programs, even those within comparable locales or 

those which employ similar methods towards a related mission. One reason for 

conducting a cross-national study was to highlight the varying effects of both local and 

global factors on the operation and impact of non-governmental organizations with 

similar missions. The decision to profile two organizations in depth was guided by a 

desire to emphasize and adequately characterize the complex and contextual nature of 

empowerment as facilitated by NGOs. Of course, certain characteristics of non-

governmental organizations are commonly shared, including aspects of organizational 
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structure and governance, the role of mission and values in program design, and the 

organization’s obligation to stakeholders, including clients, the community, government, 

and financial supporters.116 Recognizing how such factors affect the outcomes of two 

organization’s empowerment programs may encourage dialogue about the capacity of 

NGOs to create systemic change and prompt further analysis of existing NGO programs.  

  

                                                
116 Patrick Kilby, "Accountability for Empowerment: Dilemmas Facing Non-Governmental 
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Chapter Four: Data Analysis 

GHANA 

 Situated along the Gulf of Guinea between Togo and Cote D’Ivoire, the Republic 

of Ghana is a relatively small West African country with a population of around 25 

million.117 Ghana was the first sub-Saharan country in Africa where Europeans arrived to 

trade, in both gold and slaves, and was also the first to gain its independence from a 

colonial power (Britain) in 1957.118 Soon after independence, the country underwent a 

period of civil strife characterized by corruption, mismanagement, and a series of coups, 

resulting in the deposition of the country’s first president and pan-African hero, Kwame 

Nkrumah. From 1981 to 2001, Flight Lieutenant Jerry Rawlings presided over the 

country, first as a military dictator then later as democratically elected president. During 

his tenure, Rawlings oversaw the implementation of free-market measures meant to 

revive Ghana’s economy after years of instability.119 He also participated in the approval 

of a new constitution allowing for multi-party politics in 1992, ushering in the current 

period of democracy.120 Today, Ghana is the world’s second largest producer of cocoa 

and one of Africa’s fastest growing economies.121  The capital city of Accra is also one of 

Africa’s fastest growing cities.122 Located along the country’s southern coast, Accra 

serves as Ghana’s economic, educational and administrative center. 
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123 

Figure 1: Ghana124 

 

 While the percentage of the Ghanaian population living in poverty has 

measurably declined since 1992, inequality has increased between north and south, with 

northern regions largely excluded from broader trends in development.125 There are also 

indications of increased poverty in Accra, due partially to migration inflows from rural 

areas.126 Coloumbe and Wodon attribute these trends in part to a series of neoliberal 

policies initiated in 1983, focused first on macroeconomic stabilization through 

“financial, monetary and foreign exchange liberalization,” then followed by structural 

adjustment programs meant to “accelerate growth with sustained poverty reduction” 
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through austerity measures and private sector development.127 Despite contributing to a 

reduction in unemployment and urban poverty, these policies lessened the number of 

formal sector positions available, decreased subsidies for education, and ultimately 

increased reliance on informal sector employment.128129 Nearly half of those employed in 

urban areas work in the informal economy, a trend that indicates continuing problems of 

marginalization, vulnerability and economic insecurity.130 

Gender segregation in the labor force means that women with minimal education 

are often confined to a narrow range of low-paying occupations, with little income 

security, legal protections or regulatory oversight. In their study on women workers and 

food security, Levin et al. found that the primary income-generating strategies for more 

than two-thirds of women workers in Accra are petty trading and street vending. They 

note that while “men and women are equally likely to be engaged in some kind of 

productive self-employment,” men are three times as likely to have a protected wage 

job.131 Employment in the informal sector is generally characterized by “low 

productivity, income irregularities, and poor access to financial services, information, 

technologies and training,” all of which heighten urban women’s vulnerability to poverty 

and insecurity.132 Many women pursue such employment out of necessity, and are still 

expected to fulfill domestic and care-giving responsibilities in the household. 
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 Though the relationship between poverty and gender inequality is complex, the 

Ghanaian government and various other non-state actors have attempted to reduce 

poverty through measures aimed at the promotion of gender equality and women’s 

empowerment. In addition to the establishment of a Ministry of Women’s and Children’s 

Affairs in 2001 and efforts at state-level gender mainstreaming, Ghana has signed onto a 

number of international treaties, including the Convention on the Elimination of 

Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) and the Millennium Development Goals.133 

Anyidoho and Manuh also cite commitments by multilateral and bilateral institutions, 

NGOs and women’s rights organizations to the empowerment of women in Ghana.134 

However, the authors conclude that by conflating women’s empowerment with strategies 

for poverty reduction, such organizations often focus exclusively on education and 

economic empowerment without questioning the structures that impede women’s access 

to resources or addressing issues of power and inequality in social relations.135 This 

approach ultimately narrows the scope for a comprehensive gender analysis that 

considers how and why gender inequalities are reproduced across all levels of society, not 

just among the poor.136  

Anyidoho and Manuh urge agencies concerned with gender equality to think 

outside the “basic survival/anti-poverty” paradigm promoted by donors and development 

institutions, consider the social structures that exacerbate women’s vulnerability to 

poverty and insecurity in Ghana, and devise programs that enable women and men to 
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question and change power relationships.137 Such an approach would likely necessitate a 

commitment by grassroots and government agencies to transforming the unequal division 

of labor between men and women and addressing gender differences in access to assets 

and resources like land, education, formal sector jobs and legal protections.138  

Self-Help Initiative Support Services 

Self-Help Initiative Support Services (SISS) is a non-governmental organization 

located in Accra, Ghana. Founded in 1998 as part of a Ghanaian student initiative, SISS 

is a self-described “grassroots mobilizing organization” committed to empowering 

marginalized communities and supporting their efforts to overcome institutional and 

other socio-cultural barriers.139 The organization works to establish and support self-help 

groups in and around the city of Accra. Self-help groups usually consist of ten to fifteen 

women who meet regularly and combine their savings to establish economic 

development projects. SISS enhances their capacity to undertake such projects through 

skills training, microfinance, and organizational development. SISS also conducts 

research with partner universities, publicly advocates for self-help development 

initiatives and works to link local self-help groups to other relevant organizations and the 

global development community.140 On the individual level, SISS aims to foster personal 

development and “civic consciousness” through training and exchange.  
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Most of SISS’s current programs target residents of urban slums, including 

Agbogbloshie - one of the largest informal settlements in Accra.141  Due to rapid 

urbanization rates, UN-Habitat estimates that 72% of all urban residents in sub-Saharan 

Africa live in slums.142 Poor urban residents often experience overcrowding, poor 

environmental sanitation, lack of security, high levels of mobility, and low consumption 

rates, all of which contribute to increased vulnerability and feelings of social exclusion.143 

In Agbogbloshie, residents are also exposed to hazardous living conditions and health 

issues related to the burning of e-waste from a nearby international dumpsite.144 Located 

just northwest of Accra’s Central Business District, Agbogbloshie has become a site of 

hostility and controversy amid attempts by local government officials to evict residents 

without offering alternate land or housing.145  

In 2007, SISS received funds to establish the “Urban Lifeline Project,” a 

community-based effort to improve the living conditions and employment prospects of 

Agbogbloshie residents through the provision of basic amenities and skills training. As 

part of this project, SISS is collaborating with community members to establish a 

permanent resource center for childcare and training, a facility the organization hopes 

will enable slum residents to “acquire a voice, and actively participate in the country’s 

social, economic and political life.” SISS also recently embarked on a project to map 

                                                
141 Afia Afenah, "(Re)claiming Citizenship Rights in Accra, Ghana” diálogos, propuestas, historias para 
una Ciudadanía Mundial (blog), 2010, accessed August 2012, http://base.d-p-h.info/es/fiches/ dph/fiche-
dph-8430.html.  
142 "Report Reveals Global Slum Crisis," BBC News, June 16, 2006, 
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/5078654.stm.  
143 Muriel Adjubi Yeboah, "Urban Poverty, Livelihood, and Gender: Perceptions and Experiences of 
Porters in Accra, Ghana," Africa Today 56, no. 3 (Spring 2010): 44.  
144 Katherin Ahlvin, "The Burden of the Kayayei: Cultural and Socio-economic Difficulties Facing Female 
Porters in Agbogbloshie," PURE Insights 1, no. 1 (2012): 12.  
145 Afia Afenah, "(Re)claiming Citizenship Rights in Accra, Ghana, ” http://base.d-p-h.info/es/fiches/ 
dph/fiche-dph-8430.html.  



