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Executive Summary 

The purpose of this study is to identify microcredit-driven empowerment processes of 

women in Sierra Leone within the context of the Microfinance Investment and Tech-

nical Assistance Facility (MITAF). The commissioning agency KfW Entwicklungsbank 

(KfW) has a special interest in learning about the potential of microfinance as a tool 

for poverty reduction and women’s empowerment in Sierra Leone. Furthermore, the 

exploration of the interconnectedness of economic, social and political empowerment 

is of particular interest. Research findings should allow MITAF to adapt and improve 

their products and financial services in their second programme phase (MITAF II) to 

support empowerment processes of women. 

 

The research was conducted by an interdisciplinary team of five young professionals 

with different academic backgrounds, supervised by a proficient team leader. In Si-

erra Leone six local students from Njala University supported the German study 

team. The study was executed between June and December 2010 in four different 

phases including the preparation of the study by the team leader in Sierra Leone 

(end of May – beginning of June 2010), the preparation of the study with the German 

study team in Berlin (June – July 2010), three months of field research in Sierra 

Leone (August – October 2010) and the follow-up with presentation of results in 

Germany (November –December 2010). 

 

An empowerment concept has been especially developed for the purposes of the 

study, which makes it possible to understand and illustrate change processes in the 

lives of women. The concept is based on a particular definition of empowerment: 

empowerment happens when individuals and organised groups are able to imagine 

their world differently and to realise that vision by changing the relations and struc-

tures that have been keeping them in poverty. Empowerment is a non-linear, multi-

dimensional process, which evolves along different pathways – material, perceptual, 

cognitive and relational. 

 

Using the empowerment concept as the operational basis of the study, empower-

ment processes are explored both from the MFI’s (Microfinance Institution) top-down 

perspective (Research Area I), and the clients’ bottom-up perspective (Research 

Area II). The main research units of our study, therefore, are selected MFIs associ-

ated with MITAF and their female clients. In addition, clients’ husbands, control 

groups and microfinance experts were included as valuable sources of information. 

  



ii  Executive Summary 

To capture the variety of dimensions and perspectives and to obtain a valid and reli-

able assessment of our research, a triangulation of three different research tools in-

cluding literature analysis, questionnaires and storytelling was applied. The literature 

analysis provides important information on the programme background of MITAF, the 

framework conditions for empowerment in Sierra Leone and actual debates on micro-

finance and empowerment. A series of qualitative semi-structured interviews consti-

tuted the core of the research. Particular interview guidelines were compiled for fe-

male microfinance clients, officials at different levels of MFIs and control groups. Both 

in-depth individual and focus group interviews were conducted. The empirical body of 

our research is based on interviews with 137 microfinance clients, 26 MFI staff inter-

views, 9 husband interviews and a control group of 38 individuals. Complementary to 

our qualitative interviews, the method of storytelling was used, providing us with a 

multi-sided perspective on the effects of microfinance on the lives of selected clients.  

 

Conclusions 

When analysing the influence of microcredit on empowerment processes in the con-

text of MITAF, it is important to stress that empowerment has not been a programme 

goal of MITAF I. Hence, our assessment of empowerment effects should not be un-

derstood in the sense of a grading or judgment of the programme’s effectiveness, but 

rather as an evaluation of the current situation. The main conclusions of our research 

can be organised into six areas: 

 

1. Regarding the influence of microcredit on economic, social and political empow-

erment, our findings suggest that microcredit has a substantial impact on women’s 

economic empowerment, only an initial impact on social empowerment and no im-

pact on political empowerment. Taking women’s access to credit as a starting point, 

we observed several positive changes on a material level, such as business expan-

sion, higher income and increases in expenditure on immediate and strategic needs. 

These changes translated into an expansion of opportunities of choice in the eco-

nomic sphere together with enhanced agency of clients. However, economic em-

powerment cannot be understood in terms of material change only. The ability to 

imagine the world differently and to change structures that determine opportunities of 

choice and agency also need to be considered. In this sense, the economic empow-

erment of clients remains at a basic level. Furthermore, transforming the positive im-

pact of microcredit into subsequent dimensions of empowerment is more complex. 

Building on material change, initial changes in the social sphere take place, affecting 

such areas as clients’ self-esteem and household contribution. Further reaching 

changes to social empowerment, however, are strongly conditioned by opportunity 
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structures that are hardly influenced by microcredit. We did not come across any evi-

dence that economic empowerment translates into political empowerment. 

 

2. When analysing empowerment processes, the context in which empowerment 

takes place needs to be taken into account. During our research several empirically 

relevant opportunity structures were identified: looking at clients’ business activities, 

we observed that market demand and seasonal fluctuation strongly influence 

women’s income gains through microcredit. Furthermore, the translation of income 

gains into short-term poverty-reducing effects and increased material security is de-

termined by external shocks. On a relational level, the income and household contri-

butions of clients’ husbands play a role with regard to household decision making, as 

do gender roles and gender relations in general. Overall the socio-cultural back-

ground strongly influences the degree of women’s self-determination − in the Sierra 

Leonean context, this usually presents an additional challenge. 

