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Abstract 
Bangladesh is one of the poorest countries in the world and women are often subordinated men. 

As an attempt to reduce poverty and increase women’s empowerment, microcredit has been 

developed and offered to the poor, mostly to women. Allowing women to be more involved in 

decision-making processes, ensuring their right to a sense of self-worth and their right to 

adequate standard of living are of great importance. As are their quality of life in terms of 

leisure time and household work. However, previous research have showed mixed results and 

there is not yet any consensual opinion about the role of microcredit. The aim of this thesis is 

therefore to investigate the impact of microcredit on women’s empowerment and well-being. 

To do so, we have conducted two studies, one quantitative and one qualitative, in order to 

provide a deeper understanding and analysis. The effect of microcredit on women’s 

empowerment and well-being has been studied through the variable length of engagement in 

the microcredit program. First, we use OLS regressions to measure women’s empowerment 

through decision making, and women’s well-being through time allocation and standard of 

living. In addition to this, we have conducted eight semi-structured interviews with female loan 

takers in Dhaka. Through the qualitative part we are able to study psychological aspects. 

Overall, we find no statistical significant relationship between the variable length of 

engagement and women’s empowerment and well-being in our quantitative study. However, 

in our qualitative study we are able to conclude that all women in our sample have experienced 

some changes since taking the loan and we are also able to conclude that the length of 

engagement to some extent positively affects the women’s standard of living. 
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1. Introduction 

In December 1979 the United Nations convention on the elimination of discrimination against 

women was adopted (UN Women, 2019). The convention aims to define discrimination and 

acknowledges the extensive oppression women around the world face every day. It recognizes 

all forms of discrimination, in all levels and areas with the goal to ensure equal rights between 

all men and women. Article 14 in the convention states that women should have the right to 

access agricultural credits and loans as well as access to adequate standard of living, in 

particular regarding housing, sanitation, water supply and electricity. Microcredits have been 

offered to women in an attempt to reduce poverty and increase women’s empowerment. This 

with the idea that by giving women the potential opportunity to invest in land, property or start 

their own business this will in turn give them the possibility to earn their own money (Sida, 

2018). Not only would this enable them to provide for themselves and their families, it would 

also strengthen the women’s ability to make strategic life choices. 

 

The United Nations sustainable development goal number five, gender equality, states that girls 

and women around the world need to be allowed involvement in economic decision-making 

processes (United Nations, 2018a). In Bangladesh a woman’s situation strongly depends on 

which social class she belongs to (The Swedish Institute of International Affairs, 2018a). 

Women are subordinated men especially in the lower social classes and on the countryside. 

The family’s finances are largely controlled by the man in the family (Swedish Ministry for 

Foreign Affairs, 2017) and in some more conservative parts of society tradition advocates 

women to live their lives separated from work life and society (The Swedish Institute of 

International Affairs, 2018a). However, western traditions often prevail in more urban areas 

and in higher social classes and thereby women are more liberated. Bangladeshi women have 

gradually entered the labor market as the textile industry has grown and nowadays more than 

90 percent of the workers in the industry are female (The Swedish Institute of International 

Affairs, 2018b). Still, much of a Bangladeshi woman’s work consists of domestic and unpaid 

work (Swedish Ministry for Foreign Affairs, 2017). 

 

Almost 25 percent of the population lives in poverty in Bangladesh and almost 13 percent lives 

in extreme poverty (World Bank, 2017). This takes a clear expression in the standard of living 

among the people in Bangladesh. A majority of the people live in rural areas and among these 
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only 15 percent have access to proper sanitation. Moreover, only a small part of the population 

has access to electricity, although solar panels have improved the access in recent years 

(Banglapedia, 2014a). It is most common for housing to be done on land owned by the 

individual or their family and only 15 percent live in houses built on land owned by others. It 

is common that the houses are made of mud brick, bamboo, sun-grass and wood. Although a 

majority of the people are living on the countryside, more and more people are moving to the 

cities (The Swedish Institute of International Affairs, 2018c). Consequently, an increasing 

amount of people are living in the slums in the urban areas. Many live without access to clean 

water and proper sanitation and in many cases the rivers are used as sewer channels (The 

Swedish Institute of International Affairs, 2018a). Fighting poverty is fundamental both for 

equality and economic growth and doing so is one of the sustainable development goals by the 

UN, which is to be achieved by 2030 (United Nations, 2018b). Overall, women are hit harder 

by poverty (Unicef, 2018) and it is therefore relevant to study how microcredit has affected 

women’s well-being.  