 48 

Agbogbloshie using a Geographic Information System (GIS), a gesture that both 

increases awareness of local need and serves to reinforce the legitimacy and visibility of a 

widely ignored and frequently disparaged community.146  

Outside of Agbogbloshie, SISS’s programmatic reach extends throughout the 

Greater Accra Region. In the Dangbe West District, one of ten districts in the Greater 

Accra Region, SISS supports Dodowa Women’s Groups through community 

mobilization and capacity building, specifically through the Computers for NGOs project, 

an initiative facilitated in collaboration with the Ghana Association of Private Voluntary 

Organizations and two UK-based organizations: African Outreach and ComputerAid 

International. SISS also runs a resource center in the town of Madina that offers a 

computer-training program, self-sustaining Internet café, and business services for low-

income families. Additionally, the organization is collaborating with the New Abirem 

District on plans to build kindergartens in twelve communities in the Eastern Region of 

Ghana.  

Each of the organization’s programs is part of a comprehensive strategy to 

empower individuals, reduce poverty and raise the living standards within poor 

communities. SISS strives to provide the training and support necessary to get “excluded 

individuals and groups” into income earning activities and expand their capacity to 

engage in development activities and civic participation.147 Since its founding, SISS has 

expanded its programs in response to local need and available funds, training and 

supporting groups of women and men in areas as diverse as catering, baking, bead 

making, computers, business development, health and life skills. SISS has received 
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funding from both British and Canadian international development agencies, and makes a 

concerted effort to partner with various other local and international institutions, 

including the University of Ghana, other Ghanaian NGOs, and universities in the United 

States. These relationships help the organization expand its advocacy network, leverage 

existing resources, and create sustainable and relevant programs. SISS’s commitment to 

research and willingness to collaborate has led to the creation of an array of programs and 

partnerships in the Greater Accra Region, all for the purpose of helping marginalized 

communities and individuals improve their livelihoods through sustainable group-based, 

self-help initiatives.  

Demographic Profile of Research Participants: SISS 

The demographic profile of Ghanaian respondents in the study is shown in table 

1, which describes participants’ age, ethnicity, region of origin, level of education, and 

current employment status. All respondents are women who have completed at least one 

of the training programs offered by SISS, including training in information and 

communications technology (ICT), baking, health, and personal development. Four of the 

ten respondents also joined a group called Club 21, a women’s empowerment 

microfinance initiative planned and sustained by University of Texas students 

participating in a Maymester abroad program through the UT School of Social Work. 

Members of Club 21 qualify for micro-grants by completing a series of trainings on 

leadership, basic business management, self-esteem, self-efficacy, and health/mental 

health.148 While many of SISS’s programs and services are open to both men and women, 

the organization specifically addresses gender-related barriers to education and 

employment through targeted efforts to mobilize and empower groups of women.   
                                                
148 Students in Partnership with Ghanaian Development, "Gender Empowerment," UT Students for Ghana,  
http://utstudentsforghana.org.  
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Table 1. Demographic profile of SISS respondents 

 
Age  Ethnicity  
20 1 Akan 1 
21 1 Akyem 1 
22 2 Ashanti 1 
23 2 Chamberi 1 
24 2 Ga 2 
25 0 Gromah 1 
26 1 Tamale 1 
    
Region of Origin  Education Level  
Ashanti 1 Primary (1-5 yrs) 0 
Eastern 2 Junior (6-8 yrs) 3 
Greater Accra 2 Senior (8-12 yrs) 4 
Northern 3 Some College 2 
    
Employment Status    
Employed full time 3   
Employed part time 1   
Self-Employed 1   
Not Employed 5   

 

 The demographic represented in this study is relatively young, with an average 

age of just under 23 years. Considering that many of SISS’s programs explicitly cater to 

young adults, particularly those who have dropped out of school, respondents’ ages are 

not uncharacteristic of those who enroll in the organization’s self-help training and 

microfinance programs. According to the Ghana Living Standards Survey 2005, children 

under 15 years account for about 40% of the population, meaning that Ghana is still a 

relatively young country.149 Most of the study respondents migrated to the Greater Accra 

                                                
149 Ghana Living Standards Survey: Report of the Fifth Round (GLSS 5) (Accra: Ghana Statistical Service, 
2008), 6.  
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region from other parts of the country and currently live with family members in 

households ranging in size from 3 to 20. All study participants report educational 

attainment beyond primary school, a fact that is not entirely surprising given Ghana’s 

policy of free and compulsory primary school education. Despite a gender gap in 

secondary and tertiary enrollment, gender parity in primary school enrollment was 

achieved in 2006.150 However, female migrants from rural areas of the country are more 

likely to have lower levels of education, a trend evident in the survey responses. For 

those who migrate to the city from northern areas of Ghana, lower educational attainment 

often translates into fewer formal work opportunities and economic insecurity.151 

   At the time of this study, none of the study respondents were married, and none 

had any children. All report living with family, over half in households with six people or 

more, though the average household size in urban areas of Ghana is 3.5.152 Those who are 

employed work in catering, sales, social work, and IT (as an instructor at SISS). Of the 

six respondents who are unemployed and employed part-time, four cannot find work, the 

other two have chosen not to work while in school. Overall, the unemployment rate in 

Accra (8.9%) is higher than the nation as a whole (3.9%).153 All of the respondents were 

unemployed or underemployed prior to joining SISS. 

Theme 1: Expanded Awareness and Improved Self-Efficacy 

When asked to reflect on the most significant outcome from participating in the 

programs of SISS, nearly every respondent linked the training they had received to 

                                                
150 Akosua K. Darkwah, "Education: Pathway to Empowerment for Ghanaian  
Women?" 29.  
151 Muriel Adjubi Yeboah, "Urban Poverty, Livelihood, and Gender: Perceptions and Experiences of 
Porters in Accra, Ghana," Africa Today 56, no. 3 (Spring 2010): 50.  
152 Ghana Living Standards Survey: Report of the Fifth Round (GLSS 5), 5.  
153 Ibid., vi. 
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increased feelings of confidence and self-efficacy. Within the empowerment framework 

established by Kabeer, the ICT trainings, financial services, baking classes, health 

workshops, and group meetings could be considered the resources, or enabling factors, 

that precipitated the cognitive and behavioral changes expressed by respondents. While a 

heightened sense of self-worth and self-esteem was most often associated with the 

acquisition of marketable skills and financial inputs, expressions of self-efficacy were 

tied to the health and life skills workshops as well as the experience of interacting with 

peers, NGO staff and volunteers. Furthermore, the respondents attributed certain 

behavioral changes to their time at SISS, including the ability to make new friends, move 

around more freely in public, teach their peers, actively seek employment, and participate 

in community organizations.  

The women’s testimonies give evidence of newfound “power within” based upon 

a sense of expanded choices and capabilities. Characterized by increased awareness, self-

esteem, and confidence in one’s ability to effect change, “power within” is a foundational 

component of self-help and empowerment for social transformation. The development of 

“power within” is especially relevant to the process of women’s empowerment, given the 

internalization of feelings of worthlessness so often characteristic of gender-based 

subordination.154 Commenting on her life prior to joining SISS, one woman noted:  
 
This program, it has opened my life. It has just opened everything of myself. First, 
I didn’t know, like I’m just saying, I was not always as free or confident with 
people around me. I couldn’t even speak, I didn’t even know I couldn’t even 
speak. 

Her response indicates both an improvement in her ability to communicate with others 

and a realization of a previously unrecognized limitation. Such experiences suggest that 

                                                
154 Sarah Mosedale, "Assessing Women's Empowerment: Towards a Conceptual  
Framework," Journal of International Development 17 (2005): 1.  
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SISS may help to facilitate a process of conscientization for some – by opening up a 

range of possibilities about who women can be and how they can act, SISS inspires 

critical reflection and action on the part of program participants.155  

 Expressions of increased self-confidence often led to specific explanations of 

improved self-efficacy, defined as a person’s belief in his/her ability to succeed in 

particular activities, (also referred to in this paper as “power to”).156 For instance, many 

of the respondents expressed confidence in their ability to communicate effectively in 

public and to discuss sensitive issues with family and friends: 
 

I can now speak to people with confidence. I can walk in front of people. Before, 
it was very difficult for me to talk to them, but through this, I’ve been able to 
learn. 
 
The meetings that we’re having, they told us to talk with your feelings or any 
problems I have, I guess you can speak with your mother or your father or your 
sister and they can help you. Through this, I…I can say anything to my father 
without feeling shy.  
 

Some also reflected on their ability to make important decisions: 
 

I can now also make decisions on my own. Like, if I want to further my education, 
even though my parents like, they don’t want to help, I’ve made up my mind. 

According to Kabeer, empowerment is the process by which people gain the ability to 

make strategic life choices, including the choice to further one’s education.157 Part of this 

ability involves simply believing that one has the freedom and capacity to pursue such a 

choice, a belief evident in the statement of this respondent.  

