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Introduction 

According to the United Nations’ annual 2010 Millennium Development Goals Report, in 

2005 about 27 percent of the developing world’s population lived beneath the poverty line of less 

than $1.25 per day.  In some regions, this percentage is actually much higher.  For example, in 

2005, 51 percent of the population in sub-Sahara Africa lived below this poverty line.  The recent 

global economic crisis has only increased the problem, creating widespread unemployment, 

unstable job markets, and increased food prices.  In fact, the number of people undernourished in 

developing countries actually spiked in 2009 to an estimated 1 billion people, an increase from 

805 million in 2000-2002.   

Unquestionably, poverty is a critical problem facing the world.  It is a problem that the 

international community has been struggling to fight for decades, working to find new solutions 

and spearhead new initiatives.  Significant progress has been made, especially in certain regions 

in Asia.  However, real positive change has yet to reach many people throughout the world, 

including sub-Saharan Africa.   

In his book, The End of Poverty, Jeffrey D. Sachs describes what he calls the poverty 

trap.  He describes how people living in extreme poverty are unable to bring themselves out of 

the trap.  Economic growth, even on the individual level, requires capital.  However, imagine the 

circumstances facing many poor villagers.  They lack paved roads, irrigation, and power 

generators; their human capital is hungry, disease-ridden, and illiterate; and the natural capital is 

depleted, trees cut down, soil eroded.  In order to build capital, they’d need to first build savings.  

However, when you are living in extreme poverty, you require all of your income (if not more) 

just to survive, making saving impossible (Sachs, 56).  Therefore, people born into extreme 
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poverty will ultimately spend their lives unable to climb out of the poverty trap, and their 

children will be born into the same situation.  Thus, understanding poverty requires an 

understanding of the cyclical nature of disempowerment and lack of opportunity that reproduces 

poverty generation after generation.  Since people living in extreme poverty are unable to break 

free of the poverty trap by themselves, effective aid programs are required to assist these people 

get onto the first rungs of development.  Many aid programs have failed because they have failed 

to effectively break this cycle.  Any successful aid program needs to focus on how to build 

capital, savings, technology, and/or infrastructure.  Micro-finance is a relatively new, promising 

approach to enabling people to build personal capital.   

The creation of modern micro-finance is often credited to Dr. Muhammad Yunus, who 

began experimenting with lending small amounts of money to poor women in Bangladesh in the 

1970s.  He went on to found Grameen Bank in 1983 and won the Nobel Peace Prize in 2006.  

His success with micro-lending led to increased international attention to the benefits of making 

credit available to the poor.  Typical banking services are intended for people who already have 

financial assets – you can make a lot more money from a large loan than a small one.  Also, 

traditional banks have viewed lending to the poor as too great a financial risk because of their 

lack of collateral.  However, Dr. Yunus proved that lending to the poor can be successful in 

certain cases (Yunus).   

Furthermore, Dr. Yunus’ focus on lending to women has been remarkably 

groundbreaking.  Since the beginning, micro-lenders have focused on lending to women for two 

predominant reasons.  Women suffer more from poverty than men; in times of drought and 

famine, more girls die than boys.  Also, perhaps more significantly, studies have repeatedly 

shown that women are more likely to use their income for education or growing small 
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businesses.  When men have a greater control over the family’s spending, a larger portion is 

spent on instant gratification, such as, alcohol, prostitutes, soda, etc.  By lending to women, 

micro-finance is empowering women to have more control over family decisions, helping the 

entire family to improve its circumstances (Yunus).   

Purpose 

Micro-finance has struggled to be as successful in sub-Saharan Africa as in other world 

regions.  This is partially because communities are more rural and dispersed, and partially 

because the underlying economies are growing more slowly.  Also, micro-finance in Africa is 

newer, and, therefore, the models haven’t yet had time to fully adjust and adapt to the local 

cultural and economic circumstances.  For this reason, to encourage increased success of micro-

finance in sub-Saharan Africa, it is crucial to build our understanding of what models are 

currently working and how they could be improved.  It is crucial to consider the lifestyles led by 

women in rural Africa, and how micro-finance could be used to improve their opportunities.  

