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RDP IAS MAlN FINDINGS REPORT

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

1

lotroduction
The 1993-94 Impact Assessment Study (lAS) of the Rural Development Programme
(RDP) has been carried out by BRAC's Research and Evaluation Division, with
Consultancy assistance from the Centre for Development Srudies, Swansea.
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RDP's Impact on the Material WeU-13eing of Members
Overall. the lAS results indicate a consistent movement along the path to greater
wealth and expenditure, according to loan size and membership age. While l.here are
undoubtedly other non-RDP factors which influence l.he real level of wealth of
different households, the main finding of the analysis is that when RDP households
receive substantial amounts of credit over a long membership period significant
changes become measurable. Tn addition, the results show that RDP is impacting on
less well off (low endowment) households to a comparatively greater degree than
better off households; and furthermore they imply that the focus on (generally poorer)
female members is more effective in bringing benefits to BRAC's target group than
would be the case wil.h a higher proportion of male membership.
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RDP's lmpact on Vulnerability and Coping Capacity
Changes in l.he nature of household assets, wil.h Increases in the monetary value of
productive (revenue earning) fixed and working capital, along with investment in
housing strucrures, suggest both greater economic security and an improved srandard
of living for "older· members of RDP.
Such enhanced security is confirmed most clearly by the reduced seasonal fluctuations
in income. expenditure, food consumption and stocks for those members who joined
RDP more than two and a half years ago, and have received over Ik 7,500 of
cumulative RDP loans. These findings clearly indicate that seasonal vulnerability of
such households has decreased markedly.
Tn addition, the evidence concerning enhanced coping capacity is generally positive.
There is a trend to "withdraw• from the informal credit market, the average amount
of credit taken by "older' members declines, and the use of both RDP and informal'
loans for consumption or hardship purposes decreases with length of membership, just
as households experience improvements in their material well-being and ability to
weather seasonal lean and peak periods.
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Changes in Women's Lives
While dramatic changes are nor evident. there a:re some (more grodual) changes which
BRAC has brought about in female members' lives. After receiving loans women's
~-mrus has mcreased wtt.lun the household. Some nave experienced grearer mobility.
Many of the members involved i.n BRAC ''sectoral" programmes have gained more
control over their income, and the ability to decide about how (and how mucb) to
save and spend on themselves and on their children.
However. from the experience of the case srudies the majority of rural house-bound
women have few opporrunities to use loans by themselves without some assistance of
male fam ily members. Unless BRAC provides women with necessary support services
dose to the bari. i:hey have few alternatives other than to hand over part or all of their
loans to male kin. which often means they cannot exercise full control over their loans
and credit based resources.
The tengtb of involvement wtth BRAC appears to have little bearing on the degree of
change that women experienced. Tt may be argued i:hatRDP field staff can have little
influence on wtlat goes on within a household.
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tnstitution Building
It is acknowledged that instirution building is a lengthy and complex process. The
main findings of the case srudies are not very encouraging. Higll rates of turnover,
confusion and dissatisfaction about savings and GTF rules and procedures, and the
strong emphasis on credit operations and discipline has limited the extent to wluch
membe£S value theit VOs as potentially autonomous support groups.
In general, discipline and enthusiasm is more evid!!lll. in the newer and femnle VOs.
This is due primarily to the tact that ~'Uch discipline is seen as a pre-condition for
applying for credit. Over time, such discipline declines. idenl procedures become less
common, and meeting attendance becomes more erratic. VOs rarely undertake
additional activities in a collective manner, or independent from BRAC's initiative.
suggesting i:hat they are not progressing tO semi-autonomous institutions. Moreover,
the frequent role changes. combined with the frequent transfer of staff, have created
a degree of uncertainty for members.

In many VOs. leadership bas developed as an instrument through which field staff
maintain repayment discipline. The operation of the peer group joint liability
mechanism is commonly at the level of the whole VO mther than at the level of small
5-6 member groups (these rare.ly exist in older VOs). It is therefore apparent that VOs
are primarily valued by members, and operate as. credit groups.
£n the tew cases in which VOs have acted as a collectivity in the past, their success
appears to have been connected to high levels of staff motivation. One VO which had
been estnblislled during the Outreach period · when staff interaction was more
intensive - reported a history of attempting collective activities. These have ceased,
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and many members have len. Juring more recent years under RDP
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The Non-Formal Primary Education Programme
A iter u second or tlHrd cycle or' llfl NFPE school !.he degree of YO mvolvement
(me:l51lred by lh~: number and proportion ot member-children arrending) tends to

decline.
However, VOs' retain a pride m. and link wil.h school affairs. wilich implies that tlley
remrun a kev benefit tor VOs. The schools prov1de a highly valued service to poorer
families; perceptions llf schu11l quality ure ovenvheJmingly posinve. Except for the
tssue uf relig~ous cumculum comem. few c'Tlucisms were voiced during group
intervkws. Examples uf .:onflict are rare. The key example of !:hi$ tS the need to
.:nsure priority (or "lim choice") to poorer households during school enrolment which can be done by carefully orgamsed and phased child selection.
However. the c:ISe studies also show lhat NFPE schools are not exclusively "poor
peoples'" schools. but tend to include cilildren from all weallh classes. This. m effect,
is a result of lhe schools' perceived qualities - they are attractive ro those out~ide of
BRAC's rarget group.
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INTRODUCTION

1.1

Bac:kgrourul to lhis report

Tbe !993-911 Impact ASSe:!Sment Study (lAS) of the Rur.ll Development Programme (RDPl
has been canied out by BRAC's Research am! Evaluation Division. with ~onsultancy
asSistance trom the Cenrre for Development Studies. Swansea.

Each of the followmg chapters summarises the mam findings relating ro the material wellbeing of RDP borrowers • .:hanges m women 's lives, instinuion building and NFPE. These
Findings are distilled from extensive data and a much larg.:r draft repon wriu.en by RED staff.

1.2

Methodology

The analysis which follows is based un data J,>enermecl by three methods:
"' a household survey using a pre-coded quesLiOanaire focusing primarily on material
well -bemg indicators. of non-BRAC and BRAC households. conducted in two rounds
(November 1993 and February 1994) to capture seasonal variations in expenditure and
income etc. The random sample was clusrered in l5 differeD£ Aren Offices, 10
households were interviewed in 150 RDP villages and 75 oon-RDP villages: the RDP
sample was therefore 1,500 households, the comparison group 750 households. The
number of valid RDP-member household interviews used for the analysis below is
1,366 (some housl!holds in the sample frame have dropped out of RDP. or their age
of membership was not clear). The RDP member-household sample are stratifit:d i.nro
groups according to their length of RDP membership.

* a vjllage prohle usmg a srrucrured quesnonnarre which was answered by a group
of key informantS in each survey location. providing Information on local
conditions, which is used in the following chapter.

~()nomic

• Villaee Or~nisation CVO\ ca.w srudies using informal and a limired number of RRA
techniques, to obtain both quantitative and qualitative information. These case studies
were canied om in 16 locations, but included 24 VOs (5ome locations had male and
female VOs which were connected in some way). RRA teclutiques such as wealthranking, bmeline trees and focus group discuss•ons were used to assess wealth
differentials in the communitie.~. perceptions regarding women' s Jives, VO
development over time. and the importance of NFPE to RDP members. Each case
study was carried out by a lenm of three RED researchers over a two or three day
period. As in the case of the household survey, the VOs are divided by length of
existence.
[For further information on srudy design and sampling procedures, see earlier repons
on the lAS methodology.]
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The lAS L~ based un one round 11f Iieltl \lata coUecuon (ID late 1993 and early 1994) and
provuies a baseline !'or furore 1mpacr assessment.

1t

It does noL lhererore. represent a simple "he tore and after'' srudy. lrum~ad. the roUowing
:malySIS assesses lhe econoiUJC and socml smrus of oirferem caregones of RDP members
according to their length of membership.
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2

RDP'S iMPACT ON THE MATERIAL WELL-BEING OF MEMBERS

2. I

Key indicators implying major economic impact

Table 1.1 provides a breakdown of household survey interviews by length of RDP
membership. the mcre~1ng amoum of credit received by members over tune. and key
indicators of material well-being. Relevant comparison group (non-RDP) t.lata is also
included. Overall, the t.lata suggests that RDP has aclueved cons1derable 1mpacr.
Comparing those households wiHch jo1ned BRAC 10 the I I months pr<!eeding the 1nterv1ew.
with those households which joined more Lhan four years ago. shows that Lhe latter <•older")
group have:
.. avernge gross household as sat values which are 112% higher

* average houst!hOid revenu.:-eaming (fixed and workiog capiiall ussers which are
100% greater in value
~

average weekly household expenditure which is 26% greater

" avernge weekly per capita expenditure on food which is 15% higher

rt should be noted that the comparison group households show lower average values in all
<!conomic well-being iru:licators than the rccen!ly joined BRAC households. However. while

the differences appear marked (eg. see asset values and weeldy expenditure), Statistical testS
show that these differences are llQl. significant. Jn addition, the village protlles show that on
average there are no marked infrasuucrural. market access or economic vibnmcy differences
hetween non-BRAC comparison villages and RDP villages. These results suggest the
comparison group retalns validity as a control.
Marginally higher levels of total household, and per capilli food c;qx:nditure by "older"
members are combined with marked differences in total and productive household assets. This
asset-growth is sugges•live of a strucrural change in the economic status of these households.
Such structural change implies that "RDP is having a significant impact on members over
ume.
2.2

Qualifications of implied impact

The comparison of d.ifferem groups of RDP members according to their length of membership
and credit received. (to as.~ess impact) is not conclusive on its own. Further Statistical analysis
is presemed below.
In particular. there is some evidence [0 suggest that the average initial economic condition
(ie. on joinmg RDP) of "older• members was bener than that of lllllmbers who have joined
more recently. Analysis of membership gruups according to initial endowment is carried out
helow (to compen.~are tor such differences), and show Lhat differences of a "before" and
4

•·after" narure for groups w1Lh uuferem rmual endowmentS can he measured.
In addition. contexrual lnon-RDP) vanables which mav urfluence 1.he pertormance and
economic ~urus ofdifterent lengt.h-;.~f..membersllip categories need to be statistic.llJy conrrolled
m IJUalify the degree of impact suggested by mble ~.1. These var1ables include life cycle
effects. local economic v 1brancy and !he educational staUlS of households • wlllch are also
assessed m the taner section of dJis d1apcer.
The additional dal3 presented below shows that !he impacr of RDP credit can be isolateo: and
while thts measurable impact IS less dramatic than !he dam in mble :!.1 implies. it is
undoubtedly significant.

Table 2.1: Sampled househoLds by length of membership, trends in RDP credil
received, and key tndicators of material weiJ-beio g
BRAC Membership age LD months (&. ye:us)

Household (H/h)
Survey lnterviews

Comp
Group

I-ll
1. < 1\

3()..47

12-:9
( I <:!.51

(:!.5<41

48 ...
(4+1

All
BRAC

M:th: Member

27

94

J51

110

382

1111

Felllllle Member

467

168

ll8

I ll

984

IUl

ALLBRAC

494

262

389

221

1366

750

I lndicnors of RDP Inputs
Perccotnge of members

I

39.7%

9!.6%

959~

95. 1';IIi

0 10

.!.~58

7.441

10.211

0.5

lA

1.1

2.0

96.2%

recea v1ng crcd1t
Aver::age 1otal amount Qf

""
no

on:dil (Tlcl n:edv<d

Averoge ournber or loans
n:cciv<d by c:1ch Hfh

..

na

Indicators of Macerial Well-being
10.959

I-I.OJ7

20.~82

:!3.230

.

.'\vcroge % (& vn!uc1 of
osseiS wluch nre

32.9%

39.1%

31.6%

J l 0%

.

producuve (revenue·

(3 .6061

(5,488)

(6,-1091

(7.201)

~19

~55

560

.528

382

55.5

60.8

63.0

64. 1

55.3

Avcmgc value of gross
H/h JISSCU (Tk)

7,250

earning)
Aver.Lg~

H/h wcek.ly

cxpcndilure [rk).

Including peak&. slucl:
scusonnl dala

Avernge per capila
wcck.ly food cxpendhure
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2.3

Verifying RDP's impact on members' matenal weU -being: acb!evmg "critical
mass"

This section outlines findings which are summansed by lhe metaphor or achrevmg "cnucnJ
mass".
Critical mass is dcllne<l as a combinauon of (a) length of membership and tbl amounr of
credit received. To achieve measurable impact the combination of receiving a large amount
of credit over a long time period are both necessary. but nerlher lS a sufficrem condiuoo on
itS own.
In other words, there are households which joined BRAC reiativdy rt.'t:ffil.ly wlut:h llllve
borrowed subsmm.ial amounts of credit Cas much as the nverage for "older" memoers). hut
for which changes in material well-herng are not measumble. fn addition. there 1$ a minoncy
or' households which have been associared with. RDP since its beginning in the mid-1980s.
but have not taken SJgnificam amountS of credit, and for which changes m economic wellbeing are not measurable.
The finding that households which have benefitted most are those which have rak:en a large
amoum of credit over a longer time per:iod suggests the conclusion lhar gradual (mther than
sudden) impact is experienced by RDJ> members.
Statistical analysis has resuJted a prelirrunary model of criticaJ mass as: those members who
joined RDP more than two and a half years ago. and have taken cumulative loans to the value
of Tk 7.500 or more. Also. as "mass" (length of membership and loan amoum) increases
beyond this level me probability of greater improvements in well-being increases.
The above model of critical mass is statistically established by companng key indicators of
different groups. specifically:

* those households which have been members of RDP for less man two and a half
years, during which ume they have received a maximum of only Tk 2,500 worth of
credit:
and

* those households which have received the highe-st level of RDP suppon according
to length of membership (over LWO and a half years) and credit received (more than
Tk 7.500).
Because there appear tO be systematic differences in the economic statuses of male veTS\Js
female member households, they have been disaggregated for the purpose of these teS£S.
These differences suggest thal male BRAC members tend to be selected from households
which are economically bener off than the female members. The results of the comparisons
are presented in table 2.2 below.