                                                
155 E. Summerson Carr, "Rethinking Empowerment Theory Using a Feminist Lens: The Importance of 
Process," Affilia 18, no. 8 (2003): 15.  
156 Albert Bandura, Self-Efficacy in Changing Societies (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 2.  
157 Naila Kabeer, "Resources, Agency, Achievements: Reflections on the Measurement of Women's 
Empowerment," Development and Change 30 (1999): 437.  
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Beyond feeling capable and entitled to make important choices, many respondents 

attributed changes in their day-to-day behavior to participation in SISS’s programs. One 

woman who took part in both ICT and personal development courses explained: 

 
Well through this program now I do feel bold to talk to my community people, and 
whenever I enter a place I don’t…at all. I’m more bold to do something. I do 
express myself, feel free to use the Internet. It’s made me feel bold. 
 

Through training in ICT, both women and men learn basic computer skills, such as 

keyboarding and how to use the Internet, as well as Microsoft Office and basic graphic 

design. While access to computers and information alone cannot be expected to empower 

impoverished communities, ICT can provide a useful avenue for expanding the 

capabilities of individuals, especially in conjunction with other services. Many of the 

other women who undertook ICT training also described themselves as newly 

“confident” and bold.” Another respondent who joined the Club 21 group discussed 

changes in her daily social interactions: 
 

I didn’t know how to make friends with people. Through this SISS, I know how to 
make, I have friends to talk to about leadership, and empower. So now I can talk 
with women, organize youths, I even educate people with condoms and HIV.  

Her experience suggests both an improved capacity to socialize with others and a 

simultaneous motivation to share the knowledge and skills gained at SISS. Meeting new 

people and educating peers were frequently cited as two significant accomplishments 

resulting from involvement with the NGO. The quote above also demonstrates the role 

SISS plays as a safe space for learning, socializing, and exploring new abilities.  

Finally, the women’s responses to certain survey questions indicate at least a 

slight increase in levels of community participation since joining SISS. A majority of 

respondents participate in church groups and youth organizations, up to six hours a week, 
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in addition to their other obligations. Many also continue to attend the group meetings 

facilitated by Club 21.  

Overall, the women’s expanded social network, improved ability to function in 

public social settings, and desire to educate neighbors and friends could be related to 

SISS’s model of self-help through group-based empowerment. Further research is needed 

to determine whether feelings of improved self-efficacy and prolonged participation in 

community organizations leads to the fulfillment of strategic life choices or collective 

action against gender-related or structural constraints. While a number of study 

participants described themselves as shy and introverted prior to their training at SISS, 

there is also the question of whether individuals inclined to join SISS already 

demonstrate some level of agency. Additional research should compare the resources, 

capabilities and life experiences of SISS program “graduates” to those who do not 

complete the trainings, and those who never join the organization in the first place.  

Theme 2: Small Economic Gains 

Survey and interview data suggest mixed economic outcomes, with most women 

reporting at least small economic gains resulting from involvement with SISS. The 

organization itself represents an expansion in community access to economic resources, 

especially in cities with an SISS resource center offering free business services and 

computer access. SISS program clients have access to microloans, the Internet, training 

courses and personal development workshops, all of which serve to strengthen 

participants’ marketable skills and enhance economic agency. Knowledge of ICT and 

computer skills are often required by employers in the formal sector, as one client noted: 
 
I can now call myself a computer literate. Since I’m searching for a job, and it is 
required, that they want a computer literate background.  



 56 

Insufficient computer skills may prevent individuals from pursuing work outside the 

informal sector and can lead to feelings of inadequacy and insecurity:  
 

Whenever someone said, he or she had a job for me, I found it very difficult to 
like, go for the job because I…the computer, I had no knowledge about it. That 
was big. But now, through SISS, I can use the computer so I can go.  

In addition to the acquisition of practical skills, participants commented on their 

improved ability to approach strangers in public, prepare for interviews, and manage their 

time. Some also mentioned more responsible financial practices, including opening a 

bank account, spending less, and saving more:  
 

I’m working on gaining, or getting my degree. Now I think I’m better landed. And 
I’m also saving, because I learned in personal development, accounting, so I’m 
also saving. 

 While overall levels of employment and income increased for half of the 

respondents, four continued to search for work. Of those with jobs, two respondents 

found employment at local NGOs, while the others work in the informal sector. The 

women with jobs expressed higher levels of fulfillment, self-confidence and economic 

security related to increased incomes and the ability to contribute to household resources: 
 

I have a career. Cooking. I can cook, I can bake, I can do everything on my own 
now.  

 
Ok. Well now, I’m a trainer at SISS, teaching computing. I’m also doing the 
designing and the art. I design things from people, and collect money from them. 
So I think my life has been better.  

Only one participant noted a slight improvement in her economic situation (due to 

receiving a machine from SISS), without any changes in self-esteem, self-efficacy or 

personal relationships.  
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While most respondents acknowledge improvements to their economic well-

being, many continue to work in the informal sector in female-dominated occupations. 

However, by expanding the assets, skill-set, and financial knowledge of participants, 

SISS may widen the employment prospects of female clients and strengthen their ability 

to weather unforeseen changes to their external environment. As one woman remarked: 
 

Changed my life. Ok, because I’m now working. At first, I was unemployed 
because I don’t have any skills. But now I’m working and wherever I want, I can 
go, because I’ve acquired the knowledge to do a lot.  

Women in SISS programs appear to demonstrate small economic gains. However, the 

extent to which clients are able to translate program services into sustainable livelihoods 

likely depends upon duration of membership, individual capabilities, and the social, 

political, economic environment in which they live and work.   

Theme 3: Gendered Division of Labor and Interpersonal Relationships 

The study participants noted little, if any change, in the distribution of 

intrahousehold roles and responsibilities. All of the respondents claimed responsibility 

for maintaining their household, along with mothers, sisters, and brothers. Those who 

gained employment since coming to SISS did not experience a change in their household 

responsibilities, despite newly contributing to the family’s household income. When 

asked about the effect of SISS on her life at home, one woman explained: 
 
It has not changed a lot. There is nothing new. It’s like, there’s no time for 
myself…It’s the same thing in the house. I got home at the right time, I do all my 
chores. 

This woman’s experience demonstrates one of the oft-cited difficulties with women’s 

empowerment: a heavier workload resulting from new employment opportunities and 

inflexible gender roles.  
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SISS’s effect on interpersonal relationships was slightly more positive, though a 

few disclosed that their families and friends were not initially supportive of their decision 

to join the organization. One woman who found work after completing training at SISS 

remarked on her family’s eventual change of opinion: 
 
They don’t even care whether I come to the class or not. I would ask them about 
it, about coming to this class, they don’t say anything, because I was alone. They 
were not supportive. But because of what I gained, now they always want me to 
do something for them. One day, so now or something. They want you to design 
for them.  

In contrast, some decided to join SISS because of encouragement and support from 

family and friends. Most noted increased respect from family and peers, as well as an 

improved ability to communicate with family about personal issues. Because the study 

participants are all in their twenties and unmarried, further research is needed to observe 

whether participation in SISS programs affects the nature of future relationships and the 

gendered division of labor as the women age. Another sample of married SISS clients 

could also yield different results.  
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INDIA 

India is a diverse and dynamic country with a cultural history dating back 

thousands of years. Situated between Myanmar and Pakistan in Southern Asia, the 

present-day Republic of India is a nation with eighteen official languages, four major 

religions, and a population of over 1.2 billion.158 Since overthrowing British colonial rule 

in 1947, India has become the world’s largest democracy, operating under a federal 

political system in which power is shared between the central government and twenty-

eight states.159 Efforts at economic liberalization over the past two decades have served to 

accelerate the country’s growth and cement its status as a global political and economic 

power. As Nijman notes, “from the mid-1980s, national economic policies were revised, 

sometimes gradually, sometimes more radically, to facilitate a shift from a quasi-socialist 

(or: mixed) and highly regulated economy towards a free-market regime.”160 India’s 

economy now encompasses a wide range of modern industries and services, along with 

traditional village farming, modern agriculture, and handicrafts.161 Despite advances in 

fields such as information technology, a burgeoning urban middle class, and increasing 

global influence and integration, India continues to face many challenges related to long-

standing social inequalities and contemporary globalization.  

 

                                                
158  BBC News South Asia, "India Profile," Overview, accessed August 2012, last modified June 28, 2012, 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/ world-south-asia-12557384.  
159 Ibid. 
160 Jan Nijman, "Against the Odds: Slum Rehabilitation in Neoliberal Mumbai," 74.  
161 Central Intelligence Agency, "Introduction: India," The World Factbook, accessed August 2012, last 
modified 2012, https://www.cia.gov/library/ publications/the-world-factbook/geos/in.html.  
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Figure 2: India162 

 

In a context of widespread rural poverty and rapid urbanization, many Indian 

cities struggle to accommodate high levels of rural-to-urban migration. Urban slums dot 

the metropolitan landscape of cities like Mumbai, where population growth far outpaces 

housing supply.163 Residents of urban slums must often contend with inadequate 

infrastructure, limited employment opportunities, and lack of access to quality 

education.164 Since the initiation of neoliberal economic reforms, responsibility for such 

issues has largely been re-directed from the state to local governments, NGOs and the 

market.165 In an environment of rapid cultural and economic change, NGOs are 

                                                
162 Ibid. 
163 Women and Housing Rights Programme, Women, Slums and Urbanisation: Examining the Causes and 
Consequences (Geneva: The Centre on Housing Rights and Evictions (COHRE), 2008), 47.   
164 Central Intelligence Agency, "Introduction: India," The World Factbook, https://www.cia.gov/library/ 
publications/the-world-factbook/geos/in.html.  
165 Jan Nijman, "Against the Odds: Slum Rehabilitation in Neoliberal Mumbai," 74.  