 Accordingly, this study was designed to closely examine a particular case study in rural 

Kenya.  The study aimed to address questions, such as: what types of micro-businesses are 

women engaged in, how do women use their income, and do they feel that micro-loans have 

improved their quality of life.  The study aimed to understand the role of micro-finance from the 

perspective of the local, rural women who had been recipients of micro-loans.  It is important to 

understand how the women feel micro-finance has helped them and their family, but also to 

understand what ways the women feel the process could be improved.  The goal was to more 

fully understand how micro-finance has affected these rural communities in Kenya.  What new 

business opportunities has it brought to the communities?  Are more parents able to send their 

children to school?  Are the women more economically and social empowered?  It is important 
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to fully understand how micro-finance has impacted various aspects, both economic and social, 

of the lives of individual women and the lives their communities.   

Methods 

 In order to learn more about the role of micro-finance in the social and economic lives of 

women in rural Kenya, 35 women from the rural communities in the Coastal Providence of 

Kenya were interviewed.  All of the interviews were conducted by the staff of Dzarino 

Community Based Training Organization, a grassroots non-profit organization run by local 

Kenyans.  The interview process was led by Dzarino’s administrative officer Felix Munga Tunje, 

who assisted in helping to design and implement the research.  Dzarino works with about 30 

groups of women from the surrounding rural villages.  They provide micro-loans, as well as 

valuable training in business, record keeping, and personal savings.   

 The participants were chosen for a number of reasons.  We interviewed 35 women from 

rural communities because the goal of the study was to understand the typical experiences of 

women in rural sub-Saharan Africa.  All of the women had taken at least one micro-loan from 

Dzarino.  Thus, Dzarino had previous experience working with each of the women interviewed.  

Several of the women had taken multiple loans, increasing their personal understanding of the 

micro-finance process.  Women were interviewed from 6 different communities in the coast 

province, hopefully providing the study with more diverse perspectives and a wider range of 

responses.   

The staff at Dzarino had to help overcome the language barriers.  The interviews were 

conducted in Swahili, the most common language spoken among the rural women.  Then, they 

translated the responses into English.  The written consent forms were in Swahili, but the 
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interviewers also made sure to read over the form with the participants because many were 

illiterate.  Additionally, since all of the participants have received micro-loans from Dzarino, and 

many hope to continue receiving loans in the future, there was potential for the participants to 

feel pressured to respond in a certain way.  In order to prevent this potential conflict from 

interfering with the integrity of the results, Dzarino staff were instructed to emphasize to the 

participants before the interviews that their responses could be completely honest.  Participants 

were informed that the study’s aim was to understand their perspectives on micro-finance, and 

that their responses would hopefully be used to improve the process.  The results of the study 

will be shared with the participants.   

In order to encourage discussion during the interviews, the interview questions were 

semi-structured.  Questions such as, how has your business helped your family?, were designed 

to encourage the participant to think critically about their experiences and share their thoughts.  

By asking more open questions, the study was aiming to give the participants a voice, freeing 

them to comment on aspects of micro-finance that perhaps hadn’t been considered or to make 

suggestions on improving the process.  For example, the question, Can you suggest ways micro-

business lending could be improved to benefit the women in your community?, invited the 

women to discuss their concerns about micro-finance and suggest ways to help alleviate these 

concerns based specifically on their personal experiences.   

In addition to open questions, the study also asked a number of structured questions.  For 

these, the participant was asked to select from a list of possible responses.  For example, they 

were asked to select if they were married, divorced, or a single parent.  They were also asked to 

indicate from a list of options how they (and their husband) used their income.  The list included: 

food, school fees, clothing, building house, drinking alcohol, or other.  By asking these 
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structured questions the study aimed to gain more quantitative results.  For example, which items 

are, statistically, most likely to be purchased with the income earned from a woman’s micro-

business?   

