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Literature Review of Women’s Empowerment Studies

1 Introduction

1.3 billion people in the world live in poverty, half of who are in South Asia (Carr et al.
1996:1). Seventy percent of the poor have been identified as women, and their
situation is worsening. Absolute poverty has been nising by fifty percent for rural
women, compared to thirty percent for men in the last two decades. 80 percent of
pregnant women in South Asia suffer from anemia, and one-third of babies are born
underweight. The feminisation of poverty is now a widely accepted fact. Bangladesh
is not an exceptuon. Women's poverty is easily visible here; it is one of the few
countries in the world where female life expectancy falls below male life expectancy.

Carr et al. (1996) claim a two-fold cause to women’s poverty, Firstly as a result of
belonging to poor families, and secondly as a result of their subordination within the
family. the community and the wider economic and political spheres. Entrenched
traditional structures, which are biased according to class, caste and sex, limif a large
amount of the population’s access to economic resources and power structures. This in
tum limits their ability, especially those of poor women, to control their lives and
improve their situations. Carr et al. (1996) argue that the patriarchal kinship system and
patrilineal inheritance laws have resulted m disempowering women and isolating their
labour to the invisible and secluded world within the houschold. Women’s lack of
collateral in the form of land or other assets, have limited their access to credit in both
the formal and informal sectors. In addition, it was found that on average women in
Bangladesh work longer hours than men - 53 hours per week compared to 46 hours a
week for men (Carr et al.). As this work is classified as housework or subsisience level
activity, which brings in little if any remuneration, it is not valved.

What is Women's Empowerment?

Schuler and Hashemi (cited in Carr et al. 1996: 4-5) carried out discussions and
mtcrviews with women members of BRAC and Grameen Bank. They looked at
empowerment as envisioned and experienced by them. They reported six components
to female empowerment: sense of self and vision of a future, mobility and visibility,
economic security, status and decision-making power within the household, ability to
interact effectively in the public sphere, and participation in non-family groups.

Mapping Changes in Women’s Lives

Chen and Mahmud (1995) provide a conceptual framework to assess changes in the
abowe arcas of women'’s lives and measure the impact of development interventions. It
sets out five matrices through which change can be understood: an input matrix. a
classification of women matrix, a pathway matrix, an indicator matrix and a status
ranking matrix,

Through the input matrix ditferent development inputs can be classified, such as the
type and number of inputs received by a participant. This would allow BRAC
members 10 be grouped for sampling purposes, ¢.g. by amount of loan and number of
loans taken. The classification of women matrix provides a more comprehensive
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sampling framework for BRAC-member women. This would include the above
classifications in addition to their poverty status (i.c. survival, subsistence or surplus
class). and their life-cycle stage. e.g. unmarried girl. mother.

The pathways matrix can be used to trace the actual processes and agents through
which BRAC inputs affect women’s lives. This matrix has four pathways to change:

Matenal: Changes in access (o and control over material resources

Cognitive: Changes m levels of knowledge, skills, and awareness of wider environment

Perceptual: Changes in self-perception on the part of the woman plus changes in the
perception of the woman by others

Relational: Changes in contractuzl agreements and bargaining power in various types of
relationships

(Chen gnd Mahmuda 1995)

These changes can be experienced at the individual level, or in relation to the family,
community, elite or officials. Chen and Mahmud also outline the sequence in which
these changes are hypothesised to occur (1995: 10). The pathways matrix was used to
explain changes found in 1AS-II.

The indicator matrix outlines the stx dimensions of change and socio-geographic
spheres in which change can be expenienced. The dimensions include break-down
position, livelihood base, basic needs, resources, relationships/power and perceptions.
The spheres in which these changes can be experienced are the self, famity,
commumity, elite, officials and markets.

The status ranking matrix provides a framework 1o grade the status (i.. level of prestige
or esleem) given fo a particular type of change, depending on who is being ranked and
who is doing the ranking.

BRAC’s RDP Approach to Women’s Empowerment

Lconomic empowerment has been postulated by many as a critical area for intervention
to improve women’s lives. It is claimed that women's economic independence
enhances their bargaiming power to access other resources, such as health care, food,
land etc. BRAC’s Rural Development Programme (RDP) focuses on increasing
women’s involvement in the economic sphere principally through group based lending,
This system of lending 1s particularly important for empowerment outcomes as
mobilising women into village organisations introduces a possible matriarchal
institution, which can better bargain for women'’s interests, and make them and their
nceds more visibie in the village.

This literature review will examine the findings of previous studies linking BRAC’s
Rural Development Programme inputs to changes in women’s lives. It will anatyse
whether BRAC’s supergoal of poverty alleviation through women’s empowerment can
be successiully traced in BRAC villages. This will be done through mapping changes in
various social, health and economic spheres of women’s lives. The findings from the
Rural Development Programme’s first and second Impact Assessment Studies will be
outlined, as well as findings from Grameen Bank’s work.
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2 BRAC’s Impact Assessment Studies
The First Impact Assessment

The First Impact Assessment Study (IAS-I) of the Rural Development Programme,
conducted in 1993-94, used four broad indicators of impact, one of which was
*Changes in women's lives’. An integrated methodology was used, including
household survey, village profiles, qualitative and case studies. The length of RDP
membership was considered in explaining differences found. 1AS-1 examined four
areas of women’s lives: attitudes towards women’s mobility in the public sphere,
women's role in decision making, control over income and the status of women. The
study looked at the mmpact of the main RDP activities in these four areas. These
aclivities were institution building (including functional education), credit operation,
income and employment generation and support service programmes.