Table 2 2·. Meaos for key indicators by length of membership and RDP loan groups
Male Category

fNDICATORS
I)

Qu:u1ers I Sq 1tl
Person I
uvesrock !TlUHltl
Holl5e Struct"Un:
(TlcfHbl
-\U .>,•selS ITklllhl
All -\.sselS tTk pc)
SIJ:tnl of Revenue
Eammg Asset:.
C:.sb. Earning
(Per Copita!Wcelc)
Food E.•poodltun:
!.Per C~ pita!Wcek)
Consumption E.•pcnd

Loan
>TK7500

Loon

Loon

>7500
Length

<:500

Length

>!.S:Y"

<2.5Yrs
131

I })

Densuy or Lvmg

Female Category

37)

' " t54)

IO

5~~

u.s
;usa

-1-.1 19

Lenglh
>2.SYrs

Loon
< TK2500

Lenqth
<'.:.5Yrs

('I)

(S)

(n 153)

<n 496)

57.6:5~

~8.15

17.o35~

5.3<10

3, 182"
I I.97'2-

1.:!97
6.362

J2.:36•
-1-.477*
35 .79

15.453

11.051•

10, 172
1,974
32.11

61.60

6130

.1.,001"
3:0.54
totAl
61.49•

69 S2

69 12

66. !6•

54.89

108

97

103•

76.9

3.0!0
44.27
(~of

a$S<IIS)

U-1.9

(Per Cop1tal/Wcck)

Deiictl Months !No.)
Food Stock (Men!
DaysrHh Lo:~n Season!
Non • RDP Soving Cl'kl
Fooo StO<!k in Peak
Season
All Wcrultcr Rooting
Mau:rial ( No. &. % of houses}

2.95
24.97

:!.78
13.g

804

950

30.51
117(73%1

3.23
15.98•

--1.57
5.36

.w.o

1.133
19.12

336
17.0

17(38.6)

1461,71 %)

186(49%)

K..ey: '*' - denotes P < 0.05 stansucal Significance) for CoL 2 YS.3, and Col. 4 VS.5

The comparison of key indicators means for the different male/female - loan/length of
membership groups in table 2.2 show that the achievements made by the households in. the
female category B.l'e greater than those in the male category; more specifically:

* for male member households: statistical significance tests to measure the differences
between the two loan/length defined groups show that a high level of RDP support
has generated few differences in terms of cash earning, expenditure. and food stOCks.
There is a marginal Improvement in Lhe value of livestock for Lhe older/nigher credit
group, but this difference is not significant. However, the values of house structure
and total asse.s are key indicators Lhat suppon the critical mass argument in Lhe case
7

of the male category. For holh these indic:nors the Uifferences ure markelL and as
denoted by ""'". are s1gruficnm. Because tOtal asset and house SllUcrure values are
undoubtedly crucial features of households ' economic status. these results do support
the critical mass argumem.
" for female member households: teSts produce significam results tor nine key
indicators. Nm only total assets and houstng ~111JCrure. but also liveswck. cash
earning, expenditure. food stocks/securicy and !ivrng quarter values are all tugher for
the hig)ler borrowing, longer membership households. While all these differences are
sigmficant (""'" ). those for assets, house Sll1!Cttrre. food stocks and conswnpuon
indicate marked quantitative improvementS in economic starus.
The female category produces results which show that mit;ro-credit for poor women will
benetit the t:nore household. which appears to justify RDP's increaStng empt:lasts on female
merubersilip smce the late 1980s. This is further emphasised when rhe female f male
households which have experienceu the critical mass of RDP input. are cumpared.
Although the average values of lrey indicators of the male critical mass group are higher than
those of the female group m eight out of 13 indicators (see t:olurnns ~ and 4 in table 2:2).
statistical tests rule: out these differences as being of significance ("P > 0 .05) in mOSt cases (see
anne;~; wble 1 for t-values) . These statistical tests indicate that the female group is similar to
therr male counterparts in terms of material well-being.
In 12 out of 13 indicators, the odd one out is the value of household Structure and effectS.
the female group has experienced greater improvements than their counterpartS with a low
level ofRDP input, compared 10 the differences between the two male groups. A combination
of membership length and credit from RDP has enabled the female category 10 make greater
improvements than the male group with ~imilarly large RDP input.

The analysis thus far raises the issue of the similancy (or not) in the resource endowment of
the groups that have been used to assess the is~-ue of critical mass. and the resulting
conclusion that loans 1.0 female members have generated greater (comparative) impact. u· the
condition of the recently joined household.~ in the female group is better than their male
counterpartS. the validicy of the critical mass argument will be weakened. This is because the
female category may be deemed to have started from a higher level than the males, and
would therefore be expected to perform bene.r.
t\ comparison between these two gender categories at the early Stages of membership
produces results to indicate lhat the females are worse off according ro the md.icators. The
male group in the recently joined ..:ategory is better off with respect to seven indicators that
are ~utistically significant, and a further five on average.

Thus, these tindings suggest that the female group which has joined RDP with a poorer
endowment than male households generates gr.eater differences - as it receives increasing
amounts of credit over a longer period Of time • and reaches levels of material well-being
which are similar to their male counterpartS.
It should be ooted Lbat lhe initial condition as used in the above discussion is the current
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condition or me new members m me surv~v sample. and does not necessanly represent r.he
condition of me older members l'nJoin:rng RDP The term ''initial endowment" is used below
to mean r.he laner. and is derined \Vlr.h r<:Spt:ct to r.heir land ownerslup ;u me time of joining
BRA C.

2.4

LniLial Endowment Induced lmpacl'!

The term "initial endowment" is used to refer to the ongmal conclition of households when
they joined BRAC (it:. :u tht: pre-RDP intervention. or "before" stage). Because the survey
could nOt ~ollecr comprehe.nstve uata to JSsess r.he pre-RDP cond1tion of households more
r.han four years ago. !.he prol(y 1rulic:uor .:>f i ruriaJ cmdowmem used here is the amoum of
household owned land at the time of joming !Calculated on me basis of interview information
ahom present landholiling, uccouming for any sale or purclulse of land "since joining RDP").
lt may he arguetl that households wuh larger land ownership on JOrnmg R.DP will have been
irt a better economic condition generally, and therefore should have "performed better" !.han
those of smaller endowment, but wil.h similar inpurs fro m RDP.
ln order to test the robustr1ess of the critical mass argument. it is necessary lO show that the
differences between the two leveL~ of RDP inputS are as large in the case of high endowment
households as they are ibr weak endowment households.

Tn order to assess lhe intluence of initial endowment an the impact of RDP strpport, the
landholding factor is used to define Jifferent groups. The membership length and RDP credit
(as used above in table 2.2) are rerained and the low (weak) and high tstrong) initial
endowment CO!Jdirlon are specified as:
• Jandowuersh.ip of less lhan 0.25

a.cr~

is taken as indicating low endowment;

and
" landownership of more than 0.5 1 acres is taken as indicating high endowment.
The low endowmem group is likely to contain me worst-off amongst BRAC's functionally
landless target group (and !.he de!,'Tee o f change in lheir economic starus will therefore assess
the effectiveness of credit for !.he poorer amongst R.DP's membership).
Ally upward pressure on the economic condition of the households emanating !Tom non-land
resources such as human or working capillll are assumed to be equal in both of the groups.
This assumption is based on the proportional distribution of household heads' occupation by
landholding category which show broad similarities (see full draft report, in progress). The
number of working age populauon is greater in !.he larger landholding groups than the
smaller. Therefore, !.hat smaller landholding groups ' economic condition is improved lbrough
non-land resources is unlikely m the case of the present srudy sample.
Each endowment group is analysed separarely to assess the difference made by large amountS
of credit over a penod longer Lhan two and a half years compared to smaller amourus of
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credit :1.110 shorter membership. Each gender category IS
differences noted above).

:~.~~alysed

sepa:rruely

thecau.~e

of the

The high endowment households produce key indic:nor values that are lugber on average than
the low endowment group. This is true for both male anti female member c:uegones.
However, the comparauve djfterences between the two RDP loantlength groups are greater
for those households with low initial enuowmenL in both male and female member
categories. and the female category in particular.
Ln other words. the lugh tllli.lowment groups m both of the gender categoriC!!> nave achieved
smaller compamtive tllfferences when the tWO input s12c groups nre compnred (see columns
three and five: in anne11 table 3).
These results suggest thallWP's tmpact on the low endowment female group has heen more
effective. and generated more dramatic changes with reb-pect to material well-being, a:. anti
when their Involvement wtth RDP goes beyond the criocal mass level (compare columns three
and seven in annex table 2, and columns ~ & 5 ln annex table 3).
The results for tests in group means wilh respect ro the key indicators are not statistically
significant Ill the female categories' tugn endowment group (column 5 in annex table 3).
The resuliS for the male member categories produce slightly larger differences (compare
columns 1 & 2 in annex table 2. and column 3 in annex table 3). This difference is
significant only with re!.-pect to wealth and one of its components - the value of bouse
structure (column 3 in annex. table 3).
The differences in the low endowment group of the female category are either equal or
greater than t.hat those of the lugb endowment group. Indicators which show suc!:l differences
include: both household and per capita wealth (tot:al asseiS), house srrucrure value,
t:)(peruiirure on consumption gener.Uiy and food in parucular, food ~iocks in the lean season,
food secumy in the previous 12 months, and cash eanungs.
The gap berween the high and low endowment groups which recetved a critical mass ofRDP
i,npul (membersh:ip lenglh and amount of credit), is narrower tbr the female category than for
the male {columns 7 & 6 in annex mble 3). Tbe female categories' low endowment group
may be narrowing the gap with their female counterpartS in the high endowment group. This
result is not conclusive Oec:ause the differences nre varied across the indicators.

ln conclusion, there i.s linle evidence to suggest lhat the households with bigh initial
endowment are likely to better utilise RDP credit over time than their counterpartS in the low
endowment group. lodeed, the reverse is ~llggested by the tests: RDP'~ impact on poorer
households' material well-being has been, in comparative terms, more notable.
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2 . .5

Measuring the contribuoon of RDP and other variable.~ to material well-being

This section compares the conmbutions of non-RDP variables to member households'
rnatenal well-being. In parncular. the conmbuuon ofloans/length ot membership JS compared
to the ln:fluence of household life ...-ycle effectS. local economic vibrancy, Wld the aggregate
educaoonal level of llouseho!ds.
Regression Malys•s was used to determine the ~trengtb of RDP inputS and other factors in
influencing the key indicatOrs. wealth and expendnure. Detin:tllons of these vanabl~ are
given in box 2.1 below. For example. preliminary regression analysis, conrrolli:ng for other
variables. and companng the .:umulauve loan amount received by different households
Ultlicates that (on average) a per fk increa'ltl of RDP loan comrii>uu:d Tk 0.46 to llousehoh.J
wealth. This can be taken to represent Lhe direct 1mpact of RDP loans with respect to wealth
of households in the sampled households. For expenclirure the re.wltS mclic:ue that Lhe
conuibution made by RDP loans are of a hlgher level than initial endowment. and clirectly
comobures 10 consumption expendJ£ure.
Box 2.1: Definitions of "weallh • and • expenditure •
Wealth ,. defined as households ' fix.:<! productive assets (s~h ns tools used ill production, livestock.
tronspott\: busmess s1ock (net o{ ttadLDg llilbiliues); own~!up of shnn:s {m llSSets such as DTWs wul
power-u11crs): money lent to mongnge-in land. savings (m cnsh. or m kind such as stored produce);
dweUing soruc1ure Md household effcats such M furniture. otensils und ttems such as mdios).
E.xpendinuc of llouseholds u; mleen ll.S l.be 11verage wc:ekly value of coosumpuon (cash and own
provision) during (Winter) peak and (autumn) sluck '"""'ons. Further analysis of seasonal expenditure
tliffer=eOll expenenccd hy dlfC.,..,nt t)ipt:s of hou.<eholds ls P""'""lt'd In chapter 3 t>f thu repon.

Local economic vibrancy

Village profile data was used to create a composite mclicator of local economic vibrancy,
based on proximity to towns. types of market access. size and number of shops (see full draft
report. in progress). This composite indicator defines RDP villages into high, medium and
low vibr-41lcy localities.
Results show thnt the tact of living in a high economic vibrancy locality is a significant
derennirumt of household wealth. The mean wealth level of such households is Tk 3,786
more than low vibrancy areas. The opportunity for employment and other productive
activities will be greater for households situated near and with easy access to towns and
market places. offering greater opporruniries for Joan investment and higher rerums per unit
of loan invested.
The combined effect of high vibrancy locality and large RDP loan is particularly important
in influencing levels of wealth. lL was found that households in the high vibrancy locality and
large cumulauve loan amount (greater Lhan Tk. 7,500) category increase their wealth level
is larger by Tk 8, 122 comparecl with the rest of the sample.
These resultS are supported by the case srudies, which provide examples of VOs which had
experienced marked increases in economic weU-being due to access LO good markets and
II

infr:lstrUcrure. hu! olhers m oh.I-RDP areas which have poorer access to ~uch fo.cllities. and
have .:.~peaenced less dramatic .:hanges in rruu.crial well-ocmg.

