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ABSTRACT. This article identifies why some poor rural women do or do not obtain
micro-loans and considers the economic effectiveness of these loans. It draws on
primary data collected through interviews and women focus group discussions from
four villages of Sindh province in Pakistan. A qualitative approach is adopted to
analyze the factors affecting women’s access to micro-loans and their successful use
of these loans. It shows that women’s engagement in social networking helps them
obtain micro-loans and assists them in using these loans wisely. Furthermore, success
in using micro-loans encourages further business entrepreneurship and continuing
evolution in social networks. Poor women need to be made aware of the important
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role that social networking plays in accessing microfinance. Nevertheless, some
rural women (and households) are unable to rely on micro-loans to alleviate their
poverty. This article highlights demand-side credit issues faced by poor women and
the implications of credit supply for their ability to engage in entrepreneurial activity
and wealth creation. It emphasizes the need for a holistic approach to the assessment
of microfinance taking into account its economic, social and psychological impacts
within families, paying particular attention to gender relationships.
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1. Introduction

Microfinance for women has been promoted by its backers as a relatively
effective means to alleviate poverty, stimulate economic growth and empower
women (De & Christian, 2019; Duflo, 2012; Hermes & Hudon, 2018;
Prakash & Malhotra, 2017; Rahman et al., 2017; Thomas, 1990). However,
this rosy assessment has also been challenged or qualified by several re-
searchers (Garikipati, 2008; Murshid et al., 2016). We are still in the process
of improving our understanding of the benefits and disbenefits of micro-loans
and their ability to improve the lot of women and their families. The purpose
of this article is to improve our knowledge of these matters by drawing on a
case study in rural Pakistan and by reviewing some of the relevant literature.
Microfinance is one of the approaches which facilitates women’s em-
powerment; it assists women socially and economically (Salia et al., 2018).
However, its success in improving the standard of life of women and em-
powering them in true sense is debatable (Ali & Hatta, 2012). According to
Kabeer (2005), microfinance is not a ‘magical bullet’ and there are other
fronts where interventions are needed to truly empower women. The process
of empowerment is complex as it affects the existing gender relations and may
lead to unexpected results. Interventions made to improve the livelihoods of
people can result in unintended and unplanned outcomes if these interventions
are not conceived and executed cautiously. For example; programs aimed at
improving women’s lives and making them economically empowered can
enhance women’s power, but these interventions can also impact gender
relations and accelerate domestic violence as a result (Asia, 2014). Women
in more rigid cultural settings are likely to face a higher risk of domestic
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violence because economic empowerment intervenes with patriarchy and
expedites change in rigidly defined gender roles (Hughes et al., 2015). A
study in Ghana found that interventions to empower women economically
resulted in women neglecting their households work, engaging their daughters
to perform their duties and increasing disputes within the family (Salia et al.,
2018). Therefore, the need to address gender power imbalance and existing
gender roles needs to be taken into account before making interventions to
empower women (Huis et al., 2019).

According to the available data, micro-loans in Third World countries
are mainly made to females and to persons located in rural areas. In 2013,
there were reported to be 105.9 million such borrowers of which 81% were
reported to be women and two-thirds of whom were located in rural areas
(Dar et al., 2016: 27). However, as can be seen from Table 1, the gender of
the recipients of these loans varied considerably by geographic region and as
did the percentage of those loans given to rural residents. In South Asia, the
percentage of micro-loans given to females is very high (the highest in the
listed regions) as is the percentage given to rural residents. Note that
(unlike in South Asia) in Eastern Europe and Central Asia, female borrowers
are in the minority. In Latin America and the Caribbean, rural borrowers are
in the minority unlike in South Asia.

Table 1 Percentage of micro-loans taken by females and by rural residents
in the stated regions in 2013 and number of borrowers

Region Female Rural No. of_bc_)rrowers
(%) (%) (millions)
South Asia 93 77 56.7
Latin America & Caribbean 65 35 21.9
Africa 62 54 8.7
Eastern Europe & Central Asia 44 61 3.1
Middle East & North Africa 59 54 2.0

Source: Data extracted from Dar et al. (2016: 22).

While the data provided in Table 1 provides a useful overview of the gender-
related allocation of micro-loans, it should also be pointed out that sometimes
loans taken in a wife’s name are actually used by husbands. Examples of this
in rural Pakistan were revealed in our survey.

It might also be noted that the general cultural context in Pakistan has
similarities with that in many other parts of the Indian sub-continent although
it is not a mirror image (Tisdell, 2019). Paternalism is strong in many parts
of the Indian sub-continent, especially in rural areas. Nevertheless, the status
of South Asian women varies according to cultural differences between social
groups (Tisdell, 2019).
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This article has evolved from a broader study which focused on the
ability of credit schemes to increase the wealth of holders of small farms in
Pakistan. It was found that most of the relevant existing literature concentrated
on the factors affecting the supply of agricultural finance, including micro-
loans to women, with much less attention being given to the demand-side
influences on the taking of such loans. Nevertheless, some studies (Ashraf et
al., 2009; Guirkinger & Boucher, 2004) have identified demand-side obstacles
experienced by smallholders, such as complicated application processes and
difficulties in providing loan collateral, as limiting the demand of women for
agricultural loans. We decided that it would be useful to seek additional in-
formation about the factors limiting the access of poor women to agricultural
finance based on a case in rural Pakistan, as well as to obtain more information
about their demand for such finance.

In this article, our main aim is to obtain insights into the demand-side
credit issues faced by poor wives involved in small-scale agriculture and the
implications of these for their ability to engage in entrepreneurial activity and
wealth creation. Understanding the strategies that women can use to improve
access to financial services can strengthen their role as farmers and improve
economic opportunities for them and their families (Fletschner & Kenney,
2014). The capacity of women to find new business opportunities and create
wealth for their families is well documented (Naudé, 2011) and is viewed as
a key to rural development in emerging economies. Yet, women involved in
small-scale agriculture or other rural activities often struggle to obtain credit
or are reluctant to seek credit. We address these issues by analyzing data
obtained from four focus group discussions (FGDs) with rural women from
four rural villages in the Taluka area of the Khairpur District of Sindh
province in Pakistan as well as data collected as a result of interviews with
these individual wives. Our findings indicate that access to social networks,
and a better understanding of how loans can be used for economic benefit,
are crucial in improving access to financial services. These results are con-
sistent with other studies that have demonstrated the significance of social
capital for entrepreneurial activity (Hanson & Blake, 2009; Korsgaard et al.,
2015). We also identify several other factors that rationally deter wives from
taking such loans.