 

Grameen Bank in Bangladesh was the first bank to offer microcredits to poor people (Grameen 

Bank, 2018). The bank profiles themselves as a “bank for the poor” and in 2006 the founder 

Muhammad Yunus was honored with the Nobel Peace Prize. Microcredit in Bangladesh is also 

provided by non- governmental organizations, commercial banks owned by the state, private 

commercial banks, and specialized programs of some ministries of Bangladesh government 

(Microcredit Regulatory Authority, 2019). The phenomenon of microcredit has developed and 

shifted to include not only small loans, but also savings and insurances (Armendariz & 

Morduch, 2005). As a consequence, microfinance is sometimes used as a broader term. The 

different mechanisms of the leading microfinance programs are of various character (Morduch, 

1999). Grameen Bank disburse individual loans to members of a voluntarily formed loan group 

with the difference that everyone in the group are responsible for the repayment. Regular 

repayment schedules, dynamic incentives such as progressive lending1 and collateral 

substitutes are also mechanisms that differ microfinance from standard loan contracts and that 

are said to contribute towards high repayment rates.  

 

                                                 
1 Progressive lending implies that the programs start by lending only a small amount. The loan size is later 

increased once adequate repayment is ensured (Morduch, 1999).  
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The non-governmental organization Association for Social Advancement (ASA) introduced 

microfinance in 1991 as a way of becoming more self-reliant and not depend on donors in their 

mission to alleviate poverty (Association for Social Advancement, 2019). Since then they have 

become a leading Microfinance Institution (MFI) in Bangladesh and in 2018 ASA’s 

outstanding loans amounted to BDT 296.81 billions (Association for Social Advancement, 

2019), which is approximately equal to USD 3,739,806,0002, resulting in ASA being the one 

MFI in Bangladesh with the highest outstanding loan amount. ASA states that empowering 

women and ensuring the welfare of women has always been a goal from the organization and 

96 percent of the seven million beneficiaries of the organization are female (Association for 

Social Advancement, 2018). The fact that 96 percent of the beneficiaries are female is not 

surprising since microcredits mostly have been directed to women since they are considered 

more likely to invest in goods that contribute towards development as well as goods that are 

related to family well-being (Duflo, 2012). 

 

Kabeer (2001, p. 19) defines empowerment as “a person’s ability to make strategic life choices 

in a context where this ability was previously denied to them”. This could for example be 

decisions about income, marriage and children. In many studies on household level a person’s 

ability to make strategic life choices is closely related to their access and control over economic 

resources and ability to make decisions (Malhotra & Schuler, 2005). Furthermore, women’s 

sense of self-worth is considered an important component of women empowerment (EIGE, 

2019). The impact of microcredit on women’s empowerment and women’s well-being has been 

addressed in a number of papers. However, there is still no consensual opinion about the role 

of microcredit. Some argue that microcredits improve women’s empowerment (Panjaitan-

Drioadisuryo & Cloud, 1999; Murshid, 2018) and reduce poverty (Panjaitan-Drioadisuryo & 

Cloud, 1999; Khandker, 2005; Mazumder & Wencong, 2013). Others find little or no impact 

on poverty (Angelucci, Karlan & Zinman, 2015) and argue that there are mixed outcomes in 

regards to women empowerment (Ngo & Wahhaj, 2012). This shows that more research is 

needed in order to come to terms with what impact microcredit has on women’s empowerment 

and women’s well-being.  