The study concluded that BRAC had brought about significant changes to women’s
lives in all four arcas. However, the length of membership did not always have a
bearing on the degree of change. Women'’s status at the household level was improved
as a result of their increased access to credit, with reports of better treatment recerved
from husbands. At the community level, male opposition to women's participation in
groups gradually decreased as women’s contribution te household material well-being
became more evident. Women’s mobility and their attendance at non-traditional
activities, such as meetings at public places were reported to be more readily accepted
by husbands of older VO members than (he more recent ones.

However, the study revealed hitde evidence to support that women'’s control over
income increased with greater programme input or membership length. It was found
that RDP credit was mainly used and managed by male houschold members. The case
studies suggested that this was due to a lack of opportunity and support available to
women for interaction, investment and management of their own loans. It was also
found that men often played a key role in deciding when women should take out a new
loan.

In terms of houschold decision-making, it was reported that women were beginning to
participate more in decisions, particularfy in the use of their own earnings. This trend
was observed to increase with length of membership.

The Second Impact Assessment

LAS-I1 was carried out 3 years after the end of 1AS-11n 1997. The broad objectives of
LAS-II remained largely the same; measuring the material well-being of RDP
participants. One new dimension was added to this study, which focused on poverty
reduction impacts by measuring poverty and its correlates. Unlike its predecessor, the
second study analysed changes in women's lives through an empowerment angle. It
used Chen and Mahmud’s conceptual framework to measure changes in women'’s lives
at the household level. The pathways matrix was used to trace changes in three areas:
material, perceptual and relational.
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IAS-TI discovered that RDP was able to facilitare various levels of empowerment via the
three pathways, and produce substantial changes in the lives of its woren members at
the individual and familial levels. Women’s matenial empowerment occurred through
their greater involvement in income carning activitics. Many were engaged in non-
traditiona) activities and in more than one income earning activity throughout the year.
However, women’s control over and use of this income still remained limited. It also
became obvious that with length of membership and increasing employment options,
women’s scope to purchase assets also increased. However, control over these assets
(.. the decision to sell them or how to use them) was limited.

An analysis of the perceptual pathway (o empowerment revealed that women were
developing self-perceptions of their own interests which, it was believed, would
eventually allow them (o assert themselves and demand their rights. It was also apparent
that manyv men were beginning to appreciate the benefits of having their wives involved
in BRAC activitics.

In terms of the relational pathway, BRAC involvement was shown to reduce women'’s
economic dependence on husbands and other male family members. An improvement
in thetr relationship with the husband was also reported due to their new capital
provision role. In addition, women did not always have to rety on husbands for the
purchase of small personal or household items. BRAC involvement was also positively
correlated to women's mobility. Women, some of whom had previously been confined
in purdah, were found to be travelling outside their para to the area offices and local
bazaars.

3. Ownership and Control over Assels

Huda & Mahmud (1998) analysed information collected in 1995 through structured
interviews in Matlab with 2.295 married women. 22 percent of whom were BRAC
members of one to two years. The results of the study revealed that ownership and
control over big assets increased with women'’s age group. The level of women’s
schooling or the houschold head’s occupation status was not found to have any effect.
However, when the data was desegregated along members and non-members, it was
found that BRAC members owned significantly more assets with greater control over
them than non-members.

With regards to ownership and control over small assets (such as poultry and jewellery)
Huda & Mahmud (1998) discovered that, unlike with larger assets, this was not
influenced by age. However, it was found that married women were slightly more
likely to own greater amounts, and maintain greater control over small assets.
Difference was also found when the data was desegregated by members and non-
members. Members owned significantly more small assets and maintained greater
carntrol over therm.

The study also analysed the data according to duration, intensity and type of
membership. In most cases no difference existed amongst the different groupings. The
only exception was with regards to big assets where an interesting discovery was made.
Members which had laken only BRAC credit (as opposed (o those who had no loans,
or had taken training as well as credit) were more likely to own a greater number of big
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assets. It was also found that non-members in RDP areas owned more assets than non-
members in non-RDP arcas.

Huda and Mahmud’s study indicates that BRAC members have greater ownership and
control over assets. However, this is not influenced by duration or degree of BRAC
membership as may have been expected. One reason given for this result is that the
four year period of RDP operation in the area is perhaps too brief a period to produce
any significant changes to women’s lives in this respect.

Zaman’s (1998) findings in Matlab contradict those ot Huda and Mahmud’s. He
found that a non-borrowing BRAC member is 15 percent more likely to own poultry
than a borrower with more than 10,000 taka cumulative loan. However. women who
borrow less than 5,000 taka are 3 percent more likely to own livestock than a non-
borrower. This suggests that with increasing loan size borrowers reduce their
investment in small assets.

Zaman (1998) reports that women’s control over assets was discovered to increase with
greater access to credit. 10,000 taka cumulative borrowing raises her ability to sell
poultry independently by 26 percent compared with an identical non-borrowing
member. Decision-making power over her jewellery also increases with loan size.
10,000 taka of cumulative loans shows her to be twice as likely to have control over her
Jjewellery compared to a non-borrowing member.