In recent years, microfinancing (particularly for women) has been pro-
moted as a significant contributor (in less developed countries) to economic
development and poverty alleviation, especially in rural areas. The incidence
of rural poverty is marked in Pakistan (Planning Commission of Pakistan et
al., 2016) and is negatively correlated with the size of agricultural holdings —
it tends to increase as the size of such holdings declines. The size of agricul-
tural holdings in Pakistan has decreased significantly due to land subdivisions
as a result of inheritance practices (Obaidullah, 2015). This trend has added
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to rural poverty in Pakistan. Furthermore, agricultural women usually bear
the brunt of rural poverty because of their inferior social status in paternalistic
societies (Tisdell, 2019), such as those in Pakistan where son preference is
common (Agha, 2018). Consequently, their ability to contribute to household
income is restricted because social factors limit their access to economic
opportunities capable of raising household incomes. This includes their access
to finance for rural projects able to enhance household incomes. In view of
these aspects, the focus of this case study is on Pakistani rural wives living in
households possessing little or no land and on the factors influencing their
utilization of microfinance.

This article is developed in the following way. First, an analytical frame-
work relevant to the investigation is outlined. Then the methodology adopted
is outlined. Subsequently, the basic results from the survey of individual wives
and the information provided by the focus discussion groups are summarized.
This is followed by a more detailed outline of the results obtained from each
of the focal rural villages from which the participating respondents were
drawn. Use is made of data obtained from the focal group discussions as well
as information collected from the prior interviews with individual wives. The
information reported is then reflected on. As a result, we consider the follow-
ing. Reasons why wives do not take agricultural micro-loans are extracted
from the data and consideration is given to the relevance of social network
theory to the ability of women to obtain micro-loans. We explore the role of
social networking and analyse how these networks facilitate poor women in
accessing microfinance facilities and improve their livelihoods. Because social
networking is associated in the literature with social capital theory, this link
is investigated. Additional financial issues arising from this study are also
considered and the relationship between micro-loans and the development of
female entrepreneurship is given attention. Finally, before concluding there
is a general discussion which draws on the available literature to broaden our
assessment of the impacts of the taking of micro-loans by wives on themselves
and their families. In addition, this section enables some extra features
associated with gender and micro-loans to be highlighted.

2. Conceptual Analytical Background

A tree diagram can be used to organize the analysis of the consequences of
the decisions of wives to take or not to take (or seek) micro-loans. A sim-
plified tree diagram with this in mind is shown in Figure 1. It can be made
more detailed as far as the possible consequences of micro-financing are
concerned, but it is adequate for organizing the present discussion.
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Figure 1 A simplified tree diagram intended to help organize
the discussion of the consequences for wives and
their families of the availability of microfinance

Microfinance for wives is available

Micro-loan is taken by a Micro-loan is not taken or
wife sought by a wife

/ /

Types of negative or
positive consequences
experienced by wives or
their family members e.g.

Negative or positive
consequences avoided by
wives and their family
members. An overall net

benefit may be forgone or
an overall net disadvantage
may be avoided

changes in the totals and in
the distribution of income,
workloads, empowerment

The main focus of this case study is on the items shown in the second row of
the tree diagram in Figure 1. However, some of the outcomes in the third row
of this diagram are also identified in this case study. Furthermore, drawing
on the available literature, important aspects of the possible outcomes listed
in the third row of Figure 1 are given attention in Section 7.

Benefits and disbenefits experienced by wives from taking micro-loans
can be quite varied. They may be of an economic, social or psychological
nature. For example, a wife may add to the wealth of her family as a result of
taking a micro-loan but neither herself nor her children may benefit econom-
ically because her husband uses the extra income raised for himself alone or
leaves little of this extra income for his wife and children (Kiriti Nganga &
Tisdell, 2010; Kiriti & Tisdell, 2003; Tisdell, 2019). Servicing the loan may
also make a wife anxious and stress her.

Furthermore, even if the wife does have substantial control over the extra
income earned (and therefore, has greater empowerment in this regard), she
may be subject to increased psychological abuse and violence from her
husband if he feels that his dominance within his family is threatened. This
is just a sampling of the possible wide-ranging consequences of wives taking
micro-loans. The prevalence of these effects is liable to vary with the pre-
vailing culture in which families are embedded.

The case in which each member of a family benefits when a wife takes a
micro-loan represents a very desirable outcome. However, we also need to
recognize that situations arise in which some family members are advantaged
and others are disadvantaged when a wife borrows. When this happens, it is
a challenge to determine whether the family is better off or not. The intra-
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family distributional effects of wives taking micro-loans are an important
subject for empirical investigation. This subject is not directly addressed in
our case study but it is considered in Section 7 of this article by drawing on
the relevant literature.

Major contributions of this case study include its identification of factors
that result in wives from poor rural families successfully obtaining micro-
loans and sing these profitably for funding their own investment projects. As
well, it shows that social networking by wives is able to play a major role in
the success of this process, provide ongoing social and economic benefits,
and add to social capital.

3. Methodology

Female participants from four rural villages in the Khairpur District were
selected to participate in four different focus group discussions (FDGs); one
discussion group for each of the following villages in the Taluka sub-district
of Pakistan: Gagri, Faizabad, Abdul Kareem Solangi and Sanwalo Khan
Jamali. District Khairpur is located in the northern Sindh on the west bank of
the Indus River. The majority of people in this district are directly or indirectly
dependent on agriculture for their survival. The district is further sub-divided
into administrative areas known as “Taluks” (tehsils). There are eight Taluks
in District Khairpur. Most of the people (about 94%) in this district speak the
local language, Sindhi, whereas the remaining speak Punjabi (3.2%), Urdu
(1.4%) and Baluchi (less than 1%). The major cultivated crops include cotton,
sugarcane, wheat, rice, banana, mangoes, but the most important cash crop is
dates — popularly known as the golden harvest (Agha, 2015a, 2016a). Date
production occupies a central role in the village economy of Khairpur,
providing both men and women with opportunities for livelihood (Agha,
2015b). It is the key source of financial support for local people despite the
fact that there is no large, medium or small industry for the processing of
dates within the administrative domain of the district.