 61 

increasingly responsible for meeting the welfare needs of impoverished women, men and 

children.166 While globalization and neoliberal policies have exacerbated the plight of the 

poor in certain ways, these forces have also destabilized particular social norms and 

created new forms of work for men and women who come to the cities in search of a 

better life. 

As in most countries, gender inequalities in India limit some women’s 

opportunities, access to resources and employment. In tandem with group-based 

inequalities related to caste, ethnicity or religion, gender inequality can intensify 

women’s experiences of poverty and vulnerability.167 For poor women living in urban 

slums, inadequate resources, low educational attainment, and lack of economic 

independence manifests in high levels of vulnerability to external changes, like income 

fluctuations and environmental hazards.168  In their study of women in urban slum 

communities, the Centre on Housing Rights and Evictions (COHRE) found that many 

female migrants to Mumbai slums report experiencing gender-based discrimination and 

domestic violence and abuse.169 Their study shows that women in slum communities 

generally maintain economic dependence on men and hold little control over household 

decision-making.170 However, women in slum communities also often contribute to 

household resources through informal economic activities or employment in 

manufacturing or service-oriented industries.171 In India, microfinance organizations like 
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Annapurna Pariwar have emerged in urban and rural areas to address gender inequality 

and women’s poverty by helping to regularize income flow, promote improvements in 

standards of living, and help women and their families meet a variety of basic needs.172 

Annapurna Pariwar 

Annapurna Pariwar is a group of six non-governmental organizations located in 

the Indian state of Maharashtra, with main offices in Pune and Mumbai. Each 

organization associated with Annapurna Pariwar works with poor self-employed women 

and men in urban slums through programs designed to reduce their vulnerability and 

ensure sustainable livelihoods. The current manifestation of Annapurna Pariwar began as 

a chapter of the cooperative organization, Annapurna Mahila Mandal (AMM).173 One of 

the first urban microfinance organizations in India, AMM was founded in 1975 by 

Padmashree Prematai Purao, a freedom fighter, activist and entrepreneur, along with her 

husband, trade union leader Dada Purao.174 The initial goal of AMM was to empower 

poor women in Mumbai through the provision of microcredit and allied services, though 

the organization later expanded its services to include a working-women’s hostel, skills 

training, and catering activities. In 1993, the daughter of Padmashree Purao, Dr. Medha 

Purao Samant, established Annapurna Pariwar in Pune. Since that time, Annapurna 

Pariwar has worked towards achieving their vision of “empowered women in sustainable 

families” through needs-based projects, partnerships, and advocacy.175    

The overall mission of Annapurna Pariwar rests upon four tenets: 
                                                
172 Naila Kabeer, "Is Microfinance a 'Magic Bullet' for Women's Empowerment? Analysis of Findings 
from South Asia," 4715.  
173 "Annapurna Parivar Vikas Samvardhan - Pune," UPLIFT India Association, accessed August 2012, 
http://www.upliftindia.org/partner-organizations/annapurna-parivar-vikas-samvardhan-poona/.  
174 Annapurna Pariwar, Microfinance and Beyond: About Us, accessed August 2012, last modified 2011, 
http://www.annapurnapariwar.org/.  
175 Annapurna Pariwar, Microfinance and Beyond: Vision, accessed August 2012, last modified 2011, 
http://www.annapurnapariwar.org/?page_id=55. 
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1. To make members sustainable and happy in their professional and personal lives 

by giving small repetitive loans to poor enterprising women and men along with 

business guidance and skill trainings to improve their business.  

2. To link members and their adolescent children with jobs. 

3. To generate their savings and insure them against unforeseen emergencies like 

death and sickness. 

4. To help them look after their families in a better way by providing support in 

family counseling and day care centers.176 

Though the organization’s first and primary activity remains empowering women through 

microfinance, Annapurna has extended its microfinance services to men and initiated 

various child-centered programs in response to client demand and needs-based 

assessments. Today, the organizations associated with Annapurna Pariwar offer a 

package of services that include: (1) microloans and savings, (2) vocational training and 

job placement, (3) micro-insurance, (4) family, legal, and health counseling, and (5) low-

cost child-care and educational sponsorship. Annapurna Pariwar also operates a research 

and training institute and a franchise program designed to facilitate partnerships between 

Annapurna and smaller microfinance organizations in semi-urban and rural areas. The 

organizations’ clients are generally poor and marginalized women and men living in the 

slums of Pune and Mumbai. Clients are encouraged to utilize a combination of the 

organizations’ services to meet their particular needs. 

 Under the Artha-Udyampurna project, Annapurna Pariwar provides small loans to 

slum residents for business creation or expansion, debt repayment, and other social needs, 

like education and housing. The Artha-Udyampurna project is considered the core of all 

                                                
176 Annapurna Pariwar, Microfinance and Beyond: Vision, Mission, Goal, accessed August  
2012, last modified 2011, http://www.annapurnapariwar.org/?page_id=55. 
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of Annapurna Pariwar’s activities because it addresses the basic economic need 

experienced by all slum dwellers.177 For this reason, the organization uses microcredit as 

an “entry-point” into slum communities and the basis for further empowerment. As 

opposed to the self-help group model employed more frequently in rural areas of India, 

Annapurna Pariwar utilizes a joint liability group (JLG) microfinance model. Joint 

liability groups usually consist of five members who stand guarantee for the loan drawn 

by each member in the group. Individual loans range in size from 1000 to 35,000 rupees 

(roughly the equivalent of 18 USD to 623 USD).178  Loanees are allowed to borrow in 

higher amounts over time, depending on their performance in repayment, group cohesion, 

and business development.179 While repaying the loan, borrowers (referred to as 

“partners”) must save a minimum of 20%. Most partners engage in some form of 

informal employment to help repay their loans. Typical Artha-Udyampura partners work 

as rag pickers, construction and domestic workers, farm laborers, petty merchants, 

rickshaw drivers and vendors of vegetables, fish, fruit, or flowers.180  

 Annapurna Pariwar operates eight microfinance branches in Pune and seven in 

Mumbai. The organization coordinates with the Indian Overseas Bank and the Small 

Industries Bank of India to facilitate the loan-granting process, and receives technical 

support from various other microfinance institutions, non-governmental organizations, 

and mutual funds. According to an impact analysis carried out by the organization, 

Annapurna’s microfinance program has positively impacted 150 slums in Pune and 60 
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slums in Mumbai. Success was measured in terms of borrowers’ earning power, family 

welfare, child education, and receipt of adequate healthcare.181  

Demographic Profile of Research Respondents: Annapurna Pariwar 

The demographic profile of Indian respondents in the study is shown in table 2, 

which describes participants’ age, ethnicity, region of origin, level of education, and 

current employment status. All respondents have taken part in Annapurna Pariwar’s 

Artha-Udyampurna microfinance project for at least two years, some for as long as five 

years. While Annapurna has microfinance offices in both Mumbai and Pune, all of the 

participants in this study live in the slums of Deonar or Mankhurd, two adjacent 

neighborhoods in Eastern Mumbai. Both areas are in close proximity to the city’s largest 

landfill and largest slaughterhouse, the Deonar Municipal Abbatoir. Over half of 

Mumbai’s population (which well exceeds 13 million) lives in slums that cover just 12% 

of the city’s land.182 A commercial, financial and entertainment hub, Mumbai is also the 

richest city in India.183 
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Table 2. Demographic profile of Annapurna Pariwar respondents 

 
Age  Ethnicity  
33 

2 
Indian (Mumbai, 
Maharashtra) 10 

35 3   
39 1 Religion  
40 1 Muslim 4 
45 1 Hindu 6 
50 1   
55 1  1 
    
Region of Origin  Education Level  
Maharashtra 7 No education 3 
Uttar Pradesh 2 Primary (1-5 yrs) 3 
No Response 1 Junior (6-8 yrs) 3 
  Senior (9-12 yrs) 1 
    
Employment    
Rag picker 1 Tailor 1 
Home-based plastic 
seller 3 

Barters plastic for 
garlic pods 1 

School janitor / 
Small business 
owner 1 

Vegetable vendor/ 
home-based plastic 
seller 1 

Skilled laborer 
(embroidery) 1 Housewife 1 

 

Slum dwellers living near the landfill often work as rag pickers, sorting through 

heaps of trash in search of scraps of plastic, metal and glass to sell to local recyclers. 