Findings 

 Micro-finance has gained a lot of international attention in recent years.  By December 

2007, micro-credit was believed to have reached 154 million clients, 107 million of whom were 

among the poorest of the world’s population.  In fact, 2005 was declared by the United Nations 

to be the Year of Microcredit, and Dr. Muhammad Yunus won the Noble Peace Prize for his 

pioneering work in the field (Shetty).  Since the beginning, microcredit programs have focused 

on women.  Supporters have claimed that micro-finance assists poor women in two main ways: 

poverty alleviation and empowerment.  Critics, however, are skeptical about how significantly 

micro-finance really does contribute to positive, lasting change.  The results from this study have 

demonstrated some clear effects that micro-finance has had on the economic and social lives of 

the women in coastal Kenya.  The results revealed that micro-finance opportunities have assisted 

the women economically and socially by alleviating poverty and empowering the women.  It is 

important, however, to consider in what ways micro-finance has created these positive changes 

and where there remains room for improvement.   

Economic Benefits 

This study illustrated how micro-finance has had economic benefits on both the community 

and personal level.  At the community level, micro-finance has allowed for increased economic 

activity.  These remote, rural villages have benefited from an economy which offers more 

diverse goods and services, including food kiosks, door to door sales of produce, and shops 



8 
 

selling ice cream, tobacco powder, firewood, thatching material, etc.  During the interviews, the 

women were asked to explain how micro-business loans have helped their community.  Their 

responses were illuminating.  Many expressed similar responses, but the overall trends 

highlighted the most significant economic benefits to the community.  The majority of the 

women mentioned how their businesses bring increased local access to their good or service.  For 

example, one woman responded, “as a result of business, community gets supply of local 

chickens and ducks always for their consumption.”  Other women noted that they are able to 

offer items to their community at more affordable costs, because the customer does not have to 

pay transportation costs, which can be considerable high.  A woman who owns and operates two 

maize mill machines explained how “community members get services of maize grinding 

without traveling long distances.”   

In addition to increased availability of goods and service at more affordable prices, the 

micro-businesses also increased the availability of local jobs.  A woman who runs a barber shop 

business recognized that her business is helping her community by providing “two young men 

good casual employment.”  Another woman who sells firewood feels her business helps the 

community by “creating work for youth who split logs…”  The woman who runs the two maize 

mill machines actually employs her husband in her business, a success story that is very unique 

in sub-Saharan Africa.   

Many of the women also recognized how their businesses are contributing to the creation of 

new markets.  Several of the women mentioned how their businesses help to create new markets 

for local farmers.  For example, several of the women buy local produce and transport them to 

the city, significantly increasing the farmers’ market.  They are also able to earn higher prices for 

the products in the city markets, and this profit is shared by the woman and the farmers.  
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Similarly, a woman who sells fish explained that her business “helps local fishermen get a 

market.”  Based on the women’s responses, it is clear that they feel that their micro-businesses 

are helping their communities by increasing economic activity; they are bringing new goods and 

services to rural communities at more affordable prices, creating new jobs, and helping local 

farmers and fisherman find new markets.   

Micro-finance has also created economic benefits for individual women and their 

households.  However, in order to understand the economic benefits experienced by the women 

in the study, it is important to first consider the role of poverty.  The women who participated in 

the study live in absolute poverty, struggling each day to feed their children and keep their 

family safe and healthy.  Being able to send your children to school or see a doctor when you are 

sick is a privilege in these communities.  These communities lack basic infrastructure, such as 

paved roads, electricity, running water, or sewage.  Thus, in order to accurately assess the 

economic impact of micro-finance on their situation, we need to understand that poverty goes 

beyond a measurement of income.  It has, in fact, been argued that poverty has five dimensions 

(Chambers): 

 Lack of income or assets 

 Physical weakness (malnutrition, sickness) 

 Isolation (illiteracy, lack of access to resources) 

 Vulnerability 

 Powerlessness 

Among the responses from the women, we can find aspects of how micro-finance has helped 

them overcome (or partially overcome) all five of these dimensions.  An improvement in any of 

these five dimensions will lead to direct or indirect economic benefits.  However, in order to best 

understand how micro-finance has created economic benefits in the personal lives of the women, 

we will focus on the increase in income and assets and the reduction of vulnerability that has 
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resulted from the participants’ experiences with micro-finance.  The other three dimensions, 

physical weakness, isolation, and powerlessness, will be discussed as they relate to social 

benefits.   