The selection of the villages was purposive. Two were selected to include
participants who had taken loans and two were chosen where it was believed
that loans were not taken by poor agricultural women. The majority of the
focus group participants from Gagri and Sanwalo Khan Jamali villages were
found to have taken loans but none from the villages of Faizabad and Abdul
Kareem Solangi. It was expected that this difference would provide scope
for comparative insights and analysis.

Initially, background information was collected about the four villages
and the areas in which they are located (to obtain village profiles) relying on
official sources and interviews with villagers. After this, 27 wives were
individually interviewed (7 from each of the three villages and 6 from one
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village), by means of a structured questionnaire to obtain a large amount of
information about themselves, their families and about their reliance or
otherwise on microfinance. The data collection instruments (for example,
survey questions and the topics of the FGDs) are fully specified in Tisdell et
al. (2017: 27-28). The information gathered from each of the respondents
along with the full transcripts of the four FGDs held with wives from each of
the four villages is available in Tisdell et al. (2017, pp. 30-88).

The interview guide was divided into three sections: the first part related
to the village profile in which basic information about the village was asked,
e.g. number of households in the village, facilities available to the villagers,
number of schools and health facilities, seasonal crops etc. The second part
contained questions about the respondent and her family such as respondent’s
educational level, highest education in the family, number of children and
family members, primary and secondary economic activity of the family and
so on. The third part of the questionnaire carried the questions targeting
agricultural activities, land ownership, access and difficulties to access credit
facilities, repayment of loans etc.

The participants were chosen according to the inclusion criteria, i.e. those
who were directly or indirectly engaged with agricultural activities, had or had
not taken loans (for comparison) for various reasons, had some knowledge
of agricultural practices in the village etc. We excluded senior and unmarried
women from these discussions because younger married women actively par-
ticipated in most of agricultural activities while unmarried and older women
remained at home looking after the household.

The choice of the Taluka sub-district for this study was partly determined
by convenience and cost considerations. The medium of communication was
the local language — Sindhi. The responses of the participants in the focus
groups were recorded and then translated into English. The women who
participated were accessed through intermediaries from their village. Those
intermediaries included a school headmaster, a landlord, and a social worker.
A prior visit was made to each village in order to build rapport with the par-
ticipants and set a schedule for the focus group discussion. The focus groups
were organized at places easily accessible to all participants; for example,
one was organized at the school headmaster’s house. He was a well-known
and trusted man and therefore, village women were allowed to visit his house
without their family’s objection.

Women from the villages had a low socio-economic status. Convincing
these women to participate in focus group discussions was a challenge; nearly
all of these women had limited literacy and social exposure and were not
used to being asked about credit issues, their farming practices and the
challenges they usually face in the fields. This also influenced the length of
the discussions. Except in Gagri village, the majority of the participants in
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other villages lacked confidence in sharing their situation and thus could not
speak at length. In Gagri village, the involvement of the women in socio-
politics enabled them to discuss their practices at length and to be vocal about
their situation.

Although our sample is small, this allowed detailed data to be collected
and provides new information (much of it qualitative) which would otherwise
be unavailable. The value of this type of information has been noted by
Saunders et al. (2018) and others. This survey does bring to light issues that
tend to be overlooked in mechanical collection of large sets of statistical data
and with the further enquiry it generates, is a useful supplement to the
literature on microfinance and gender. Our approach provides new insights
into the demand of poor rural women for micro-credit and their access to
financial services and enables three main themes to be addressed. These are
(1) the impediments to women seeking such loans; (2) the role of social
networks in enabling women to obtain microfinance and use it productively;
and (3) the creation of localized social capital by women and within families
as a result of their access to micro-loans.

4. Basic Results

Each member of the focus groups was asked how many loans they had taken
in the past three years, the sources of these loans, the amount of the loans and
the mode of payment. They were also asked about the method of repayment,
whether or not payment was delayed and if so why. None of the participating
women from Faizabad and Abdul Kareem Solangi village had taken loans.
However, five of the seven participants from Gagri village responded that
they had taken loans and four of the seven participants from Sanwalo Khan
Jamali village reported likewise.

In the case of Gagri village, all the loans were from the Sindh Rural
Support Organization (SRSO). This organization was established in 2003 and
is the main rural support program in Northern Sindh covering ten districts
including Sukkur, Khairpur, Ghotki, Naushero Feroz, Shaheed Banazirabad,
Shikarpur, Jacobabad, Larkana, Kashmore-Kandhkot, and Qambar-Shadadkot.
This is a non-government and non-profit organization aiming to support
disadvantaged rural social groups engaged in agricultural and other wage-
earning activities (such as sharecroppers/haris, small farmers, landless
laborers, and women). The main aim of SRSO is the promotion of sus-
tainable development and the reduction of rural poverty through community
participation and local capacity building.

Payments of loans to women in Gagri were in cash. Except for a group
loan of 100,000 rupees for the establishment of a shop, repayment of none of
the loans was delayed. [Note: At the time of the survey (May 2017), one
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Australian dollar equaled about 80 Pakistani rupees]. The loan for the
establishment of the shop was delayed because the income from the shop
was less than expected. Indications are that loans are for a short term, for
example, one year. Meeting repayments, therefore, requires a rapid cash flow
from the use of a loan, obtaining another loan, or the ability to draw on other
assets to meet repayments. For example, one respondent reported that she
sold livestock to repay her small loan on time.

Four of the seven participants from Sanwalo Khan Jamali village reported
that they had had loans in the last three years. Each of these four women had
had loans from ASA Pakistan Ltd., a microfinance institution, and one of
these women also had had two loans from the Tameer Bank. The Tameer
Bank was established in 2005 and was the first scheduled microfinance bank
in Pakistan. It was taken over by one of the largest mobile providers “Telenor”
in March 2016.