Life cycle r!jfects
The im.portmlce of household demography ts also indicated by t:he survey results. spec1tiCllllv
t:he number .;,f working age population in the householu. A per person lncrease or' working
age population in lhe household contributed rm average of Tk. l.b80 ro rota! weallh. Th1s

implies that a larger number of working age members facilitates more beneficial utilization
of RDP loans. a facror which was commonly mentioned by group respondentS in lhe VO case
studies. Such additional household members also coruribure to wealth by therr .:xpendirure
suvmg acuvmes. and th.: ..:omnbuuon 1Jf unrernuneraLed farmly labour ro the household
;:coaorny is well kno'vn m such Jctivm<!s such as crop producuon and livesmck husbandry
ere.
For consumption expenditure also. t.he demographic dependency rauo was Significant. An
increase in the number of dependants (defuled as those nged less than 15 and greater than 64
years) per I00 active population lUged berween 16 and 63 years) was found tO reduce the per
cap1ta level of bouscllold consumption. :c; again, more dependantS imply more con.sumers-in
proportion to pOlenual or actual earning and economically acuve persons.
Education

Family education was also found ro have had a large connibution to the level of household
wealth. A one urut.increase in tamily's total education score raised wealth by Tk I .480 on
avernge. For households with the rugbe1. level of education (that is a household w1th six or
more persons who can read or write. or persons whose years of schooling is equal to or
greater l.han 12 years), the level of wealth increased for every Tk of RDP loan on average

by Tk 1.10.
2.6

Conclul>iOns on key mdicators of material well-being

Overall lAS results indicare n consisrent movement along t.he palb ro greater wealth and
expenditure, according to loan size and membership age. There are undoubLed.ly other nonRDP factors which influence the real level of wealth of different households. and these
require funher analysis (see Final draft report. in progress).

However. l.he main finding of the above analysis is thar when RDP households receive
substantial amountS of credit over a long membership period ~1gnificant changes become
measurable. ln addinon, the reSJ~Its mow that RDP 1s irnpacling on less weU off (low
endowment) households to a comparatively greater degree than better off households; and
furthermore they imply lhat lhe focus on {generally poorer) female members is more effective
in bringing benefits to BRAC's target group than would be the case with a higher proportion
of male membership.
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3

RDP's CMPACT ON VULNERAB(LJTY AND COPING CAPACITY

3 .1

Introduction

Chapter 1 oullined lhe main tindings concerning key mdicarors of material well-bemg, which
~-uggest that RDP is achievmg a sigruficanr poverty reducoon impact for itS members.
However. while the quamh:ative indicators of assetS and average consumpoon expenditures
are det.ining features of poverty. there are wider dimensions of deprivation which need to be
assessed.
This chapter fo--'llses on the main findings with regard to more "strucruml" deterrrunantS of
the economic posmons of RDP member hOuseholds. by considering indications nf thetr
.:con1lmic security , vuJnerabiHty to ~easonality and their relative coprng capacities in the race
of sttess and cnses. Dy rocusmz on lll~e more qualllanve dimensions of poverty, UStDg both
household survey and case srudy data. a more in-depth assessment of RDP's impact on
poverty is posstble.

3.2

Clw!ges in RDP households ' asset profile

Table 2.1 shows that. on average. total household asset values mcrease wilh length of
membership and amoum of credit. More significant for household security is the fact that
productive (revenue-earning) assets increase notably . Member households which joined more
than four years ago have, on average, revenue-earning assetS which are 100% greater in value
than those members who joined recently (in the last 11 months). This implies that "older"
RDP bousebolds have considerably more income earning potential, and £heir security in £he
face of economic shocks and crises has increased.
However. it is also notable that the proportional investment in producuve assetS does not
increase with !englh of membership. This in tum fmplies a. higher real investment in nonproducove assetS by "older• members. The main factor underlying these tigures is a priority
placed by members on assets such a.~ housing srrucrure and domestic goods. The case srudies
found, during wealth ranking exercises. that quality of housing is perceived as a key
determinant of econolDlc status Wllhin communities. After landholding, housing was the
second most commonly mentioned criterion by which villagers judged household wealth.
Nevertheless, these investment priorities do nm detract from the main fioding Lhat changes
in asset Structure amongstRDP member households over time suggests that their economic
securi ty has been strengthened. and this tinding is supported by several other indicatOrs
suggesting decliofng seasonal vulnerability and enhanced coping capacity.

3.3

Declining seasonal vulnerability of RDP members

Large numbers of the poor in Bangladesh are precariously balanced between subsistence and
destirution, facing severe flucruations in their income and consumption due to the seasonality
of wage employment and other income earning opportunities. When such llucruations are
pronounced, lhe slack (or lean) season can lead to disttess conditions, requiring asseL sales
which act as a downward pressure on the poor's (already minimal) economJC status. The lAS
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methodology was tle~tgned to account for seasonal vanations in certain aspectS of livelihood
patterns. and thts secuon repons the main tindings on this tssue.

"TradirionaLly. there have been nvo major periods of seasonal defiws. one in laJ.c.
Si!prember ro earlv November and rhe ocher 111 lace March co wlv May. With the
widespread expansion of winrer planting of rice. inCidence uj rhe early summer /em1
season lUIS sigmjicanrly declined. However. the aurumnlearr season. c01mnr: after rhe
planrmg of rhe amaJI crop and wirh han'eSt rime a month of more away remams verv
much a routine order ofrhe day affecnng nearly all pares of the co1111rry" (Ralunan.
1992: emphasis in original).
TI1e decline tn lbe seventy of economic depression ill !.he early summer IS contested by !.he
finilings of !.he .:ase studies. The monihs of Chalrra to Jal.rrha (March to May) ~1ill entail
declines 1n <lmployment and income in many pans of the counrry and for various occupations.
Unskilled labouring (both farm and off-farm), fishing and petty trading occupa.tions are
particularly affected during the early summer lean season. In lhese periods low agriculturdl
actiVity - depressing incomes and demand - affectS mo~"t pans of the rural economy (bolh the
labour markt!t and trailing activities).
RDP 's imeTVention hopes to decrease the seasonal vulnerability of members. by creating

alternative employment and mcome generating opportunities through whiclt member
households are able to wealher the traditional decline in the lean season quality of living.
Reduction in vulnerability to seasonality can be assessed by comparing lhe differences in key
indicator values between slack and peak seasons. within different RDP groups (defined by
length of membership). As the length of membership increases there should be decreases in
the seasonal differences with respect to cash earning, consumption expenditure in general and
food ex:penditure in particular, food stock and rice consumed.
Th.ese findings on these selected indicators of vulnerability (shown in annexed tables 1 ro 4)
show that overall. both male and female member households are less vulnernble to seasonality
than the comparison group, and that such vulnerability decreases for those members whose
length of membership exceeds two and a half years. These main findings support the critical
mass argument oudi.ned in chapter L Table 3.1 below verifies tb.is argumenr by comparing
households with a ltigh level of RDP input with those wilh the lowest level. The results of
significance testS for differences in means suggest that the crincal mass argument also results
in declining seasonal vulnerability.
This tinding is more evident for lhe female member households. The smail number of the
male member households which have only recen!ly joined appear not to be particularly
vulnerable comparative to olher groups because some of them are in a con~iderably hetter
economic condition. (The resultS of statistical testS for the male category are not presented
here, but are included in the final draft report, in progress).
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Table 3 . I : Comparative seasonal differences in key indicator values for female
member RDP bousebolds, according to age of membership and cumulaove loan values
received
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The female category 's more recently joined members have levels of rice consumption. food
stocks and cash earmng in the peak season which are similar to the "older" members that
bllve received moStRD P support (according to Joan amount and lengtll of members hip) . This
may be partly due to the fact that peak season labouring in the agricultural sector commands
higher wages. whid1 are paid ln kind as well as in caSh. Thus. differences between the groups
in terms of food stocks and rice consumption are likely to be Jess during this season.
This e;q)lanation is supported by the fact that wben the two groups are compared with regard
w expenditures on food and consumption, the "older" RDP member households have
significantly higher levels during both seasons than the more recently j oined households.
More striking are the result~ of significance tests on the differences between peak and lean
se-dson consumption expenditure. food stocks and c~b earning. For aU !.hese indicators,
female member households which have received the moSt RDP credit over time experience
insignificant differences between the two seasons {see t-values in t.able 3. 1). The reverse is
lhe case ror those households which joined more recently, and have received under Tk 2,500
of credit. These results clearly indicate that the seasonal vulnerabiliry of th.e "older" members
bas decreased, whereas the more recently joined still experience highly significant fluctuations
in all aspects included in the table, and particularly with regard to food stocks, consumption
expenditure and cash earning.
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3.4

En.ba.oced coping capacity

That these results on declining seasonal vulnerability are suggestive of more SITUCrural
changes .in RDP members' economic well-being are supported ID a large extent by indications
of enhanced coping capacity. These indications include access to and use of informal credit
(in cash), the declining proportion of RDP loans used for consumption. and direct access ID
crop production on tenant or own land, correlated with length of membership and cumulative
RDP loans.

The household survey dam shows that nearly half of all households (47% and 41% of male
and female member households, respectively) had informai debiS at the time of inrerview in
the (aurumn) lean season of 1993. These aggregate figures cannot be interpreted at face value,
since they hide various typeS of informal loans (including those taken from kin, friends and
neighbours as well as moneylenders}. Also, the case srudies found that in five out of 16
locations vo membl:r.i reported that (since joining RDP) they no longer had tO go to the local
mohajans who lent out small sums at very high interest rates. ln another five VOs, members
reported that local moneylenders saw them as having increased creditworthiness. These
findings indicare the complexity of informal markets.
The indebtedness of households to informal sector moneylenders may be interpreted in two
ways. depending on the narure of the informal credit. For some households, high interest
loans may constitute dependence on exploitative moneylenders; while for other households
access to certain types of informal credil may represent increased creditworthiness and coping
capacity. However, in general the survey dam suggests that ·older" RDP member households
have a reduced reliance on the informal credit market, which in turn suggests increasing
economic security.
fndeed, the main findings suggested by the dam are that (a) while there is no clear downward
trend in the proportion of households taking informal loans as length of membership
increases, (b) the average amount of informai credit Ulken per household declines as length
of membership increases, and (c) in addition, "older" member bousebolds use a smaller
proportion of their informal credit for C011SUmption or hardship purposes - and in:>tead use a
higher proportion for investment purposes. These dam for these main. findings are i1lustrnted
in !able 3 .2 below.
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Table 3.2: Number and proportion of RDP households with informal debts, and their
mean size. by length of membership (male and female member households)
Length or
mcrnbcrshlp in

monlhs

Mole memtJ.,r households
No(%) of

Average

households

amount (Tk)
of informal
debt
OUtStanding

with m{onnnl
debts

Female member households
No (lbl of
households
wit.b mformuJ
debtS

Average
31110\llll

(Tk)

ot' infoannl
debt
nutstaoding

I-ll

10 (37%)

6,090

192 (4 1%)

2,405

12-29

26 (28%)

2.121

68 (41 %)

3.679

30--17

84 (56%)

5,945

99 (~~%)

4,233

48-12

32 (54%)

3.869

33 (43%)

1,692

73-'-

27 (60%)

2,333

12 135%)

1.244

However, a more complex picture emerges when analysing data for male and female memller
households separately. For male member households, as the amount ofRDP credit increases,
the amount of informal credit taken decreases slightly. Forfemale member households, there
is a small positive correlation between increasing RDP credit and informal credit. However,
the correlation coeff~eients are small (-0.043 for male, and 0.001 for female member
households), suggesting that these opposite "trends" are both extremely weak. Two
interpremtioos may be offeree! to account for tnese results:
" given that male member households have, on avemge, been members for longer
and have taken more credit than their female member counterparts. it is possible that
female member households can be expected to follow the male "withdmwal" trend in
the future, as and when their economic condition improves to a greater degree;
alternatively,
• it is possible that female members' (slight) increase in borrowing in the informal

market is because of the growth of women-based networks of small-scale
moneylending, ie. loans taken from kin, friends and neighbourhood contacts. There
is ample evidence from other studies to suggest that one effect of women •s access to
formal credit is enhanced creditworthiness, enabling greater involvement in "less
eJqJioitative" segments of the informal market.
Further research may reveal more information to support one or other of the above
interpretations. Yet whichever interpretation is found to be more justifiable, the results on the
~ of both RDP and informal debt for investment (rather than hardship) purposes, remain
positive.
The survey data does show that the average amount of informal debt per borrowing household
declines with length of membership (see table 3.2 above), which suggeSts a degree of
'wilhdmwal" from the informal credit market by households which are, on average, better
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off than those joining BRAC more recently. The smallest average informal debt is recorded
for those RDP member households wlrich joined more than sbt years ago.
These "older' member households are also using a lrigher proportion of such informal credit
for investmem purposes (ie. !llll for consumption or other hardship purposes). Table 3.3
shows the more complex picrure presented by the dam. In fact, there seems to be an increase
in the proportion of informal credit used for consumption purposes by those members (mostly
more recently joined) wlrich have received smaller amountS of RDP credit. This is
particularly evident in the male care gory. In the female category, an initial ri.o;e in the
proportional use of informal loans for consumption (up to 67% of such credit by those
households wlrich have received under Tk: 5,000 of RDP loans) is followed by a clear
downward 1rend (amongst the lrigh-RDP borrowing group) to using only 37% of such
informal credit taken for consumption pw:poses.

Table 3.3: Proportioa of informal loans used for consumption and hardship purposes,
by ·-RDP loan groups
RDP loan groups

% of male member
households'
informal loans used
for COIIS\lmption

liO of female member
households' informal
loans used for
consumpuoa

0

35.7

6-1.9

1-2499

51.-1

64.3

2500-4999

60.0

66.8

5000-7499

60.9

46.4

7500-9999

28.6

48.4

!0,000

36.2

36.6

e.u s~ ce. vm~~l

46.2

59.2

These findings on the use of informal loans may be compared to those relating to the use of
RD P loans taken; these resultS are shown in table 3.4 below.
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Table 3.4: Percentage of the last RDP loan taken before the interview, used for
consumption or other ba.rdship purposes
% ol male member
households' R.DP
loans used for
consump1ion

RDP lo."ln groups

% of female mt:mber
households RDP
loan.~

used for

consumption

1· 2499

10.7

8.6

zsoo4m

10.7

l3,6

11.0

11.0

1500· 9999

4.7

10.7

10,000

4.5

4.8

5000· 7499

I

For male member households, the data in table 3.4 mirrors that in table 3.3, in other words
that a decline in the consumption proportion of the outstanding informal loan at tbe time .of
interview is evident for those households which have received a higher amount of
(cumulative) RDP credit. For the female member households, use of RDP loans for
consu111ption purposes increases inirially, but falls significantly in the highest RDP loan group
(to a comparable level to the proportion used for consumption by male member informal
borrowers).