 

3. A core element of original microfinance concepts, as advocated by Nobel Prize 

winner Muhammad Yunus, is the mutual support of clients through their credit 

groups, strengthening social bonds among women and enhancing social skills and 

collective advocacy. Our research reveals that, in their present form, the credit 

groups we looked at have little or no impact on empowerment processes in this 

sense. Especially credit groups do not develop shared concerns that translate into 

social action that reflect common interests. The main reasons for this are a lack of 

social cohesion among group members, owing to the primarily credit-related purpose 

of those groups; little experience of group members with group membership and col-

lective organisation to build upon, due to the overall low level of social organisation 

among women in the post-conflict context of Sierra Leone; and, finally, the lack of 

support and training related to group organisation by MFIs. 

 

4. Considering the fact that more than 70% of the population in Sierra Leone live be-

low the poverty line, the impact of microcredit on the reduction of poverty has been of 

special interest for the study. Our research argues a strong case for the positive ef-

fects of microcredit on reducing poverty. We observed that access to credit provides 

an increase in income for over 70% of interviewees. Consequently, in the majority of 

cases clients expanded their expenditure on immediate needs such as food and 

clothing. Thus, microcredit has short-term poverty-reducing effects. We also found 

evidence that microcredit can contribute to reducing the vulnerability of clients 

through a long-term stabilisation of livelihoods, reflected in an increased expenditure 

on strategic needs and higher perceived material security. Overall we found that cli-

ents’ perceptions of their own ability to cope with their lives better in economic terms 
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had improved. However, microfinance-driven poverty-reducing effects are limited to 

the individual household level. Besides, we observed no effects in terms of the ex-

pansion of markets or creation of employment opportunities. Furthermore, in case of 

over-indebtedness microcredit can even have a negative impact on poverty, forcing 

clients to cut back on basic expenditure.  

 

5. To analyse the connection between MFI approaches and women’s empowerment, 

five MITAF-associated MFIs were selected. MFIs were chosen from two categories: 

“local NGO MFIs” and “for-profit MFIs”. A comparison of the surveyed MFIs reveals 

that they are very similar with respect to their target groups (“poor, but economically 

active population”), their main loan products (group loans and individual loans) and 

their credit features (interest rates, repayment periods, additional service charges 

and collaterals). Our research findings suggest that the current level of interest rates 

leaves only little space for the economic advancement of clients. Moreover, all of the 

MFIs researched follow a minimalist approach towards non-financial services and do 

not adapt their training schemes to clients’ needs. One consequence of this is the low 

level of financial literacy among clients. In terms of empowerment, the lack of addi-

tional training also means that clients hardly acquire any new skills or knowledge 

through their participation in microcredit programmes. In addition, we observed a 

problematic handling of repayment difficulties on behalf of the MFIs. Defaulters are 

increasingly criminalised and many clients expressed fear and concern about failing 

to repay their monthly instalments. All these findings point out that the MFI ap-

proaches are concentrated on financial sustainability, rather than the empowerment 

of women. In our view, efforts directed towards financial sustainability should be 

combined with supporting clients’ social advancement (double bottom line). We be-

lieve that explicitly targeting women’s empowerment in microcredit programmes will 

also have positive effects in terms of financial sustainability for MFIs, as an overall 

improvement to the social and economic standing of clients will result in fewer re-

payment problems. 

 

6. One key objective of MITAF I was to develop a sustainable microfinance sector in 

Sierra Leone. During the first programme phase of MITAF, in accordance with inter-

national benchmarks, MFIs were urged to fulfil high demands in terms of numbers of 

clients and low portfolio at risk (PAR) rates. While MITAF I focused on developing a 

sustainable financial system, empowerment was not a programme goal. As argued 

above, we believe that a double bottom-line approach considering both financial sus-

tainability of MFIs and empowerment of clients will have positive effects in both ar-

eas. Consequently, when empowerment of women is an overall programme goal, 
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MITAF will need to specifically support MFIs in developing and implementing meas-

ures directed towards the empowerment of clients. 

 

These conclusions built the foundation for our recommendations.  

 

Recommendations 

As the study has shown, microcredit has considerable potential for women’s empow-

erment. In light of this, the next step is for MITAF actors to decide whether women’s 

empowerment will be considered as a specific goal within MITAF. Should this be the 

case, as the logframe of MITAF II suggests, we have formulated a number of rec-

ommendations to assist MITAF, its donors and member MFIs in maximising positive 

developments for women. 

 

1. We suggest starting with the development of a strategy for encouraging women’s 

empowerment. This should take place in conjunction with all MITAF actors to discuss 

how to support empowerment and how to implement the strategic plan. We recom-

mend pursuing a double bottom-line strategy using a socially oriented approach to 

foster empowerment, while at the same time stimulating financial sustainability (see 

section 7.8). Additionally, provisions for monitoring must be made, and MFIs should 

be involved and eventually assisted in developing empowerment indicators. We ar-

gue that the strategy should consider the aspects elaborated below. 