ASA Pakistan is a microfinance organization and a subsidiary of ASA
Pakistan International. The organization is well established in Pakistan and
has several branches in Punjab and Sindh. It aims to empower poor people to
obtain sustainable development through small and medium loans. Their small
loans specifically target working women in order to enable them to support
their families.

5. More Detailed Results Obtained from Focus Group Discussions
and Individual Interviews

Discussions with the women from each of the rural villages under consid-
eration yielded extra information about household gender-related loans and
credit which was unavailable from data obtained in the more structured
portion of our information gathering process. Information from both these
sources is drawn on in this section to provide more detailed results than in
the previous section. While FDGs have their limitations (for example, more
vocal persons may dominate the discussion), they can provide valuable
insights into socio-economic conditions (Cochrane & Thornton, 2017). At
the same time, it needs to be borne in mind that the number involved in such
discussions (‘the sample’) usually has to be small, and how representative it
is of a wider set of persons is a matter for judgment or further investigation.
Bearing this in mind, let us, therefore, consider the relevant extra information
about loans and credit revealed by the FGDs. The discussions with women
groups from each of the villages will be examined in turn.

All families in all the villages represented by the women interviewed are
poor. The comparative economic wealth of their families (classified according
to their villages based on the holdings of land in their family’s name, their
possession of gold and electrical items) is in descending order of wealth:
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Abdul Kareem Solangi, Gagri, Sanwalo Khan Jamali, and Faizabad. An
important factor associated with the households from the first mentioned
village is that all but one of the husbands of interviewed women had off-
farm government jobs. Most men from the other villages lacked off-farm work
and when it is available, it is usually casual (low-paid) work.

5.1. Gagri village: Information about loans and credit extracted from
the FGD with women from this village and their individual interviews
The FGD with women from Gagri revealed that they are politically active,
work hard and are engaged in diversified agricultural production, for example,
they grow a variety of crops and keep some livestock, for instance, buffaloes.
They are also engaged in cottage production — the making of pots and in
addition, assemble mats and plates from date palm leaves. Their social net-
working has enabled them to obtain considerable support from SRSO by way
of loans and the free provision of some agricultural resources, for instance,
some buffaloes. Furthermore, they obtain support from an organization for
women, namely the Indus Resource Centre (IRC). This organization provides
basic information about agriculture and has taken this group of women for a
visit to Islamabad. This visit helped to improve their horizons.

This focus group stated that they belong to the Solangi caste and that
consequently, they all work together. Solangi is a Muslim Rajput tribe living
in Sindh and Southern Punjab. Their co-operation is reinforced by a perception
that they are socially distinct from others. This social separation is not unique
(Kelly et al., 2017). The kinship system in rural Sindh is very specific in order
to retain the integrity of social groups (Agha, 2016b). Caste endogamy is one
of the ways group members can maintain themselves socially and econom-
ically. In so doing, in-group marriage unions are formed to strengthen the
group. These women mentioned that they are taunted by villagers who have
higher incomes and who do not allow their women to work. The Solangi do
allow their daughters to work in agriculture when required.

Various examples were given by the interviewed women of the support
they obtained from the SRSO. These included loans for economic projects,
the free provision of agricultural resources, and advice about agricultural
production and marketing. An interesting example is the buffalo donation
scheme. A group of women were donated two buffalos each by SRSO on the
condition that one be returned to SRSO after two years. At the end of this
period, the ownership of one was retained by the recipient. Any calves born
also became the property of the recipient and recipients were entitled to the
milk of these animals while in their possession. One discussant said that the
women have their own buffalos now and that she herself made approximately
Rs. 80,000 in seven months from the sale of this milk. This scheme involved
partly a gift in kind (a buffalo) and partly an interest-free loan in kind,
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namely one buffalo. It was also mentioned that SRSO provided chickens and
seeds but no details were given about the terms of this assistance.

Mention was made of a women’s local support organization (LSO), which
liaises with SRSO. This organization had, for example, a project for invest-
ment in livestock. It was managed by a committee consisting of a president,
vice-president, a treasurer and another member. The project was for the
benefit of 20 persons and involved a loan. Respondents, when asked about
the advantages of this, replied: ‘We had advantages with this, we earned and
paid back the loan easily, and our network also grew’.

Clearly, the women by co-operating in Gagri village by building social
networks and by being politically active have been able to benefit by
receiving loans and information. These have increased the productivity and
profitability of their farming systems and they have also been able to obtain
donations of agricultural working capital.

5.2. Faizabad village: Information from the FGD with women from this
village and their individual interviews

The situation of the women from Faizabad contrasts strongly with that of the
women from Gagri. Their households have no land in their families’ names
and they are extremely poor. They work daily on the farms of landlords for
very long hours. When asked whether there is any possibility of them having
a bank loan, one respondent said, ‘Yes there is but poor people don’t take the
risk of taking a loan ... [because] of low profitability’. Another woman said:
‘There are banks and an organization we know of but we do not mostly know
as we are not into it’. No use is made of formal loans and credit. One woman
said, ‘when we need money we borrow some amount privately and sometimes
from the landlord who deducts it later from our wage/share’. When asked if
there was any facility for loans for women, one woman said: “We have no
idea, we are concerned with our work’. When asked why don’t they get a
loan, the replies were: ‘No, we don’t get a loan, we are poor’ and ‘Our men
are jobless and [our] kids have to be raised; how can we afford to pay back
loans?’

The extreme poverty of this group of women seems to be associated with
their lack of natural capital (land owned by their families), little human
capital (no education) and the absence of social capital (active and effective
female social networks). This combination traps them in a continuing cycle
of poverty. Their scope for agricultural entrepreneurship is extremely limited.
Potentially, however, there may be scope for them to benefit from a donation-
type scheme, such as the buffalo scheme described in the previous subsection.
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5.3. Abdul Kareem Solangi village: Information about loans and credit
extracted from the FGD with women from this village and their individual
interviews

Women from this village reported that they do not take loans and that loans
are not available for women. It was also explained that sometimes when they
have a shortage of money for agriculture or for their own expenses, their
men go and borrow some grocery items from the shopkeeper. There are no
organizations for women in this village and these women said they have no
economic surplus after providing for necessities. They said that income
(profit) from agricultural activity is very low, and they say they are at a loss
as to how to increase it. In the absence of these women obtaining effective
knowledge about how they can increase the profitability of their agricultural
activities, it is difficult to see how they could benefit from a loan to support
their agricultural activities.