A BRAC-ICDDR.B Joint Research Project by Huda et al. (1996) was carried out
between 1992-1995 in Matlab thana. The first round survey, reported in 1996,
covered 14 villages out of the 60 in the area where baseline surveys had already been
conducted in 1992 prior to BRAC’s mtervention. The survey covered all households m
the selected villages comprising of a total of 4,097. Married women between the ages
of 15 and 55 years were interviewed to gather information on the various socio-
economic aspects of their lives and BRAC's RDP efiects on them.

It cxplored scven dimensions to well-being, including, fertility control,
income/livelihood secunty, morbidity/morbidity, the environment, nutritional status.
Improvements in women’s lives were traced through two principle pathways. The first
looked at the psychological benefits of VO participation, including functional education
and paralegal traming. It was hoped that a greater understanding of the sociocultural,
economic and political forces would ensue resulting in greater self-confidence and
ability to claim their basic human rights.

The second pathway incorporated the more tangible benefits of BRAC’s RDP, which
includes the development of vocational skills, credit assisted self employment and
participation in other sectoral activities. Women’s greater involvement in income
generation was believed to lead to an increase m their access to and control over
productive resources. This, in turn, was hoped to rais¢ their perceived value and status,
making them less vulnerable to household crisis or marital disputes.

Huda et al. (1996) found that BRAC members owned more assets, such as poultry and
cash than TG non-members, and also more than NTGs. In terms of women’s
involvement in decision-making for small purchases, it was observed that mostly men
identified the need for the purchase and also paid for it. Only 27 percent of women
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identfied the need to buy utensils, and 41 percent for sarees. However, 60 percent
weilt out and actually bought the utensils, while 12 percent bought the sarces (mostly
with husband’s monev). No significant ditference was observed between BRAC
members and TG non-members.

Loan Withdrawals

As expected Huda et al. (1996) discovered that BRAC members were taking out
significantly more loan than the other groups. Dependency for foans from money
lenders and relatives was quite higsh amongst the other groups. Loan use also varied
greatly between BRAC members and non-members. 60 percent of members™ mean
Joan was vsed in income generating activities, whereas non-members (both TG and
NTG) used their first Joan i consumption. 20% of women members were {ound to
work full-time (defined as eight hours a day). This is considerably more than TG non-
members and NTG at the aggregate level. The discrepancy between tlic amount of
loan used in income generation and the number of women working in this arca
corrobarates the carlier conclusions that loans were often used by men.

Savings

Huda et al. (1996) found that BRAC members had larger savings, the majority of
which was kept with BRAC. TG non-members kept a greater proportion (32%) at
home as cash compared to both BRAC members and NTG. BRAC members kept 15
pereent of savings as cash at home. Huda ef al. explains this by the probability that this
was kept to access at imes of hardship.

Zaman (1998) found that BRAC members’ control over their savings was less than the
small number of non-members who have savings. Onc reason given for this is BRAC's
policy restricting its members’ access to savings. Nonetheless her control over savings
mncreases with loan size, and compared with 2 non-borrowing BRAC member, her
control over the savings is 16 percent higher for a 10,000 taka cumulative loan.

Zaman’s (1998) study found a significant impact on savings. Non-borrowing BRAC
members are 4] percent more likely to have savings compared with non-members. This
perceniage increases with foan size.

Cenirulilty or Muarginulity?

IHuda and Mahmud (1998) state that women being able to maintain control over loans
does not necessarily mean increased status for them within the household; this depends
on whether she is acknowledged as a source of income. Todd (1996), analysing
Grameen Bank members over a period of 2 (?) years, takes this argument one step
further. She claims that it is not useful to analyse separate control of separate eamnings
by husbands and wives. Women'’s autonomy in the use and control over loan only
looks at individuals. She argues that most activities which loans fund within the
houschold unit are actually joinl activitics. In order (o understand intra-family
negotiations within the Bangladeshi context she proposes looking at women’s
‘centrality” or ‘marginality” in the managemeni and decision-making of the family. This
analyses the woman'’s control and power within her web of relationships. The concept
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of centrality recognises and values the woman’s contribufion in producing that resource
(by hersclf and othicrs), and the entitlemicnts shic has, as a result, of the use made of ii.

Todd found an intcresting relationship between women's centrality and the houschold’s
situation of poverty. Households where women had little control over the use of their
loan were found to be least successful economically. 7 out of the 17 Grameen Bank
women members, who were still in the poverty group, had little role in the use of their
loan.

4. Women in the Economic Sphere
Women's Employment

Carr et al. (1996: 55) looked at women'’s cconomic ecmpowerment in South Asia. They
carried out in depth case studies with members from two village organisations (one old
and one new) in Manikgonj. It was reported that BRAC-supported economic activities
were able 1o greatly smooth seasonal fluctuations in houschold income. Non-
agricultural employment generated through RDP, such as embroidery work, helped to
mitigate the vuinerability associated with irregular and seasonal agriculturai work and its
effect on household consumption. In one case study with a BRAC poultry rearer,
called Maliha, it was explained that through credif, extension and market linkages
offered throngh the BRAC programme, Maliha was able to put resources available in
her household to productive use. These included her own and other family members’
labour, land on which the poultry shed was built and her basic knowledge of poultry
rearing.

Khan (1995) looked at the cffects of BRAC gencrated wage employment and credit.
‘The Ayesha Abed Foundation (AAF) was formed within RDP to create employment
and income earning opportunities for poor rural women. It provides training, credit,
extension and logistical support. AAF markets arts and crafis produced by these
women through its international outlet, Aarong.

