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Abstract: Microcredit is believed to promote the low status of women in decisionmaking when they can control their loan-funded activities. However, the gendered
division of labor of the patriarchal societies is known to create gender inequality in
the ways women and men participate in their businesses as women are puzzled by
sharing their time between productive and reproductive responsibilities. Based on a
cross-sectional research carried with the borrowers in Duterimbere MFI in Rwanda,
this paper examines the effect of microcredit on the ability of women and men to
control over loan use and allocation of income gained from loans. The study findings revealed that in overall there was gender equality in participating in income
generating activities and power over economic decision-making. The only indicator
of control over loan that showed inequality between women and men was their
level of freedom from domination. This gender inequality comes from cultural norms
that prohibit the participation of men in household chores. Intervention to promote
gender equality in control over loan use must target to promote men’s willingness to
lessen women’s reproductive responsibilities.
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Cultural norms that assign different roles and
responsibilities to females and males continue
to shape the division of labor in the loan-funded
activity. Women perform the tasks that are done
near the home for sharing their time between their
income generating activities and their reproductive
roles. This gives to men an opportunity to perform
the tasks that require more mobility and interaction
with the public. This study explains how social
conventions of confining women in reproductive
roles increase the probability of being dominated
by men in decision making regarding control over
the loan’s investment activity. For promoting equal
opportunities in decisions regarding the utilization
of loans, there is a need to ensure that increased
access to microcredit is accompanied with other
empowering initiatives that reduce women’s
attachment to household chores.
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1. Introduction
There is a growing recognition among development practitioners that increased access to microcredit impact positively the lives of poor entrepreneurs, particularly women (Alhassan & Akudugu,
2012). In Rwanda, microfinance instutitions were given greater emphasis in poverty alleviation programs due to their strategies of empowering women and promoting rural development by providing
small loans to low-income entrepreneurs (Peege, 2010). The popularity of microcredit is based on
the argument that it boosts self-employment and income generation which are considered as the
entry point in poverty alleviation programs designed to benefit “the bottom poor” (Heyzer, 1994).
Previous researchers such Angko (2013) and Idris and Agbim (2015) revealed that microcredit plays
a greater role of promoting the welfare of the poor by providing numerous benefits including job
opportunities for themselves or their relatives, increased productivity of their businesses, access to
increased income, buy more household assets and improved standards of living, self-esteem and
greater status within the family and the society. Rani and Yadeta (2016)’s findings established that
loan services bring change on women’s status and promote the well-being of their families. That is
why the interest of promoting increased access to microcredit has evolved from merely accessing to
money to empowering women and other low-income folks (Akotey & Adjasi, 2016; Gobezie, 2010;
Islam, 2012; Kessey, 2014).
Empowerment is a multidimensional concept that can be viewed as the process of giving power
or authority to the powerless for enabling them to make strategic decisions about their life
(Muraleedharan, 2005), or as the process of changing the balance of power between the sexes so as
to create a more equitable distribution of power in society (Panigrahy, 2006). The empowerment
approach used by microfinance policy-makers came from the Framework of Longwe (1991) that
defines five hierarchical levels of equality necessary for achieving the Empowerment of women in
developmental projects. These hierarchical levels are Welfare, Access, Conscientisation, Participation
and Control. The highest hierarchical level of Longwe’s Empowerment framework is control whereby
there is equality of control over different aspects of decision-making including factors of production
and distribution of the benefits. At this degree of empowerment, there is a balance of power in decision-making; neither men nor women dominate (March, Smyth, & Mukhopadhyay, 1999).
However, the balance of power in the decision about loan use and allocation of income gained
from loans has been questioned by a body of empirical researches. Alhassan and Akudugu (2012)
revealed that women’s empowerment is constrained by the fact that they don’t control the use of
their loans. Kabeer (1998) analyzed control over the utilization of microcredit as a principal factor in
the process of empowering poor female and male entrepreneurs. The findings of her study showed
that men take a much greater part in making decisions related to women’s loans than women do in
decisions relating to men’s loans. Similarly, Bamwesigye (2008) reveals that some women borrowers
in Urwego Opportunity Bank in Rwanda had no full control over their loans. Her respondents indicated that they use joint accounts with their husbands for receiving their loans, loan repayment and
saving the profit earned from their income generating activities. This claim of loss of power in the
control over loan taken by women was also supported by a 2006 World Bank study that discovered
that men often hold primary control over loan resources, even when credit is granted in the name of
a female family member (Lyby, 2006).
This gender inequality in controlling the use of the loan was based on cultural norms of the patriarchal societies that outline the division of labor between females and males in the conduct of income generating activities (Ngo & Wahhaj, 2012). Social and cultural norms limit women’s control
over the use of their loans by attributing them a heavy workload in reproductive roles. Therefore, it
is logical that women depend more on the support of male household members than men depend
on women’s labor while they are performing their loan’s financed activities (Ngo & Wahhaj, 2012).
Women’s limited participation in their loan’s investment activities has many consequences on them
and the whole family. Their loss of control over the use of the loan limits their say in household decision-making, strengthen oppressive gender norms and upholds women’s subordination
(Chowdhury & Mukhopadhaya, 2014).
Page 2 of 25

Mukamana et al., Cogent Social Sciences (2017), 3: 1421010
https://doi.org/10.1080/23311886.2017.1421010

Given that the rationale of giving microcredit is to reduce gender inequality in decision-making, an
investigation of how microcredit is controlled by female and male borrowers would enable microfinance providers and policy makers to strength their empowerment approaches. This analysis is
based on the caution of Chowdhury and Mukhopadhaya (2014) that women may control and use the
loan but surrender her income to the husband for the management. This reality which was scantly
investigated in the Rwandan context is necessary for the Economic Development Agenda of expanding the scope of the country’s financial inclusion (USAID, 2009). This research paper explored gender
dimensions of the Rwandan Society in the control over loan for promoting the design of empowerment approaches that fit the specific needs of the bottom poor of the county. This paper therefore
analyzes control over loan by looking at labor provision in the loan-financed activity and control over
the income earned through economic decision-making within the household and freedom from
domination.