However, households from this village represented by participants in the
FGD are wealthier than those from the other villages when judged by their
ownership of gold, electrical items, and land. All have land in their family’s
name and their holdings range from 1-4 jerib (equivalent to 0.49 acre). This
compares to an estimated average land holding in the locality of this village
in the range of 5-10 jerib.

The fact that all their husbands (except one) had off-farm government
jobs (were teachers, a policeman and a secretary to a local council) may have
reduced the motivation of these families to seek ways to increase their agri-
cultural productivity, obtain knowledge about how to do this, and to take loans
for this purpose. They also make more use of hired labor and hired agri-
cultural machinery and services to produce their crops. These procurements
are financed from their own resources. It is also possible that given their
relative wealth, they are less likely to obtain financial and other support from
NGOs for the purpose of increasing their income from agriculture than poorer
women.

5.4. Sanwalo Khan Jamali village: Information about loans and credit
extracted from the FGD with women from this village and their individual
interviews

Several of the focus group women from this village did take loans. Four took
a group loan from ASA Pakistan Ltd. However, those who spoke up in the
FGD said that their loans were only to help finance their husbands with
operating shops. None of the loans were for the purpose of raising agricultural
productivity and increasing returns from the sale of agricultural produce. It
was also mentioned that there is no organization for women in this village.
Nevertheless, it was stated that the Kashaf Foundation was present in the
village and that it provides group loans for women. The Kashaf Foundation
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was the first specialized microfinance institution in Pakistan to supply
financial and non-financial services to the poor and low-income individuals.
It was established in 1999 with a particular focus on the empowerment of
women by developing their enterprise skill, and providing them with greater
access to education and training to improve their livelihood prospects. How-
ever, none of the focus group respondents stated that they had taken a loan
from Kashaf. They had mostly relied on ASA Pakistan Ltd. for their loans.

One participant in this group also said: “We are unable to save anything
because all we get is spent on our kids and food’. These women struggle to
supply the bare necessities for their household members. No mention was
made of investment in agriculture or of other agricultural initiatives, which
might raise their returns from agriculture. Nevertheless, several of the house-
holds in the ‘sample’ possess small plots of agricultural land. There appears,
therefore, to be a lack of social and economic dynamics which could be
supportive of agricultural innovation, entrepreneurship, and change in this
village. Households (represented by women from this village) appear to be
stuck in an agricultural rut.

6. Reflections on the Information Reported Above

6.1. Means other than microfinance to benefit and empower women
While microfinance is considered to play a leading role in empowering
women, it is contentious whether or not it empowers women in a true sense
(Ali & Hatta, 2012). Although access to microfinance can contribute greatly
to the improvement of poor women’s lives by enhancing their economic
productivity and by developing their social status, it is not the only factor
which can empower women. Other interventions such as greater education or
political quotas for women also need interventions for structural transforma-
tion and women’s empowerment in a real sense (Kabeer, 2005). Women’s
formal education has a positive correlation with their access to credit facilities.
This access enables women to gain economic and social benefits from
microfinance services. Their level of education determines the degree of the
benefit women are likely to gain from microfinance facilities (Salia et al.,
2018). This was also demonstrated from our data as women from three
villages had limited literacy and education as well as access to and awareness
about the credit facilities. Women from Gagri village had greater literacy and
more education and thus their performance in terms of access and utilization
of loans was better than that of their counterparts from other three villages.
The education of our respondents is specified in Table 2.

22



Table 2 A table showing (for each village) the amount of education (in school years
or university achievement) of each of the wives surveyed for this study and whether
they had micro-loans. Those taking micro-loans are identified by an asterisk.

Village . . Abdul Sanwalo
Respondent Gagri Faizabad Kareem Kahn Jamali
Solangi
1 MA degree* 0 5 0*
2 8* 0 8 0*
3 10* 0 0 0*
4 5* 0 0 0*
5 0* 0 0 0
6 0 0 0 0
7 0 0 n.a. 0

Note: Gagri wives used their loans for their own projects but those from Sanwalo Kahn Jamali
did not. They were in fact, used by their hushands.

6.2. Impediments to women obtaining agricultural micro-loans

Except for most female respondents from Gagri, none of the interviewed
women availed themselves of loans for the purpose of agricultural develop-
ment or for their own use. Some reasons given by women who did not take
such loans are listed in Table 3 along with reasons that can be deduced from
the data collected. Mostly, the listed items reflect feminine demand-side
limitations to taking loans for agricultural development. However, some
reflect the unwillingness of providers of formal loans to provide loans to poor
agricultural households.

Table 3 Reasons why women do not take loans for agricultural development

Reasons given in 1. Lack of profitable opportunities for agricultural

interviews investment
(other than FGDs) 2. Ignorance about profitable opportunities for agricultural
investment

3. Too risky given their severe poverty
4. Lack of awareness of possible sources of finance

Reasons which might
reasonably be inferred

5. Lack of social capital and networking among women

6. Difficulties in servicing debt due repayments exceeding
from the FGDs and available cash flow, especially in the early stages and lack
data obtained for this of sufficient income and realizable assets that could be
paper used to meet any such shortfall

7. Difficulties in establishing creditworthiness, especially
of first time borrowers

8. High rates of interest and service charges

Difficulties sometimes
mentioned in the
relevant literature

9. Agricultural land owned entirely by males

10. Lack of collateral to cover a debt in the case of default.
Even if such collateral is available, it may be costly for the
lender to acquire and dispose of the asset involved
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Whether or not the land of a family is owned in the name of males does not
appear to be a major obstacle to women and households accessing micro-
loans for agricultural development in the Taluka area of Pakistan. In all cases,
the land owned by households of the interviewed women is in the name of
males. For example, women from Gagri obtained loans for agricultural pur-
poses and some women from Sanwalo Khan Jamali obtained loans for other
purposes. This suggests that the importance of female ownership of land for
the status of women, as stressed by some researchers (Doss et al., 2015;
Njoh & Ananga, 2016), may have been exaggerated. This does not imply
that it is irrelevant.