The most apparent result of micro-finance has been an increase in the women’s income and 

assets.  When the women were asked if they are better off (with more income or a higher living 

standard) after having received loans than before, 34 of the 35 participants responded yes.  

Several of the women directly accounted their perception of being better off to increased income 

and new assets.  For example, one woman who sells fish said she believed she was better off 

because “increased income, able to save, and able to buy a goat to breed.”  For some, the new 

assets were simple household items, such as a woman who runs a food kiosk who bought plastic 

arm chairs and cups and water jugs for her home.  For others, they were able to purchase or work 

over more land, such as a poultry keeper who says she is “now able to plough two acres of farm, 

which before I used to plough ½ acre.”   

The study was interested in learning how the women use their increased income.  We gave 

the women a list of five different common categories and asked them to indicate on which areas 

they spent their micro-business income.  The following list shows how many women selected 

each of the categories: 

Food: 33 

School fees: 29 

Clothing: 24 

House/home improvement/repair: 11 

Drinking alcohol: 1 

 

In addition, we also asked the respondents to indicate any other ways that they spend the money 

that they earn from their micro-business.  The two most common additions were: 
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 Medical bills: 14 

 Personal Savings: 12 

 

 Personal savings play a very significant role in reducing vulnerability.  People who live 

in poverty are often completely unable to handle even the smallest misfortune.  For example, 

something as simple as a sick child can be extremely difficult for a family to deal with.  If the 

child needs to see the doctor, the family will often have to go in debt just to pay the expense.  

However, even having a small amount of personal savings can insure that the family has a 

significantly greater chance of overcoming obstacles, reducing their vulnerability.   

Many of the women interviewed clearly recognized the importance of building their 

personal savings.  Several of them mentioned the increase in their personal savings since they 

took out a micro-loan.  One woman who sells cassava, mangoes, and coconuts in Mombasa said 

that she “improved weekly savings from 20 KSH to 60 KSH every week.” (60 KSH is equal to 

approx. $.60.)   Another woman reported that she “improved personal savings from 1000 KSH to 

4000 KSH per month.”  (4000 KSH is equal to approx. $44.)  A third woman’s story illustrates 

how her increase in income has made her and her family less vulnerable.  She described how 

selling mandazi (local donut-like bread) allows her to supplement her husband’s income.  

Before, she had to worry about paying her children’s school fees if her husband’s income fell 

short.  Now, she doesn’t worry about paying for school, because she is not dependent on her 

husband’s income.  In Kenya, primary school is free, but secondary school costs more than many 

parents can afford.  This woman was sending one child to secondary and a second to college!   

 We also asked the married women to tell us how their husbands used their money, and 

interestingly, none of the women indicated that their husbands saved a portion of their income.  It 

is possible that the women forgot to mention their husband’s savings, but it is also possible that 
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the women are more likely to save because their experience with micro-finance has taught them 

valuable money management skills.  Dzarino encourages the women to save and teaches them 

about the benefits of savings.  Additionally, the women keep track of their savings as a group, 

encouraging each other to save, and keeping records of their progress.  Women who have been 

more successful at building savings are more likely to be rewarded with additional loans.  As 

emphasized by Sachs, developing personal savings is crucial to not only reduce vulnerability, but 

also to begin to build capital.  He argues that this is the most important step towards climbing out 

of the poverty trap.   

 The results from the interviews with the women living in rural Kenya clearly demonstrate 

the community and individual economic benefits of micro-finance.  The economic impact of 

micro-finance can be seen in the small changes to the communities, such as increased availability 

of goods and services, the creation of new jobs, and the creation of new markets for products.  

Individual women have seen an increase in their income and assets and a reduction in their 

vulnerability to misfortunes.  These changes are often relatively small, but they illustrate a 

significant step towards climbing out of the poverty trap.   

Social Benefits 

 As mentioned earlier, the majority of micro-finance institutions focus on lending to 

women with two main goals: poverty alleviation and empowerment.  By targeting both goals at 

once, micro-finance has the unique opportunity to help create real, sustainable social change in 

the lives of women and their communities.  Supporters of micro-finance argue that by lending to 

women, you are empowering them to become self-sufficient and to have greater control over 
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their life, as well as a greater role in their families and communities.  This, in turn, contributes to 

improvement in a variety of other areas, including education, health, and gender relations.   