2. Conceptualization of control over loan
The possession of full control over loan, the funded activity and income gained thereof is considered
as prerequisite for enhancing the empowerment potential of microcredit in the life of the poor, particularly women (Ganle, Afriyie, & Segbefia, 2015; Goetz & Gupta, 1996; Kabeer, 1998). In this respect,
control over loan has been applied to the concept of empowerment in terms of individual’s sense of
agency (Arestoff & Djemai, 2016). Agency in the process of women’s empowerment was considered
by Kabeer (1999) as decision-making ability that involves bargaining and negotiation, deception and
manipulation, subversion and resistance. Individual’s agency is also viewed as the ability to define
one’s life-choices and act upon them even if these choices are in opposition with their peers (Arestoff
& Djemai, 2016). Individual’s sense of agency in this process requires that those who were denied the
ability to make strategic life choice gain such an ability (Kabeer, 1999). This argument makes clear
that microcredit cannot uplift women’s status if they remain subordinate in the decision-making regarding control over their loans as well as their income. The conceptualization of female agency in
the empowerment process has been collapsed into three domains: women’s influence in family decision-making, their freedom of movement in public spaces, and their expressions of views favoring
more equitable gender roles (Salem, Cheong, VanderEnde, & Yount, 2015).
This conceptualization of agency as a pathway to control over decisions and empowerment directed a number of measurable indicators to assess the level of control over the loan possessed by
the borrower. Goetz and Gupta (1996) classified female borrowers in the categories of having or
lacking the managerial capacity over their loans by looking at how husbands of female borrowers
interfere with the utilization of the loan taken by their wives. These researchers developed a five
point index of loan control as their indicator of empowerment. They identified five levels of loan
control, namely: full control, significant control, partial control, very limited control and no control at
all. Full control means entire control over the productive process, including marketing. Significant
control means control over every aspect of the productive process with the sole exception of marketing. Partial control means loss of managerial control over the productive process, but the provision of substantial inputs of labor. Very limited means minimal input to the production process, for
example, small labor contributions. No involvement means that women did not provide labor in the
production process of their loan’s investment activity. This implies that women had no managerial
involvement and this situation corresponds to cases where women stated that they did not know
how male relatives used their money. Kabeer (1998) did a research that distinguishes between
women who played a minimal role in different areas of their loan investment activities; those who
described a joint role in decision-making; and those with a major role in decision-making. She used
a matrix which considered women’s role in decision-making regarding the use of the loan, participation in running the business, and the use of profits. For exploring the empowerment of women
through control over loan use Ganle et al. (2015) used a relational pathway matrix that was composed by three indicators namely control over loan use and income from loans, involvement in major family decision-making and relative freedom from domination and abuse. On the indicator of
control over loan use, respondents were asked to specify whether they exercise full, significant,
partial or no control over any profits or income that accrued from investment made with the loan.
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Respondents were also asked to specify whether their husbands or any other member of their families have ever forcefully taken away income from their loan investments. Involvement in major family decision-making was assessed by asking women to specify whether before and after they received
the loan, they participated in decision-making within the family on such issues as sale of family land
or livestock, sending children to school or the clinic and marrying out of their daughters. Relative
freedom from domination and abuse was assessed by asking respondents to specify whether before
and after they had access to the loan, money, jewellery, or livestock had been taken away from her
against their will or if respondents had suffered any physical, emotional or verbal abuse from their
husbands before and after receiving the loan.
Based on the above mentioned measures, this study split the concept of control over the loan into
three main domains: labor provision in the loan-funded activities, involvement in economic decisionmaking and freedom from domination.
• The first indicator of labor provision was measured by asking respondents to specify their level
of participating in different tasks of their loan’s investment activities from the initial loan proposal, to investment in productive assets, labor inputs, marketing, and repayment of the loan. A
three point scale was used where 1 indicated that the borrower never participated at all in the
activity; 2 indicated that there was a partial participation of the borrower in the productive activity (to mean that the borrower received labor support from the spouse or any other person); and
3 indicated that the activity was full accomplished by borrower alone.
• The second indicator involvement in economic decision-making was measured by asking respondents if they were able to participate the family’s economic decision such as allocation of
household income, buying a new asset of the family, sell of a family asset, decision on small
household purchase, decision on large household purchase, children’s education and school
fees, social contribution, household’s investment activity, household saving, job creation for the
family members. A five point scale was used where 1 indicated that their economic decisionmaking was very low, 2 indicated that their economic decision-making was low, 3 indicated that
their economic decision-making was moderate, 4 and 5 indicated that the economic decisionmaking was high and very high.
• The third indicator of freedom from domination was assessed by asking respondents to specify
if they are free to take the following decisions: Mobility(visiting family/friends, market, medical
facilities), Family planning, marriage of children, Participation in social events, labor provision in
household chores, freedom from domestic violence, participate in community politics. A five
point likert scale was used where 1 indicated that their freedom was very low, 2 indicated that
their freedom was low, 3 indicated that their freedom was moderate, 4 and 5 indicated that
their freedom was high and very high.
The first indicator of labor provision relates to control over loan use while the last two indicators i.e.
participation in economic decision-making are related to control over the use of income gained from
loan’s investment activity. Arestoff and Djemai (2016) argued that these three indicators are complementary for the process of women empowerment. Similarly, this research assume that women
can’t be considered to possess power of her loan if she can’t offer labor in her loan’s investment
activity, participate in family’s economic decisions with the income gained or challenge male’s domination that restricts women’s life-choice.

3. Methodology
3.1. Research design and study setting
This study employed a cross-sectional research design, which involves the collection of data on one
or more variables from a large number of people at the single point in time (Bailey, 1987). This research design helped to collect quantitative and qualitative data from January to April 2014. This
research design offered an advantage of comparing data because information that is collected at a
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single point in time is not affected by changes that occur over time (Bailey, 1987). This enabled the
researcher to compare the pattern of similarities and differences between female and male borrowers about control over loan use and their decision-making ability of the income gained.
The study was conducted in Duterimbere, one of the MFIs that aim at empowering women and
other low-income entrepreneurs in Rwanda. The choice of Duterimbere was justified by its experience of targeting and empowering women than other lending institutions that operate in Rwanda.
In fact, the report of MFI transparency (2011) established that Duterimbere was the MFI that had the
largest share of active borrowers (41%) among ten largest MFIs that offer financial services to the
poor in Rwanda. Moreover, Duterimbere is the MFI that initiated the idea of targeting women in financial services in Rwanda. Its program of offering credit to women started in 1991, while other
MFIs started as NGOs and faith-based organizations after 1994, during the years of the post-conflict
reconstruction and peace building processes.

3.2. Study population
This research was carried out in Duterimbere MFI as one of the Female-focused Microfinance
Institutions that offer microfinance loans and other financial and non-financial services to poor entrepreneurs, particularly women. Although this study was intended to investigate the extent to
which microcredit promotes women empowerment, it was deemed necessary to include men borrowers in data collection because the MFI have shifted from focusing on women to serving women
and men in their financial services. The idea of including men at a proportion of 30% of its beneficiaries came from GAD’s argument of tackling all the causes of women’s oppression. Melnichuk (2015)
revealed that including men in women’s microcredit program has a positive impact on women empowerment due to reduced violence of men whose masculinity is challenged by poverty. The population for this study was therefore composed of all females and males who were active borrowers in
Duterimbere MFI as per December 2013. The statistics provided by the headquarter office of
Duterimbere MFI reveals that in December 2013 there were 2,896 borrowers. This population was
composed approximately by 70% of female clients and 30% of male clients according to the information of the loan officer at the headquarter office. Having females and males respondents helped
the researcher to make a gender analysis by comparing the effect of microcredit on both sexes.

3.3. Sampling procedure and sample size
Simple random sampling was employed to select respondents who answered the survey questionnaire for the purpose of collecting quantitative data. Since Duterimbere MFI operates in the five
provinces of the country, the sampling process started by selecting one branch per province for data
collection. To select the branches in which the data were collected, the research established five
strata according to provinces and one branch per province was randomly selected.
The sample size for this study was derived on the basis of Slovene’s formula (Amin, 2005), which
enabled to come up with 352 respondents. To select respondents from each branch, the researcher
respected the sampling proportion and the participation of females and males in the lending program for each branch. This sampling strategy came up with 99 males and 253 females but only 94
males and 244 females responded to the questionnaire. The response rate of this research was 96%
which is sufficient to allow generalization to the whole population as it was greater than the average
response rate of 80% for most social research surveys as noted by Bryman (2008). This sampling
that used multiple techniques was very important for obtaining a sample that is representative of
the target population by respecting both geographical and sex specific characteristics for all the
groups concerned by the study.
The study used purposive sampling for collecting qualitative data through FGDs and key informant
interviews. In total, five FGDs were conducted (two FGDs of males and three of females). For getting
respondents who had sufficient lived experience in credit utilization, focus group members who
were chosen are the ones who had taken loan more than once in Duterimbere MFI. The sampling
procedure of focus group participants considered the marital status by including both married and
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unmarried (single, widow and single mothers) of the target respondents. Selection of focus group
participants was carried out in collaboration with loan officers. While the target was for a group of
10 women and 10 men, in most cases a single focus group discussion contained between 8 and 10
participants. FGDs enabled respondents to express themselves using examples that were revealing
their lived experiences about the gendered pattern of the division of labor within the household in
the conduct of the loan-financed business as well as decision-making authority related to the allocation of income gained from the loan. Key informant interviews were also employed to collect
qualitative information from two credit officers (one male and one female) and the branch manager
of the MFI at the headquarter office.

3.4. Data collection instruments
This research collected quantitative data by the use of a structured questionnaire and qualitative
research data by the use of focus group discussions and key informant interviews.

3.4.1. Survey questionnaire
The study administered a standardized questionnaire to a sample of 244 female and 94 male respondents. As some respondents were illiterate, the questionnaire was administered in form of a
face to face interview to facilitate the process of data collection to both literate and illiterate respondents. The questionnaire was composed of four main parts: Part one intended to determine the
demographic characteristics of respondents. Part two comprised questions related to labor provision
in the loan-funded business. Part three of the questionnaire was composed by questions on economic decision-making within the household and part four comprised question in line with freedom
of domination.

3.4.2. Focus group discussions
The study organized 2 focus group discussions (one with men and another for women) at every
branch, which made a total of 10 FGDs in all the 5 branches where data collection was made. While
the target was for a group of 10 women and 10 men, in most cases a single focus group discussion
contained between 8 and 10 participants. This was in line with Smith (1972) who considered an ideal
group of a single FGD to be composed by 8–12 members. All focus group discussions were held at the
branch of the MFI. The researcher developed a guide on the issues being explored which was translated in the local language (Kinyarwanda) to facilitate a freely interactive group setting. The guide of
the focus group discussions covered the following subjects: The challenges faced by respondents in
managing and controlling their loans, the benefits gained from the use of the loan services and their
ability challenge oppressive norms in the household decisions as well as gender relations. The FGDs
helped the researcher to get detailed and comprehensive data, since this instrument allowed serious brain storming with the participants. The approximate length of the focus group discussions was
1 h and 30 min.