Khan’s study reveals some interesting effects of wage employment on the lives of
women. She found that carning an income was giving young gitls a greater voice
within familv decision-making and, in some cases, this was Jeading to a delay in
marriage. This, in turn had an indircct impact on fertility lewels and the total number of
births. 1t was also observed that attitudes were changing towards new wives. Dowry
requests were being lowered in anticipation of the wifc’s future camings. In the past
daughters would stop work in order to get married and remain in their in-laws house.
Khan discovered that the income-caming potential of these girls was now valued and
more were refurning to work after about two months of marriage. This also
contributed to lower fertility levels.

Discussions held with women revealed that they also no longer felt as vulnerable to
domestic violence, and had gained a greater sense of equality,. However, they also
mentfioned that if they gave up their work their husband’s would either go away or beat
them.

Carr et al. (1996) also looked at the effects of women’s participation in the labour
market. However, they acknowledge that when analysing shifis in the structure or
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practices of the labour market it is difficult to 1solate the effects from BRAC
méerventions i cniploynient generation fiom thosce of the government, through for
example food for work programmes. or those from the private sector. such as garment
factorics.

Whatever the cause, they claim that the net effect has been that women have been able
i break through the iwo sirongest impediments (o women's {ull participation i the
economic life of the commumity. The first is the system of purdah which segregates the
labour market, and places wonien’s work within the homie; the second is the
devaluation of women's labour which has onlv been categorised as subsistence or
reproductive within the houschold. Thcse two forces ensured that, traditionally,
women’s work remained invisible within the homestead.

The visibility of women's activities with BRAC has meant that women have been seen
handling cash, savings. taking Joans, buving and selling, keeping accounts, and also
being paid cash for ther work m the embroidery centre and from selling chicks, cggs or
other products. Carr ¢t al. (1996) emphasised that eamning cash rather than receiving
payment in kind, as was customary in the past, has allowed women'’s cconomic
contributions to be ‘seen’ at the familial and wvillage level. Carr et al. state that in
Manikeonj not only is there evidence to suggest the greater monelisation of women’s
waages, but also a narrowing of gap between men and women’s wages. A huge
transformation can be seen from when BRAC first started work there when women
were limiled 1o post-harvest activities, which paid mostly in kind, and domestic work.
In one village women also reporied that their cash earning potential has made it easier
for them 1o eniist heip from other family members for household tasks.

Women who have received specific training from BRAC, for example in paramedic
and paravel sKills talked of how the market Lor these skills extend beyond BRAC
programme employment. One member, Hasina, was trained as 2 shebika and as a birth
attendant. She now treats minor ilinesses al the mother and child welfare centre.
Althpugh she no longer works for BRAC as a shebika, she is ofien still sought by
viliagers for advice or 1o dispense drugs for minor ilinesses. She also occasionally
works as a birth attendant or dai. This skill and income earning potential is something
that she rightly feels no one can take away from her.

Carr et al. (1996) claim from their research that BRAC has changed the balance of
power in the village in favour of the poor by expanding their access 10 credit,
employment, community and government resources and the potential for collective
action by women through formation of village organisations. Resources, that may only
have been available 1o a few, have been spread more equally across the village.

Husbands’ Perception

Khan (1993) also interviewed husbands regarding their perception of the changes that
had occurred since the cmployment of their wives. Husbands valued their wives’
cconomic contributions and believed that there were now fewer instances of wile
beating. However, the men complained that women did not surrender full control of
their income 10 them. [t was apparent (hat most women were able Lo retain at Ieast
partial control over their income and expenditure,

292



However, with regards to household tasks and activifies, it was found that most men
were nof able to participate i this arca. Many of the husbaids were rickshaw pullers
and worked from early moming till night. returning at about 9.00 pm. Some men who
returnied cardicr would watch the children whilce the women cooked. In onc village
where the tube-well was quite far. 1t was also found that men mainly fetched the water
in the morning before going to work.

Khan concludes that the group discussions revealed that gender relations were
beginning Lo change as women'’s opportunily cost of household work rose. Division of
labour within the household was being re-examined slowly in some cases. Women
wele pariicipaiing more it household decisions and showing greaier conirol over
hovsehold monev as, from their wage employment, they felt less alienated from this
Cdsil.

Somic issucs were also identified for attention. Improving the working conditions of the
women in factories (?7) were emphasised: to incorporate maternity leave with pay so that
thoy did not have to resumce work soon after delivery, provision of child carc facilities,
especially for breast-tecding infants so that their health 1s not compromised.

Women's Income Expenditure Patterns

Carr et al. (1996) found that extra income earned and retained by women were firstly
spent on basic household consumption. Only when minimum household needs were
met did women consider buying things for themselves or investing in productive assets,
such as goats, cows, agricultural implements or even land. They aiso state that dowry is
increasing in rural Bangladesh, and that the responsibility for saving towards dowry
usually falls on women who carn, along with the responsibilitics of providing for
household subsistence. However. despite additional financial burdens Carr et al. found
that wonien were able tc accumulate greater personal and productive asscts.

Women also reported playing a greater role in decision-making regarding common
househoid funds. They siaied ihai husbands sougiit and valued their opinions in
economic decisions more now.