In combination, the above data on infonnal and RDP credit used for consumption purposes
suggest the conclusion that RDP member households continue to access informal credit during
their membership, but the average amount of such debts decreases, and such loans are used
more for investment purposes.
One additional indicator of the enhanced coping capacity of some households within tb.e
survey sample is provided by data on crop production. on either tenant or owned plots. The
cultivation of OJ7IiJJl paddy (harvested in mid November at the beginning of the peak season)
is a major source of food stock. Table 3.5 indicates tbat as length of membership increases.
an increasing proportion of both male and female member households have direct access to
peak season paddy, providing food stocks for future months.

Table 3.5: Number and percentage of male and female member households involved
io direct production of paddy, by length of membership
Nuotber (and %) Of
nulle member
households cngagctl
in own production
of $1aple paddy

Number (and% ) M
mn!c member
households engaged
in own production of
>t!ple paddy

l-1 1

ll (40.7)

154 (33.0)

12-29

48 (51.1)

53 (31.6)

30-17

77

96 (40.3)

48-

59 (53 .6)

Length of
members nip
(in monthsl

(51.0)

~2

(37.8)

In combination, the data discussed in this and the preceding section suggestS that a reduction
in seasonal vulnerabiliry corresponds with enbanced coping capacity amongst households
which have received higher amounlli of credit over a longer membership period. Howev!lr,
there is one issue on which Lhe survey data is ambiguous, and Lhat is Lhe matter of savings.
Table 3.6: The ratio of non-RDP savings to RDP savings deposits, by male and female
member households and length of membership
Leoglh of

membership
(in month$)

Ratio of non-RDP

Ratio of non-RDP

savings 10 RDP

savings to RDP

deposits of malo

deposits of female

member houSeholds

member houscllolds

1·1J

4.9

2.7

12-29

2.2

1.8

3047

0.6

(15.4)•

48-72

1.6

I.J

73~

0.4

0.6

"'e y

sbould be discounted, doe to probable oala proc:ess10g error

The data in table 3.6 is presemed in 1erms of declining ratios of non-RDP to RDP savings
over time amongst the membership. In monetary terms, RDP savings increase with length of
membership. and non-RDP savings decrease. The increase .in RDP savings is unsurprising weekly deposilli, and security savings deducted from loan amounlli are requiremenlli of YO
membership. The implication.~ of tbese tindings are ambiguous, mainly because RDP savings
Lhemselves are not accessible in times or distress or severe need, and their inflexibiliry is a
maner of concern to many members (see chapter 5 in this report). In short, RDP savings on
Lheir own do not contribute to short term coping capacity of households, and they can only
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be constdered a long term asser.
It is possible that households perceive less of a need to keep non-RDP savmgs. given (al their
increased access to RDP credit (asmaillJroporticm of which is used, in prdctice. for meeting
consumption needs. even by the bener off householdsl. Cb) more secure sources of income.
and (c) the existence of savings in kind (including livestock and other household assets).
3.5

Conclusions

Changes in the narure of household assets, with increases in lhe monetary value of productive
(revenue earn.ing) fixed and workiog capital, along w1th investment in housing suucrures,
suggest both greater economic security and an improved standard of living for "older"
members of RDP.
Such. enhanced security is confirmed most c learJy by the reduced seasonal fluctuations in
income, expenditure. food consumption and stocks for those members who joined RDP more
than two a half years ago, and have received over Tk 7,500 of cumulativeRDP loans. These
fUldiogs clearly indicate that seasonal vulnerability of such. b.ouseb.olds has decreased
markedly.
In addition, the evidence concerning enhanced coping capaciiy is generally positive. There

is a a-end to "withdraw" from the informal credit market, the average amount of credit taken
by "older" members declines, and the use of both RDP and informal loans for consumption
or b.ardship purposes decreases with length of membership, just as households experience
improvements in their material well-being and ability tO weather seasonal lean and peak
periods.
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Annex Tables on Reduced Vulnerability to Seasonality
Table l. Cash Earnings received per capita

.

Male Members categorised by i<ngth of membership (in months i
seuoo

slack

peak

12-29

J-ll

30-47

48-72

73+

l06.8

~3 .9

55.3

( 1.84)

{-1.29)

(- 1.0! )

34.9
(·1.88)

42.5
(-1.161

48.9

68.8

66.8

53.6

74.5

.

Fcmrue Members •'lltegonsed bv lengtlt of membership
S<:a$00

I - ll

12-29

30-47

48-72

73+

slack

34.0
(·3.59)

38.3
(·2. 74)

56.3
(I.J 9)

44A
(0.03)

45.2
(-0.88)

peale

56.4

64.9

48.5

44.0

60.0

5CUOD

comparison

.

voup

slack

36.9
(-2.79)

peale
(t

53.4

statistiCS m paretheMis)

The tables show that for the groups with a length of membership greater than 30 months (3047, 48-72, 73+) vulnerability to seasonality decreases. In the female categories, the £wo
younger groups (J-11, 12-29) earning's are significantly higher in the peale season. For the
males the pattern varies slightly: in the second youngest group (12-29) income is significantly
lower in the lean season compared £O the peak season, indicating that this group is more
vulner.t.ble, as we would expect; however, in the case of the youngest length of membership
group ( 1-11) there is not a significant difference be£ween the £wo seasons, but this is
ex-plained by the inclusion of more well-off males in this category.
lf we compare the results to those obtained tbr the comparison group, except for the youngest
age female group (1-11), we can say that the Brae members were less vulnerable to
differences in seasonal earnings, and that this difference is pronounced after membership age
becomes greater Lhan 30 months.
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Table 2. Food Expenditure (Per Capit.a)
M~le

Members cutegonsed bv length of membaslllp llll month> I

SCliSOO

slack

peak

1- 11

l2-29

30-47

48-12

73+

n.s

63.7

57.5

1-0.89)

(·2.41)

64.-S
H .761

(0.85)

55.9
(·2.04)

73.9

71.8

74.1

60.&

67.6

.

Female Members cntegorised by length of mombcrshij>
season

1- 11

12-29

30-47

48- 72

73+

slack

49.9
(4.33)

56.3
(-1.36}

54.7
(-2.51)

59.1
(-1.08)

66.9
(0.41 )

peal<

59.6

6\.1

63.2

65.5

63.0

se;asoo

comparison
group

slaclt

51.7
(-1.64)

peal<

58.9

Considering expendiw.re on food for male members, a similar pattern emerged to that of the
cash earnings indicator. The findings, except for the oldest group (7J + months), show a
significant impact. The unexpected results for this category could be due to the fact that !.his
is the pre-RDP group which entered the programme in its more experimental phase and !.his
effected the size of the impact.
For the female group, there was a difference in expenditure for the middle category (30-47)
but no significant difference for the second group (l2-29). As expected there was a large
dlfference for the youngest group. The comparison group fared worse than both the male and
female members in all categories, although the difference between the two seasons thar was
marginally Jess than the youngest female group.
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Table 3 Total ExpendituTe (per capita)
Male Members ""''"'onscd bv length of m=bershrp u n monrhs 1
~

seuoa

1- 11

12-29

30-47

48-72

73+

sl:u:lt

108.8
(0.531

75.3
(-!.51)

107.3
("0.85)

97.1
(0.21 )

83.7
(-1.101

119.0

9i.9

116.3

93.2

99.0

pealt

.

Fettlllle Mmtbers c;uegorisal by length of membership
=on

1-11

12-29

30-47

48-72

73+

slack

68.4
(-4. 70)

SL7

80.3
-(2.39)

89.4
(·1.83)

89.1

(-0.27)

pealt

86.2

83.8

101 .5

114.1

92.:!

season

com-parison

(-0."1~)

group

slaclt

72.4
(-3. 84)

peale

83.9

Looking at total expendirure, the indicators suppon the pattern of reduced seasonal effects as
length of membersbip increases for both male and females. For the male categories the
difference was most pronouneed for the second youngest category (12-29 months), as was
found for lhe cash earnings indicator. For the female members, the difference between the
two seasons total expendirure was larger in the first and third groups (1-11, and 30-47
months). Once again, the comparison group fared worse than all groups, except the youngest
female category.
The findings from lhe selected indicators of vulnerability show lha,t overall, both th.e male and
female members are Jess vulnerable to seasonality than lhe comparison group, and lhat lhis
vulnerability decreases for !.hose members whose length of membersbip exceeds 30 months.
This suppons the 'critical mass' hypoth.esis put forward in the earlier chapter.
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Table 4. Consumption of rice (gram per capita per week:)
(home grown & purchased)
~ale ~embers
Se:l$00

slack

peak

C3tegorised f>v length ol' membership (in months)
1-11

12-29

30-47

48- 72

73+

30-13
(·0.261

2898

2894
(-2.63)

2866

2996

(-3.26]

1..0.61)

(0.90)

2943

3877

3598

2978

:!739

12-29

30-47

48·72

73+

Female M<mben categorised by length of ltll:ltlbership
season

1-11

slack

2717

272 1

2899

(-3.03)

{·2. 70)

{-0.42)

3067
{0. 78)

263 1
(-1.05)

peale

3058

3163

2961

2890

3009

sca.son_

comparison

.

group

stack

2802
(-3.0)

pcalt

3009

The difference in the consumption of rice , between the two seasons. follows a similar panem
the other indica£ors. For the female categories there is a decrease in vulnerabiliry after me
30 month mark, however, the decrease does not occur until later, until after 48 monl.hs. Once
again the comparison group fares worse l.hao the male and female groups overall.
10
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Table 5. Seasonal Food Stock
M:U~ •Member$ categorised bv lenglb of memb~rshlp tm monlbsl

-

-

30-47

48-72

18.1
i-0.27)

UA

18.1

(-3.23)

(-2.55)

(-0.65)

31.3

20.1

41.1

23.2

12- 29

30-47

48-72

73+

s.s

6.5

(-6.1)

(-U4)

10.1
(-2.4+)

19.-l
{-0.92)

H.3
(-0.70)

=son

1-1 I

12-29

slack

23.9
(-1,+6\

9.5

46.4

peak

I

73-r

Female Members c:n~egonsed by length or membersrup
se=oso.o
slack

1- 11

.
peak

18.5

a.ca.son

comparison
group

slack

5.2

24.0

17.6

27.3

19.7

(-4.81)
peak

11.9

For the seasonal food StOck indicator, the results are as expected for the female group, while
for l:he men an increase in vulnerability occurs in the 48-72 month category. (WHY?). The
large difference in food stock between the two seasons for l:he youngest female group, the
pre-intervention group, indicates effective programme targeting. Except for lhis Iauer
category, l:he groups, male and female groups perform better l:han the comparison group.
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4

CHANGES lN WOMEN 'S LIVES

Boa 4.1: The position

or womco

"\Vorntn art panicuforfv afftl:ltd bv JX"'trry. Poor "·omen in rural areas ha•·• rill! lta.st pouu.
TradirroruJlly women rn &m~ald~s/rr wllage; /rfll'e few nghu. lmle charce abo111 tire course of 1/w1r lives,
arul alma~·t nu oppCirTWHIU!S to change thetr StlUlWOJIS. \Vomt'1J worK nearly twice as fiWJt\' hours rach day
as mtf/ ... rlrey /ra•·e /lule or 110 uccess 10 people or posislorrJ' ofirrj/uence: for rht mos1 pan rhey art
dlil•rau: they em last and IJJast. 71rey are ojien tlesuud when lrasbands camros jind wcome ltr rbt vrf/agts
and move away ta pursue work. • (LovrU. 1991)

4. I

Introduction

BRAC interventions under the Rural Development Programme are intended to have
posiuve impacts on women's lives. RDP's nnancial services are intended to give wome.n
access to credit, raise their income and increase their control over resources. RDP's
support services are complimentary to these material aspectS.
Training aims to increase women's skills and knowledge; and regular attendance at VO
meetings. visits to Area Offices (and TARCs) are expected to increase their mobility,
widen their horizons, and change people's nttirude towards women 's involvement in public
spheres. lncreased awareness of domestic rights, basic literacy (eg. learning to write their
names) are ways of building self-esteem and confidence. Such potential changes are
undoubtedly difficult to analyse given the complex namre of gender relauons which are
influenced by various contexrual (as well as RDP) factors. However, in combination, RDP
activities are intended to enhance women· s status, bargaining power and decision making
roles wtthin the household (and the wider community).
The focus of this chapter is on assessing the impact of RDP's activities based on four
major aspects of women's lives in their households and wider communities, namely:
• the status of women;
• attitudes towards women 's mobility;
• women's control over income; and
" their decision making roles.
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4.2

Changes in women's status

This section considers RDP women's status wilhin
community.