Furthermore, the importance of using land as collateral for the purpose of
securing agricultural loans appears to have been overemphasized. The more
important consideration of the lender seems to be the ability (and the
willingness) of a borrower to repay the loan in full and in a timely fashion.
Furthermore, as observed by Schindler (2010), the inability of women to
repay loans prevents them from escaping from poverty. It can in fact, deepen
the extent of their poverty. However, the capacity to repay a loan is likely to
be an increasing function of the amount of agricultural land available to the
household, its productivity, and other factors.

An important reason mentioned by women who did not take agricultural
loans was that they lacked opportunities to invest these funds profitably.
Furthermore, some said that they lacked knowledge about how they could
increase their profits from agriculture by changing their practices. Risk was
also stated in the FGDs as a major impediment to the taking of loans. This is
likely to be especially important for families living near subsistence level.
Those families have no scope for saving or for obtaining an economic surplus,
and possess few assets. Consequently, they are highly vulnerable to agricul-
tural risks.

In one of the FGDs, respondents mentioned that they did not know any-
thing about possible sources of formal finance. While the absence of such
knowledge can be an obstacle to taking advantage of financing opportunities,
in this case, it is clear that even if the women concerned had knowledge about
such opportunities, they would still not have taken loans because of their
extreme poverty and inability to repay. In such circumstances, it is rational
for them not to seek information about the possibility of formal loans (cf.
Tisdell, 1975, Chs. 2 and 3; 1996).

6.3. Social network theory and micro-loans for women

Our data and FGDs show that an important influence on the ability of women
to obtain loans is their capacity to establish effective social networks. These
networks are a form of social capital and enable access to be obtained to
resources such as finance, equipment, information and business opportunities
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(Hanson & Blake, 2009; Korsgaard et al., 2015; McKeever et al., 2014).
This is particularly evident in the case of Gagri where women have been able
to achieve significant agricultural development mostly due to their social
networking and political activism. Most importantly, these women have been
able to build social capital in the public sphere of the community, which is
the domain of commerce and paid labor (Hanson & Blake, 2009). In the other
three villages, there is a noticeable absence of social networking by women.
This may be so in two villages because of their greater impoverishment. They
have little spare time for forming and sustaining such groups because their
time is spent attending to tasks necessary for the survival of their families.
Coping with poverty severely restricts their scope to create and be involved
in social networks.

Social networking involves both time and effort. Yet women are not
always able to convert these efforts into useful outcomes (De Klerk &
Verreynne, 2017), and often focus on developing non-influential networks.
Women are more likely to form network connections with other women and
are therefore limited in their capacity to access the power and decision-
making networks of men (Hanson & Blake, 2009). Furthermore, the absence
of the formation of such networks might also be influenced by the female
perception that potential female borrowers would be unable to service loans
if they were forthcoming and the chances of them receiving outside support
for agricultural development (by forming social groups) is minuscule. In short,
the costs in relation to the prospective benefits of creating female social
networks may be perceived by very poor agricultural women as being
negative. Indeed, this may often be so.

The above discussion suggests that a unimodal relationship may exist
between social network formation and involvement and the poverty level of
households in some developing countries, for example, those on the Indian
subcontinent. Women belonging to extremely poor households are unlikely
to form social networks intended to bring about improvements in their house-
holds’ returns from agriculture. However, as the degree of poverty of these
households declines, the chances of social networks being formed for this
purpose rises. However, possibly, in cases where agricultural households are
reasonably well off, women are less inclined in some societies to form social
networks with this objective in mind. There is some evidence from our data
to suggest the existence of a rise in the above-mentioned relationship. There
is other evidence that on the Indian subcontinent, women from higher income
families in rural areas are less likely to be involved in economic activities
outside the home than those from low income families (Tisdell, 2019). This
partly reflects cultural factors.
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6.4. Social networks and problems involved in measuring social capital
Developing effective social networks adds to social capital and can increase
the wealth of participants in such networks. The results reported by the inter-
viewed wives from Gagri village provide a pertinent example of this process.
In our view, it is important to study the processes involved in the formation
of social capital at the local and micro-levels (e.g. its accumulation by
individuals and families) in order to ensure the policy relevance of this type
of research.

Although social capital has been recognized as a significant potential con-
tributor to economic growth (World Bank, 2011), its accurate measurement
as an independent variable is very difficult to achieve, perhaps impossible.
This is because it is comprised of several different elements, each of which
is highly resistant to being accurately quantified. Therefore, in applying
some macroeconomic growth models, several economists have treated the
contribution of social capital to wealth as a residual (Arrow et al., 2012).
However, as is well documented by Engelbrecht (2016), this approach can
result in very different estimates of the contribution of social capital to
economic growth at the macro-level using the same data sets.

Most studies of social capital (especially those by sociologists) stress the
importance of trust between individuals and the presence of social networks
as major contributors to the existence and ‘size’ of social capital (see, for
example, Coleman, 1990; Hong et al., 2019; Putnam, 2000; Righi, 2013;
Westlund & Adam, 2010). While both of these elements resist being measured
accurately, one is usually able to obtain a more accurate image of these
locally than on broader geographical scales, especially if this is on a macro-
scale, and if the various elements are represented by a single variable.

This study gave attention to localized aspects of social capital. The idea
that social capital is highly contextual has previously been noted by McKeever
et al. (2014). However, even at localized levels, the quantification of social
capital as a single variable and the accurate measurement of its components
empirically remain challenging. For example, all the attributes of social
networks need to be accounted for. These include their purpose (which can
vary considerably), their extent and structure, their strength (depth), the
nature of interconnections between their members, and the sustainability
(resilience) of these networks (Hong et al., 2019; Kastelle & Steen, 2014).

The dynamics of the creation of social capital also require careful con-
sideration. For example, how do lenders come to trust borrowers or pro-
spective borrowers? In this article, this was shown to depend on the past
credit history of borrowers. Also, the presence of trust is important for the
establishment of social networks and their sustainability. This is because, as
a rule, all members of a social network are expected to co-operate to provide
mutual advantages to each other. In other words, prospects for social recip-
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rocation are usually important (McKeever et al., 2014). Perceptions about how
much potential members of a social network can be trusted to co-operate
with one another influences whether or not a social network is likely to be
established (Shazi et al., 2015). If after the establishment of a social network
significant trustworthiness of its members is confirmed, this is likely to in-
crease the likelihood of this network being maintained, extended or utilized
for a widening range of purposes, as is evidenced by the Gagri village case.