Credit Worthiness

Carr ct al. clatn that an mdicator of women’s recognition as ceonommic actors can be
established through their degree of credit-worthiness. VO members reported that
rclatives, neighbours and moncy lenders were now more willing to lend them credit
directly. In the past women themseltves did not seek nor receive loans, except for very
small amounts taken for short periods; the men in the household provided the access to
loans, which they were expected to take out in times of crisis or as working capital.
This situation placed low-income women headed households in difficult positions
during seasonal or other crisis. By successfully receiving and repaying BRAC loans
women are now more easily accepted into the informal credit market.

Evidence has also pointed to a possible lowering of interest rates in the informal money-
lending market. Carr et al. (1996) suggest that this mdicates a recognition of women as
economic actors in their own rights. The mohajans are no longer able to maintain a

monopoly in the rural credit market or continue their degree of exploitation of the poor.
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Carr et al. (1996) alzo claim fewer reported incidences of dispossession of property,
particulardy landed propeity, duc to indebtedngss.

Woman and Land

Carr et al. (1996) encouniered an inieresting phenomenon, whereby more women
reported inheriting land and property from their husbands on death. This was donc
formally, through legal documents, as well as informally where the sons would be
gathered and the wife’s inheritance announced before the family. Either way women’s
relanionships with their male kin were allenng, and they were less in need of social and
economic suppert from the wider family in case of the husband’s death.

Carr et al. explored the reasons for this increasing change in husbands’ attitude. 1t was
found that men were not transferring property to their wives on thetr own volition or
Irom any sense of responsibility. 1t was the women who were demanding this nght
through arguments with their husband. One woman stated that because sons were less
duitlof these days and less likely 1o look afier their elderfy parents the women had 1o
secure their own source of Inelihood and place to stay. An important factor to this new
piicnomenon is women's increased access Lo credit,. More women were able o
demand their right to land and property as they may have been responsible for
acquiring the eredii for home consiruction or land purchase.

5. Sucial and Relational Chunges
Mobilisy

Islam (1998) identifics mobility as a key indicator to women’s cmpowerment. He looks
al whether BRAC-ICDDR.B interventions affected levels of women's mobility in
Matlab. In a study of 2,293 married women he found that involvement in RDP did
increase women’s mobility alone to the public arena. Poverty and landiessness were
presented as strong predictors of mobility as they push women out of the bar: for
INCUME CAITINE PUIPOSLS.

BRAC and non-BRAC members were asked how ffequenty they iravelied alone fo the
market. the cinema, the health centre and outside the village. Those that travelled
without & burkah were considered more mobile, although the reasonmg behind this
categorisation was not clearly explained. 1t was found that 50 percent of BRAC
micmibers travelled alonc to the local market comparced to 21.7 percent of non-members;
no significant difference between members and non-members were found when
travelling alone to natal homes (around 30 percent). However, it was found that non-
members travelled alone more frequently to the ICDDRB healih centre than members.

A closer analysis of the data revealed socio-economic differences in mobility. Younger
women with more formal schooling were likely to be more mobile. Married women
were aiso more likely to travel outside the bari than divorced or separated women.
Women belonging 1o larger households with greater land ownership tended 1o go out
more frequendy. ITowever, when Jand ownership was analysed a strong correlation was
also found between landlessness and mobility. Women that owned no land were found
to be cven more mobile. Islam concludes that these socio-cconomic variables suggest
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that the decision to be mohile may not be an individual decision but the ontcome of a
houscliold ceonoimic condition.

An attempt at assessing women'’s level of mobility was also made by Huda et al.
(1996). Questions were asked about how ofien they visited the Jocal market, the
Matlah town market, BRAC office and ICDDR,B office within the last four months,
and wheiher they had wavelled alone. Ii was found that more than 75 percent of all
women went fo one of these places within this time period. Significant differences
were found between niember and non-member houscholds.  Almost double the number
of BRAC-member women (45 percent) went to the local market compared to non-
members (19%). A significantly higher proportion of BRAC members also went to the
Matlab town market alone. and also to the ICDDR.B office. However, the study found
that, overall, women were generally accompanied to places, even if it was by a child.

However, in Zaman's (1998) analysis the mobility variable was not sienificantly
effected by BRAC membership. An exception to this was in the 5,000-10,000 taka
loan category. Women in this group were 13 percent more likelv to visit the local
markel alone than an idenuical non-borrowing member.

Gender-Gased Tivlence

Undcr the constitutional and general laws of Bangladesh women share cqual rghts and
status as men. However. these nghts are difficult 10 enforce where lack of access to
ccanomic opportunitics, cducation and decision making powcer uncqually disadvantage
women making, them more vulnerable and susceplible to violence, Studies (Huda et al.
1998} have revealed that a sizeable number of women in Bangladesh believe that their
husbands have the nght to abuse or beat them occasionally. They are nol aware that
such acts are against the law and punishable. It was believed that providing women
ceonomic opportunitics through credit, skill and awareness (raining would raise (heir
status within the household and eventually reduce this vulnerability.

Goetz and Gupta (cited in Khan et al. 1998:2) argue that involvement in credit
progranuies, where the woman brings cash mto the houschold, may result in additional
tension within the home and precipitate domestic violence. Schuler et al. (cited in Khan
ct al. 1998:2) asscrts that domestic violence is a deep rooted problem, and incrcasing
women'’s access 1o resources and economic opportunitics does not necessanly reduce
their vulnerability, at least not immediately. In many cases credit creates a new field for
hostility and conflict to emerge.