3.4.3. Key informant interviews
Key informant interviews were conducted to collect information to selected key informants notably
credit officers and branch managers. The interview approach was face to face and it was conducted
in the office of the interviewees. In most cases, loan officers were interviewed in evening hours from
17:00 to 19:00 h, while the interview with the branch managers were made in the morning hours
before 8:30 h. This interview before or after the working hours helped the researcher to reduce the
challenges associated with interruptions related to their daily activities. The duration of individual
interviews was approximately forty minutes. Key informant participants provided information about
the strategies used by Duterimbere MFI to promote the participation of the borrowers in their income generating activities.

3.5. Pilot of research instruments
A pilot study was conducted to pretest the quality of the questionnaire that was used in the main
study. Pretesting helps to discover any kind of ambiguity, lack of clarity, or biases in question wording before administering the questionnaire to the intended sample (Bhattacherjee, 2012). After
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piloting the questionnaire, the study tested the validity by calculating the Content Validity Index
(CVI) which was 0.86. This CVI was sufficient to allow the research to proceed to test the reliability
as it exceeds the minimal acceptable CVI of 0.62 set by Newman, Lim and Pineda (2013) for 10
raters. After validity test, the test tested the reliability using the internal consistency method of
Cronbach’s alpha. To certify that the instrument was reliable some scholars have set the acceptable
minimum 0.6 (Hair, Black, Babin, & Anderson, 2014, p. 124), others have set it at 0.5 (Cronbach,
1951). The result of the internal consistency test of the pilot study was 0.865. This indicates that the
instrument was reliable as Cronbach alpha was above the acceptable minimum.

3.6. Data processing and analysis
At the end of individual interview, all answers in the questionnaire were checked and edited for removing any error or omission before leaving the field. This is due to the fact that the researcher can
skip an unanswered item in the questionnaire unconsciously which can create missing data and increase the level of non-response rate of the study (Field, 2009). At the end of data collection, a coding frame was developed which helped to assign numerical codes to closed and open-ended
questions for facilitating the process of data entry of quantitative data. Quantitative data were analyzed by the use of SPSS version 16 which helped to generate and present descriptive data in frequency tables and charts. SPSS generated also inferential statistics with t-test that offered an
opportunity of testing whether there was a significant difference in the level of participation of female and male borrowers in their loan-funded activities.
Qualitative data were analyzed using thematic and content analyses in two different stages. The
first stage concerned the transcription of the information collected and processed on daily basis
from the field notes and voice recorder. To ensure that no information is left out, similar responses
were put together under the same theme or sub-theme. Available information in each theme or subtheme was compared and contrasted to ensure coordination of the data and avoid repetition in data
analysis. Thereafter, the researcher interpreted qualitative data and some responses were used as
quotations in the presentation and analysis of findings.

4. Findings and discussion
4.1. Description of respondents
The socio-demographic characteristics of the respondents sampled for this study are presented in
Table 1. The age of the respondents ranged between 20 and 64 years with a mean of 37.28 years.
Seventy-two point two percent of respondents were females. The dominance of female respondents
in this research was based on the fact that the sampling strategy respected the existing percentage
of females and males served by Duterimbere MFI. This MFI that targets women as its primary clients
aims at serving at least 70% of female clients and 30% of male clients. The majority of respondents
(78.8%) were married implying that respondents had sufficient information about the division of
labor between females and males in a household. The average household size was 4.9 persons
which was greater than the national average of 4.3 (National Institute of Statistics in Rwanda, 2012).
Large household size increases women’s reproductive roles which reduce their time to perform their
loan-financed activities. Majority of respondents have formal education skills as 95.9 attained at
least primary education. This is very important for a good management of the loan’s investment
activity in terms of pricing, marketing, accountancy and allocation of the income gained. The duration of respondents in the lending program of Duterimbere MFI varied from 1 to 12 years with a
mean of 4.26 years. It means that respondents had sufficient experience on the utilization of the
loan received which promotes their participation in loan’s financed activities. Only 38.5% of respondents received training from Duterimbere MFI. The loan amount received by respondents varied from
100,000 Rwf to 20,000,000 Rwf with a mean of 2,161,568 Rwf. This implies that Duterimbere MFI finance business projects of different scales and that the dominant group of its loan program is made
up by low-income entrepreneurs who run small and medium enterprises. This information was also
confirmed by the finding on the loan-financed activities that is dominated by small and medium
trade (41.4%) and agriculture projects (27.2%).
Page 7 of 25

Mukamana et al., Cogent Social Sciences (2017), 3: 1421010
https://doi.org/10.1080/23311886.2017.1421010

Table 1. Socio-demographic characteristics of respondents
Variables

Categories

Age (Years)

Mean

37.28

Sex (%)

Sample statistics (n = 338)

Male

27.8

Female

72.2

None

4.1

Primary

47.3

Secondary

20.9

Tertiary

27.7

Married

78.7

Others

21.3

Household size (number)

Mean

4.97

Number of years of membership in
Duterimbere MFI (number)

Mean

4.26

Access to training (%)

Yes

38.5

No

61.5

Education level (%)

Marital status (%)

Loan amount obtained(number)

Mean

Loan-financed activity (%)

Small and medium trade

2,161,568 Rwf
41.4

Agriculture

27.2

Handcraft and artisans

4.7

Transport business

8.3

Business at large scale

14.8

Housing and other non-business
activities

3.6

4.2. Gender division of labor in the loan investment activity
The study investigated the extent to which female and male borrowers participated in different
tasks of the investment activities, from the idea of taking the loan, the choice of the investment
activity, labor provision, marketing and price determination, keeping the account, allocation of the
earnings and servicing the loan. Respondents were asked to specify whether a given task was performed by the borrower (him/herself), jointly with his/her spouse or any other relative or by the
spouse of family member alone. The findings on this matter are presented in Table 2.
Among ten tasks performed by the borrowers in the productive process and management of their
loan’s investment activities, the findings of Table 2 show that there are tasks in which the levels of
participation of female and male borrowers are equal and tasks where the levels of participation of
females and males different. The tasks of equality in the level of participation are six and these are
the tasks of deciding to take the last loan, choosing the investment activity, deciding where to sell
the product, fixing the price of the product, keeping the account of the business and use of the income gained from the loan’s investment activity.
On the decision about taking the loan, the mean level of participation of female borrowers is 2.34
while the mean level of participation for male borrowers is 2.37. A t-test analysis performed to test
the difference in these two means revealed that there was no significant difference (t = −0.474,
p > 0.05). On this task, the majority of females (61.5%) and males (66%) reported that they took this
decision on joint basis. This dominance of joint decision in the process of taking the loan is based on
the policy of the MFI that requires every borrower to get a guarantor for his loan. The policy requires
married people, both female and male borrowers, to get the signature of their spouses on their loan
contract. This requirement helps to create the awareness to the other partner who is not involved
with the lending operations that his or her spouse is taking the loan and involving the spouse’s
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Table 2. Gender division of labor in the loan-financed activity
Tasks