These workers are particularly at risk of injury, illness and accidental death. The slums 

themselves are severely lacking in physical infrastructure. Most residents survive without 

access to basic services, including water, sanitation and electricity. Their homes are 

mostly makeshift bamboo shacks, densely packed into a maze of haphazard electrical 

wires and water pipes. Electrical fires and flooding threaten the safety of slum dwellers, 
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whose health is already compromised by poor living conditions and the presence of two 

nearby refineries, the garbage dump, and slaughterhouse. Adding to the risk environment, 

municipal government authorities perpetually threaten some households with eviction or 

demolition.   

The women included in this study represent what Annapurna Pariwar considers 

the “poorest of the poor,” their most disadvantaged clients. Like most urban slum 

dwellers, these women live with other family members in small, substandard housing 

units. All are married with children, though one respondent’s husband lives elsewhere, 

while another’s husband recently passed away. [As migrants from rural areas of India], 

the study participants demonstrate low levels of education and high rates of illiteracy. 

Some have worked their entire lives; others took up employment after receiving a loan 

from Annapurna. Most engage in heavily gendered informal economic activities, sorting 

through trash as rag pickers or selling vegetables, flowers or garlands. Few have any 

family members that earn a monthly fixed income. Their daily lives are almost entirely 

consumed by work, household responsibilities and childcare. Despite all of this, the 

women we interviewed manage to maintain a sense of humor, dignity and resilience. 

Respondents report learning of Annapurna Pariwar either through NGO staff or 

neighbors and friends looking for more people to join their joint liability group. Having 

observed the exploitative lending practices of other organizations and wealthy 

individuals, most respondents were initially fairly skeptical of Annapurna’s microfinance 

scheme. Before joining, each of the women met with NGO staff members multiple times 

to learn about the program and ask questions. The women listed various reasons for 

choosing Annapurna Pariwar over other lenders, including its “convenience,” its explicit 

focus on women and women’s groups, its reputation and trustworthiness, the helpfulness 

and flexibility of NGO staff, the low interest rates, and the various other services offered 
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along with microloans, including savings plans, health and life insurance, and medical 

reimbursements. 

Each study participant has taken more than one loan from Annapurna Pariwar. 

Because Annapurna does not heavily dictate how loans are spent, most first-time loans 

are used to cover immediate needs, like food, home repair, and high-interest debt. 

Successive loans are often invested in longer-term endeavors, like businesses or 

children’s education. Over time, women may borrow increasingly larger amounts. Loans 

are disbursed at the local office in the presence of their husbands and repaid in monthly 

installments that include a designated portion for savings and insurance. Payment is not 

accepted if all group members are not present. Borrowers are encouraged (though not 

required) to attend monthly meetings, held either at a group member’s house or the local 

microfinance office. Twice a year, Annapurna organizes a large-scale meeting for all 

borrowers in Vashi, a township in the nearby city of Navi Mumbai. At the meetings, 

borrowers ask questions about taking loans, speak with other group members and NGO 

staff, and learn about Annapurna’s services and activities. A doctor is present at every 

meeting to answer health-related questions. Monthly meetings last around two hours.  

Theme 1: Self-Confidence, Self- Efficacy and Social Relationships 

Since taking their first loans over two years ago, study participants described 

themselves as “better,” “more confident,” and “happy.” In general, they noted feeling 

more self-assured and capable in their work and their daily interactions, particularly in 

social situations they previously avoided: 
 
People tell the children that your mother speaks better now, that she has a 
different etiquette now. We can go for weddings and go well dressed. We feel 
better and respected. We have a lot more confidence now. Our relatives are now 
in better touch with us now.  
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Positive social interactions and increased respect from neighbors, relatives and other 

acquaintances seem to reinforce the women’s self-esteem. Based on interview data, the 

ability to interact more comfortably with people in positions of power may ultimately 

enhance the women’s social capital and access to resources: 
 

I am educated up to Std V. Now when I go to my son’s school who is in Std XI, I 
am more comfortable speaking to his teachers as I know the way in which one 
must interact in society. 

Considering the social stigma associated with slum dwellers and migrants, the 

respondent’s expressions of self-respect and social inclusion may indicate a deeper 

process of healing from the effects of internalized oppression.  

The women attributed newfound self-confidence and self-respect to various 

factors associated with their microfinance activities at Annapurna Pariwar. Most 

considered their success in income-earning activities and loan repayment to be a 

significant achievement and source of pride. After years of economic instability and 

dependence, simply knowing that they are capable of paying loans on time, providing for 

their families, managing a business, and saving money reinforces a felt sense of “power 

within.” Being known and respected by family and peers as someone who has achieved 

all of these things magnifies this effect. Many women described not only confidence but 

happiness resulting from their ability to contribute to household income, control loan 

usage, save money, support their children’s education, and improve their family’s 

wellbeing. Happiness was also correlated with reduced stress due to improved living 

conditions. 

In addition to economic achievements, some remarked on the opportunity to 

interact more frequently with group members and NGO staff, linking group meetings to 

improved social competence: 
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What we cannot learn staying at home, we can, by stepping out and interacting 
with others. I speak a lot more, with confidence. We get to observe different 
people, how they speak, there is a lot to learn from that. I learnt to interact 
differently, not the usual informal way we may do with neighbors. Once one goes 
to places like these, one gets to know how to behave, act and speak with people 
and learn the etiquette that one does not get by staying only in the confines of the 
home. We learn a lot by just watching the ladies who work there. 

By insisting on a group-based model of empowerment, Annapurna creates new and safe 

social spaces for observation, interaction and personal development. Spaces that foster 

group inclusion and non-hierarchical relationships between poorer and less poor 

individuals seem to be particularly successful in improving feelings of self-worth. The 

larger organization-wide meetings also serve to reassure clients that they are not alone in 

their struggles:  
 

Here it feels like a big family, a lot of people attend the big meetings and it feels 
very good to see that.  

 The joint liability group model not only requires that participants meet with each 

other and communicate regularly; it necessitates a high degree of trust and dependence 

between group members. Whether they formed groups with friends or strangers, all of the 

women noted increased cohesiveness and high levels of trust among their groups. Apart 

from reminding each other of repayment dates and relaying what was said at larger group 

meetings, the women discuss personal issues and topics unrelated to microfinance within 

their groups:  
 

The group is very cohesive, we are closer now so we are able to speak of many 
more things. We discuss more and are sharing more with each other.  

Some women mentioned finding out about new resources, like a nearby day-care center, 

by participating in group-discussions. For those who did not know group members before 

joining Annapurna, the new relationships represent a welcome expansion in social and 

material resources: 
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Earlier we did not even know each other but later we made friends with each 
other and now we are like one big family. We help each other in difficult times.  

Despite feeling more capable and self-sufficient as individuals, the women find strength 

and reassurance in their group relationships. Many discussed feeling confident as a group 

and as having financial and business-development goals as a group. Such statements give 

evidence that the women have begun to think and act as a cohesive unit. Considering 

their willingness to discuss personal issues and rely on each other in difficult times, the 

group-based microfinance model may facilitate group discussion and action against other 

personal and public injustices. In fact, Annapurna Pariwar explicitly encourages clients to 

view themselves as part of a larger movement committed to gender justice and progress. 

In the oath taken by members after every meeting, women pledge to “not tolerate any 

injustice against any woman,” to “intervene in any fight within [their] community,” to 

help each other, and “remain united” despite ethnic, religious or caste-based 

differences.184 

However, given the frequency of meetings and the large degree to which 

borrowers must depend on each other, it is not surprising that group meetings themselves 

cause occasional tension and conflict. As stipulated by Annapurna, if one person cannot 

make a loan payment, other group members are compelled to cover that person’s share. If 

all group members are not present on the payment date, loan repayments (along with 

savings and insurance monies) are not accepted by the organization. These rules are 

meant to encourage cooperation and communication amongst joint liability group 

members. While a few interviewees expressed frustration with some group members’ 

                                                
184 Annapurna Pariwar, Microfinance and Beyond: The Oath, accessed August 2012, last modified 2011, 
http://www.annapurnapariwar.org/?page_id=57. 
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disregard for the rules, others felt gratitude towards their group for covering their 

payment during a difficult time:   
 

Everyone helps each other. Last time I could not pay my dues so the other four 
members paid on my behalf and then later I returned their money. So that works 
out quite well.  

According to one respondent, NGO staff members offer to help mediate disagreements 

between borrowers and alter the composition of groups, if necessary. Another common 

complaint about the group structure was related to the time involved in planning and 

attending monthly meetings:  
 

The problem is we don’t get time to go to the meeting and if we do we don’t talk 
about it much as we are all busy. We go to the important meetings; all of us rarely 
manage to go at the same time. We get a lot of good information at the meetings 
but unfortunately we don’t have time to go. 