1a1

lhe household. and (b) the wider

Changes wirhin rhe household
82% of BRAC's target population are women and 74% of BRAC credit is received by
them (RD P Stati.stical Report, 1993). However. t:he lAS case studies found that in most
cases, male lciJJ in female members' households utiliz.e the loans received. For many
women, it is difficult to use credit because of traditional "social sancri.ons" which do not
allow women to venture into public spheres (eg. hath and bazar markets), or to undertake
various types of "men's work". Employment opponunities for women, apart from
household-based work and agricultural tasks on family plots, are very limited. In general,
activities are subject to the rules of seclusion ("purdah") which, depending on the relative
orth.odoxy of the family (and surrounding community) limit their mobility to an extreme
or moderate degree. In view of these pressures. a large proportion of female VO members
let their husbands use all or part of their RDP loans,
In general, case study interviews and group disaussions gave the impression that most

husbands who use their wives' loans also repay the weekly in.stalments (handing the case
over to their wives for the weekly meetings). ln the few situations where husbands are
reaping the benefttis, but do not take responsibility Jor repayment, female members
manage either by selling home based products, or by borrowing from fellow VO members
or relatives. These women members experience a combined stress (ie. the pressure of
repayment responsibility, the need to approach the husband for weekly installments, and
from fellow members in the VQ). While such conditions make these members more
vulnerable, none of the respondents remaining with BRAC reported the need to liquidate
their assets to meet Joan repayments. This involvement of men in u~ing female members'
loans is a common, and widely accepted smte of affairs.
Justifying the tendency to give BRAC loans to their husbands, many women explained
that loans are usually considered "bousehold" (rather than personal) income. As husbands
are the main bread winners, and are usually more engaged in cash-generating activities, it
is regarded as sensible for them to invest their wives' loans. One middle-aged woman wllo
was interviewed said •... everything I have belongs co my husband, so why should he nor
have a say in my 5,()(X) taka loan? if he does nor invest this 5,()(X) taka then how am I
going to repay the insrallmems. •
Even if husbands bave not been previously engaged in such activities, it is believed that
the male family members are better placed to invest in new ventures (panly because of the
restrictions faced by women). Since the men are handling the investment they effectively
assume "ownership" of the loan and the business based on it. For example, ninety year
old Ramjan called it "my Joan" when describing the repayment status of the BRAC loan
received by his 35 year old wife: "These chick rearing units are in our wives· names only.
We acmally run this business. These are ours. •
However, during the field visits female respondents stated that their positions in their

31

families have changed. Members fro m seven case studv VOs ex plicitly stated that their
status has mcreased tn their households as a result of achieving access to BRAC loans.
(Members of three other VOs said that they had experienced few changes in r.heir position
W1thin the household) .
Generally. it was agreed r.hat for a woman from an extremely poor household being r.he
recipient of a large cash loan gives them a higher level of respect. The statement of one
particular women illustrates this general finding : "Now rhm we bring loan for our
households, shameer sholwg atey na (our husbands love us more). •
In addition to r.he importance of receiving credit, the social awareness (functional
education) courses do appear to enhance women's awareness about their status within the
household. In particular, many women talked about oath no. 11 in their savings pass book
(in which women promise to protest !li;ainst husband's maltreatment). On this issue,
women said that their husband~ dare not abuse them and take second wives as was more
common in the past.
In one VO, the husband of a member wanted to drive his wife away from their house so
r.hat he could take a second wife. AU the group members combined tO protest collectively,
and were proud of their ability to suppon the aggrieved wife:

"If each of our ji.frj members raunr this man, rhen what will happen to him? We
will ensure rhat this woman will stay in this house - if he likes he can build another
house for himseifl"
Social awareness (FE) also teaches vo members how to sign their names. !a general,
members believe that the ability to write their names enhances their self-confidence, and
they are proud of such new skills. Some women respondents pointed out that r.heir
children have since then more respect for them: "Our children give us summan (honour)
when they see rheir mothers are writing rheir names correctly. •
However, some women did not find this name signing very usefuL apart from fulfilling
BRAC' s requirements for issuing loans, and therefore consider it a waste of their time.
The ability ro "read'" and understand the entries in their saving books would be more of a
benefit.

Changes in community-wide srarus
Most women acknowledged that their social status within the community has remained
largely unchanged. However, some indications of gradual change were evident.
Female respondents believe that BRAC involvement has increased their credit worlhin.ess
in the eyes of mohajans (local moneylenders and traders). Some member households have
managed to alter their socio-economic situation through repaying their overdue 11U1JUJjani
loans after receiving BRAC loans.
For some female VO members, involvement in BAAC organised sector programmes (or
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Lhe NFPE prognrmmc:) has enabled them to proVJde !.heir wider communities wil.h
important skills • such as paramedical and para-vet services. These services are us.:d not
only by fellow BRAC mc:mbers, hut also the better off in the community. Such paraprofessional women can provide services which gain them addiuonal respect from their
communities. However, in some communities such activities gain approval only as long as
their great~r "public" mobility is seen as appropriare to their personal circumstances. Sucb
circumstances include an individual woman's degree of need. As one wealt:by villager
commented: "lr gives them a source of income. in the absence of which they would have

been pushed inro begging. "
However. these skilled job opportunities are restricred tO very few women (usually nor
more t:ban two or three per VO) . ln the case of NFPE teaching jobs, moSt go to women
with secondary education. wbo are often already of higher St!lD.IS than the majority of VO
members.
BRA C involvement has not resulted in any change in the position of female members in
relation to the village salish • by convention females do not participate in such dispure
settlement gatherings. Such an involvement would require fundamental social changes
which are outside of the direct influence of RDP .
Thus, whfle there are some indications that women 's starus within their individual
households has been enhanced by RDP involvement, !.here is little evidence of more
general change in their community-wide srarus. As womens' status is strictly regulated by
socio-cultural traditions and religion, there are limitations to what BRAC can expect to
acb.ieve in a relatively short period of time regarding changes in the social identity of
women and the perceptions of rur'Jl people about gender relations.
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4.3

Anitudes towards women's mobility

In generol. lhe ~.~o-ay in which a VO IS formed and operates is conuary to .:onventional
socaal norms. Through their parue1panon 10 weekly me<>...tings. women's mobahty and
access to mformanon increases. Confidence is gained as they go to mec:ting and olher
places by lhemselves. Moreover, lhey have more exchange with women from olher
locations. which conb"ibutes to !.heir confidence and increases their exposure to new ideas.
In short, through regular meetings, credit and skills developmem training, BRAC has
paved lhe ',\lay for itS female members to come out of their •baris • (household
compounds}.
Specific conditions like geograpbic location. the dominant occupations of a community.
elhnic and religious affinity do influence the degree of womens' mobility. One of lhe VOs
studied is located in a village where the dominant occupation is fish trading. Men in this
village leave their home early in lhe morning and rerum late at night. As a result, women
are left wilh most of the household responsabilities. As one would expect. this community
has a more positive aairude 1:0 women's mobility (out of necessity). Even so, when BRAC
proposed to start a female VO in this village, initially the men still felt concerned about
!.heir women organizing into a special group and talking to outsiders (ie. BRAC staff),
which might be seen as violations of their "purdah·.
Despite opposition from some husbands, rich villagers and the male dominated
communities in general, women are participating in VO activities. Indeed, lhe large
majority of VO members do not encounter any problems in going to BRAC meetings or
even to BRAC Area Offices to gee loans. medicines or olher support services.
In the case of two VOs, however. respondents reported that their husbands do not allow
them 1:0 go away where they would be requtred to spend the night (eg. TARCs).
Similarly, from the poim of view of moSt villagers, while they have accepted women
gotng to BRAC meetings or to BRAC AOs, they remain disapproving of women going to
anolher place (outside of the village) for training !.hat requires more than a shan period of
time.
Inconvenient timings for women without additional support in their families, and in
certain circumstances, the perceived inappropriateness (usefullness) of training may also
explain this opposition.
It also seems to be the case that female members do stan to oppose some of the
resb"ictions imposed by their husbands. They benefit from the support of other women in
the VQ and manage to help each other when individuals face resistance from their
families. One male respondent noted that •... women ha1·e become more powerful since
BRAC came·; and another joked that •...after a whole day's work when we ask them to

serve u.s our meal, they jusr snap aJ u.s. •
However, even if villagers in general have accepted women's mobility, they usually relate
it to survival needs. It is believed that it is good for poor women to join BRAC to get
assistance, and their need justifies their public activities.
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However. thts oul.look differs depending on the age of the woman concerned. For
e x.ample. young women are criticized more frequently for doing work outside Lhe bari
than widows or older women whose domestic siruar.ioo means that thev are more
independent. This criticism comes from people from all pans of the community: rich and
poor. male and female. It is the dominant traditional perception of women's roles,
behaviour and attirude which discourages women' s creation of s.eparate idemines.
networks of contacts. and information sources which might come from working outside of
the home. To stay at home and main!ain purdah is for many of tilem the main way to
maimain dignity , even (or especially) when the economic condition of the household is
very poor. The fear of Losing their dignity in th.e eyes of co-villagers is a major obstacle
for the types of income-generating activities and projects which require greater mobility.
For many women it is unavoidable to visit the BRAC AO. Yet when women see an
alternative solution to moving out of their houses they prefer to take such options.
The mobility of BRAC's para-professionalS- as stated before - is more or less accepted by
the community. They face less criticism if they are middle-aged women from female
beaded households with few other opportunities to earn money for their survival.
Women are nor criticised by the community if they can earn by staying within the bouse,
enabling them to follow the rules of purdah. Such "decem" or "respectable" activities
include embroidery, paddy husking and "pirha" (cake) making. Respondents from a 10
year old female group mentioned that with their BRAC loans, they make pitiUJ and sell it
to the market through their small children. Although they are relatively older women, they
still do not feel comfortable about going to the market. This emphasis on the need for
BRAC ro provide respectable activities was marked in many VOs. As one female member
said, wilb the approval of a larger group of womcm:

"The Area Manager said rhar rhe VO would. be like our morher. The VO would give
us whmever and whenever we wam. But except for access ro credit, our lwpes were
norfidfilled. We wanted a kantha cenrre in our village. but BRAC did nor agree.
We wanted to earn from such decent work IJy staying inside the house. We
sri[l hope ro ger this empluymeru opporruniry. We believe thai it will atrracr more
poor women ro join BRA C.· (our emphasis)
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4.4

Control over income

Traditional temale activities are labour intensive. normally using small amounrs of capital
(ami often generating smaller returns than male activines ). Consequently, as discussed
above many women hand pan or all of Lheir loans to male kin. most often the husband.
and contro l over this new component of household cash flow often is assumed by men:
and the protits from loan assisted activities are also frequently used by male members for
familial or personal ell.penses.
However. BRAC itself is demonstrating alternatives to activities which require or
encourage (by social custom) the involvement of men in various stages of handling cash.
BRAC' s para-professionals (eg. poultry workers, paravets, sbasthya sebikas and poor
women employed by BRAC as mulberry tree care-takers) do have more control over their
income. They are doing the work themselves, receive the cash or kind paymeors "in-band"
and do not have to depend on any male members of their household as intermediaries in
sucb activities, because BRAC provides adequate suppon and supervision. The women
involved in many of these sector programmes tend tu be widowed, divorced or deserted
by their husbands. Usually they are accepted to be more mobile than the general YO
members, and can afford to go to distant p laces for their work (to receive training, to .
collect medicine, equipment etc) . It was reported that as a consequence of greater mobility
these women have more confidence in how to invest their money and how to supervise
any loan money invested by others in their h.ouseholds. As a result, they have more
control over their income compared to BRAC female members in general.
There are opportunities where women can maintain partial control over income from home
based production by seLling poultry, eggs, cow milk. musl!ri chal (handfuls of rice) etc if
they can carry out the transactions of these goods without their husband's help (eg. selling
to other women in their communities).
Women do not need consent from their husbands for day-to-day (minor) expenditures. But
for buying clothing for children or themselves, or other larger expenditure decisioas,
women normally ask for the consent of males in the household (the reverse is rarely true).
As far as spending income from their loan or loan assisted actirities is concerned, women
respondents said that while they can make such decisions, they claimed they needed to
inform r.heir husbands:
~lf our husbands spend ten taka, we can also spend ten taka • we just have to
infonn our husbands •.

Husbands on the other hand, spend without consulting their wives even if the money
"belongs" to the wives.
However, despite these persisting gender differences in the way that ell.penditure decisions
are made, many women felt that they bad more •say· in f'mancial matters of the
households. Before joining BRAC the women had no say whatsoever about their
husbands' businesses. Now women claim that they are considered more important to
family maintenance, because they bring in credit. With this new economic role has come
an increase in int1uence over household affairs. One male BRAC member acknowledged
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this enhanced control over resources when referring to hjs wife (a member of the linked
f.:mal.: VO):

"My wife hus the rigfu to buy toiletries and cosmerit jewelry on her own from the

income of her won. even though it is urilised by me. Lilst momh she bought u
cooking pot which co.rr taka 80. She said that it wus essentiaL for her kitchen. rdid
nor argue with her obow this necessuy. But she would nor have done rhis before
receiving loans. •
lL can be inferred that women have control over that part of the income which they earn
entirely by themselves, and in those circumstances where they do not have to seek help
from their male counterparts at any stage. In addition, some do aua.in more influence over
expenditure decisions. However, oti.eo they cannot use the money themselves for marketrelated activities - and this perpetuateS the need for male kin for certain types of
transactions. Thus, women can rarely attain full con[TOI over th.eir income.
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4.5

Decision making power within and outside household

Decision making power is an important indicator or women's status. However. it is a very
difficult indicator to caprure or "measure"'. Household de.:isions are rarely discrete ~vents.
Rather. there is a lot of prior iliscus.sion. argument or persuasion behind each decision
made. Consequently, when we claim that a certain decision was made by a certain
member of the household. there is a danger of ignoring the likely involvement of others.
Although we are aware of this, in the following analysis we simply review the results of
interviews with women (and men) on this issue.
ln order to investigate whether the decision making power of women has increased (since
becoming member of BRAC village org~on) we asked female respondents a series of
que~'tions coocerrung (a) decision making within the household and (b) decision making
outside of the household.

Decision making wirhin rhe household
Areas of decision making within the household include credit, sale or lJurChase of assets,
expenditure, savings and children's education, marriage and so on.