Analyzing social capital is frequently restricted to the consideration of
trust and social networks. However, a strong case exists for including ‘good’
governance as a component of social capital. This should include (to the extent
possible) an allowance for the codification of the law and its enforcement,
that is, the maintenance of law and order (Smith, 1910[1776]). Nevertheless,
there is disagreement among scholars about what constitutes good governance
at the national level, e.g. the extent to which good governance depends on
the presence of authoritarian or democratic institutions.

6.5. Additional financial matters

Another issue not raised by participants in the FGDs but which can be influ-
ential is the importance of cash flow constraints as an influence on accepting
microfinance. Repayment of the loans mentioned in the survey was required
over a comparatively short period of time. This can create a cash flow
problem (in particular, for innovative projects) because it usually takes a
while before many investments in agriculture provide an adequate cash flow
to service loans. In such cases, other sources must be drawn on to service a
debt. In general, the poorest agriculturalists (and female borrowers) have
little or no capacity to draw on other sources of income or realize assets to
service a debt if the cash flow from a financial investment is insufficient to
cover some of the instalments agreed to for debt repayment.

Judging from our sample, micro-loans made to women (of households
holding little agricultural land) are relatively short term, for example, for
periods of 1-2 years. Long-term loans, which might increase their agricul-
tural wealth, appear to miss out on funding. This is probably because of
insufficient collateral of the borrowers to cover the loan should they default.

The main criterion adopted by lenders for giving loans to the women who
participated in the focus group discussion appears to be their creditworthiness.
This is usually established by timely repayments of previous loans. This can
make it difficult for first-time borrowers to obtain a loan. In some cases, this
can be overcome by having a surety or sureties. Some group loans contain an
element of this type of insurance.

None of the female respondents mentioned high-interest rates as a deter-
rent to taking loans. Nevertheless, it is clear that interest and debt servicing
charges can be high and are likely to be deterrents to the taking of loans by
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poor women for agricultural purposes. Although none of the women artic-
ulated this directly, the way the women from the village Sanwalo Khan
Jamali reacted to the question about interest revealed that these women
would have to pay more in the way of interest than their returns. Women
from the village Faizabad also responded in the same manner; for example
on the question of women’s engagements with loan-taking services, a woman
said: “No we do not take loans, we are poor... our men are jobless and kids
have to be raised. How can we pay back loans?’

6.6. Enterprise and micro-loans

This study highlights the important role played by social networking (in-
cluding political enterprise) in enabling poor agricultural women to obtain
micro-loans for development of their businesses. The significance of this
factor is evident from interviews with female focus groups from Gagri
village. It is also clear from this study that enterprise by would-be borrowers
is required on two fronts, namely in social networking, and in finding
economic opportunities which will enable them to service their loans and add
to their income.

In addition, the Gagri case indicates that the success of recipients with
microfinancing breeds further success. It encourages borrowers to seek
further loans and extra support is likely to be forthcoming from NGOs
wanting to assist these poor entrepreneurs. Two effects are present, namely,
borrowers learn by doing, and for lenders, there is a demonstration effect.
Successful borrowers show that they are creditworthy and are able to
enhance their wealth by such loans. As a result, successful borrowers are
likely to be favored by lenders for future micro-loans, and by NGOs for
other forms of assistance. Increased trust is also developed between lenders
and borrowers as a result of this process. While this can be beneficial to the
parties involved from a business point of view, it can have a negative social
effect. It is likely to make it more difficult for those who are considering
obtaining micro-loans for the first time to receive loans and obtain other
types of support from NGOs. In effect, a barrier to entry of new borrowers is
created. Many microfinanciers are likely to concentrate on repeated lending
to previous borrowers who have proven themselves to be creditworthy, as
has been pointed out by Becker and Posner (2009, Ch. 47).

Furthermore, it should be recognized that microfinanciers are involved in
a search process; not only potential borrowers. Their repeated loans to pre-
vious creditworthy customers result in their search costs (or more generally
transaction costs) being lower than otherwise. Transaction costs are also likely
to be lower when the offices of micro-lenders are located in the vicinity of
potential borrowers. This locational factor seems, for example, to have favored
respondents from Gagri village obtaining micro-loans and other forms of aid.
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In the Gagri case, social networking enhanced the social capital of
women involved in this networking, increased their access to further credit
and to market opportunities, as well as enabling them to secure additional
resources and knowledge; all of which had positive consequences for their
business enterprises and for the alleviation of their poverty. These conse-
guences accord with the general hypotheses of Grootaert (1998), Knight and
Yueh (2008), and van Bastelaer (2000). Because lending by mainstream
financial institutions is more carefully regulated by fiduciary rules than is
microfinancing (Becker & Posner, 2009, Ch. 47), and social networking is
likely to be more important in gaining access to the latter type of finance.

7. General Discussion

The focus of this study has been on determining factors that seem to influence
the demand of rural wives in Pakistan for microfinance and the ability of
micro-loans to promote the entrepreneurship of these women. The results
indicate that those from very poor families with a low level of education
(e.g. wives in Faizabad) do not seek loans. This is because they believe that
they cannot utilize loans profitably and also that they are unlikely to obtain
loans. They are too poor to benefit from microfinance. Nevertheless, in
Sanwalo Kahn Jamali, quite poor wives with no education did obtain micro-
loans but as stooges for their hushands.

The better-off group of wives economically in this survey came from
Abdul Kareem Solangi village. Their families had the most land and the
husbands of most had government jobs. They did not seek loans. In their
FGD, they said that they did not seek microfinance because they did not
know how to profit from using these. However, it might have also been the
case that they were not highly motivated to increase the profitability of their
farms. This low economic push-factor may have been accompanied by a
cultural disinclination to seek micro-loans. The education levels of wives in
this village were quite low.