 

The aim of this study is therefore to examine how the access to microcredit affects women’s 

empowerment and well-being in a developing country such as Bangladesh. Using a quantitative 

                                                 
2 Reuters, 2019-05-14 
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approach, we include a time variable that indicates how long the participant has been involved 

in the microcredit program. We argue that it is reasonable to think that a woman who has been 

involved in a microfinance institution for a longer period of time would experience a higher 

level of empowerment and well-being than a woman who has been involved for a shorter period 

of time. To add extra depth and contribute to the analysis of the thesis we also conduct a 

qualitative study. Based on the aim of this paper the following research question will be studied: 

  

▪ How does microcredit effect women’s empowerment and women’s well-being in 

Bangladesh? 

In study one, quantitative data about women’s empowerment and well-being was provided by 

the non-governmental organization ASA. Since empowerment is multidimensional and thus 

requires multiple indicators (Malhotra & Schuler, 2005) we have used three indicators in order 

to measure the effect. We operationalize empowerment at the individual and household level 

and the empowerment indicators are: ability to decide about visits to one’s family, ability to 

spend savings without interference and ability to decide on who to vote for without 

interference. In order to measure women’s well-being we use access to electricity, land 

ownership, home ownership and what material their house is built of. In addition to this we 

study ownership of assets such as refrigerator and television. Finally, we also use time spent 

on leisure and household work as indicators of women’s well-being.  

 

The second study uses a qualitative approach. By conducting eight semi-structured interviews 

with female borrowers in both rural and urban Bangladesh we have been able to collect primary 

data. This study particularly focuses on aspects that are difficult to study through quantitative 

data such as mental health and other psychological aspects. The interviews were carried out 

during the month of March 2019. The respondents were all women who had all been involved 

in the microfinance institution for a various long period of time. Later, we identified themes 

and subthemes that we analyzed and discussed in relation to the theoretical framework and 

previous research. 

 

Our results from study one indicate no correlation between our time variable, the length of 

engagement in the microcredit program, and women’s empowerment and well-being. In the 

second study, we have identified changes in empowerment and well-being when comparing 

before and after taking the loan among all the interviewed women. Furthermore, our results in 
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study two points towards better accommodation and access to water among the women who 

has participated in the microcredit program a longer period of time.  

 

Despite previous research there is still no consensual opinion about the effects of microcredit 

on women’s empowerment and well-being. This study aims to bring further clarity regarding 

the effect of microcredit on women’s empowerment and well-being by using high quality data. 

The study also contributes to the research field by studying how microcredit affects the mental 

health of female borrowers, something that, to the best of our knowledge, has previously not 

been addressed in the research on microcredit.   



 6 

2. Theoretical framework 

Malhotra and Schuler (2005) enlighten how researchers such as Kabeer (2001), Oxaal and 

Boden (1997) and Rowlands (1995) acknowledge two key features to empowerment, including 

process and agency. In the concept of empowerment, process is an important factor as in a 

process of change towards increased equality, greater freedom of choice and action. Agency 

refers to the presence of the women themselves as active agents in the process of change. 

Subsequently an improvement in gender equality can only be described as women’s 

empowerment as long as the women themselves have been involved as agents in this process. 

As far as microcredit is concerned, the female loan takers are to a great extent involved as 

agents and responsible for the utilization of the loan. Our idea is that the women who receive 

microcredit will be able to start a process of change towards a higher quality of life and higher 

status in society.  

 

In order to measure this process of change it would be ideal to follow it two points in time 

according to Malhotra and Schuler (2005). Women can be empowered quickly after a change, 

while other changes may take longer time and may even evolve for years. Microcredit has often 

been seen as a solution to lack of power. However, some mean that the access to microcredit 

solely helps the loan takers to take one step up on the ladder, achieving only a small income 

rise (Humle & Mosley, 1997 in Townsend, Zapata, Rowlands, Alberti & Mercado, 1999). 