Some respondents had difficulty attending meetings knowing they would miss out on at 

least two hours worth of income. Others argued that attending meetings was not very 

much of a burden, if planned for in advance.  

 Since taking their very first loan, the women document a gradual process of 

transformation in themselves and their surroundings. Their testimonies suggest an 

increased awareness of possibilities and assurance about their own ability to succeed in 

future endeavors. For one woman who took her first loan months before her husband 

passed away, the experience of becoming her family’s sole provider with the help of 

Annapurna was both challenging and life changing:  
 

My husband’s death has been the biggest change in my life and there cannot be 
anything greater than that. But it is only because of such an incident that I have 
been able to unleash my potential. I have grown a lot as a person. I have learned 
a lot of new things since the past three years. Initially I was very shy and quiet but 
now I can talk confidently with people.  
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The idea of “unleashed potential” perfectly describes the optimistic sentiment expressed 

by many of this study’s respondents when asked about their lives since taking loans. As 

one woman exclaimed, “Now I have the courage to take care of my responsibilities.” 

Bolstered by a belief in their essential worth and capabilities, the women now feel bold 

enough to interact more freely in public and pursue different kinds of work:  
  

I feel more confident now. Earlier I was so shy and I hardly used to go out for 
work but now I go out, talk to people and try and get more work.  

Empowered by their record of success with Annapurna and driven by their responsibility 

as providers, the women also possess the courage to dream about the future: 
 

I want to fulfill this dream with the help of Annapurna…I will not give up. 
Whatever money I get, I will keep on saving and I will to buy my own house one 
day. I want my daughter to continue her further studies. That is the main purpose. 
I have no one else except for my daughter. Whatever I do, I will do it for her. 

Many discussed plans to purchase a better house or start a new business, including one 

woman who currently makes a living sorting through trash at the landfill. For these 

women, Annapurna provides not only hope but a feasible pathway towards a better life.  

Theme 2: Increased Assets, Reduced Vulnerability 

Aside from instigating changes to women’s psychological and aspirational well-

being, the loans disbursed through Annapurna’s microfinance project help to increase 

women’s access to capital assets and reduce both household and individual vulnerability. 

Though all of the respondents continue to live in slums and work in the informal sector, 

their testimonies indicate reduced levels of poverty and signs of long-term stability: 
 
Our financial situation was very bad, we did not even have enough food… but 
after becoming a member of Annapurna our business has grown, our house is 
better than before, we don’t have any water problems, I even have some bank 
balance now.  



 74 

The pattern of loan use described by respondents suggests that women use loans first to 

stabilize household consumption and make needed household repairs. Reflecting on her 

first lending interaction with Annapurna, one woman explained:  
 
I told them that I have some personal loans to repay… I did not tell them that it is 
for the water line. But then instead of paying the debt I bought a waterline 
because you cannot live without water right! For me the best thing was that I 
could buy water line/tap using the money I borrowed from Annapurna. Water is 
so necessary and we did not have any at home. We had to go far away to fill 
water in our buckets for daily use. Now I have water tap near my house thanks to 
Annapurna. 

Poor access to clean drinking water and sanitation is one of the leading causes of ill 

health in slum communities.185 When applied to home improvement or household food 

security, microloans may help reduce disease and ill health among borrowers and their 

families, though further research is needed to confirm this effect within the study 

population. Other services that increase the poor’s access to medical care, like the 

medical reimbursements, health insurance, doctor visits, and health education offered by 

Annapurna Pariwar, further contribute to improvements in health when combined with 

microfinance.186   

After securing their basic needs, study respondents report using loans to repay 

debts from other lenders, purchase materials to enhance their current income-generating 

activities, pay for their children’s education, and invest in new businesses. Several 

women have also begun saving to purchase a new house. To contrast with Annapurna’s 

microfinance practices, many women remarked on the exploitative practices of other 

lenders and financial institutions that extend loans at exorbitant interest rates with little 

                                                
185 Brodie Ramin, "Slums, Climate Change, and Human Health in sub-Saharan Africa," Bulletin of the 
World Health Organization 87 (2009): 886.  
186 Leatherman and Christopher Dunford, "Linking Health to Microfinance to Reduce Poverty," Bulletin of 
the World Health Organization 88 (2010): 470.  
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regard for borrower’s ability to pay. Attracted by the success stories of microfinance 

pioneers and the prospect of profit, an increasing number of lenders, banks and financial 

institutions have entered poor communities and begun to offer loans, sometimes charging 

interest rates of 100% or more.187 Some of the women had taken such loans in the past, 

and used a portion of their new loans to pay off old debt:  
 
This loan facility by Annapurna is very good. Before Annapurna, we used to take 
loans from rich people (lenders) in the area and unfortunately we had pay 100 % 
interest to them. For instance, Rs 30,000 as interest for loan of Rs 30,000. It was 
very difficult to repay. We also had to sell our bike for it. But now the situation is 
much better.  

Once immediate financial obligations were resolved, the women were able to 

focus on fulfilling other personal goals and priorities. The education of children was one 

oft-cited priority among study participants. Having little to no education themselves, the 

women desired better lives for their children. During monthly meetings, NGO staff 

members also reinforce the importance of sending children to school, particularly girl-

children. Unable to afford higher quality private schools, the women enroll their children 

in local municipal schools and use loans to purchase books, supplies and uniforms: 
 
The first time, I took a loan for educational purpose. I wanted my daughter to go 
to school. And now I am happy to share that she has passed 10th grade exam. I 
think lending money from such organizations is better than begging for money 
elsewhere.  
 
All of my expectations are fulfilled because when my daughter was studying, I 
enrolled her in a municipality school and she wanted to learn English, so for that, 
I get help from Annapurna every year for buying books. So I thought to myself, if I 
am getting all kinds of help, and then why not help my daughter pursue her 
English language studies. So I feel quite happy about that. 

                                                
187 "Microfinance," The New York Times, November 18, 2010, 
http://topics.nytimes.com/topics/reference/timestopics/subjects/m/microfinance/index.html.  
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Based on these interviews and the program evaluations performed by Annapurna Pariwar, 

there seems to be a correlation between the provision of microloans to women and 

increased educational attainment among children. Similar patterns have been observed in 

studies of other microfinance programs.188 More research is needed to determine how far 

children of loan recipients advance in school and whether the effect is different for girl 

and boy children.  

 In addition to educating their children, the women aspired to obtain work, 

improve upon their current income-generating activities, and start new businesses. 

Because Annapurna Pariwar provides loans to clients without regard for their prior 

employment or credit history, women possess varying levels of work experience upon 

receiving their first loan: 
 

Before Annapurna I was a house wife, but since the past 3 years I have taken up 3 
jobs. I work in a school nearby in the morning, in the afternoons I concentrate on 
my flower business and in the evenings I sell Garlands. 

Discontent with long hours, poor working conditions, and income instability, many of the 

women have plans to open a business of their own. With the help of savings and multiple 

loans, some were able to achieve this goal: 
 

The first time I borrowed 7,000 and the second time I took a loan of 10,000. At 
that time I bought a sewing machine and an embroidery machine. With this we 
started our own small business. We hand embroider saris in the house. We have 
also hired a few skilled workers for it. They decorate the saris with silk called 
“jari”. I also stitch clothes for children. In the future, we plan to expand our 
business in a workshop but that will require 50,000-60,000 rupees, so let’s see 
how it goes. 

Starting a new business or moving into another (more desirable) field of work appears to 

be more difficult for women who are sole or primary earners, or who possess fewer 

                                                
188 Naila Kabeer, "Is Microfinance a 'Magic Bullet' for Women's Empowerment? Analysis of Findings 
from South Asia," Economic and Political Weekly 40, no. 44/45 (November 2005): 4713.  
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resources and capabilities. Nonetheless, nearly all of the study participants report higher 

levels of employment and increased income due to their utilization of Annapurna 

Pariwar’s microfinance services. 

 According to Caroline Moser, “the more assets people have, the less vulnerable 

they are, and the greater the erosion of people’s assets, the greater their insecurity.”189 

Poor households in urban slum communities are particularly vulnerable to unsteady and 

unregulated employment, environmental hazards, and social fragmentation.190 Women’s 

ability to weather such conditions is further eroded by gender inequality, which limits 

their mobility and access to assets. By addressing women’s particular social and financial 

needs, Annapurna Pariwar strengthens women’s ability to overcome poverty and secure 

their families against unforeseen risk. While low-interest loans alone are enough to 

provide short-term stability, the savings provision allows women to plan for the future, 

invest in longer-term endeavors, and handle unexpected expenses without falling deeper 

into poverty: 
 

The biggest change in my life is that in the beginning I did not have a penny in my 
savings account but now with God’s grace I have been able to save 60,000 
rupees. That has also made me a more confident person. I do not waste any 
money, I pay my dues on time I save a little bit out of my income and I am capable 
of providing my family good food and education.  In the future I plan to continue 
my hard work and build my own house one day… that’s all I want! 