Decision-maker

Frequency
Male

Decision to take the last loan

Decision on investment activity

Procurement of the inputs

Provision of labor in the
production process

Decision on where to sell the
product

Decision about the price of the
product

Marketing of the product/ service

Keeping accounts

Use of the income gained

Repayment of the loan

Mean Score of labor provision

Percentage

Female

Male

Mean of the level
of participation

Comparison
of means

Female

Male

Female

t-stat

2.34

2.37

−0.474

2.49

2.51

−0.353

2.64

2.40

3.106**

2.23

2.40

−2.397**

2.68

2.60

1.132

2.66

2.60

0.811

2.61

2.52

1.151*

2.70

2.73

−0.344

2.49

2.49

−0.036

2.73

2.68

0.965*

2.56

2.53

0.634

No involvement

0

2

0.0%

0.8%

Joint

62

150

66%

61.5%

Self

32

92

34%

37.7%

Total

94

244

100

100

No involvement

2

4

2.1%

1.6%

Joint

44

111

46.8%

45.5%

Self

48

129

51.1%

52.9%

Total

94

244

100

100

No involvement

2

24

2.1

9.8

Joint

30

98

31.9%

40.2%
50.0%

Self

62

122

66.0%

Total

94

244

100

100

No involvement

6

12

6.4%

4.9%

Joint

59

122

62.8%

50.0%

Self

29

110

30.9%

45.1%

Total

94

244

100

100

No involvement

5

16

5.3%

6.6%

Joint

20

66

21.3%

27.0%

Self

69

162

73.4%

66.4%

Total

94

244

100

100

No involvement

6

19

6.4%

7.8%

Joint

20

60

21.3%

24.6%
67.6%

Self

68

165

72.3%

Total

94

244

100

100

No involvement

5

23

5.3%

9.4%

Joint

27

72

28.7%

29.5%

Self

62

149

66.0%

61.1%

Total

94

244

100

100

No involvement

5

13

5.3%

5.3%

Joint

18

41

19.1%

16.8%

Self

71

190

75.5%

77.9%

Total

94

244

100

100

No involvement

2

9

2.1%

3.7%

Joint

44

106

46.8%

43.4%

Self

48

129

51.1%

52.9%

Total

94

244

100

100

No involvement

0

5

0.0%

2.0%

Joint

25

69

26.6%

28.3%

Self

69

170

73.4%

69.7%

Total

94

244

100

100

*Significant at 5%.
**Significant at 1%.
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accountability in case the borrower fails to repay the loan. The management of the MFI revealed
that this policy promotes better utilization of the loan by promoting prior consent amongst the
spouses before obtaining the loan. If the spouse refuses to sign on the loan contract the borrower
cannot receive the loan. This justifies the reason why the majority of female and male borrowers
reported that the decision to take the loan was made on joint basis.
The study identified three tasks of equality in the level of participation of female and male borrowers resulting from the strategy of the MFI to provide loans for expanding existing business and not
for starting new ones. In fact, when a borrower takes a loan to finance a new business, he uses a
portion to cover start-up costs which reduce the profitability of the business. The low profitability of
loan invested in new business can also result from lack of business skills and limited experience of
running and managing the new income earning activity. But loans given to experienced entrepreneurs enable them to expand the capital base of their businesses and enhance their turnovers because the only constraint that limits their profitability is their inability to get financial capital. One of
these three tasks is the decision about the loan’s investment activity, the majority of female (52.9%)
and male (51.1%) respondents reported that this decision was made on self basis. The mean level of
participation was 2.49 for males and 2.51 for females. The t-test results disapproved the claim of
difference in level of participation of female and male respondents in this task, t = −0.353, p > 0.05.
Female and male borrowers reported that they are the main deciders about their loan’s investment
activities because they must fulfill the requirement of submitting a business plan in their loan’s application file for ensuring that the loan given will be invested in the running business. Before giving
loan to the borrowers, loan officers visit them for ensuring that the information provided in the
loan’s application file are correct in order to minimize the problem of asymmetric information.
Other tasks of gender equality in the level of participation based on the strategy of using loan for
business expansion are the tasks of deciding where to sell the product and the task of fixing the price
of the product. 73.4% of male respondents and 66.4% of male respondents indicated that the decision about where to sell the product was taken by themselves. The mean level of participation in
choice about where to sell their product was 2.68 for males and 2.60 for females. The t-test results
disapproved the claim of difference in level of participation of female and male respondents in this
task, t = 1.132, p > 0.05. Self-decision in fixing the price of the product was reported by 72.3% of
male and 67.6% of female respondents. The mean level of participation in fixing the price of the
product was 2.66 for males and 2.60 for females. The t-test results disapproved the claim of difference in level of participation of female and male respondents in this task, t = 0.811, p > 0.05. Since
the loan request is based on the condition of being invested in the running business, it implies that
the products of the loan’s investment activity are sold in the pre-existing market. Therefore the process of deciding where to sell the product and fixing the price of the product does not necessitate
too much help from the side of the borrower.
The remaining two tasks of gender equality in the level of participation of female and male respondents in the production process of their loan’s investment activities are the tasks of keeping the
accounts and decision about the allocation of the income gained from the loan’s investment activity. The majority of female (77.9%) and male (75.5%) respondents reported that they keep their own
accounts. The mean level of participation in keeping accounts of the business was 2.70 for males
and 2.73 for females. The t-test results disapproved the claim of difference in level of participation
of female and male respondents in this task, t = −0.344, p > 0.05. On the task of allocating the income generated by the loan-assisted business, 51.1% of male and 52.9% of female respondents
indicated that they are the chief deciders about the utilization of the profits gained. The mean level
of participation in the allocation of the income gained was 2.49 for males and 2.49 for females. The
t-test results disapproved the claim of difference in level of participation of female and male respondents in this task, t = −0.036, p > 0.05. Improved participation of the borrowers in these tasks of
managing their income promotes the profitability of the loan’s investment activity. Ackerly (1995)
and Kabeer (2001) established that the most empowering factors of the loan-funded activity are the
ability of the borrowers to keep their own accounts together with the allocation of their earnings.
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The study findings established also that Duterimbere MFI plays a good role of promoting women’s
increased participation in these tasks that requires good numeracy skills. This was emphasized by
one key informant who said:
Our objective of empowering women cannot be achieved if women do not manage their
loan’s investment activities. We offer trainings on business skills and women’s rights for
enhancing women’s capacity to manage their businesses and all related benefits. (Female
key informant, Kigali main branch)
Low income females are considered to have limited skills in business literacy which obliges them to
depend on others for the tasks that require good numeracy skills. The trainings offered by Duterimbere
MFI are efficient in promoting their managerial skills and enable them to play a big role in their loan
investment activities. This strategy of encouraging women to play a big role in the control over their
loan was also supported by the Loan Officer of Nyagatare branch who said that every time before
the process of loan disbursement, they do meetings with the borrowers and their guarantors. In
these meetings, they sensitize them about the importance of the good management of the loan.
They remind them that the loan is not a gift and that the borrower and the guarantor are equally
liable for its reimbursement. In addition to trainings, loan officers give further advice on how to solve
different problems related to the management of the loan through regular meetings and field visits.
In agreement with this, Goetz and Gupta (1996) found that the differences in the level of women’s
control over loan in five lending institutions in Bangladesh specifically BRAC, the Grameen Bank,
TMSS, SNSP, and RD-12 was attributed to the extent to which the MFIs include gender considerations
within their program interventions.
The findings of Table 2 showed four tasks of inequality in the level of participation of female and
male respondents and these are procurement of the input, provision of labor in the production process, marketing of the product and repayment of the loan. For the first three tasks, unequal participation of female and male borrowers is a result of cultural norms and gender division of labor that
limit women’s mobility. A comparative analysis of the mean levels of participation of females and
males shows that males participated more in the tasks that require more mobility namely procurement of the input and marketing of the product. The mean level of males’ participation in the task of
procurement of the input was 2.64 while females’ mean level of participation in the same task was
2.40. The t-test results approved the claim of difference in level of participation of female and male
respondents in this task, t = 3.106, p < 0.05. On the task of marketing the product, the average level
of participation was 2.61 for males and 2.52 for females. The t-test results approved the claim of
difference in level of participation of female and male respondents in this task, t = 1.151, p < 0.05. In
the focus group discussion with women, one participant who does the business of selling dried skins
of goats explained how her husband help her in different tasks of her business that require more
mobility as follows:
To begin with input provision, my husband works around different butchers to buy hides of
animals and give command for the following day, and bring them home with his bicycle.