Hence, it is interesting to study how involvement in a microcredit program affects women’s 

empowerment and women’s well-being over time. 

 

Furthermore, the context is important when it comes to measuring empowerment (Malhotra & 

Schuler, 2005). A woman’s possibility to travel alone might be a sign of empowerment in one 

part of the world but not in another. Once a behaviour is normalized it is not necessarily an 

indicator of empowerment anymore. In Bangladesh the family’s finances are largely controlled 

by the man in the family (Swedish Ministry for Foreign Affairs, 2017). Therefore, we argue 

that women’s empowerment can be measured through ability to make decisions regarding what 

to spend savings on. In addition to this, we measure visits to family as well as who to vote for. 

As a measure over the quality of life we use the concept of psychological empowerment 

(Diener & Biswas-Diener, 2005). This is done through perception of confidence, life 

satisfaction and beliefs regarding the future. Moreover, previous research has shown that 
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unemployment among women can explain the current gender gaps (Waghamode & Kalyan, 

2014). 

 

In this thesis we also study women’s well-being. Zhou and Peng (2018) study the relationship 

between both leisure and household work in relation to well-being in terms of happiness and 

life satisfaction. They conclude that leisure activities have a positive marginal effect on well-

being. In contrast, household work shows a negative marginal effect on well-being. We 

therefore argue that time spent on leisure and household work can be used in order to measure 

women’s objective well-being. Furthermore, having access to basic necessities in life is 

fundamental when it comes to well-being. It is our idea that women’s well-being can be 

measured by studying standard of living, more specifically by looking at access to electricity, 

home ownership, type of house, land ownership and asset ownership.  

2.1 Decision-making 

In traditional microeconomics the theory of rational consumer choice is fundamental (Frank, 

2013). It is the assumption that all consumers possess well-defined preferences and their 

income is to be distributed to maximize the utility. A given set of items with given prices is to 

be combined on the utility function and the consumer is assumed to choose the combination 

that will create the highest utility, given the income restraint. The traditional approach model 

assumes that decision-making in households is made as if the household consisted of a single 

person, not accounting for the possibility that the household may consist of many people 

(Vermuelen, 2002). Many attempts have throughout the years been made in order to solve this 

definition problem. Samuelson (1956) proposed a solution where the household members’ 

individual utility functions would be united to one through agreement. Further theories were 

presented until a theory based on bargaining was introduced (Manser & Brown, 1980; McElroy 

& Horney, 1981). The theory incorporates game theory and describes how every member of 

the household will try to agree through bargaining power until a Pareto efficient intrahousehold 

allocation of welfare is achieved. 

 

In bargaining theory, options are of great importance (Nussbaum, 2000). For any policy 

regarding gender equality one must consider the “breakdown position”. It is known that men 

to a greater extent are in control of economic resources and own more property compared to 

women (Burn, 2011). This has a serious impact on the choices made by women. Women who 
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lack educational skills, property rights, credits and no supportive relations might for example 

stay in an abusive relationship simply because she is in no position to negotiate or leave the 

relationship. We therefore argue that it is important to strengthen women’s economic options 

in order to increase their bargaining power and in extent promote their health and well-being 

and that this can possibly be done by giving women access to microcredit.  

 

Further, more women than men engage in domestic work, an occupation that is frequently 

undervalued (Nussbaum, 2000). This is relevant since the perceived contribution to the 

family’s well-being plays an important role when it comes to bargaining power. The 

undervalued domestic work and the discrepancy between actual contribution and perceived 

contribution result in a greater control over the family’s income in favor of the man in the 

household. Previous research on the subject has shown that both women and men tend to spend 

their increased income on goods more preferred by themselves (Alam, 2012). That is, if women 

receive an increase in their income, they are more likely to spend the money in such a way that 

will give themselves the most utility. Microcredit gives women a possibility to have an income 

of their own and provide for themselves and their families. In a context such as Bangladesh, 

where a woman’s work mostly consists of domestic and unpaid work, it is therefore interesting 

to study how women’s access to microcredit affect women’s empowerment through decision-

making. 