Khan ¢t al. (1998) looked at the prevalence ol gender-based violence (both physical
and mental), particularly domestic violence perpetrated by husbands, 2,038 married
women in the Matlab area, beiween the ages of 15 and 535, were interviewed in 1995.
Khan et al. hypothesised that the occurrence of violence would increase, initially, wit
credit and as a resudt of cash flow in the household. It was believed that it would
decrease as benefits from credit-based income-generating activities were experienced in
the houseliold.

6.3 percent of physical viclence was reported in the study population, and 8.3 pereent

ol mental violence in the previous four months. Physical violence was suffered by
BRAC members more significantly than target group non-members (8.8 percent

295



compared with 3.6 percent of non-members). There was no significant difference in
thc prevalence of miental abusc.

When the level of violeace was cxamined with the duration of BRAC membership it
was discovered that physical violence initially mcreased in the first two vears and then
decreased in the third year {from 11.2 percent in the second year to 7.3 percent from
the thard vear).

When Lie dala was examined in associauon with type of membership it was found that
a combination of savings and credit significanthy increased the level of physical
violence. whercas women who had savings, credit as well as training, veduced their
vulnerability (from 11.2 percent for members with savings and credit to 3.4 percent for
those alsu with aining). TIowever, il s mentoned that women who receive raining
are not average BRAC members. 'I'hey are often members of the VO management
committec or group leaders within VOs, A possible rcason given for the high
prevalence of violence reported among BRAC members is that BRAC involved
waomen, being morc sociath aware, arc morc likely to roveal incidences of marital
disharmony compared (o non-members.

Khan ¢t al. conclude that parucipation in eredil programmes mean Lthat as women begin
to contribute to houszhold income 2 change in power relations within the household is
mvoked. This is inttially cocountered wilh resistance/reseniment, and in somc cases,
physical vinlence. However, the dechine of violence ahter a two vear membership
period suggesis thai these power relatons again begin o alicr. One reason given for
this 15 that women’s increased wisthility in the public sphere. where norms defining their
status iu soicty is gradually revised, makes it mose difficutt for men to inflict violence
without facing social dgement. The studv does not highlight whether. atter three
vears of BRAC membership, women belicved that they were now suffering less
domestic violence than before their membership began.

Hadi (1997) looks at the prevalence and determinants of verbal abuse, mental torture
and phyvsical agsault, as well as the role of credit programme participation in reducing
violence, The study emerged from the beliel that with the provision of credii, group
formation emerges (o create solidanity amongst the women, which reduces their
physical and social isolation at home. This, along with the opportunity (o carn and
financiallv contribute to the familv, initiates a change in women’s traditional role within
the houschold and diewr relationship with their husband.

The data was collected from 70 villages in 10 districts across Bangladesh. Information
from a total of 500 women were gathered using a case study method in 1996, The
women were categonised inta three groups; a third of them were credit programme
parlicipants, 26 percent were TG non-members, and 42 percent were N1G.

The findings refiected that older women were fess likely 10 encounter violence,
particularly physical violence, than younger women. Two reasons are put forward to
cxplain this phenomenon. The frsi is 1that Lusbands may become physically ess sirong
and emotionallv Jess arrogant as thev grow older with their wives. The second is that
older women gain more power and prestige within the houschold as they become
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mothers of adult children. The education of both women and their hushands were
negatively associated with violence.

IIadi cxplains that, although thesc findings were cxpected, he could not cxplain why
educauon reduces violence. or which trait of education 1s responsible for moditying
violent behamviour in men. However, it was obvious from the findings that the
socialisation and leamning process i schools played an important role in reducing,
houszchold violence.

In Hadv« smdy the socio-economic condition of the household was also associated with
viocience. This was expiained twovgh the pressure ereated by their poverly situation
and economic crisis, affecting the menial stahility of the main breadwinner, who were
wwosily men, It was also found ihat Mustin ien were more violent towards their
spouse than their Hindu neighbours. A controversial reason given for this is that
tolcrance in Islam is much Iess. Another rcason given was that Ilindus, being a
minority group in Bangladesh. feel less secure and prefer to avoid problems at home.

Hadi's study shows (hat credil-based income generating programmes play a role in
reducing the prevalence of violence within marriage. Mental torture and physical
assaull prevailed more than twice as much amongst non-participants. However, Hadi
does not separate the data according to years of membership, therefore it is not possible
o compare hus fndings with Khan's. He explains the Gndings by stating that credil
allers the power relationship and women’s bargaining capacity with their husband:
ihrough thelr productive as well as their domestic role they arc able to significanily
reduce gender inequality within the home.

Huda et al. (1996) analvsed the concept of violence against women in terms of taking
asscts against their will, preventing them from going to natal home, working outside the
houschold. or physical abuse. 1t was tound that 7 percent of all women were prevented
from going to natal home, and 5 percent were physically abused. Mo significant
difference was lound between member and non-member households except in the case
of physical abuse, where BRAC members fared worse.

Participation in Protest

Huda ¢ al. (1996) measured incidents of injustice against women. I injustice had
occurred an attempt to discover whether women participated in profest was made.
Issucs which were discusscd was wife beaiing, illegal divoree, unfair wage and price,
embezzlement of relief goods, multiple and child marriage and also injustice by shalish.
Overall 4 greaier percentage of BRAC members reported incidents of injustice in all the
categories than the other two non-member groups. An average of 22 percent of all
women reported wife beating, with the greatest percentage (35%) amongst BRAC
members. 16 percent ol BRAC members also reported illegal divorce by husbands,
with an average of 8.5 percent in the other twao groups.