During monthly group meetings, women also learn good financial practices, like 

budgeting, saving and investing. This knowledge is invaluable for women with minimal 

education and little experience managing their own money. Additionally, as part of their 

monthly loan repayments, the women can pay towards health insurance for themselves 

                                                
189 Caroline Moser, "The Asset Vulnerability Framework: Reassessing Urban Poverty Reduction 
Strategies," 3.  
190 Ibid., 4. 
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and their family members. Through Annapurna’s micro-insurance program, women 

receive health counseling, assistance and referral services, financial assistance on events 

like hospitalization, death and disability, and awareness training on issues like health and 

hygiene.191 Collectively, insurance, savings and improved financial knowledge help to 

reduce poverty-related stress and enhance women’s responsiveness and resilience to short 

and long-term risks. 

Theme 3: Varying Effects on Household Gender Relations  

The women did not experience significant changes in their household 

responsibilities due to participating in Annapurna’s empowerment program. Although 

many committed more time to income-earning activities since joining the organization, 

they did not note a subsequent decrease in time spent on unpaid work within the home. It 

is not uncommon for women living in urban slums to contribute to household income as 

well as household maintenance and childcare.192 Because most slum residents are 

migrants or children of migrants, they often do not have the same network of extended 

family, friends and neighbors to rely upon for assistance and support. Some respondents 

mentioned receiving help from parents or other relatives with cleaning or childcare; 

others maintained full responsibility for both. Heavy workloads and a lack of free time 

were both common complaints among study participants. 

Since taking loans, the women did report increased control over household 

resources and financial decision-making, as well as improved interpersonal relationships 

with family and neighbors. All of the women described maintaining control over the use 

of their loans, though most consult with their husbands when making major financial 
                                                
191 Annapurna Pariwar, Microfinance and Beyond: Micro-Insurance, accessed August 2012, last modified 
2011, http://www.annapurnapariwar.org/?page_id=20. 
192 Women and Housing Rights Programme, Women, Slums and Urbanisation: Examining the Causes and 
Consequences (Geneva: The Centre on Housing Rights and Evictions (COHRE), 2008), 48.  
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decisions. Annapurna makes an effort to involve men in the loan-granting process from 

the beginning, requiring them to be present when loans are disbursed. By keeping men 

informed and included, the organization attempts to prevent unnecessary tension between 

women and their partners. In general, the loans appear to reduce stress by decreasing 

household vulnerability and women’s dependence on their husbands’ income. Many 

respondents believe that women are more prudent than men in their financial decisions, 

spending and saving in ways that better address the needs of their families: 
 
Sometimes men spend lot of money on alcohol but Annapurna offers loan only to 
ladies. And ladies do not waste their money in this way. In fact they try to save. 
Many of them work or starting a small business. We work hard and set aside the 
monthly installment. Even if there is a problem the other group members help.  

The women who used their loans to improve or expand their income-generating activities 

also report maintaining control over their earned income: 
 

I can save some money for my children as well. I do not have to depend entirely 
on my husband for financial needs. Initially I had to manage on my husband’s 
income but now since both of us are working I can save up for my kids’ future. 

On the whole, respondents felt as if their influence and control over important decisions 

had increased, at least concerning their economic contribution and their children’s 

welfare.  Most still deferred to their husbands on matters of great importance: 
 

I have a better say in the decisions that are taken in the house. But then again, if 
anything goes wrong, I am blamed. That has always been so. My husband says 
that I should think well before a decision is made.  
 
I can make decisions about my children and my work. However, all important 
decisions are taken by my husband, but we consult each other before making any 
big decision. 
 
We never label the money we both earn as my money or his money. It is our 
money. Otherwise, our relationship could get affected. He doesn’t expect me to 
keep a record of every penny that he spends and so I should not expect the same 
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thing from his as well. If I lose my job one day then he will be the one to help me 
out. 

Some couples likely practiced more equitable decision-making even before joining 

Annapurna. For various reasons, some husbands might be more likely to support their 

wives’ participation in microfinance activities. Research like that of Fauzia Ahmed, 

which explores the role of masculinities on men’s support of women’s empowerment 

may help to explain some of these differences.   

 A few participants noted drastic changes in their husband’s behavior over the 

course of their involvement with Annapurna. Before, many of the families were 

struggling to meet basic needs and were under chronic stress due to income instability. 

Some women who depended entirely on their husband’s wages were extremely 

vulnerable to income fluctuations and violence: 
 

When I had no money, there were many problems. Fights, rages, the husband not 
bothering and going away without explanations. Everything was a mess.        

The women’s testimonies establish a pattern in which increased financial assets 

precipitate a reduction in poverty-related stress and vulnerability, improve long-term 

security, and result in healthier relationships and more cooperative decision-making:  
 

Respondent- My husband has changed and the children have also noticed that. 
He used to hit and break things, get very angry etc. but all that has now changed. 
He is more like a friend now, with me and also with the kids. 
Interviewer- What do you attribute this change to? Is it because of the fact that 
economically things are better, and thus stress is less?  
Respondent- Yes it is because of the money coming in, for sure. Also, he gets to 
meet and move around in good company when one is doing better financially. Our 
house was four wooden posts covered with plastic sheets. It would feel very bad 
when people would come over to visit. Now it is so much better, and we don’t feel 
ashamed when people come to visit. The house is better now.  

This pattern is likely strengthened by women’s expanded self-respect, social competence, 

and network of social ties. Though gendered responsibilities remain largely unchanged, 
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the women in this study appear to have increased voice and social standing within 

personal relationships and in public.  
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Chapter Five: Conclusion 

DISCUSSION OF RESEARCH FINDINGS 

Both organizations profiled in this study expressed a commitment to empowering 

women in poor urban communities. Their methods rely upon the premise that, by 

increasing women’s access to and control over resources and improving their capacity to 

participate in income-generating activities, NGOs can facilitate women’s empowerment 

while contributing to poverty reduction and gender equality. Cognizant of context and 

community-specific needs, the two NGOs in this study take slightly different approaches 

to the task of women’s economic empowerment. While SISS focuses on developing self-

help groups and providing them with practical skills training, Annapurna Pariwar 

establishes joint liability groups for the purpose of distributing microloans. Both 

organizations offer supplementary services, including savings plans, health insurance, 

health and life skills workshops, and financial literacy trainings. Both organizations also 

utilize group-based methods of empowerment. 

Despite differences in context and demographic, certain aspects of the women’s 

experiences overlap. Their narratives document a process of personal and collective 

empowerment characterized by improved self-esteem, self-efficacy and social 

relationships. By offering financial resources in combination with training sessions, 

group meetings and workshops, the NGOs help to develop women’s capabilities, 

confidence, and ability to perceive the choices available to them. A heightened sense of 

“power within” and “power with” could explain women’s relative success in utilizing 

financial assets to the improvement of their overall wellbeing. Together, microloans and 

skills trainings improve women’s capacity to participate in income-generating activities. 

When increased income is combined with other financial assets, like loans, savings and 
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insurance, women’s economic activities can reduce household vulnerability to external 

risk and improve long-term security. The study results indicate a potential correlation 

between women’s control of microloans and a reduction in household disease and ill 

health. The data also suggests that women’s use of microloans may lead to improved 

educational attainment among children. 

For both organizations, empowerment is not a solitary endeavor, but a process 

impelled by mutual support and collective action. Clients are compelled to meet and train 

in groups, share resources among group members and receive and repay loans in groups. 

Women must rely on their groups for support and take responsibility for group-members 

who cannot follow through on their obligations. Such requirements invariably cause 

tension, frustration and inconvenience. However, as demonstrated in this study, group-

based empowerment can strengthen women’s social ties, improve their social 

competence, and expand their extra-household network of support. Improved social 

capital can increase women’s access to resources and decrease their vulnerability to 

gender-based violence and discrimination. While respondents report strong group 

cohesion, there is little evidence from this study that the women’s groups organize to 

address social injustice and inequality. Within the household, the gendered division of 

labor also remains largely unchanged, despite women’s increased economic contributions 

and improved interpersonal relationships with partners and other family members.   

LIMITATIONS 

Despite the unique perspective gained from juxtaposing two empowerment 

programs in different countries, conducting cross-national research does come with 

certain limitations. Gathering data for two case analyses, rather than one, requires sharing 

time and resources between locations and influences the depth with which any one case 
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can be analyzed. Given the timeframe of this particular project, I relied upon two research 

assistants whose familiarity with local gender issues and women’s empowerment 

programs ensured the relevance of research methods and improved the depth of analysis. 

However, relying upon two geographically separate research assistants for data collection 

also created a host of issues related to data consistency and comparability, as well as 

communication. Despite the difficulties, the expertise brought to this project by the 

research assistants and project advisers (both of whom have conducted extensive social 

research in Ghana and India), enriched the data analysis and improved my ability to 

interpret the study’s findings.  