The standout group of wives in this study was from Gagri village. Most
of the wives interviewed from this village availed themselves of micro-loans.
Their families were poor but better off than the families of interviewed wives
from Faizabad and Sanwalo Kahn Jamali. On average, they had received
more education than the wives from the other three villages. One wife had,
in fact, completed an MA degree, even though the level of education of the
other interviewed wives was substantially lower. This wife appears to have
been a prime mover in having most of the women interviewed from this
village taking micro-loans. This group of wives developed productive social
networks and obtained valuable investment advice and assistance from an
NGO. In this case, micro-loans acted as a catalyst for their entrepreneurship.
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The families of most of these wives have some land, but a small amount.
Education and their own self-initiative appear to have been the major con-
tributors to their successful economic results from borrowing. Their early
success appears to have generated further success.

Figure 2 summarizes the features that distinguish women borrowers from
Gagri village from the other interviewed wives. These factors provide a guide
to factors that are likely to result in a financial gain from the taking of micro-
loans. They may have a high degree of transferability to other situations.

Figure 2 Distinguishing features (which can be gleaned from this case study) which
assisted Gagri women in obtaining micro-loans and in investing them profitably for
financial gain. As a result, a new social dynamic emerged which included the
continuing extension of productive social networks.

Leadership by the
most educated
woman in the
Superior level of group Displayed self-
education of initiative
female borrowers

Established
productive social
network

Poor but not
extremely poor

Agricultural advice and social
support from NGOs resulting

in knowledge enhancement
and social engagement

The results of this study are consistent with one of the findings of Salia et al.
(2018). They found that higher levels of education of women (especially if
they had university education) increased their ability to access micro-loans,
identify economic opportunities, and use their loans profitably. This appears
to be a major reason why (in our study) the group of interviewed women
from Gagri village accessed micro-loans and used these productively, thereby
distinguishing this group from the other wives surveyed by us.

This study did not examine the varied distributional impacts on families
that arise as a result of the taking micro-loans by wives. These distributional
impacts can include changes in inequality of income within the family, in
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power relationships as well as in workloads. This aspect needs more research.
However, the importance of these types of issues is widely recognized in the
available literature.

Huis et al. (2019) and others (Dixon et al., 2012; Dutt et al., 2016;
Howson & Flood, 2015; Rahman, 1999; Rahman et al., 2011) have identified
that significant changes in power relationships within families can occur when
wives take micro-loans to foster their own economic activities. A husband
may take countervailing actions directed at his wife if he feels his dominance
within their family is threatened when his wife takes a micro-loan. This type
of social conflict might be minimized if the partners consult and agree on
goals prior to this borrowing. However, Huis et al. (2019) found that in-
volving both wives and husbands in pre-consultations and training prior to
wives borrowing yielded mixed results. In one study, women’s empowerment
increased and in another, it was not strengthened (Huis et al., 2019: 348).
The prospects of women being empowered within their families by borrowing
(or more generally by independently earning income (see Tisdell, 2019)) vary
according to cultures; as does the likelihood of negative treatments of wives
(physical violence, psychological bullying) by their husbands in such cases.
This is an area that calls for more investigation.

A study by Salia et al. (2018) investigating the impacts on families of
microfinance for wives in Accra, Ghana concluded that “women’s economic
empowerment [obtained from borrowing] often precipitates or aggravates
incidences of polygyny, family conflicts and adverse impacts on young girls’
education and well-being. These effectively neutralize the benefits of micro-
finance” (Salia et al., 2018: 284). The reasons why these effects occur in
Ghana are well explained by Salia et al. (2018). However, these types of
negative consequences can be expected to differ in other cultural contexts
and geographical areas.

Both the examples by Huis et al. (2019) and by Salia et al. (2018) and
their coverage of the relevant literature are significant in that they highlight
the need when assessing the overall benefit of the taking of micro-loans by
women to consider the distributional effects on all members of their families
and not just the aggregate economic effects of these loans. Even if the
economic benefits to a family of such loans are positive, this can be offset or
more than counter-balanced by other negative effects on a family. We need
to consider the consequences of micro-loans in a holistic manner.

8. Conclusions

The supply of credit/loans is not a panacea for wealth creation by those who

have small amounts of agricultural land, possess few assets, and are income

poor and wish to escape poverty. Most are unable to take advantage of
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potential agricultural loans for several reasons, as has been outlined in this
article. Many rural women and their families appear to be trapped in a
situation of chronic poverty from which they cannot escape by taking loans,
for example, the women interviewed from Faizabad. Furthermore, their strat-
egies for survival (necessitated by their extreme poverty) make it virtually
impossible for them to commence social initiatives that could lift them out of
extreme poverty. In these cases, the only avenue for increasing their economic
welfare seems to be by the provision of charitable assistance (Tisdell &
Ahmad, 2018). However, other cases exist where there is potential scope for
increasing the agricultural wealth of these poor farmers, for example, in Abdul
Kareem Solangi village. Women from this village reported that they did not
know of techniques and methods that would increase the profitability of their
agricultural activities, and suggested that the government must suggest
improvements to them. If their relevant knowledge was improved, there could
be scope for them to increase their agricultural wealth by securing micro-
loans. However, the likelihood of this happening seems to be low given their
lack of education and the absences of other factors that enable women from
Gagri village to benefit economically and socially from micro-loans.

In most (but not all) of the households considered in this survey, women
are the major breadwinners in their families and seem to be more integrally
involved with agriculture than men. Many of their husbands are unemployed
or significantly underemployed. In these circumstances, the role of poor
women is pivotal to creating agricultural wealth and they can be quite
successful, in suitable circumstances, in doing so, as is illustrated by the
Gagri case. It is, therefore, important in designing agricultural policy, as
suggested by Naudé (2011), to pay particular attention to means that will
empower poor agricultural women to bring about agricultural development
and help to alleviate the poverty of their families. Nevertheless, it is clear
that microfinance does not necessarily benefit women borrowers and all of
their family members and women are not always empowered within families
by these loans, even when their loans are used profitably. In fact, the
opposite can occur in such cases. Women and their families can benefit from
microfinance but there is also a risk of increased hardship being experienced
by family members of either gender. Poor rural women having little or no
education and living in paternalistic societies are particularly vulnerable to
such risks.
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