 Before exploring why the empowerment of women is so crucial to positive social change, 

we need to explore why micro-finance is considered such a powerful tool in the empowerment of 

third world women.  The goal of any micro-finance institution is to not only have stories of 

women who are more economically secure, but also to have stories of women who are more 

empowered.  This empowerment is achieved in a number of ways.  The simple increase in 

income, which for many women is the first time they have money that is independently theirs, 

can result in economic independence and security.  Women gain self-esteem, control and 

empowerment from the chance to contribute to their households and communities.  However, 

simply increasing income is not always enough to fully empower women.  Empowerment is 

about change, choice and power.  Women need to have the ability to make important choices 

about their lives and families, and in order for this to be possible, the community must first 

embrace social change.  A woman’s ability to transform her life through access to financial 

services is dependent on her environment and the status of women as a group (Cheston).  This 

change can take place when a community realizes the positive contributions women are able to 

make with the assistance of micro-finance and begins to give them greater respect.  Women are 

often able to use their increased income and respect to increase their decision-making strength 

within their households and communities.   

 Micro-finance programs are able to increase women’s autonomy in a number of ways.  

By gaining economic and business skills, women gain self-esteem and self-confidence.  Also, 

because micro-finance programs almost always focus on working with groups of women, the 

women gain larger, stronger social networks.  These groups work to support and encourage each 
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other, sharing what they’ve learned.  These groups are also often encouraged to learn about and 

discuss important social issues.  For example, Dzarino teaches the groups about important topics, 

such as HIV/AIDS prevention and the importance of personal savings and education.  

Furthermore, studies, such as those done by Grameen Bank, have shown that micro-finance can 

lead to an increase in use of contraceptives, suggesting that women who contribute money to the 

household gain more control over sexual and reproductive health decisions (Schuler, 1997).  

Other studies have shown a reduction in domestic violence, which likely results from women’s 

increased economic value, the creation of women’s solidarity groups, and making women’s lives 

more public (Schuler, 1996).   

 Micro-finance programs are so focused on empowering women (instead of men), because 

of the direct and indirect ways that empowering women impacts poverty, improving the lives of 

everyone within the community.  Empowering women is a vital step in economic development.  

The Secretary General of the United Nations, Kofi Annan, has in fact argued that achieving 

gender equality is a “prerequisite” to achieving the other Millennium Development Goals 

(United Nations, 2005).  Improving the status of women contributes to a community in a number 

of ways.  A number of studies have found that an increase of money in a woman’s hands, as 

opposed to a man’s, will result in a different intra-household allocation.  Women are more likely 

than men to increase spending on children’s healthcare, nutrition, and housing.  Today, in the 

world’s poorest families, where men overwhelmingly control spending, about 20 percent of 

income is spent on instant gratification, such as alcohol, prostitution, candy, sugary drinks, and 

festivals.  However, when women have a greater role in family decision-making, a great portion 

of income is spent on education, health, and starting/growing small businesses, and less is spent 

on instant gratification (Duflo).   
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 Interested to learn how women in Kenya use their income, and if they use it differently 

than their husbands, we asked the participants how both they and their husbands use their 

income.  However, because we only interviewed women, we have to rely on them providing us 

honest responses about how they and their husbands use their money.  Yet, assuming the 

responses were accurate, we can tell something about spending habits in rural Kenya.  As 

mentioned earlier, the most pronounced difference is that 34.3 percent of the women use a 

portion of their income on personal savings, while none of the husbands do the same.  We also 

see that men are more likely to spend money on alcohol.  Only 1 woman, or .03%, responded 

that she purchases alcohol, while 4 out of 19, or 21.1%, of husbands spend money on alcohol.  

(However, it is possible that women felt too embarrassed to admit to their own alcohol 

purchases.)  Interestingly, the rest of the results were very similar between women and men.  In 

fact, men appear slightly more likely to spend money on school fees or housing.   

In future studies, it would be interesting to ask the women how spending decisions are 

made in the family.  The similarities in spending practices suggest that husband and wife are 

making joint decision about spending and share similar priorities.  In future studies, it would be 

important to ask the women if their experiences with micro-finance have changed the way their 

household allocates resources and if they have increased decision-making power.   