 

2. Incentive systems should be set up on all levels to encourage MFIs and MITAF to 

incorporate strategies and activities supporting women’s empowerment into their 

work. The key here is not to provide more funds in general, but rather to specifically 

reward promising and/or effective approaches. In this respect, KfW could provide 

grants to finance or reward innovative plans or successful activities, and we see the 

establishment of the MITAF Challenge Fund as a potentially important step in this 

direction. 

 

On the level of MITAF, we see potential in declaring a commitment to women’s em-

powerment as a requirement for organisations applying for MITAF membership. Ex-

isting members can be supported in adapting their strategies to the empowerment 

goal or in adding an empowerment component to their work. Incentives can take the 

form of grants for hiring external experts to adapt current methods to the new goals, 

training on women’s empowerment for MFI staff or, more importantly, reward mecha-

nisms for successful restructuring and adapting services to suit clients’ needs. 



vi  Executive Summary 

MFIs can also work with incentives by putting reward systems in place for loan offi-

cers who foster successful clients, as opposed to sanctions on loan officers with un-

successful clients. MFIs can go one step further and consider capitalising on suc-

cessful clients as multipliers, who then share their experiences with other clients 

(peer-to-peer learning). Appreciation and support may also be given to loan groups 

engaging in discussions and activities beyond finances. 

 

3. MITAF needs to assist MFIs in adapting their financial products and loan modali-

ties to clients’ needs. This process includes obtaining information on which needs 

different client groups have – either through research or feedback from loan officers 

and clients themselves – and subsequently adapting the loan modalities. This can be 

done with the participation of clients. Clients may then be offered a broader spectrum 

of products and choose which one/s are most appropriate for them. This kind of par-

ticipation might nourish more commitment from women to areas beyond repayment. 

 

Keeping in mind guidelines for responsible finance, it is crucial that MFIs ensure that 

the credit features of the different products remain transparent, particularly effective 

interest rates. Since we observed that many women do not have much money left 

after loan repayment/s, we suggest re-evaluating the cost-effectiveness of MFIs and 

seeing whether credit features can be adapted to ensure that clients are left with 

more money at the end of each month. MITAF’s role here is to set standards for 

transparency and enforce them. 

 

4. MFIs should adapt existing training programmes and set up new ones in response 

to clients’ needs. With respect to introductory training, as previously mentioned, 

transparency and full understanding of loan modalities must be ensured. The current 

practice of one-day workshops will not be enough. We also encourage provision of 

financial literacy training and strategic transformative training, where women are not 

only confronted with calculation and business skills, but also reflect on their current 

situation. This type of transformative training should also enable clients to prioritise 

areas of action and formulate plans to achieve desired goals. We strongly recom-

mend implementing training and activities that encourage reflection and action on a 

social level to maximise women’s agency and further empowerment processes. This 

eventually will also have positive economic effects, as women will be better able to 

deal with financial challenges. 

 

To assess the content and practicalities (e.g., timeframe) of these training courses, 

MFIs should draw upon loan officers’ knowledge as well as feedback from clients. 
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Exchange can be promoted by asking a select number of clients to share their 

knowledge and positive experiences with other groups of women. MITAF’s role here 

is to support such peer-to-peer learning initiatives by MFIs and to take on an advisory 

role. 

 

5. An internal communication and decision-making structure between MITAF actors 

at all levels should be put in place. These structures should be participatory and pro-

vide ample space for all actors, especially the MFIs and the TSP (Technical Service 

Provider), to include their ideas and practical experiences and discuss what assis-

tance they need to successfully support women’s empowerment. 

 

Additionally, information sharing and knowledge management with and between 

MFIs should be institutionalised. This is especially important at the beginning of the 

new programme phase where new priorities are set. We recommend making regular 

provisions for exchange and feedback, for instance, in the form of conferences, 

where the field experience of loan officers is given special attention. Topics for dis-

cussion should include progress made, opportunities, challenges and examples of 

best practice. These findings and conclusions should be communicated to donors. 

MITAF and MFIs may also want to consider drawing on the expertise of organisa-

tions that have experience in women’s empowerment. This may be especially impor-

tant for strategy development. 

 

Lastly, communication with men, particularly clients’ husbands, should take place to 

raise awareness of the advantages of a successful loan and what they must do to 

make sure that taking credit does not have disempowering effects on women. MFI 

staff must also be sensitive to the conflict potential that arises from microcredit and 

be able to promptly address such issues when they come across them in the field. 

 

6. Despite increasing competition between MFIs to disburse loans, both MITAF and 

its member MFIs must ensure that loans are given responsibly to clients who can 

afford them. MITAF should also encourage MFIs to re-evaluate their effective interest 

rates, requests for collateral and policies on group guarantees as well as punitive and 

legal measures in case of non-payment (e.g., criminalisation of clients). Such meas-

ures will guarantee responsible finance and ensure that the current largely negative 

image of microcredit is counter-balanced. We recommend developing a code of con-

duct where standards for responsible finance are set and communicated to all stake-

holders in an understandable and transparent manner. In this regard, it may be use-
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ful to take a closer look at why the Sierra Leone Association of Microfinance Institu-

tions (SLAMFI) has been unsuccessful in addressing these issues. 

 

 