Other study limitations include the limited number of women interviewed and the 

resultant lack of generalizability. The women who volunteered to participate in the study 

may also present a potential bias, given their continued association with the respective 

NGOs. Considering the power differentials between research assistants and respondents, 

study participants may not have felt comfortable disclosing disappointments in the 

NGOs. Further longitudinal research and dialogue with these and other women is needed 

to address shortcomings and limitations.  

IMPLICATIONS  

NGOs concerned with empowering women for poverty reduction can instigate a 

process of personal, collective and economic empowerment. Organizations like SISS and 

Annapurna Pariwar, committed to expanding women’s access to assets and their ability 

to strategically utilize assets in their own interest, can enable women to improve their 

wellbeing in a context of poverty and gender inequality. However, while these two 

organizations succeed in enhancing women’s capabilities, agency and opportunities, the 

results of this study suggest that something else is needed to provoke a more fundamental 
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change to systems of gender inequality. For NGOs preoccupied with alleviating poverty 

and addressing the basic need of women and their families, economic empowerment 

through some combination of microfinance and skills training may or may not have a 

significant effect on violence against women, the gendered division of labor, or women’s 

differential access to employment and resources, like land and housing. Even when 

economic empowerment is group-based, if groups are not explicitly encouraged to 

consider and act upon gender injustice nor supported in their efforts, self-help and joint 

liability groups are unlikely to concern themselves with issues of gender inequality and 

social injustice.   

When development organizations embrace “women’s empowerment” as a policy 

goal, it implies a commitment to addressing the inequitable distribution of power in 

society between men and women. Processes of empowerment should increase women’s 

control over their lives and their participation and influence in personal, economic and 

institutional decision-making. The tendency for NGOs to focus on “micro-level” projects 

and service-delivery can limit appreciation for economic and political context and 

prevent deeper engagement with changing structures of inequality.193 This is especially 

true for organizations concerned with empowering women in contexts of extreme poverty 

and need. As Oxaal and Baden note, “care is needed that the language of empowerment is 

not adopted instrumentally as a means to reach other goals.”194  

Organizations committed to both gender equality and poverty alleviation could 

start by considering the particular ways in which power, inequality and oppression shape 

the communities in which they work, and the lives of poor and marginalized people. 

                                                
193 Zoe Oxaal and Sally Baden, Gender and empowerment: definitions, approaches and implications for 
policy, 24.  
194 Ibid., 25. 
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Based on the voices and experiences of clients, they could articulate a definition of 

“empowerment” and devise concrete strategies for achieving both poverty and gender-

related goals. NGOs that seek to foster social transformation as well as social inclusion 

could raise awareness among poor people about equality, social justice, human rights, 

and gender sensitivity, and enhance their ability to organize and influence policy and 

social reform.195 Such organizations could also widen their own definition of 

empowerment to include less considered but equally important aspects of women’s lives, 

like sexuality and leisure. Each of these strategies could be implemented along with 

microfinance and skills training as part of a comprehensive plan to increase women’s 

access to assets and alter the social and institutional environment that governs asset 

distribution and use.  

Admittedly, understanding, challenging and transforming intersectional forces of 

power and oppression is a monumental task. Constrained by limited resources and the 

demands of various stakeholders, NGOs are often better equipped to address the effects 

of marginalization and inequality, rather than the causes. In conditions of extreme 

poverty and rapid economic change, organizations can rarely afford to think beyond 

providing for basic needs and reacting to problems as they arise. This may be one reason 

so many organizations have embraced microcredit as a tool for women’s empowerment. 

In an environment of increasing global inequality and state withdrawal from social 

provision, microcredit is a relatively straightforward activity that NGOs can facilitate 

which predictably increases women’s access to resources. Despite the need for 

contextually based and comprehensive empowerment measures, microcredit is a simple 

idea that donors, governments and development institutions can endorse without facing 

                                                
195 Vandana Desai, "NGOs, Gender Mainstreaming, and Urban Poor Communities in Mumbai," 93.  
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the messy reality of a (post)-neoliberal globalizing world. Of course, there are many 

NGOs that utilize microcredit effectively, and others that take far different approaches to 

the project of women’s empowerment. The problem is that for the most part, NGOs 

typically work alone and are most effective when they focus their energies on a limited 

number of activities, meaning that different aspects of empowerment (political, 

economic, legal, spiritual) are addressed in isolation. However, because global 

commitment to gender issues coincided with the widespread implementation of neoliberal 

policies, civil society groups are largely (and increasingly) responsible for structural 

problems, including gender inequality and social marginalization.    

Despite their limitations, there are a number of steps NGOs can take to increase 

their effectiveness and long-term impact. First, organizations devoted primarily to social 

service provision and self-help development activities could expand their commitment to 

advocacy. By lobbying at various levels of government and engaging in efforts to educate 

and organize community members, organizations can increase clients’ influence on 

formal decision-making processes and spread awareness about their mission and work. 

Because NGOs are often constrained by resources and overwhelmed by demand, 

networking and federating with other organizations can help to overcome barriers to 

advocacy and effective service delivery. Through their lobbying and advocacy efforts, 

NGOs should seek to build closer and more open relationships between politicians, 

officials, and grassroots leaders.196 Additionally, NGOs should strive to increase their 

own organizational accountability and transparency. Encouraging more active 

participation from clients in program development and public advocacy can help NGOs 

improve upon existing services while further empowering clients through leadership 

                                                
196 Diana Mitlin, "Addressing Urban Poverty through Strengthening Assets," Habitat International 27, no. 
3 (September 2003): 393.  
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development. Donors can aid in this process by offering flexible funding to organizations 

that support both community-led development and grassroots advocacy.  

As demonstrated by this research, NGOs can and do make a positive difference in 

the lives of their clients and communities. Nonetheless, many of the problems NGOs aim 

to solve are structural and systemic, extending beyond the individual communities in 

which they operate. In the 21st century, NGOs grapple with problems caused by 

globalization, neoliberal policies, rapid urbanization, global warming, financial crises, 

food shortages, war and displacement. It is no surprise that NGOs rarely ever achieve 

their long-term vision; often, the most they can do is alleviate the harmful effects of 

forces much bigger than themselves. NGOs alone cannot solve complex problems like 

women’s limited access to productive resources, inadequate infrastructure in urban slums, 

or gender-based violence, in all of its manifestations. Governments have a duty to 

actively address fundamental violations of human rights and follow through with their 

commitments to ensure the civil, political, social, cultural and economic rights of all 

people, regardless of age, gender, class, caste, religious affiliation, or citizenship. To 

address the particular needs of women in urban slums, governments could invest in urban 

development programs for the poor, secure women’s legal rights to housing, land and 

property, improve community infrastructure and access to basic services, and provide 

legal and other services to victims of gender-based violence.197 Governments could also 

forge stronger partnerships with NGOs, law offices, and private sector businesses to 

foster innovative community-led initiatives. Commitment from and cooperation between 

stakeholders at all levels of decision-making is necessary to change the systems, policies, 

                                                
197 Women and Housing Rights Programme, Women, Slums and Urbanisation: Examining the Causes and 
Consequences (Geneva: The Centre on Housing Rights and Evictions (COHRE), 2008), 123.  
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practices, cultural norms and attitudes that facilitate and condone oppressive relations and 

unequal access to resources.  

It is important to acknowledge that there is no magic-bullet solution to poverty, 

gender inequality, or women’s disempowerment. Community-based development 

interventions founded upon a thorough analysis of context and responsive to changing 

environmental factors are most likely to effect positive and lasting change. The outcome 

of any NGO-led development project will be shaped by external and internal factors, 

including organizational culture, structure and processes. The two organizations profiled 

in this study address external and internal limitations by facilitating community-based 

interventions in partnership with other public and private sector organizations to ensure 

sustainability and maximize impact. Their programs accommodate clients within the 

existing social/cultural/political/economic framework, while providing them the means to 

organize and act in their own interest. Though this approach does not always or 

necessarily lead to a fundamental change in systems of inequality and oppression, it can 

improve the lives of clients while opening the door for wider social change.  

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 

There is continued need for research on the relationship between globalization, 

gender identities, and gender relations in the 21st century, particularly in areas of rapid 

urbanization. Research could focus on the effect of NGOs in contexts of urban poverty 

and gender inequality, the relationship between women’s empowerment and poverty 

alleviation, and the various pathways to women’s empowerment, including and extending 

beyond NGO-led processes of economic empowerment. The results of this study could be 

further explored through continued in-depth ethnographic research, including interviews 

with NGO staff, stakeholders, unaffiliated community members and local officials. 
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Research could compare the lives and characteristics of NGO clients to community-

members who choose not to participate in similar NGO programs. Longitudinal research 

is key to understanding and improving upon development interventions with long-term 

visions of social change and gender equality. 
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