Additional social benefits indicated repeatedly in the interviews are increased education 

and improved health.  The most common way that women identified that their business helps 

their family is in the area of education.  Very commonly, women mentioned how their business 

has helped them to educate their children, grandchildren, or siblings.  During the interviews, 

many women discussed their children, what level they are in school, and how their business has 

helped them pay for their education.  For example, a woman owns a vegetable and food kiosk 
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said that her business helps her family, by “supporting her children in school, one in form one, 

the other student in form three.  More than half of the money earned from business goes to 

school fees (60%).”  Later, she discussed how before she had taken a micro-loan two of her 

children had to drop from school because she could not afford the school fees.  She is happy that 

she can now afford to send two of her children to secondary school.  This woman’s story seemed 

to illustrate a typical experience.   

Primary school in Kenya is supposed to be free and available to all children.  However, in 

reality, even primary school can be difficult for parents to afford, because they have to purchase 

uniforms, supplies, and pay other costs, like transportation.  Thus, some of the women 

interviewed were not even able to finish primary school.  A few of the women noted their 

pleasure at being able to provide their children with more opportunities than they experienced.  

One woman who sells a locally made alcohol and fried fish described how her father forbad her 

from going to school, beating her if she disobeyed.  She is now grateful that she can support 3 of 

her children in primary school.  She also discussed how she relies on the business training 

proved by Dzarino, providing her with the education needed to successfully run her business.   

Another trend among the women’s responses was an expression of their gratefulness that 

their ability to pay for their children’s or grandchildren’s school was less vulnerable to obstacles.  

22.9 percent of the women interviewed were widowed, and 5.7% of the women were divorced.  

In rural Africa, widowed or divorced women are traditionally extremely vulnerable, often relying 

completely on the kindness of friends and family for their survival.  For these women, micro-

finance provides an opportunity for them to earn their own income and care for children without 

the help of a husband.  A widow who operates a local “pub” explained how her husband had paid 

school fees before his death, but her loan has enabled her to pay for her child’s school by herself.  
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Two grandmothers told of how they are able to pay school fees for grandchildren whose fathers 

had died, again illustrating how micro-businesses have given women a better chance to deal with 

obstacles, keeping children in school.   

Some women are even able to send their children to some form of higher education, such 

as the woman who sells clothes who is helping pay for two of her children to attend college.  A 

woman who runs a water kiosk is sending one child to secondary school and another to driving 

school.  A third woman with a charcoal business is sending her child to a vocational training 

school to take a tailoring course.   

The interviews demonstrate that the women in these communities understand the value of 

education and are using their increased income to invest in their children.  This is a very 

significant finding; the women interviewed are using a significant portion of their increased 

income to invest in the next generation, which will likely result in a generation that has 

significantly greater opportunities.  The increase in education is possibly the greatest way that 

micro-finance has contributed to these rural communities – helping them take a very important 

step out of extreme poverty.   

Additionally, the interviews suggested that micro-finance has also had some impact on 

the individuals’ and community’s overall health.  40 percent of the women indicated that they 

use a portion of their income on medical expenses.  In addition, their health is improved by better 

access to nutritional food; 94.3 percent of the women use a portion of their income on food.  For 

many of the women, micro-finances greatest contribution is helping them afford basic needs, and 

several women, including a woman who sells cold juice, said that they are now able to “buy food 

daily without stress” or “pay medical bills in times of sickness.”  Women talked about how the 
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nutrition of themselves and their children has been improved.  A woman who sells tobacco 

powder says she is now able to provide “breakfast for the two children in school,” and a woman 

who runs a barber shop is “able to provide a good meal to my three children after my divorce.”   

Some women also noted how they are able to deal with greater medical problems which 

occur, such as the woman who sells thatching material.  She uses a portion of her income to pay 

the medical bills for her disabled child.  Before taking a loan, she did not have a house or bed; 

she now has both a house and a bed and can pay for her child’s medical bills.   A widow who 

owns a house for rent described how she now can afford to pay for her own medical bills, when 

before she was completely dependent on the kindness of her sons-in-laws.  A third woman who 

owns and operates a shop can buy prescription drugs for her husband, who she describes as 

“mentally insane.”  She explains how she keeps him sedated so that he will not become 

aggressive, which she feels benefits both herself and the community.   