The findings of the household survey show that 61 % of the more recently joined female
members (1-11 months) stated that they had sole decision making 1lOWer over spending
their own income, wbile 16% reported that their husbands exclusively made such
decisions, and 21% said that such decisions are jointly made. By comparison, 47% of
women who have been members for more than four years claimed to decide how to spend
Uleir income by themselves, 21% Jeported that their husbands exlcu.siv:ely made sucb.
decisions, and 30% stated that they made such decisions joinlly.
A similar trend can be observed in relation to who decides when to take an RDP loan.
33% of female members in the recently joined (l-11 month) group stated that they had
sole decision making power to take a loan, 45% said that il was the husband who had
made the decision, an.d in ll% of imerviews it was reponed to be a joint decision. By
comparison, 22% of the female members who joined more than four years ago claimed to
make the loan taking decision by themselves, 47% reported it was their husbands
decision, and 22% stated that such a decision was made jointly.
Generally, the length of membership corresponds with an increase in loan size. Therefore,
more recently joined members usually recieve smaJJer loans with more limited remms.
'This may be why expendirure decisions for this group are more commonly left to the
wives. However, with an increasing loan size {and associated income) it appears that
decision making power is shifting from women towards more joint decision making
processes.
The survey data appears to suggest that women's exclusive decision making power over
taking loans and expenditure of their own income declines with length of membership.
However, this decline does not mean that women are clearly losing influence. An increase
in joint decision making (in the above examples from 21% to 30% for expenditure
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dec1SJoos. and II% to 22% for borrowing dec1s1ons) indicates that womc:n may be ga10ing
more recogDJuon from their husbands. and they are inCT"~gly con,ulted on m:mers of
household cash tlows.
E.'\cept for a few female headed households all me members from 12 out of 16 female
VOs stated that they discuss me liming (of taking) and proposed use of loans with their
husbands. Members from three other VOs told us that their husbands usually make the
decision as to when to draw a loan, without :my real consultation with th~ir wives.
Regarding the use of loans, husbands appear to have dominant authority. and make the
key decisions.
This study confiJ"l!IS that in the case of minor household decisions. women· s participation
has become more important. In reply to our question about selling and purchasing poultry
and livestock. women group members said that they could make dec1s1ons about whether
to purchase or sell poultry.
However, in the case of purchasing or selling (larger) livestock they have to discuss such
matters with their husbands. Two female VOs claimed that they themselves decided on
whether to purchase or sell both poultry and livestock. In seven VOs. womeo stated that
they consulred with their husbands on selling or purchasing such assets, while women in
six others said that they were influenced by outsiders (e.g. BRAC staff pressuring mem to
buy pouluy birds). Since most of the time women are directly involved in me
managemem of poultry, thls gives mem more opportunity to parocipate in decision
making.
After joining the VO women usually pay weekly savings from the sales of eggs.
vegetables or accumulllted mushti cluli (it is

~

common practice for wornen to save a

handful of rice before cooking a meal, as a rype of "secret" saving for unforeseen crises).
In these cases, women are making savings decisions which can be important for the
subsistence of the family .
Another lmponant observation regarding savings is that poorer women tended to report a
greater degree of independence than those who are a little better-off than them. It is
evident from our study that comparatively poor female members are more directly
involved in different RDP programmes Iilce sericulture where they function as mulberry
tree caretakers and cocoon rearers, the poultry and RDP health programmes, women
owned grocery shops, vegetable cultiva.tion, small trading eoc. Due to the narure of these
jobs these women interact with various types of people which in lUm increases their
bargaining power. This power may result in the poorer members being more independent
(within their households) than wealthier cottnterpans regarding meir savings.
Regarding children's education, almost all the female group members interviewed Stated
that they were responsible tor monitoring their children· s education because they stay at
home. As Madhuri, President of VO 'N', stated:
"Is it possible for any lwsbarulto lcok after the schooling of the children when he
is our at work the whole day?".
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Women also reported spending tbe small amount ol money tbey save by selling egg5.
poultry birds or mushn chal to cover tbe costs of education. However. the final JeciSion
to send ch1ldren ro school is l.aken by lhe falher. Women take responsibility of looking
after their children's education once such a uecision has been made.
In our study. almost all our female re~-pondents said lhat tbey discuss their chlldien ·s
marriage with iheir husbands, though they adinirted ihat the tina! decision is made by iheir
husbands. On the other band, dowry mauers and lhe resources needed or ro be used for
such payments are handled entirely by men.
According to the women group members, lhey have greater power to oppose iheir
lmsband's second marriage ihan before. In one VO (apart from the oiher case cited above)
a woman successfuUy resisted such a case. When the .husband wanted to throw her out of
the bouse. women members opposed it by ihreatening •... if you want ro marry again, ir is

you who should leave Ihis house. It was buill with your wife's loan money. ·
Decision maldng ozuside 1he household
If we look at ihe women's role in political decision making such as voting, there is little
to suggest women are gaining more influence in their communities. Fourteen VOs stated
that their husbands decide for whom they will vote. Only two VOs mentioned that they
decided who they would vote for witb their husbands in a consensual manner. The
majority of female members, however, claimed Lhat:

"The ways followed by rhe husband should be followed by Lheir wives·.
The VO itself provides anolher important arena of decision making. A number of early
instirution building activities like individual con1actS, small and large group discussions
that take place before a VO is officially formed, have a big influence on how lhe
decisions to form a village organization are made. According to female members, while
they consulted with their husbands, in most cases the decision of the woman was Lhe final
one. ln some instances, the women were so eager to form a village organisation that they
attended the meeting in an adjacent village several times in the hope of being included in
this VO. The power exercised by the women in making the decision to form a formation
represents a great step forward in terms of women' s participation in the public sphere.
Women also have the opportunity to lllllke decisions about the formation and reformation
of the management committee (though such decisions are largely consensual, as discussed
in the section on institution building).
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4.6

Conclusion

As discussed abuv<:. while dramali~ changes are not evident, there are some (more
gradual) changes which BRAC has brought about in female members· lives.
After receiving loans women· s status has increased within the household. Some have
experienced greater mobility. Many of the members involved in BRAC sectoral
programmes have gained more control over t.heir income, and the ability to decide about
bow (and how much) to save and spend on themselves and on their children.
Women participate in the decision making process of the VO, as well as influencing
decisions regarding when to draw loans and how to use them. lt is important to note,
however, that this information was gathered through group discussions or quantitative
survey data in which it is difficult tO capture the complexity of decision making processes.
The question remains. should BRAC be satisfied wit.h the degree of impact it bas had on
women· s lives·? The apparent shift towards joint decision malcing inside RDP member
households needs further investigation if the nature of such a shift, and its significance for
women, is to be understood. 1n many YO case studies, these changes were facilitated and
enhanced by favourable localional and cultural factors (and not just RDP' s impact).
Overall. th.e length of involvement with BRAC appears to have little bearing on the degree
of change that women experienced. It may be argued t.hat RDP field staff can have little
influence on what goes on wit.hin a household; but this does raise the question: should
BRAC go on expandings its women's credit programme without an enabling environment
which allows them to use loans themselves?
From the experience of the case studies rural house-bound women have few opportunities
to use loans by themselves without some assistance of male family members. Unless
BRAC provides women with necessary support services close to the bari, they have few
alternatives ot.her than to hand over pan or all of t.heir loans to male ki.n. which often
means they cannot exercise full control over their loans and credi't based resources.
ln the male-dominated society of Bangladesh, improving the position of women wbo are
Lraditionally expected to assume subordinate positions requires tremendous social change.
ln order to bring about a change in social norms and practices, me.Q and women have to
be involved and influenced directly. The case studies imply that husbands, to some extent,
use their wives as channels to get access to credit for t.hem and t.he household , and t.hat
women can rarely be independent of such gender relations.

The study has shown credit provision for t.he wife contributes (to a certain extent) to an
increase in her perceived value to the husband and household, which may undoubtedly be
assessed as a positive effect. However, it is also true t.hat women are more disciplined in
loan repayments than men. Being more confined to the household and community they are
more easily contru.1table by field staff. They are also easier to deal with because of their
traditionally subordinate behaviours. For a minoriry of women, these pressures can
contribute to women 's experience of a high level of repayment stress and burden.
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5.

RDP lNSTITU'T!ON BUlLDING

5. I

Introduction.

RDP"s institution building componem aims to develop self-managed village organizations

(VOs). promote self reliance, and enhance lhe capacity of the poor to participate in lhe

national development process (RDP Phase n report, 1990-92}. institution building (IB) is
a lengthy process involving a series of activities (described in box 5.1).
The components of the m process suggest the following ideals: lhat a successful VO will
exhibit strong organisation, management and discipline; its members will value lhe
messages which BRAC is imparting, and value lheir VO as a support group; lhe VO will
ultimately provide a basis for mobilisation of non-BRAC resources as well as RDP inputs.
and also a basis for more effective participation (by members) in the social and political
affairs of lheir localities - a practical ~xpression of what is sometimes referred to as
"empowerment".

Box 5.1 : The componcnts of RDP's ilUilitulion building (IB) process, taken from the RDP PhaseD
Report, 1990-92, may be summarised as follows:
'"
Forming VOs of between 20 lllld 55 members, each made up o£ a management committee
and small joint linllllity groups (of 5-6 m.:mbers eacll);

"'

EncourJging orvni7.ational di$Cipline (attendance at weekly meetings, regulilf depositing

of 5.0.Vi.ogs & lonn rcpaym.unts_. manlhly issue bu.sed <l..i&cur.sions, &. participation of members in VO
n[fair~ & decisions}:

Bw1diog up members' self-esteem :md awareness about rural power relationships - through
socinl awareness (rreviou.sly "funcnonal «luc:~uon") ond "issue-based" meetings:

•

Trnlning of,sclected members in Je:~dersbip·, managerial & human nelntions development:

•
Encoumging the mobilization of both intenul and external n:sowces (eg. savmgs). and
creating opportunities for income and cmploymenl generation; and
•
Motivating ntembers to partici(»t<: in !ool :tffairs :md community decision making (eg.
salish, local councils and other devl!lopmont opportunities),

As criteria for assessing the acrual impact of RDP's m activities, this section outlines

findings from 16 case study locations (including 24 VOs) concerning:

* l.he strength and stability of VOs over time
* the extent to which VOs are perceived by members to fulfil l.heir needs and
interests, both as individuals and as a group (ie. lhe ways in which members value
lheir VO).
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* the nature ami effectiveness of YO leadership ami managemenL
"' group "autonomy"

5.2

Strength, stabilily and cohesion of VOs

During fieldwork the case study teams gained impressionistic evidence that older VOs are
less disciplined than younger VOs, and that female groups are bener organised than male
ones. Such discipline in the younger groups was evident in the way they called meetings.
sat in an orderly fashion (eg. each member sitting in lines behind their small group
leader), and were generally more enthusiastic. Such impressions were followed up by an
investigation of attendance levels. the drop-out and turnover of members in each VO and
an assessmem of the cohesion of each group.
A 1993 Mortitoring Division study of attendance in 170 randomly selected VOs found
more concrete results which substantiate the findings of the lAS case studies. The MD
study found that attendance declined in older VOs, and that while the trend was the same
for both male and female groups, the latter had higher rates of attendance.

VO Agewise Meeting Attendance

A
I
I

e

n
d
a
n

c
e

( ll

12-24

25-36

37- 48

vo
-

49-60

Age

~Male

Femal e

43

61-72

- *-·All

I

)72

A decline in discipline over time is also implied by the rindings on meeting procedures.
Of me 13 case srudy VOs wh1ch were more than lour years old. several deparrures t"rom
ideal procedures were evident. For example. memhers of two VOs ("K'' and "I") said that
they had stopped holding regular weekly meetings. lnstead. members deposited savings
with the VO [>resident in lheir own lime, ur send their deposits and loan repayments to
VO 111JUUlgers through their ah.ildren or male kin. While lhese two VOs may be extreme
cases, deparrures from set procedures and the use of intermediaries lor financial
transactions appears to be much more common in older VOs generally. Members
acknowledged t.hat the lack of regular, well anended meetings has a negative affect on the
VO ("Now thar we do not have meerings anymore the VO has become disorganised').

Mosr VOs have experienced some drop-out of members and new members joining. RDP
statistical reportS for the last few years (1990-2, 1993) suggest an 3llllual drop-our rate of
between 14% and 17% .
Case study data suggests significant differences ber:ween VOs - some experience quite high
drop-out rates, others mllch lower ones. This variable pattern of drop-out is complicated
by a large number of different reasons for dropping ouL
However, the case srudies do suggest three main findings on this issue:

* rateS are higher in older VOs;
• there are more drop-outs from the poorer wealth ranks of VOs;

* the most significant single cause is unhappiness with rules and procedures.
The eight VOs which were between one and three years old lost 9% of t.beir members
since formation; the 13 VOs formed more lhan four years at the time of fieldwork bad
lo~1: 28% of !.heir members. In the latter category three VOs had lost more t.ban 53% of
their members, and the lowest drop-out was 7%. These fmdings suggest a high degree of
membership instability amongst the older VOs, and that many of them do not remain
cohesive groups.
Analysis of drop-outs by their wealm category shows that some of those leaving BRAC
are amongst the better off. They do not appear to leave because they no longer need
credit, but becallse they fmd regular meetings and disciplined savings and credit
installments too burdensome. .ln other words, they regard the BRAC system as incurring
roo high opportunity costs.
However, the majority of drop-outs come from the poorer amongst VO memberships. The
data suggesting this conclusion is presented in Box 5.2 below.
Newer VOs appear to be more stable than older ones. This is due partly to the fact that
members have received lheir functional education (social awareness) courses in the recent
~1:; moreover, expectations are still high in th.e initial years, in contrast to older VOs
which expressed more disati5faction.
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tn cootrast. most VOs established several years ago have "forgotten" FE messages. While
in theory VOs hold monthly issue-based meetings. such meetings are rare in practice, and
FE messages are therefore not effectively reiter.ued once a VO has become an e~"tablished
savmgs aml credit group. (None of the 24 case srudy VOs had taken part in an issue·baseti
meeting io the three morubs preceding our field visit).

Box 5.2 Drop-out pattern & causes in age-wise categories of VOs
Category and No.
of VOs

Drop-out since
fo!11lllUOn

Wealth cmegones of
drop-outs

3 VOs less lhan I
y= old

5 out of 135
(3. 7%)

Less poor

none

Poorest

5

Less poor

10

Poorest

26

Less poor

34

Poorest

1::9

8 VOs between J
and 4 ye:u-s old

13 VOs more than
four y= old

36 nul of 422
(8.5%)

* Unfulfilled ex_pecl.alions (not

163 out of 586
(27.8%)

Main reasons given l"or drop-<lUl

receivtng loan quickly: fa.ilure to
acquire VGD cards)
• tnabillty to rnnke regular savings
• !nconvenien~-e of weekly meetings
• innccessibility of savings & GTF
~ repayment rule c:hanges
* default, & peer group pressure to.
leave
• inaccessibility & confusions about
the GTF
• 'frequdnt rule chan.g<s'
"' defoull :md prus-~urc to lt:ave
• mability to access loans or savings
in emcrgen~ics
• unfulfilled ex_pectatioos

Explanatory Note: VO members were classified into different Wealtb Ranks during PRA exarcises.
Some VOs divided the membership into four weolth ranks, others into six. Using key indicators.
ronklngs made in different locntions have bl::cn adjusted 10 generate two relntive categQries.