Once the hides reach home, I’m responsible for all the tasks related to drying. Because our
customers come from Kigali, we are both concerned by the marketing process using mobile
phone. If we have a big quantity to sell, the buyers come to pick them at home with their
vehicle but if the quantity is small, my husband transports them to Kigali via public means
(Female participant, women FGD Nyagatare branch)
In the Rwandan society, this situation is associated with the patterns of gender division of labor that
expect women to spend most of their time in reproductive roles. That is why women who invest their
loan in home based activities perform the tasks that are compatible with their household activities
and receive assistance for the tasks that require more mobility from their husbands or other male
relatives. This concurs with Ngo and Wahhaj (2012) that gender norms and cultural practices in line
with the division of labor oblige women to perform the tasks that are done near the home due to
their limited mobility to the market place As well, Hunt and Kasynathan (2002) proved that the
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capacity of women to take control over their loan in Bangladesh and in India is challenged by the
lack of access to the market for the purchase of inputs and for the sale of goods. Similarly, Kabeer
(1998) found out that women’s low mobility in Bangladesh hinder their participation in market
transactions and oblige them to depend on male intermediaries for the purchase of inputs and marketing of the product. However, women’s mobility in public sphere in Rwanda is mainly inhibited by
triple role burden rather than cultural norms as it is for Indian women.
The findings of Table 2 revealed also that male respondents participate less than female respondents in the task of labor provision during the production process of their loan’s investment activity.
The mean level of participation in this task was 2.23 for males and 2.40 for females. The t-test results
approved the claim of difference in level of participation of female and male respondents in this task,
t = −2.397, p < 0.05. On this concern of labor provision in the production process of the loan-funded
activity, one male participant of the focus group discussion explained how he shares with his wife
the tasks of his poultry project:
I invested my loan in the project of poultry. As the poultry farm is within our residence, my
wife helps me in some tasks that are done at the household level like feeding the chick,
cleaning the poultry farm, but the tasks that requires more mobility like marketing and
selling the eggs fall under my responsibility. (Male participant, men FGD, Rubavu branch)
This shows that male borrowers ask their wives to help them with their labor in the production process of their income generating activity particularly those that are done near the home like farming.
It was also observed from the field more women participating in agriculture’s loan projects of their
husband like Irish potatoes in Musanze and Rubavu districts as food production is still considered as
a primary role of women. This point of view was supported by Karl (2009) who found that women are
in charge of 50% of the world’s food production and that women’s contribution in food production
in Sub-Saharan Africa varies between 60 and 80% as unpaid labor on family plots. In the process of
data collection, the researchers observed that men who are engaged in small trade businesses leave
the activity of daily sales in the shop to their wives while men are in charge of looking for places
where to buy the merchandizes sold in their shop at the cheapest price. But, it is rare to find a man
sitting and selling in the shop of his wife on a regular basis. The reason is that men prefer doing their
own businesses instead of being dependent on their wives. This was confirmed by one female respondent who does the business of selling processed cassava leaves known as “Isombe” in Musanze
market. That woman revealed that she was used to be helped by his husband in the activity of processing her “Isombe” at the beginning of her project. When her husband noticed that the business
was performing well, he decided to do the same business but at a different location. However, there
are some circumstances that may push men to offer labor support to the business of their wives
including sickness within the family or maternity leave of the woman. When a man realizes that his
wife’s business is more productive, he can suspend his business and support his wife in her absence
for the welfare of the whole family. This was confirmed by the husband of one female borrower of
Muhanga branch who was in the shop of her wife. He told that her wife was not available due to the
sickness of the kid. Then, the husband who was used to do the business of taxi using a motorcycle
decided to stop it because the daily income gained from the shop was greater that his.
The task of loan repayment was also characterized by inequality in the level of participation of
female and male respondents. The mean level of participation in the repayment of the loan was 2.73
for males and 2.68 for females. The t-test results approved the claim of difference in level of participation of female and male respondents in this task, t = 0.965, p < 0.05. This difference between
men’s and women’s participation on the repayment of their loans results from the issue of investing
a portion or totality of their loan in the business that is managed by their spouses. The study findings
found that both female and male borrowers transfer their loans to their spouses for strengthening
the income generating capacity of their household. The study findings revealed that this inequality
in the level of participation of females and males in the repayment of their loans results from prior
expectations about the contribution of the investor of the loan on the repayment load. On one hand,
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women transfer their loans to their husbands with the confidence that their husbands have higher
profitable businesses that can enable them to contribute to monthly repayment plan. On the other
hand, men invest their loans in their wives’ businesses with the aim of strengthening their ability to
fulfill their gender roles of feeding the family and other related needs instead of contributing to the
repayment of the loan. Currently, the society of Rwanda is challenged by the problem of very high
rate of population growth that decreases the productivity of the agricultural sector. Hence women’s
role of feeding the family as well as men’s responsibility of providing the money are challenged by
additional cost of food which was previously sponsored by the unpaid labor of women in farming
activities. Under such circumstances, some men prefer strengthening their women’s income generating capacities with their loans. This enables them to save the money that should be devoted to
daily subsistence for the repayment of the loan. as additional opportunity to household earnings.
According to Kabeer (2001), some men invest their loans in the businesses of their wives to minimize
the risks, meet subsistence expenditures and diversify household income.
The above mentioned scrutiny about the difference or equality in participating in different tasks of
performing the loan-funded activities were supplemented by an overall evaluation that used mean
scores of labor provision. The findings of Table 1 show that men participated in the conduct of their
loan’s investment activity with a mean score of 2.56 while the mean score of women’s participation
in carrying out their business was 2.53. Although the mean score of labor provision of men seems to
higher than that of women, t-test results proved that this difference was not statistically significant
(t = 0.634, p > 0.05). Given a 3 point Likert scale used in this study, where 1 indicated no labor participation of the borrower, 2 indicated partial labor participation and 3 indicated full labor participation,
the mean score of 2.56 and 2.53 indicate that female and male borrowers provided most labor of
their loan’s investment activities. The reasons associated with this positive level of control for male
borrowers were related to their masculine identity of controlling and managing household resources
in patriarchal societies. Due to the patriarchal nature of the Rwandan society, power dynamics assigned gender roles give to men more autonomy and greater opportunity to interact with the public
domain as the principal income earner. Patriarchal norms also give to men greater power over productive resources as well as household decisions. This high privilege given to men is then translated
into greater control over microcredit loan services given to them. Likewise, Goetz & Gupta (1996)
established that men’s greater participation in their business activities results from their monopoly
of access to market and their primary role for cash management in the household. However, this
scenario is different for women. The information of FGDs revealed that women’s increased level of
participation in their loan-financed businesses is associated with their experiences in the lending
operations that enable them to receive training on how to manage their loan profitably. Goetz and
Gupta (1996) study on women’s control over loan use established that increased experience in the
lending program gives to women more chance to training opportunities on how to manage their
small scale enterprises as well as more confidence in controlling their loans. The study findings established also that most women controlled their loans because they invested in typical female oriented activities, to match the productivity of their businesses with their gender roles (Goetz & Gupta,
1996; Haq & Safavian, 2013). As patriarchal power patterns and the gendered nature of the division
of labor restrict women’s authority in the domain of caring for the family, women who were able to
invest in large businesses like the men counterparts used a different strategy. They were able to
generate sufficient profits from their businesses and used a portion of their income to pay housegirls who help them in household chores while women are occupied with their productive activity.
This is because women cannot run income generating activities of higher profitability if they remain
responsible for all reproductive roles.