Prorest by all women against injustices was highest for unfair price (37%). 3R percent
of BRAC wonien profesicd againsi this compared (o 41 percent of NTG and 30
percent of TG women. On average it was found that 'I'GG non-members participated in
protest more often than BRAC members. 21 percent of TG non-members protested
against both multiple and child marrages compared to 7 percent and 14 percent
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resnectively of RRAC members. 19-20 percent of TG and N'TG protested against wife
beating cosupaicd o ondy 14 percent of BRAC nicmbers. There is also a significant
ditference hetween injustice by shalish reported by BRAC members (19 %) and TG

non-members (28%).
Leop! gnd Pelitical Knowledge

Zaman (1998) uged a queshonnaire survey to ask 2.895 women variong guestions
velated (o different dimensions of then fives, cluding tien fegal and general
knowledge. He found that the knowledge variable was positively influenced by BRAC
membership and credit. A woman bosrowing niore than ien thousand taka in
cumulative loans was twice as likelv to know the legal methods of divoree than a non-
barrowing member. Her awarcness of dowry' as illegal 1s also 10 percent higher than an
¢ligible non-member. Knowledge ol the Chairman’s name 1s greater lor BRAC
borrowers than for non-borrowers or nen-members. However, this knowledge was
found o be much iess [or borrowers willy loans iess than 10,000 wka, who showed
between &7 percent less knowledge in these areas than eligihle non-berrowers.

Huda et al. (1996) used similar knowledee vanables and found that the NTG (non-
largel group) was more politically and legally awarc than the other groups.  However,
within the TG (tarpet group), BRAC members had a better level of knowledge than TG
noi=ticiibers. 51 perceii of BRAC memibers kuew the narme of the Prime Minister
comparzd to only 36 percent of '1'G non-members.

knowledge of the legal age tor a girl to marry and knowledge of divorce was very poor
in all three groups (NTG. TG members and TG non-members). Only 7 percent and §
percent respectively of BRAC members knew this compared to 5 percent and 2 percent
of TG non-members. The createst knowledge in hoth these greups was in oiving or
receiving dowry as a punishable act. 69 percent of BRAC members and 67 percent of
TG non-members knew this,

Househotd Coping Strategies

Huda ¢i al. (199G) analysced (he diffcrent financial, social and fanniial crisis (hal women
faced in the previous four months from the beginning of the studv. The crisis
caicgorics mcluded not cousunig rice/chapati for a whole day, urgent need to scli or
morteage land/asset. senous/rreparable damage encountered. major problems faced

to these problems, were recorded.

4 poreent of all yespondents did not cat any rice/chapati for a whole day; the highest
percent was in T(: non-members (7%). There was very liftle difference between
BRAC anbers aid TG non-nicmibers i terms of urgent need to scll/mortgage
land/assets (2%). and serious/irreparable damage encountered by houschold (averaging
5.5%). TG non-members were found to have the highest level of problems faced with
others (12%) compared to BRAC members or NTG (averaging 7.5%).

Disruption of menial peace was also measured.  The highest perceniage suffered was

by TG non-members (44%), followed by BRAC members (39%) and then NTG
(30%). Economic problems was the most saliciit problem for BRAC mictibers (51%),
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which was onlv shehtly higher than T(; non-members. Problems with in-laws was

tughicsi for NTG (70%), followed by TG non-micibers (48%6) and then BRAC

members (43%). Problems with husbands and children were shehtlv higher for Bk
-~

members than for the other two groups.

Coping sirategies 1o deal with disruption in mental peace was recorded. 90 perceni

ali women adopied sclf-ioriure and misbehaviour with children as a siategy. BRA
women showed the lowest percentage. although it was as high as &0 percent. Seek
help fioan neighbours, relatives and samiti accounted for 9 percent of coping stratey
tor both BRAC members and 'I'G non-members. The greatest difference in coping
stratcgy amongst the three groups was i loans sought from BRAC or mohajans. 1
percent of BRAC members used this strategy compared to less than 1 percent of '
non-members.

Women's Relationship 1o Natal Home

Huda el al. (1990) looked at women's relationship with their natal homes. He used
four indicators: number of veits made. mean time of visit, number of times money
teceived flom natai home, and number of tmes natal home received money from

respondenie. KR percent of women were found 1o have natal homes, 60 percent of
witichi visiicd more ihan one tme w ihic previous one month. The mcan number of
visils 10 natal home in the same village was 14 fimes, outside of the village was onc
Woiien from BRAC houscholds visited significantly more tunies thag NTG housch

Al acareoate level a hicher percentace of T(r non-members recerved money from 1
natal homes (out of those who had natal homes) al Icast onee in the previous montk
Thic acconnied for 15 percent of TG non-members, 12 percent of BRAC members
and 7 perceni of NTG. The perceniage giving money 1o natal home was much smu
3 percent of hoth BRAC member households and TG non-member households sen
wioniey.  Tlus was onldy slightly lugher for NTG houscholds (496).

6. Healthcare-seeking Behaviour

Ahmed et al (1998) conducted a questionnaire survev in Matlab Thana in order to
understand the paticrn of health behaviour and practice. Their survey covered & tot
of 3.687 houscholds: 604 of which were BRAC member households and 1.638 we
eligible non-member households. BRAC’s Essential Health Care (EHC) combines
preventive health mputs with RDP’s mainstream activities 1o form a comprehensive
package. Ahmed et al.’s study aimed to discover the impact of contact with EHC «
members” heaitheare behaviowr and practices compared 10 non-members receiving
inpuis,

Information on illnesses occurring within the last 15 davs were collected and recordea
into categories according 16 symptoms. Treatment measures undertaken either at home
or outside were also recorded and cateponsed. 15-17% morbidity was found amongst
the study population. Hlnesses included fever, gastrointestinal diseases (including

diarrhocs and dysentry) and pains/aches in various parts of the body.