In addition, members of longer established VOs stated that they are more interested in

financial matters ruther than social awareness activitie~; . This situation is more pronounced
in male VOs; but the same contrast in intereSt was fouod in female VOs.
Combined with the h.igher rates of turnover, and lower attendance in male VOs, the~;e
findings suggest that male groups are less strong and stable than female VOs.
lmpression.istic evidence implies that this may be due (partly) to the fact that field staff
tend to concentrate on female VOs (since the policy shift away from a balanced malefemale membership). Also, it was common for AO staff to mention that they find it
"easier ro deal with" women members. However, the difference in member-staff
interaction is not juSt a matter of staff ability to impose discipline, it is also a result of the
fact that women value their groups more than men, since they bave few od!er options,
apan from the VO, for large semi-public gatherings w.here they can all meet regularly.
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5.3

The ways in whicb members value tbeir VO

Amongst the case srudy VOs. wealtb ranking exercises revealed that 18% of households
have e~erienced a decline in their economic well-being since joining BRAC. C~nversely,
47% have experienced positive economic benefits, and Lbe remaining 35% merely stated
that they had expenenced little change. These mixed fmdings on the perceptions of
members about the benefits which they are deriving from BRAC are funber elaborated
below with reference to the group discussions held on the subjects of rules and
procedures. and the ways in which members value their VO.
The over-ridding conclusion is that VOs are regarded by members primarily as credit
groups. Other financial services are regarded negatively. In particular:

*

Many members are very unhappy about the closed savings system. and
would prefer to have access to their savings in order to meet emergencies and
make inv~ents when opportunities arise;

*

Past rules changes concerning the purpose and reduced accessibility of the
GTF has been a common cause of dissatisfaction and disaffection with BRAC (see
box 5.3 below);

*

Several VOs have experienced problems with insurance cards. Many
members do not know the exact date of the annual insurance renewal and when
in.wrance lapses they are not always told • this led to several cases in which
in.~urance was denied to the kin of a deceased. Members feel such siruarions are
unfair, and are sceptical of the insurance sy~"tem in generaL
'"
Changes in the loan interest rate have been made mid-way during
individuals' repayment schedules - a situation which many members regard as a
"breach of contract".

There is some confusion amongst members about interest rate rules, GTF and insurance
policies. Looking at different age-categories of VOs, Lhese confusions appeared to be
greater in those more recently formed. lt may well be that during RDP's rapid e~ansion
and the declining quality of staff interaction with VOs (see below) the quality of
communication and explanations of these policies bas declined.
ln general, members are unhappy that rules are too rigid. The most cor111non cause of

concern is the issue of needing small amountS of money to meet family crises from time
to time. Members are unable to get access to savings or GTF deposits to meet such
contingencies. Loans for consumption purposes are rare and are slow to access; and taking
more conventional types of loans is too lengthy a process for Lbem to be useful for
emergencies. Box 5.4 provides an illustrative example. Without such access (to more
flexible services), they are forced to turn to local (infonnal) moneylenders, offering credit
at higher interest rates.
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Box 5.3: Disaffection wiili Lhe group trust fund
In ooe ol the older male VOs. members said:
"Si11ce we /ltn'< no wnttllll docUITii!nt we cam1o1 take BRAC to coun (to get our anginal GTF
money back!. Wuhout wry documents"'" have no rig/us ond BRAC can change ndes anytime.
BRAC does not show writttn rules."

Amongst newer VOs the perception is less antagoni5tic. but rcmmns negative. In one !tfOUP JHcussion.
a women said:

"71r.e amaunt going to ihe GTF l.t not uempted from our loan money. We pay int(resl on it.
Bw. at the time of rueiving loans they mtuie tiS prom1se that we will never ask for the GTF
money. Then wiry should we pay interest on it?·

Box 5.4: Procedural inflexibility and individuals in distress
Sahida Begum. !he president or the VO, had become seriously ill, and needed money to buy food and
medtca! help. Sbe could not get to the local AO to collect a loan which bad already been sanctionedThe other woman asked field stnff to issue ber loan in the village, which W"JS refused.. Then !he
membo!rs asked st1lrf to refund some of her savings, a request which was also refused. This .:11.5e was
provided by members as an example of BRAC's inability to meet tbe special n.eeds or individuals in
distresS.

Members in VOs e.<.iablished more than four years ago stated that if they could withdraw
lheir savings when required lhen lhey would use this service to save more - for future
contingencies.
On the issue of members • feelings about the extent to which RDP meets their interests few
differences were ob!ierved in male and female VOs. However, there was a marked
difference in the way these issues have affected more recently or longer established VOs.
Those formed under four years ago have not yet come to view restricted savings as such
an issue - while lhey recognise the system as inflexible, lheir main priority is achieving
access to loans. In the 13 VOs e!>"tllblished more than four years ago re!>1ricted savings,
GTF rules and insurance policies are viewed as more problemillic - possibly because many
more members have .had some experience of contingency needs during the length of their
membership.
Smff-member interactions are not necessarily directlv affected by such dissatisfaction, and
VO members interviewed during the case studies did not blame individuals. Instead, lhey
stated that because smff are transferred regularly, lhere is a lac.k of continuity and strong
relationships with staff rarely develop. There is also SlTOng evidence provided by the 13
VOs established more than four years ago that the nature of slaff-member interactions has
changed, such relations becoming more hierarchical and less tlexible in the last few years.
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This shift towards mure hierarchical reladons was endem from the fact lhat in old RDP
areas mt:mb.:rs often referred to BRAC staff as "bhais • (brothers). whereas in the newer
area.~ they are addressell as "sir". and even in Lhe olt.l areas newer members aduress staff
as "sir" . In lhe oldest VOs members complained:

"The previous bhais were berrer. 11uty never felt uneasy ro sir with us. char wirh us
or e~·en smoke with us. Bur the presenr "bhais • are different. They do nor wanr ro
wlk to u.s. If we go ro the oj]lce for any problem. they always tend 10 refer us 10
rhe PAs"
A large proportion of lhe dissatisfaction expressed by members is rooted in unfulfilled
expectations. Such high expectations in lhe case study VOs were created during VO
formation, by field staff making unrealistic promises of wbJit benefirs membership will

bring.
However, field staff interviewed in lhe Area Offices also admitted that they have little
opportunity to respond to specific needs. Their time is limited, and lhey also feel the rules
are rigid. This underlies lhe statement made by one member in a YO formed several years
ago that weekly meetings:

"... are for collection of savings and loan insral/menrs only. There is no scope for
discussion benveen vo members and BRAC staff".
ln another VO. a member said:

'7JRAC staff used to advise us, guide us. encourage us, in every aspecr of life bur
now I hey we only giving loan and recovering it from the group member:;•

The perceived rigidity of rules, and Lhe limited value given to non-credit aspects of RDP's
operation, combined whh lhe narure of staff-member relations, mean that many members
feel lhat BRAC is only partially responsive to lheir needs. These findings from the 24 case
study VOs underlie Lhe impression that, even in the older VOs, lhere is linle feeling of
•ownership", and more a perception that the VO is simply a credi[ group, run primarily
by BRAC field staff, who have little flexibil iry to respond to local and individual needs.
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5.4

Nature and effectiven.e ss of VO organisation, leadership and management.

VOs are much less formally organised in practice than the Ideal syStem suggests. In
particular:
"'
Although all VOs have a nominal management committee, in most cases
they are dominated hy one key member, and in many cases few ordinary members
can name the :idditional committee members.
"'
Members of most VOs were not able tQ tell us if they were divided into
small (5-6 person) groups. Only in six VOs did members know the names of their
StDall group leaders, and three of these were the most recendy fonned groups
(within the last year). The small group system may have been disrupted by the
high level of turnover amongSt older members in recent years.
Thus. the case ~-rudies found that intra-VO organisation and leadership is much more
simple than the original ideal of an institution structured by a management comminee and
small group leaders.
One particularly important observation arising out of these findings relates to the operation
of Lhe joint liability mechanism. In cases of defaulting members, peer pressure often
operates at the VO level rather than the ~mall group level (the latter being the theoretical
joint liability group): this peer group pressure originates from field-staff interaction with
the main leader/s of the VO rather t.han with the small groups.
In both male and female VOs leaders nonnally "emerged" by consensus, and were elected

unopposed. However, differences in leadership patterns were evident in male and female
VOs.
The PRA wealth ranking exercises showed that .in male VOs it is more common for the
leaders to come from amongst the better off households in the group. Out of the nine male
VOs studied. five leaders came from the upper t.hree wealth categories, and four came
from the lower three.
In marked contrast, in the 15 female VOs 12 of the leaders came from the lowest wealth
ranks; and the other two leaders were in the middle of the VOs' wealth hierarchy.

Tllese marked differences in the economic status of leaders are explained with reference to
various factors. In the male VOs some of the leaders without notable wealth did have
other advantages - such as large kin networks which make them rel.-pected and influential
within their communities. Thus. in general male leaders tended to have either economic or
social status which differentiateS them from moSt of the other members.
However, amongst female leaders the qualities which were seen as marking them out as
"different" were more personal ones. In one VO, a woman said that •... we have elected
those women as leaders who have ·mukh chalu' (outspokenness) and 'rhang chalu · (chose
who are dynamic). • This pattern appears to be quite common. AmongSt the 15 VO leaders
met, six were widows, five others are the beads of their household. So it is apparem that

49

more indcpendenr wo men - often widows or desened women who have to Sll'Uggie for
thelf exiStence - are ot'ten selected as leaders. They are mobile and e xtrovert. which makes
them distinct from the general members.

In both male and female VOs the leaders spent considerable time on VO and BRAC
affairs. This is understandabl.e because many field staff communicate with VOs through
the leaders, sending messages through them. This ·mediating role" of leaders gives them
bigher StatuS than the general members.
However, differences in leadership style in male and female VOs were observed. In most
ca~es male leaders are more dominating than female leaders, who tend to be more
"democratic". In some situations where male and female VOs in the same community are
linked by lcin relationships, the male leaders have a high degree of influence over the
female VO.
Additionally, leaders are much more involved with activities such as training. For male
leaders, mo~1.1y better off, leaving d!eir household to go for training courses is less
difficult chan for poorer members, for whom a few days without work may mean
starvation. For women leaders, it is more often the case that !heir independence within the
househoW means that they can spend more time away from home without causing
inconvenience.
Leadership development appears to be limited. Because small groups do not operate in
most VOs there is no cadre from which to select obvious new leaders.
Only a third of VOs have had re-elections of leaders, even though they should ideally
occur bi-artnually. Many members (and some field Staff) are unaware of the election
requirements.
•
Out of the 9 male VOs. only three had changed their leaders since they
were formed (in 1982, 1989 and 1991), and each only once.
•
Out of 15 female VOs, lhree had been formed \vithin the last year so cannot
be expected to have changed their leadership. In only five of the remaining 12 had
leaders and committee members been changed completely since VO formation.
Most members were not disapproving of th.e lack of change in their VO' s managers, for
instance one person saying •... ifrhe leaders worlc well, wiry should we change rlzem?"
One of the main functions of VO leaders is to facilitate decisions about which loan
applications should be agreed. Most leaders appeared to make such decisions with the
broad consent of VO members, in agreement with field staff.

Alternatively, !here seems to be less participation in deciding who should (a) receive
sectoral programme benefitS, and (b) who should go on training courses.
Selection of sectoral programme beneficiaries (eg. cbick rearing, vegetable cultivation activities which involve support additional to the loan) can be a matter of contention in
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some VOs. Our impression is that AO field staff (with VO leaders) usually lake it upon
themselves ro make these decisions rather than involve the whole membership in a
participatory manner.
Regarding training, in most cases general members remain indifferent, and allow VO
leaders to select trainees. Many leadCJ:s bave received more than one type of training, and
they often fill the places offered to the VO without dissent from ordinary members. This
may be a sign of some indifference towards. or simply difiiculties for, many ordinary
members when faced with opportunities to attend courses at the AO, away from their
everyday work.
One problem encountered in several VOs was the issue of VGD card distribution. Some
VOs complained that there was a lack of fairness in their allocation. ln some cases this
accusation was levelled against VO leaders, in others it was BRAC staff wbo were
perceived as being at fault
In conclusion, there are differences between the stated ideal of developing participatory
and revolving leadership in VOs, and the reality of VOs being led by key individuals,
without active committees or small group leaders. VO leaders liaise closely with BRAC
staff in selecting many types of beneficiaries, and do not always involve the rest of the
membership.