4.3. Participation in economic decision-making
Table 3 shows the ability of female and male borrowers to make economic decisions within their
households. The mean score of economic decision-making was 4.12 for male respondents and 4.07
for female respondents. Given a 5 point likert scale used in this study, these mean scores communicate a high position in household’s economic decisions. The difference between men and women
was not statistically significant (t = 0.805) at p > 0.05. This achievement in the economic dimension
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Table 3. Females and males’ economic decision-making within household
Indicators of economic decision-making

t

Mean
Males

Females

Family income

4.64

4.53

1.033

Buy a new asset

4.18

4.07

0.828

Nutritious food

3.93

4.14

−1.604

Small purchases

4.25

4.33

−0.731

Large purchases

4.36

3.97

3.535**

Children’s education

3.84

3.98

−1.281

Household’s investment

3.97

3.86

0.890

Social events

4.14

4.07

0.656

Household saving

3.93

3.89

0.353

Job creation

3.97

3.88

0.583

Mean economic decision

4.13

4.08

0.805

**Significant level at 1%.

was also reflected in the FGDs of women and men. The followings quotations report the views of
female participants who said:
The loan changed my status in decision making in my household. Before joining Duterimbere
lending program, my husband used to take all the decisions without consulting me. I
remember in the past, he bought a piece of land and I was informed later when he was in
the process of transferring the land title from the seller’s name to his name. But nowadays,
he consults me before any decision, particularly for costly purchases like land, education of
the children, because he needs my financial contribution. (Female participant, Women FGD,
Musanze branch)
Our first born is a girl. She is a candidate for primary leaving exams. When I discussed with
her father about the possibility of putting her in the boarding section this year to enable her
to concentrate more on her studies, the father refused, saying that boarding section is very
expensive. To avoid quarrels in my family, I kept quiet and planned to pay the extra cost
from my business income. When the father saw the results of the girl at the end of the first
term, he was very happy and supportive of my decision. (Female participant, Women FGD,
Muhanga branch)
For female borrowers, access to income increases their decision-making in the domain that was
previously dominated by men. Female participants in FGDs were proud that their earning capacity
unlocked their potential to contribute to household decision-making including the allocation of the
household income. This agrees with Sardenberg (2008) who views economic empowerment as a
means of promoting women’s capacity to stimulate their agency in decision-making. Moreover,
Stromquist (1988) explains the economic component in the process of women empowerment as the
ability of women to engage in a productive activity that will allow them some degree of financial
independence. In the Rwandan society, women who don’t have their own income generating activities are obliged to dependent on their husbands for every monetary need. This incarcerates them in
inferior position in decision-making about household resources. In some circumstances, when women have no income, their husbands don’t inform them about developmental projects of their family
as they give more value to financial contribution than women’s idea. Young (1992) also notes that
when women’s economic contribution to the household expenses is missing, women will remain
subordinate to men in household decision-making. After being independent producers, female borrowers who were given low status in decision-making, become self-confident and are given more
value in household decision-making by their husbands. Due to the capacity to earn an independent
income, there are women who prefer changing the attitude of their husbands by actions instead of
spoken arguments for avoiding quarrels or other verbal abuses. This argues with Mayoux (1999),
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who states that it is the economic contribution of women to household economy that promotes
their empowerment as this give to them a new status of independency in decision-making.
When the results of economic decision-making are analyzed separately, the only item that shows
inequality was the decision about large purchases. The mean score was 4.36 for men and 3.97 for
women. This difference was statistically significant (t = 3.535) at p < 0.01. In most cases, profits
gained from loan-financed activities are not sufficient to guarantee women full authority on large
purchases. They need additional support as it was revealed by one woman participant in Rubavu:
Access to income has been very important for me. Before starting my own income
generating activity, I could not do anything on my own. I was obliged to wait for my
husband as the only provider for the household. But at the moment, I don’t need to wait for
him. There are some decisions that I take without consulting him, particularly when I see
that my income is sufficient for that expense. However, for big investments, we consult each
other and combine our efforts. (Female participant, Women FGD, Rubavu branch)
While women’s economic empowerment was linked with their increased voice in household decision-making, men’s economic empowerment in this study was equivalent to their increased financial capacity as the main breadwinner of the family. One man participant of FGD in Musanze, said
that he benefited a lot from Duterimbere microcredit. He said that he expanded his business from a
small restaurant to a bigger one, he started a food store for his wife, and provided permanent jobs
to his relatives in his restaurant business. Men’s opinions on the contribution of microcredit to their
economic decision-making were mostly related to their opportunity to get a stable source of income
and their capacity to purchase expensive assets that they could not afford before microcredit. Men
do not put much emphasis on the extent to which their decision-making power has been influenced
by the use of microcredit in their investment activity. This may be justified by the fact that decisionmaking is considered as a masculine domain in the Rwandan society which could not be affected by
their earning capacity.

4.4. Freedom from domination
Table 4 shows the level of freedom of female and male respondents in taking decision related to the
Rwandan cultural norms that confine women at a subordinate position.
The results of Table 4 show that the mean score for males was 4.12 and that of females was 3.82.
In the context of a 5 point likert scale used in this investigation, both female and male respondents
achieved a high level of freedom. However, the results of a t-test analysis prove a statistical difference in the level of freedom between men and women (t = 6.9) at p < 0.01. This inferiority of women
in decisions related to freedom from domination arises mainly from cultural norms that promote
gender inequality in household chores. In this domain the freedom of men was higher (3.94) than
that of women (3.06). This difference was statistically significant (t = 6.07) at p < 0.01. This increase
in women’s workload reduces their free time for social events (mean scores were 4.24 for men and
3.76 for women). This difference in their freedom to participate in social events were statistically
significant (t = 3.46) at p < 0.01. This is consistent with the information of the FGDs where women
reported that the biggest challenge they met when they are using microcredit was the increased
workload resulting from increased time devoted to income generating activities. In Rubavu branch,
one female participant noted that:
From when I received the first loan, I’m working so hard because I fear to be called
“Bihemu”, to mean the client who failed to pay back the loan. I get up early in the morning
to organize the breakfast and prepare the children for school before going to Goma where I
do my daily business. Even if I come back home very late in the evening, I can’t sleep before
being sure that everyone has eaten and that I have finished all the household chores. I’m
the last to sleep in my household. (Female participant, Women FGD Rubavu)
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Table 4. Freedom from domination in cultural oppressive decisions
Indicators of freedom from domination