Another social benefit of micro-finance is the promotion of more egalitarian gender 

relations.  The women discussed the many household needs they were able to provide for with 

their new income, including medical expenses, education, housing, and food.  Being able to 

independently afford these basic household needs establishes a certain level of economic 

empowerment for the women.  This economic empowerment, in turn, inevitably leads to more 

egalitarian relationships with men.  Because the women are helping to pay for household costs, 

they will be seen as more equal partners by their husbands and other men.  They gain more social 

power, having increased decision-making power in their households and within the community.  

In fact, because Dzarino works with groups of women, not individuals, the women are brought 

together with common goals and encouraged to organize regular meeting.  They participate in 

the micro-finance loans together.  This group participation is significant.  The women are 
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together elevating the status of women in the community.  This, likely, increases the voice of 

women in the community.  Furthermore, it teaches future generations of women that they have 

economic opportunities and social standing.  Girls in the communities will learn how to further 

increase their social power and be encouraged to seek egalitarian relationships with men.   

In future studies on the role of micro-finance on the lives of women in rural African 

villages it would be important to talk to the women about how their participation in micro-

finance has affected their relationships with their husbands.  Do they feel that they have a better 

or worse relationship?  Are they more equal?  Or have their husbands resisted their changing 

social status?  It would be important to ask the women if men in the community have been an 

obstacle to the women or if the men have supported the women’s efforts.  It would also be 

valuable to talk with the men about their feelings.  Do they feel that micro-finance has improved 

their lives?   

Conclusions 

 Micro-finance, since its modern creation, has grown in popularity, gaining the 

international community’s attention with its promise of economic and social development.  

Many see micro-finance as a chance to empower women, increase gender equality, and bring 

entire communities out of poverty.  The interviews conducted along the rural coast of Kenya 

demonstrate how micro-finance has brought economic and social benefits to the women who 

participate in micro-finance.  However, it is important to note that the women interviewed, 

despite their participation in micro-financing, continue to live in poverty.  They continue to 

struggle to provide for their basic needs, and, in all likelihood, their children will also live in 

poverty.  So, how great a difference has micro-finance really made?   
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 I feel that it is important to view micro-finance as a first step.  If we picture the poverty 

trap that the extreme poor are stuck in and the tall ladder leading out of it, we see that micro-

finance provides a foothold; it enables women and men to bring themselves up the first few 

steps.  However, it does not carry them to the top of the ladder.  Micro-finance plays a very 

important role, improving the lives of the extreme poor.  However, by itself, micro-finance is not 

enough to end poverty.  Therefore, when reviewing the results of this study, and any study 

similar to it, it is important to answer two central questions:  

1) Has micro-finance helped to create real economic and social change which will enable women 

and men to begin the climb out of extreme poverty?  

 2) And what methods does the study suggest could be used to increase the benefits of micro-

finance, allowing women and men to climb even further up the ladder?   

 From this study, it is clear, as demonstrated earlier, that micro-finance has created real 

economic and social change in the lives of the women interviewed and in their communities.  

But how could these benefits be increased?  The women were asked to share their thoughts on 

how micro-business lending could be improved to further benefit the women in their community.  

The women provided a variety of ideas on how they feel the micro-lending serves could be 

improved.  The most common response was about reducing the loan interest rate.  The current 

interest rate used by Dzarino is 15 percent, which is a very typical interest rate used by micro-

finance institutions.  25.7 percent of the women interviewed expressed they’d like to see the 

interest rate decreased to either 10 percent or 5 percent.  Also, a few of the women expressed that 

they’d benefit from increased loan amounts, allowing them to “go into bigger enterprises.”  One 

woman suggested that loan size should be 3 times the amount of a woman’s personal savings.   
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 It was also common for the women to express that they’d appreciate a greater chance to 

negotiate loan amounts and repayment periods.  It seemed from the responses that the women 

felt they’d benefit from more custom designed loan agreements, which consider their particular 

situations.  This suggests that smaller, more locally involved micro-finance organizations are 

more beneficial to women than larger, more removed institutions.  Organizations like Dzarino 

are located within the communities which they serve.  They regularly meet with the women and, 

as much as possible, give them individual attention.  This may allow them to create more 

individualized repayment plans with the women, but it would require more time and staff.  