Combined with the shift towards more hierarchical staff-member interactions (the shift
from the "bhai" to "sir" culture), the leadership and management development process has
been inhibited. This may be an important barrier to the process of instirutionalising VOs
as more effectively managed and independent groups. This leads the discussion of main
frndings on to the issue of group autonomy.
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5.5

Group "autonomy•

A fully autonomous instituuoo must have me capability to survive and conunue tiS "ork
wimom e.mrnal assistance and resources. BRAC's ideal m process includes the aim that
VOs should gain a degree of autonomy. even if toE.al independence is unrealistic for many
groups of poor people. One indicator of autonomy is me undermking of activities, by the
VO , which are independent of sraff initiation and leadership.
Amongst the three youngest (female) VOs, none have undermken any independent
activities during their short existence. Two regarderl 'BRAC as a "donating" organisation,
and hope mainly to get loans to improve their condition_ Members of the third VO m this
age-category talked of BRAC as an employment providing organisation. All these three
groups are too young to carry out activities without BRAC's help. Most of the members
are yet to understand any of the broader objectives of group formation and m. and they
think of BRAC as an organisation !Tom which they can expect "shahajfrya" ("relief").
Amongst the eight VOs formed between one and four years ago, there were rwo examples
of group activity and murual support occuring. One female VO said that they collectively
nominateO and elected a Union Parisbad member who they thought would protect their ·
interests. in another (male) VO, there was another effort to mobilise the group to vote in
such a collective manner. However, in none of these villages was any significant change
in community social relations evident as a result of VO collective actions. (For example,
the UP elections were not successful, for various reasons; and practices such as dowry are
seen as unavoidable and remain unaffected in reality, despite the FE courses and the
economic difficulties faced by individuals raising such dowries).
Amongst the l3 oldest VOs, formed ulot•e than four years ago, there were more cases of
collective activities being attempted. But few were ~-uccessful, and most bad been
discontinued. For example, one VO had attempted a group lease on a "pukur· (pond) for
fish cultivation; but this bad been discontinueO after disagreements within the group.
Several VOs had participated in UP elections as a voting block. One VO managed an
informal fund for meeting members' emergencies (ie. money deposited by members, not
recorded in the VO financial records, but used by members to -meet unforeseen crises and
loan repayments).

In only one of the older VOs did some form of cohesion and notably independent
initiative occur several years ago . Formed originally during the Outreach period (the early
1980s), BRAC withdrew from their area for six months, but the VO continued to meet
regularly. Together with a neighbouring VO they undertook cultivation of approximately
60 acres of barren land. This project ran successfully for two years, but coUapsed due to
internal conflict within the VOs. This Outreach VO also took part in FFW pondexcavations, and took part in two local elections as a united group. Unfortunately, this
VO is no longer a cohesive and fully sized group - some members having left in recent
years.
In general, most members perceive BRAC's benefitS in concrete terms (loans and the
potential for economic advancement) rather tharL in terms of the wider deve1opmen1 goals
such as VOs becoming mutual support groups. Collective activities are rare, and a notable
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degree of independence from BRAC is not evident in any of lhe older VOs.

5.6

Conclusions on the institution bui lding process

It should be acknowledged !.hat institution building is a lengthy and complex process. The
main findings of the case studies are not very encouraging. High rates of rumover,
confusion and dissatisfaction about savings and GTF rules and procedures, and the strong
emphasis on credit operations and discipline bas limited the extent to which members
value their VOs as potentiaJJy autonomous suppon groups.

ln general, discipline and ethusiasm is more evident in the newer and female VOs. This is
due primarily to the fact that such discipline is seen as a pre-<ondilion for applying for
credit. Over time, such discipline declines, ideal procedures become less common, and
meeting attendance becomes more erratic. VOs rarely undertake additional activities in a
collective manner, or independent from BRAC's initiative, suggesting that they are not
progressing to semi-auronomous institutions. Moreover, the frequent rule changes,
combined with the frequent transfer of staff, have created a degree of uncertainr;y for
members.
ln many VOs, leadership has developed as an instrument through which field staff
maintain repayment discipline. The operation of lhe peer group joint liability mechanism
is commonly at the level of the whole VO rather lhan at lhe level of small 5-6 member
groups (these rarely exist in older VOs). It is therefore apparent that VOs are primarily
valued by members, and operate as, credit groups.
ln the few cases in which VOs have acted as a collectivity in th.e past, their success
appears to have been connected to biglllevels of staff motivation. One VO which bad
been establislled during the Ourreacll period - when staff interaction was more intensive rej)Orted a history of attempting collective activities. These have ceased, and many
members have left, during more recent years under RDP.
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6

THE NON FORMAL PRIMARY EDUCATION PROGRAMME

6_1

[ntroduction

Using case study material we have assessed the role of NFPE as pan of RDP' s integrated
package_ Specifically:

* coverage of VO members' children;
" targeting, and the wealth protile of NFPE clientele

* members' perceptions of, and involvement in the schools
These issues are significant for assessing the importance of NFPE schools as part of the
RDP package, and may shed light on the issue of establishing schools outside of RDP
villages_
The lAS was not designed to assess the educational outcomes and impact of NFPE
schools. Alternative studies designed for such purposes have already been carried out by
RED several times in recent years_ However, some positive findings on the educational
effectiveness of NFPE schools can be reponed on the basis of parental statements (see
Box 6_1 below)_
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6.2

NFPE coverage of VO members' children

Out of 16 case srudy locations, J 2 had at leaSt one NFPE school, and some had access to
several (both within and neighbouring to the villages). The following main tlndings
therefore relate to J2 VO locations.
On average, just over 20% of the total households in the 12 communities had sent (in r.he
past) or were sending their children to a BRAC school by the time of the interviews.
On average. just under 50% of VO member households had ch.iJdren in a BRAC schools.
(Note that some vo member househOlds may not have had eligible children).
Coverage of VO member households was highest in the two more recently established
VOs (61% of households had at least one ch.ild in an NFPE school established in the
lJrevious year).
The percenta.ge of VO members sending children to NFPE school declines over time. Ln
VOs established between one and four years ago, 46% of member families had a child in
school at the time of interview, while for the VOs established more than four years agO;
the percentage was lower (43%).
Some VO members did claim that there were problems in getting their children into
school (see below), however the average decline of the proportion of member children in
school appears to be "natural". 1n the second or third cycles of an NFPE school there are
relatively fewer eligible BRAC member-children to admiL Therefore the enrolment panem
shifts to including more children from non-BRAC households in the village. Ibis does not
appear to be a cause for concern in educational terms - as box 6. 1 below suggests.
In one VO established more than four years ago there were only 50 children eligible for
the four NFPE schools in (and next to) the village. Naturally, these households could not
take up a majority of the schools places - most of which were taken by non-member
households.

Box 6.1

Suggestive findings

concerning NFPE's education impact

on VO member children.

While the lAS cn.nnol. provide any detailed assessment of NFPE's qualitalive cducalloru!l impact, survey
inttrview& of YO member households in the cnse study locations etlllblcd the eollectlon of additionlll
dnta on tho literacy of 120 S-16 yc:u old boys and girls within those locations. According to this
source there are signi6canl. di[[en:nces between the literacy rates of members' children in YOs
established mote than four years ago. and those VOs formed more recenlly.
Specificnlly. VOs whb :"'FP£ schools which have run for more !han on" l.bte~·year cycle claimed thal
56% of thetr boy~ and 70% of lhcir girls within the 8-l6 ye:tr age group can r=l and write; ln VOs
recently established, in the JIUddlc or the scllools' first c>yclc, litemcy rates were 50\11i for boys and 33%
for gids. These fmdings suggest <WO main conclusions; (i) over time NFPE schools are having a major
imp:tct on r.lu: number of YO memberll' children auaimng Ingber educational abilities. and (ii) wlule lh1s
impact l$ smaU in the case. of boys. 11 is extremely rn:~tked in the case of girls.
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6.3

Targeting, and the wealth profile of NFPE clientele

Despite the generally effective coverage of BRAC member households by the NFPE
programme, the case srodies found Lhat Lhe overall wealth profile of school clientele
reflected that of the community as a whole. ln other words, NFPE schools are not "poor
peoples' schools", but "community schools •.
Wealth ranking of all households in the communities (irrespective of membership) showed
that. on average 40% of the school children come from the poor sections. and 60% from
Lhe non-target group. These percentages reflect the proportion of BRAC-eligible (target
group) and non-eligible households found in these 12 localities.
1o five out of 12 VOs complaints were voiced about the number of children from richer
households gaining access to the NFPE schooL 1n one place, they said:

"This is our school. so our children should read in ir. Bur rhe children of rich
households are selected more. When selecring children rhe NFPE PO and teacher
consults with the viUage leaders. who are berter off and more powerfuL They
ignore our opinion.~
This quote suggests that there can be tensions between the idea of the school as "owned"
by the VO, and the reality of the schools' more inclusive approach to enroling children
from all sections of the community. (While NPPE policy emphasises targeting, it does not
limit enrolment to VO members only).
However. in some of these five VOs in which complaints were voiced, there appeared to
be practical reasons for including certain better off children. 1n one school, a Union
Parisbad leader threatened to oppose the school unless his relative's daughter was enroled.
Members in several localities also commented that richer people want to send their
children to the NFPE school because they run more smoothly, with smaller class sizes and
better teaching than the local government primary schools. These observable differences
mean that there is demand from all sections of the community to gain enrolment in NFPE
for their children. Excluding some children may also generate unwanted conflict in the
community.
However, in the other seven VO schools, there was no conflict or tension over the issue
of who is enroled. 1n these cases, selection eriteria appeared to be applied more
rigorously, and poorer children were given priority. It was only when all (poorer) eligible
children were enroled that children from other (better off) households were accepted. This
suggests that when the phasing of enrolment, to ensure poorer households are given 'first
choice•, is carried out carefully, confusions and confliCts over the enrolment of better off
children can be avoided.
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6.4

Members' perceptions of, a.od involvemeni in NFPE schools

Box 6.2 NFPE's promolioo: of parcota.l involvement in schools

lde:Uiy . lhc selection of si~. teachers and running bours are l11llJk with l.h.: consent of parents and a
four mo:mber school ctlmmiu"" (including two pucots lhl: lc:!cho:r and one leading member oi lhe
community). This committee organises monthly parent m~. cncourngcs regular alnss nuendnncc,
maint:Uns school buildings and li:Uscs with the wider commumty to solve any problems or connicts.
ldeally. N"FP£ schools are closely linked to the VO, these members playmg key roles m the ruiUung o(
the school.

This section discusses findings relating to members' perceptions of NFPE schools, and
their involvement in school operation. Such involvemeru includes tbe creation process
(eg. site and teacher selection), and decisions such as the fixing of school hours. In
addition, some incidents of contlict are mentioned.
There is no doubt that schools are perceived positively by parents: in most of the case
srudy locations VO members listed common charaeteristics which distinguisn them from
government primary schools: tile class size is smaller, me teachers more puncrual and
diiJgent.. tile hours are (in most cases) more flexible, and the schools are closer to the
concerned housenolds. Opinions about teaching quality were also favourable in I J out of
12 locations, and parents generally appreciated the fact tllat tlley are invited to be involved
in school affairs.
In addition, there were many comments from groups interviewed which suggest that VOs
feel that tile schools are "owned'' by them, and that they acquire considerable symbolic

significance for gro11ps wllo are disadvantaged in relation tO formal primary school access.
As one member Stated:

"The people of rhis village consider our BRAC school to be a symbol of good

jorrune and advancemem. •
The one significant criticism of NFPE schools which was raised in the several places was
that they should incl11de religious srudies as pan of the curriculum. R11mours about
BRAC's lack of religion. or even the threat of conversion to Cluistianity are not
uncommon in areas in whicn religious "fundamentalists" have influence. The concern with
curriculum content, where raised, appeared to express a nope that such fundamentalist
fears could be undermined by including more evidence of BRAC's commitment to Islamic
orthodoxy within the NFPE programme.
Many of the NFPE schools in the U case srudy locations had been established partly
because the VO members themselves had pressured the AO staff to set one up in their
village. The operation of the NFPE programme in neighbouring areas gave rise to sucb
demands. ln. some VOs the request for a school involved impressive organisation by
members - not only did they identify an appropriate site, bot tlley also drew up a
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comprehensive list of eligible children, to indicate that they had a realistic proposal. This
willingness to become involved in school creation was evident from VO histories in t.he
majoriry of case study locations.
The majority of VO members and parent groups participated in decisions regarding s:i te
and reacher selection. Six our of 12 VOs said they agreed on the school's running hours.
However, in the ot.her cases members claimed that BRAC staff set the hours with the
teachers, and t.hat there was little consultation.
Parent meetings, while commonly held. are normally conducted either by a PO or by t.he
teacher (in seven out of 12 VOs). ParentS' roles in such meetings t.herefore appear to be
limited. Three of the five VOs who claimed more pro-active participation in running
meetings were in the four years established age-category. This finding suggests that older
VOs can retain a close and successful involvement in the running of schools, even if
BRAC member children are a declining proportion of t.he total clientele.

In the two VOs in which there were stories of conflict concerning the NFPE school, they
may be summarised as:
• attemptS by better off households to impose a decision about the school site
(which provides the plot-hut owner with a rental income) and who the teacher
should be (from the family of one of the better off and influential households). In
some cases, such impositions are difficult to refuse (because of high degree of
influence which such households can exert), and BRAC field staff are
understandably reluctant to allow conflict to develop .
.. conflict between two VO members who each wanted to rent out their own land
for the school.
These two cases may be regarded as relatively minor indications of potential problems to
avoid · they do not represent the majority of cases studied, in which no overt conflicts
were reponed during fieldwork.
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6.5

Conclustons

After a second or uurd .:yde of an NFPE school the degree of VO mvolvemem 1measured
by the number am.l proponton of member-chaldren anending) tends to decline.

However. VOs' retatn a pride in. and link with school affairs, which tmplJes that they
remain a key benetit tor VOs. The schools provide a highly valued service to poorer
families: perceptions of school qualiry are overwhelnungly positive. Except for the issue
of religious curriculum content, few criticisms were voiced during group interviews
E.'amples of conflict are rare. and some can be avoided. The key example of this is the
need to ensure priority (or •first choice") to poorer households during school enrolmentwbicb can be done by carefully organised and phased child selection.
However. the case srudies also show that NFPE schools are not exclusively "poor
peoples· • schools, but tend to include children from all wealth classes. This, in effect, is a
result of the schools' perceived qualities - they are attractive to those outside of BRAC's
target group.
In relation to the issue of isolated NFPE schools (ie. ones without linkage to a VO) the·
above main findings raise certain issues.
VO member involvement appears to provide a high level of guarantee that poorer children
are enroled. It may be hypothesised that for schools without this VO support, such
successful targeting may be harder to ::nain. The main findings alJio suggest a need for
NFPE staff to pay close attention to applying rigorous and phased enrolment criteria in
non-RDP areas. However. since the lAS was confined to RDP villages, these hypotheses
are issues for turther research.
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