t

Mean
Males

Females

Mobility

4.33

4.09

1.77

Family planning

4.00

3.79

1.61

Participation in household chores

3.94

3.06

6.07**

Marriage of the children

4.22

3.55

4.68**

Participate in social events

4.24

3.76

3.46**

Domestic violence

4.22

4.08

1.28

Actions to promote gender equality

4.02

4.11

−0.71

Participate in politics

3.69

3.63

0.41

Participate in MFI activities

4.24

4.06

1.73

Equality in inheritance

4.31

4.07

2.23*

Mean score in freedom from domination

4.12

3.82

6.96**

**Significant at 1%.
*Significant at 5%.

Other women said that access to microcredit has reduced their free time that was used to visit
their relatives and friends as they are occupied by their businesses all the time. They can participate
in social events only on special occasions like marriage or burial ceremonies. Otherwise, socialization
events are planned sometimes on Sundays after church services.
In addition to this challenge of reducing women’s free time, female participants of the FGDs
revealed that social and cultural norms that consider reproductive roles as a “women’s domain”
restrain men’s willingness to participate in such activities. The following quotations offer an overview
on the ways domestic works are divided between women and men within a household.
In our community, when a man is active in household chores, the neighbors say that he was
bewitched by his wife. (Female participant, women FGD Kigali)
Culture is the main challenge. Although my husband appreciates my economic contribution,
his participation in household activities is very limited. He can only do some tasks that do
not make him ashamed like fetching water, feeding the children when I’m not at home. But
the main tasks like cooking, washing clothes, cleaning the house, and many others, are my
responsibility. (Female participant, Women FGD, Muhanga)
Cultural norms of the Rwandan society discourage men to support their wives in their typical reproductive roles. Community members consider a man who is actively involved in women’s reproductive roles as an “effeminate man”. This offensive name limits men’s willingness to support their
wives in reproductive roles and access to microcredit enhances women’s triple role burden for poor
women who can’t pay house-workers. They are obliged to combine their income generating activities with their previous reproductive roles. Even women who have the capacity to pay house-girls
have said that there are some household duties that are compulsory assigned to a woman.
Consequently, active involvement in income generating activity resulted in increased workload for
most women. This finding is consistent with Simojoki (2003) who states that microcredit failed to
challenge patriarchal norms of gender division of labor by imposing a heavy workload on women.
Therefore, the failure of microcredit to challenge the existing gender division of labor increased
women’s normal workload by combining their reproductive works with the new tasks of their loan
investment activities. Increased workload as a challenge to women empowerment was also reported by Cheston and Kuhn (2002) who says that although MFIs aim to promote gender equality
through shared responsibilities between females and males; this reality can’t be achieved overnight.
For that reason, female borrowers have to balance between family and business responsibilities.
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Women’s freedom is also restricted by the patriarchal nature of the Rwandan society that promotes men’s power as the head of the household. For instance men are more free than women in
taking decision about inheritance (means are 4.31 and 4.07 for men and women respectively, with a
statistical significant t results (t = 2.23) at p < 0.05), and decision about marriage of the children
(means are 4.22 and 3.55 for men and women respectively, with a statistical significant t results
(t = 4.68) at p < 0.01).
Despite this inequality highlighted above, women were able to achieve equality in some aspects
like participation in community politics, participation in MFI’s activities, actions to promote gender
equality, reduced domestic violence, mobility and family planning. This was also confirmed by
Cheston and Kuhn (2002) who said that participation in microcredit programs helped women to
improve their decision-making power in the domain that was previously dominated by men. The
report of World Relief Rwanda (1999) has also indicated that female clients of URWEGO opportunity
banks were able to increase their power in decision-making in business activities, household, community and church levels from 38 to 54% only after 18 months of participation in microcredit
program.
The political arena of the Rwandan community was initially regarded as a privilege of men like in
many other patriarchal societies. It is from 1994 that the Government of Rwanda showed a political
will of promoting women’s participation in leadership and politics particularly through the constitution of 2003 that brought numerous changes in legislation regarding 30% of women seats in the
parliament and other higher ranking positions of decision-making, MFIs and other Civil Society
Organizations have also put in place supportive actions to promote the entrance of women in the
political life of their respective communities. Before joining Duterimbere MFI, some women had low
self-confidence and could not believe that they can join decision-making authorities of community
affairs. They were reluctant to compete with men as they assumed that men have enough power
and resources to win political elections. Their membership in Duterimbere MFI changed this status.
From the success of their income generating activities, some women are being promoted to community leadership by their local leaders after noticing that those women have the potential to contribute to the development of the community members. In agreement with this, Lakwo (2006)
argues that access to microcredit enhances women power over their voice as they upgrade from
unknown to well-known status of being eligible to the position of discussing community issues
around the table with men. Women of different branches revealed also that their contribution to
politics is not confined to community level as some of them are now participating in higher levels of
decision-making. Women of Muhanga branch said that they have supported one member of
Duterimbere MFI in the election of the members of the Council in decentralized administrative entities who is now a member of that council at the sector level. Moreover, some women members of
Duterimbere MFI of Kigali, Musanze and Rubavu branches revealed that they have been active in the
electoral campaigns of women leaders who wanted to become members of the parliament. This
highlights that their membership to credit program brought women together where they can meet
and discuss on how they can promote the common goal of gender equality in the legal and political
ground. When they are together, women know each other and can motivate those who have better
aptitude to represent their common interest in the community politics, mainly among the representative of their solidarity groups.
This approach of promoting women’s political and community participation corresponds to the
idea of liberating empowerment that is conceptualized by Sardenberg (2008). Her definition of empowerment is based on women’s liberation whereby united women fight for initiating the process of
cultural transformations and measures that may help them to put an end to inequalities that are
promoted by the structures of patriarchy at the household, community and in all the institutions of
decision-making. This confirms the argument of Bayisenge (2010) that the empowerment of women
cannot be achieved if they don’t have a say in the institutions where decision are taken. Women are
now in a better position to express their opinions confidently and participate actively in the public
male world of politics as per Umashankar (2006)’s argument.
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Duterimbere MFI promotes awareness about women’s rights and equal participation in decisionmaking amongst its members. The strategy used is in line with trainings that are given to its members for empowering them with the required skills of managing their small SMEs. It was reported in
different interviews with branch managers and loan officers that at each and every session of the
training in business literacy, the MFI includes a discussion on women’s rights and gender equality
issues. This strategic approach helped men to understand the importance of promoting women’s
rights and having women in leadership positions. Different testimonies recorded in the FGDs of men
supported the importance of Duterimbere MFI in promoting men’s commitment to gender equality
in politics and to women’s rights:
Before my membership in Duterimbere MFI, I considered the quota of 30% given to women
in leadership positions as a political strategy of respecting the international standards.
However, the strategy of Duterimbere MFI of gender equality in staffing in all the positions
of the MFI helped me to change my opinion. Duterimbere is a good example that women
are also as capable of leadership and political position as men. For the moment, I support
women who stand for political elections in my community and I shall continue to support
capable female candidates. (Male participant, men FGD Rubavu branch)
Duterimbere MFI’s trainings helped me to understand the importance of females in decision
making positions. Immediately after becoming a member of Duterimbere MFI, for the first
time, our Sector received an Executive Secretary who is a woman. If I can compare the
management of our Sector at the moment and the past where it was headed by men, I see
positive changes in the way we are received and the waiting time for receiving feedback to
our requests. (Male participant, Musanze branch)
The above examples show that men’s standpoint about women’s participation in the positions of
decision-making changed as a result of their membership in Duterimbere MFI. Most of them were
now supporting women’s leadership after being trained on the importance of having female candidates in management positions. All the same, men were now able to appreciate the good experiences of female leaders in the management of Duterimbere MFI and in the local governance. They
acknowledged getting better services from female leaders than their male counterparts.
Trainings on gender equality and women’s rights offered by Duterimbere MFI helped women to
also get increased awareness on how to claim for their rights. One female participant of the focus
group discussion said:
I have a daughter who was raped by a neighbor. Since I was aware of the process to follow
in such circumstances from Duterimbere trainings, when my girl informed me about the
problem she faced, I directly brought her to the hospital for medical check-up and reported
the case to the police. Surprisingly, when I was in the process of following up that case
with the police, the family members of the offender asked my husband to forgive him; but I
told him that it was not possible, and that we need justice for our girl. (Female participant,
Women FGD Rubavu branch)
From the above quotation it is clear that the woman faced obstacles in convincing his husband to
report the case of gender-based violence to the police due to cultural norms and social resistance.
But with access to information regarding women’s rights, the woman was able to build self-confidence and assertiveness that enabled her to realize her potential of breaking cultural barriers by
promoting justice for her daughter. In agreement with this finding, Simojoki (2003) reveals that
women’s participation in microcredit programs improved their knowledge of their rights and their
competence in reducing domestic violence. As Bayisenge (2010) says, the empowerment of women
requires their ability to overcome shyness and act confidently in addition to greater awareness of
their rights. Similarly, Rowland-Serdar and Schwartz-Shea (1991) revitalized liberal feminist theory
advocated for adjusting the meaning of empowerment in a manner that integrates women’s autonomy and ability to challenge all the conditions that reproduce discrimination and subordination,
including power relations across various spheres of economics, politics, society and culture.
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The findings of Table 4 also showed equality of freedom in mobility between women and men. One
female participant of the focus group discussion explained that her increased mobility derived from
her desire to do cross of cross-border business:
Cultural norms do not allow women to stay out of their homes more than one night. But
when you are using a loan in your business you must search for better opportunities in spite
of all cultural challenges. I was used to doing my small business of selling women’s clothes,
Jewelry and handbags in this market of Muhanga. When I decided to import those products
from Uganda, I realized that I gained a bit more than before. At the beginning, my husband
was not supportive by saying that cross-border trade is tiresome, but there is no free lunch in
this world. (Female participant, women FGD Muhanga branch)
As women have entered the business world where competition is key to success, they are constantly
looking for alternatives that can best fit their capacities and cross border trade is among them. The
need to get better profits from their loans helped some women to invest in male typical businesses
by breaking some of the socio-cultural norms that confined them in the private sphere. This concurs
with what Meier-Pesti and Goetze (2005) have called the reduction of masculinity between women
and men in this capitalist age whereby women may exhibit masculine qualities and be active in what
was conventionally considered as masculine. Similarly, modernization scholars particularly the proponents of the economic modernity supported that microcredit programs sustain women’s entrepreneurial activities and lead to emancipative value change through which increased access to
resources reduce constraints on women’s autonomy and choice in everyday lives (Allen, 2011). In
the traditional society, Rwandan women’s mobility was very restricted due to culture norms that
confined them at home to perform reproductive roles. This new era of modernization and economic
liberation brought a change in social norms as women are now obliged to go out of the family to look
for income opportunities to sustain the livelihoods of their family as well as meeting the repayment
of their loans.
In addition to increased mobility, gender based violence and quarrel resulting from scarcity within
the family have been reduced. One woman said:
Before starting my own business, I was constantly quarreling with my husband particularly
when I asked him for money. He used to tell me that instead of being a helper, I’m a burden
to him. But now, I have my own money that I use to solve some problems instead of
conflicting with him. (Female participant, Women FGD Rubavu).
Prior to running independent businesses, most women were beggars and supplicants because all
financial needs were catered for by the husbands. This situation is annoying and embarrassing particularly in poor families where men’s financial capacity is very limited. The new status of income
earner improved marital relationships. Women’s economic independence was a solution to marital
conflicts which were related to poverty and shortage of resources within the household. That is why
some women did not feel the burden of increased workload because the benefits of getting cash
compensate the pain of working hard. Similarly research by Kabeer (2001) established that women’s
access to MFI’s loans reduced gender-based violence resulting from scarcity-related conflicts.