Dzarino, largely dependent on donations, has limited resources.  However, it is clear that they 

should continue attempting to give individual attention to the women, considering their unique 

situations.  Hopefully, Dzarino and the women can work together to decide on the plan that will 

work the best.   

 A few of the women also mentioned how they would like Dzarino to offer additional 

assistance, outside of micro-loans, illustrating that the women also recognize that micro-finance 

is only one part of the solution.  They mentioned additional services, such as business training, 

which will enable them to increase the benefit gained from micro-finance.  All of the women 

interviewed received some form of training from Dzarino before receiving a loan.  This sets 

Dzarino apart from larger micro-finance institutions.  In fact, Dzarino’s full name, Dzarino 

Community Based Training Organization, suggests that their primary focus is on providing these 

important trainings to the surrounding communities.  I feel that this partnership between training 

and lending is crucial and a significant part of Dzarino’s success.   

The challenge for Dzarino in the future is to find ways to bring even more training 

opportunities to the women.  This will require greater resources, illustrating the challenge faced 
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by many micro-finance organizations.  In order to be more profitable, they must compromise on 

other principles of micro-lending, taking on wealthier clients, increasing their scale, or by taking 

advantage of customers.  Dzarino, and similar organizations, must continue to seek out creative 

ways to bring in resources, while continuing to offer quality services to their customers.  I 

believe that sustainability is the greatest challenge faced by organizations such as Dzarino.  

Future studies should explore how small-scale, locally based micro-finance and training 

organizations have developed sustainable businesses.  

 In order to improve the effectiveness of micro-lending, it is important to fully consider 

the various barriers in place which impede further success.  Once the barriers are understood, we 

can then begin to explore possible resolutions and policy recommendations.  The most prevalent 

barriers in developing countries result from a lack of basic infrastructure, such as roads, 

transportation, health care services, and access to information.  In this study’s interviews, women 

provided a few reasons for why their micro-businesses have not been as successful as hoped.  

For example, one woman reported that she was not on track to pay back her loan because she has 

suffered chronic health problems.  Other women reported that they struggle with unstable 

markets.  This could possibly be combated by improving their access to larger markets, such as 

those found in the larger cities.  Dzarino has the responsibility to help its clients find creative 

solutions to overcoming some of these barriers.  One idea would be for Dzarino to help instigate 

the creation of a transportation cooperative, helping the women to organize a ride share program.  

The women may be able to coordinate travel, sharing the cost and increasing their personal 

safety by travelling together to city markets.   By communicating with the women, other creative 

solutions may be found to help overcome barriers.   
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 However, the central government must share the responsibility with Dzarino and similar 

organizations.  As mentioned earlier, micro-finance by itself is limited in its reach.  In order for 

micro-finance to make lasting, sustainable changes, it must operate in tandem with other 

developments.  The Central government has a very important role to play to ensure that micro-

finance can reach its full potential.  The government is responsible for providing basic 

infrastructure, such as roads for transportation, local health clinics which provide accessible 

health care, and schools.  It is the government’s responsibility to ensure that the population 

receives basic services, such as health care, education, and public security.  These services are 

necessary for a strong, productive population and should be a top priority of any country.  

Improvements in this basic infrastructure and these basic social services will lead to both social 

and economic growth.  Additionally, the government should focus on improving access to 

information in rural areas.  Rural communities lack internet and access to outside information.  

They often do not know about services that may be available to them.  The government should 

provide extension services to rural communities, providing information on high yield seeds or 

ways to preserve food, or providing pesticides for farmers’ fields, etc.  Government officials 

could regularly visit rural villages to teach them about the available services.   

 Micro-finance has the wonderful potential of bringing both sustainable, positive social 

and economic changes to communities like those in rural Kenya.  With the continued hard work 

of organizations like Dzarino and with the assistance of central governments, micro-finance can 

continue to help women and their families climb out of poverty, one step at a time.   
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