20% of all ill persons did not seck any treatmoent, and a further 6-8% uscd only home
remedies. The study states that this may be due to two reasons: they did not believe
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themselves io he ill enoush ro require treatment. or they were not able 10 access
ficalthearc for various reasons. It was aiso discovered thiai the propoition of ill persons
who did not seek anv treatment was hgher among the BRAC member households.
This was cxplaincd duc o the worse poverty condition of member houscholds, which

was a deciding factor in thew decision to join BRAC n the first instance.

When (e daia was anaiysed by sex of il person iy was {bund ihat more womeis,
whether from member or non-member households fell into the “no treatment” category
thait ien (aromid 24% compared to 1776). Women from meniber houscholds whio did
seek treatment mostly went to unaualified allopaths. On the other hand. men from
mcmocr houscholds mostly sought treatment from ungualificd altopaths as well as para-
professionals. For non-members (both men and women) the largest category was seen

I3yt maen eemntann -1
by para-professionals.

Women of reprodiictive age groups were found to suffer more from jlinesses than the
e, THowever. they were also reported to seek treatinent less. Those that did were
seen less by qualified allopaths than raditonal healers or homeopaths. Reasons given
for this behaviour werce that these practitioners were usually bascd locally and would be
more convenient 1or women 1o visit. Lhey were also percerved Lo be more sympathetic
tc womsn’s problems.

Factors which were found 1o significantly predict the probability of seeking anv tvpe of
healthicare weie BRAC mcibership, age (the probability was miwore i the 16-36 age
group). male sex literacy of household head. and receint of Mother-Child Health and
Family Danning programmc inputs by the houschold (offcrcd in the Matlab arca by
ICDDRB). The type of iliness also plaved an mmportant role in healthcare seeking
behaviour (the probability was more for illnesses such as eve, skin and ENT diseases

than oramary fever).
Ll 1 .
7. Cunciusiun

Carr 2t 2l {1908 explains the process of change in women'’s lives through 2 close look
al the VO isell. They claim that through the VO a sense ol individual and group
identity is created amongst the members. Women are addressed by their first names in
all sanuli affais. Tlds 18 not common practice in Bangladesh where, for example,
married woman would be known only as danghter-in-law, mother of X eic.
Pariicipation 1 the VO helps (o develop a sense of solidarity amongst the members as
women and as members of poor households. Thus the potential and mechanism to
promote women’s caliective interests and instigate change is put in placc.

Carr et al. relate how VO members believed they had gained recognition and respect
within the village due (o thenr aciivities in the VO. One member mentioned that the
powerful vallagers involved 1n the shalish also now know and respect them. 1t was also
found that the opinion of many of ihe older VO members were soughil on viilage
atfairs. 1In addition. two of the VO leaders, along with some of their members, were
now mviied (o ationd the village sfaalish, previousty only aticnded by 1ich and powerful
men. One VO leader highlighted the importance of the VO as a village mstitution:
‘Our niet go o the shwdish as pare of the shalish, We are asked as pait of the sannal’
(op cit. p. 62). The women were invited 1o represent the samri. This shows the
cstablishmicnt of the VO as a respected institution in the village.
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Recent studies have discovered significant changes in women's lives in BRAC
prograniie or NGO arcas. Woinen's crucrging roles i production, resource
generation and village management has necessitated a re-analvsis and re-shutfling of
gendered roles in both the private and the public spheres. This transition kas not
always been smooth. 'Lhe greater incidence of physical violence faced by women
members within the first two vears of membership (Fhan et al. 1998) testifies this.

However. the majority of changes have had immediate henefits for them. With
mcicasiig length of ncmbership woien are able to accumutate moie of their owii
assets and maintain greater control over them (Huda and Mahmud 1998). "The
imporiance of this conirol in the well-being of the whole family unit is recogniscd in
‘Todd's (1990) theory of centrality and marginality, She shows that women's centrality
in the decision-making process within the household is crucial to the economic success
ol that unt.

Islani (1998) found that poverty and landlessiess were two push factors resulting in
women leaving the pari. ‘This suggests that female mobility for income generation
purposcs is morc widely accepted. With women’s increasing involvement in income
generation activities through BRAC membership this indicator is expected 10 become a
key issuc in the cmpowerment corrclates. Employment gencration for womcen has
produced some ol the most marked changes in therr lives. barming a regular income
has resulted in a delay in the age of marriage for girls. The value given to their
productive roles can also be seen in the fact that afier mamage they olten return to
work. As the npportunity costs of their household work is recogmised, a re-examination
of the division of labour within the houschold oceurs. Their wage-caming roles has
also added to lowenng fertility levels in some areas (Khan 1995).

An interesting, phenomena reporied by Huda and Mahmud (1998) was ditferences in
assst ownership of non-members in RDP areas and non-RDP areas. The higher degree
ol this in the former group suggests a “spili-over’ elicel of BRAC's programme work.
In order to accurately agssese RR AC’s full impact on women’s lives further study is

needed mto s cilet.
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