4.5. Control over loan use and over profits accrued from the loan-funded activity
The above mentioned analysis of comparing the mean scores of different indicators of control over
loan was supplemented by a multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) for checking whether female and male borrowers of Duterimbere MFI can be said to be at the same level of controlling their
loans or not. Following the orientation of Pallant (2005), MANOVA created a composite score of
control over loan which is a linear combination of each of the three variables of loan control (Labor
provision, economic decision-making and freedom from domination). After creating this new summary dependent variable, MONOVA performed an analysis of variance for indicating whether there
is a significant difference between female and male borrowers on this combined indicator of loan
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control. MANOVA also provided detailed information about the univariate results for each of the tree
variables separately.
The null hypothesis of this test: The composite indicator of control over loan is not different for
female and male borrowers.
The results of MANOVA test are presented in Appendix A.
The MANOVA test in this study was performed using sex of respondents as an independent variable and three dependent variables which are labor provision, economic decision-making and freedom from domination. Prior to MANOVA test, the study tested for preliminary assumptions such as
normality, linearity, univariate and multivariate outliers, homogeneity of variance-covariance matrices, and multicollinearity, with no serious violations noted. The results of MANOVA test proved a
statistically significant difference between males and females on the combined dependent variables: F (3, 334) = 16.16, p = 0.000; Wilks’ Lambda = 0.873; partial eta squared = 0.127. When the results for the dependent variables were considered separately, the only difference to reach statistical
significance, using a Bonferroni adjusted alpha level of 0.017, was freedom from domination: F (1,
336) = 44.736, p = 0.000, partial eta squared = 0.117. An inspection of the mean scores indicated
that males reported slightly higher levels of freedom from domination (M = 4.12, SD = 0.369) than
females (M = 3.82, SD = 0.371).
A comprehensive analysis about the causes of this gender inequality in the freedom from domination was provided in Table 4. The study findings showed that difference in women and men’s freedom from domination emerges from cultural norms that promote gender inequality in household
chores as well as the patriarchal nature of the Rwandan society that give to men the privilege of
deciding about the marriage of the children and inheritance of the family property. This therefore
implies that female and male borrowers can be at the same position of controlling their loans as well
as the benefits accrued thereof if there are strategic interventions that can promote gender equality
in household chores.

5. Conclusion
Increased access to microcredit is considered as a strategic tool to deliver wider social benefits in
the life of the poor by enabling them to engage more in income generating activities. This linkage
between access to microcredit and the wellbeing of the poor is founded on their ability to exert
greater control over decision-making regarding microcredit-funded activity. The objective of this
paper was to examine the ability of women and men to control their loans. Specifically, the paper
examined the pattern of gender division of labor provision in the loan-financed activity, the balance
of power in household economic decision-making as well as the level of freedom from domination.
Duterimbere MFI was used as a case study of this research due to its experience of empowering
women and other low-income entrepreneurs in Rwanda. The study findings revealed that the extent
of participation in the productive process of loan-financed activities is influenced by cultural norms
that assign roles and responsibilities to females and males in the Rwandan society. It was revealed
that women were responsible for doing the tasks that are done near or within the home while men
were responsible for carrying out some tasks that require more mobility like the purchase of input,
marketing and selling the final outputs to the market. Some scholars such as Chowdhury and
Mukhopadhaya (2014), Kabeer (1998, 2001) and Mayoux (1999) acknowledge that cultural conventions concerning the division of labor restrain women’s mobility to the market by obliging them to
stay near the home for performing their reproductive roles. Although cultural norms delineate the
gendered division of labor in loan-funded activities, the study findings revealed that both female and
male borrowers were responsible for the conduct of their businesses. Men’s greater participation is
promoted by their masculine identity of greater mobility and freedom to interact with the public
while women’s greater participation derives from their ability to pay house-workers or invest in typical women businesses.
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This increased participation in the conduct of the loan’s investment activity led to greater power
in economic decision-making within the household. The study findings revealed gender equality in
different aspects of economic decision-making. Some women were able to take some of the household’s economic decision independently. There are other women whose husbands were used to
undervalue their voices but this situation was changed by the fact that women were able to earn an
independent income. Hunt and Kasynathan (2002) also state that when women have an income
they gain more respect in decision-making from their husbands. The only domain that scored difference in economic decision-making was large purchase as women’s income gained from microcredit’s investment activities is low to guarantee adequate contribution to such expenditures. Regarding
the effect of microcredit on freedom from domination, the study findings revealed that men are
freer than women in taking decisions related to oppressive cultural norms. Women’s low status derives mainly from cultural norms that consider women as sole responsible for household chores. This
therefore increases women’s workload by combining household and income generating activities.
This paper concludes that the trap of power over loan is not only in labor provision in the loan-financed activity nor in the independence to use the income gained, but also in cultural settings that
limit women’s freedom to fully commit their time in the income generating activity. Therefore, increased access to microcredit has the potentiality to promote the status of women in decisionmaking if it is supported by strategic interventions that can transform the culture of prohibiting
males’ participation in reproductive roles. For promoting gender equality in the control over microcredit in the patriarchal setting of the Rwandan society, it is recommended to Duterimbere MFI and
other policy makers alike to design strategies that can increase men’s willingness to support their
wives when they are using microcredit to support their income generating activities. Particularly,
there is a need to promote cooperation and unity in the division of labor for household chores among
spouses.
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Appendix A
Descriptive statistics
Sex of respondents

Mean

SD

Labor provision

Economic decision

Freedom from domination

N

Male

2.56

0.345

94

Female

2.53

0.395

244

Total

2.54

0.382

338

Male

4.13

0.498

94

Female

4.08

0.499

244
338

Total

4.09

0.498

Male

4.12

0.369

94

Female

3.82

0.371

244

Total

3.90

0.394

338

Box’s test of equality of covariance matricesa
Box’s M

13.956

F

2.296

df1

6

df2

1.990E5

Sig.

0.032

Tests the null hypothesis that the observed covariance matrices of the dependent variables are equal across groups.
Design: Intercept + Sex.

a

Multivariate testsb
Value

F

Pillai’s trace

0.992

Wilks’ lambda

Effect
Intercept

Sex

Hypothesis
df

Error df

Sig.

Partial eta
squared

1.356E4a

3.000

334.000

0.000

0.992

a

0.008

1.356E4

3.000

334.000

0.000

0.992

Hotelling’s trace

121.805

1.356E4a

3.000

334.000

0.000

0.992

Roy’s largest
root

121.805

1.356E4

3.000

334.000

0.000

0.992

Pillai’s trace

0.127

16.162a

3.000

334.000

0.000

0.127

Wilks’ lambda

0.873

16.162

a

3.000

334.000

0.000

0.127

Hotelling’s trace

0.145

16.162a

3.000

334.000

0.000

0.127

Roy’s largest
root

0.145

16.162

3.000

334.000

0.000

0.127

a

a

Exact statistic.

a

Design: Intercept + Sex.

b
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Levene’s test of equality of error variancesa
F

df1

df2

Sig.

Total participartion in labor

3.278

1

336

0.071

Total economic decision

0.306

1

336

0.581

Total freedom

0.033

1

336

0.855

Tests the null hypothesis that the error variance of the dependent variable is equal across groups.
Design: Intercept + Sex.

a

Tests of between-subjects effects
Source

Dependent
variable

Type III sum of
squares

df

Mean
square

F

Sig.

Partial eta
squared

Corrected
model

Labor provision

0.059a

1

0.059

0.402

0.527

0.001

Economic decision

0.161b

1

0.161

0.648

0.422

0.002

Freedom from
domination

6.144

1

6.144

44.736

0.000

0.117

Labor provision

1756.420

1

1756.420

1.202E4

0.000

0.973

Intercept

Sex

Error

Total

Corrected
total

c

Economic decision

4566.191

1

4566.191

1.837E4

0.000

0.982

Freedom from
domination

4278.270

1

4278.270

3.115E4

0.000

0.989

Labor provision

0.059

1

0.059

0.402

0.527

0.001

Economic decision

0.161

1

0.161

0.648

0.422

0.002

Freedom from
domination

6.144

1

6.144

44.736

0.000

0.117

Labor provision

49.092

336

0.146

Economic decision

83.501

336

0.249

Freedom from
domination

46.144

336

0.137

338

Labor provision

2225.120

Economic decision

5739.778

338

Freedom from
domination

5202.111

338

Labor provision

49.150

337

Economic decision

83.662

337

Freedom from
domination

52.287

337

R = 0.001 (Adjusted R2 = −0.002).

a 2

R = 0.000 (Adjusted R2 = −0.003).

b 2

R = 0.117 (Adjusted R2 = 0.115).

c 2
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