 

Previous studies have sought to find a link between microcredit and decision-making power 

and found a positive correlation (Panjaitan-Drioadisuryo & Cloud, 1999; Murshid, 2018). 

Involvement in microcredit program lead to an increase in the women’s income, resulting in 

increased participation in decision making (Panjaitan-Drioadisuryo & Cloud, 1999). This could 

especially be noted within areas such as family planning and children’s education. Similarly, 

Murshid (2018) conclude that women in microcredit programs reports higher decision making 

power compared to women who are not involved. In contrast, Ngo and Wahhaj (2012) who 

study households characterized by strong socially defined gender norms found that the 

outcomes of microcredits are mixed when it comes to decision-making and welfare, sometimes 

even negative. Furthermore, Khan (1999) compare microcredit to wage work and conclude that 

the women value wage work higher. The effects on social empowerment, described as the 

greater access to support systems and expanding mobility, are found to be larger from wage 

work. Wage work is also found to have a larger impact on economic empowerment, such as 

financial decision making, compared to microcredit. This shows that further research on 
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microcredit is needed in order to come to terms with how well microcredit contributes towards 

women’s empowerment.  

 

The importance of employment has also been shown regarding decision making in terms of  

freedom of mobility, a common measure when studying women’s empowerment (Sultana, Hed 

& Leh, 2013). Working women possess the opportunity to decide for themselves, where to go 

and whom to meet with, to a greater extent than non-working women. Despite that more women 

in Bangladesh gradually have entered the labor market, there are still traditions that urge 

women to live their lives separate from the work life and society (The Swedish Institute of 

International Affairs, 2018a; The Swedish Institute of International Affairs, 2018b). Moreover, 

Kabeer (1994 in Khan, 1999) has shown that opportunities for women to support and share 

ideas with each other are crucial since these expose them to an environment beyond their 

homes, resulting in increased bargaining power. It is our belief that microcredit gives women 

a chance to enter work life through self-employment, possibly generate an income and also 

expose them to an environment outside of their homes which may increase their empowerment 

and freedom of mobility.  

 

Further, married women’s independence in the household has been studied in the rural areas of 

Bangladesh (Anderson & Eswaran, 2007). The study shows how self-earned income in 

comparison to income that is not self-earned benefits women autonomy. This means that 

married women who have the possibility to earn their own money to a greater extent achieve 

independence. In line with this, earning income from entrepreneurial activities, as would be the 

case for many women who receive microcredit, will also result in both changing attitudes and 

behaviour from family members as well as the society towards the female (Khan, Singh & 

Meena, 2010).  

 

However, the extent of the impact of self-earned income on independence is limited (Anderson 

& Eswaran, 2007). Women who work on for example their husbands’ farm experience no more 

independence than women who work within the household. Even though the employment at 

the husband’s farm generates income while the work within the household do not, there was 

no difference in level of independence. The reason behind this is the lack of control over the 

generated income at the husband’s farm. We therefore argue that possessing control over the 

loan amount is a fundamental step towards independence and decision-making power. This is 

further strengthened by Murshid (2018) who finds a positive relation between female loan 
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takers and household decision-making power in Bangladesh. Although a positive relationship, 

it is not only the access of earnings that is relevant, rather is it the control over the earnings that 

matters for the decision-making power. This means that the microloan itself might not be the 

turning point, but rather the fact that the women have funds that they control. We therefore 

argue that women who are in control of the loan will achieve a higher level of empowerment 

than women who are not.  

2.2 Psychological aspects 

As previously been mentioned, an important component of women empowerment is women’s 

sense of self-worth (EIGE, 2019). A concept that measures quality of life in societies is 

Subjective well-being (SWB) (Diener & Biswas-Diener, 2005). It concerns people’s perception 

of pleasurable emotions, fulfillment and life satisfaction. Diener and Biswas-Diener argue that 

empowerment can be divided into external and internal empowerment. External empowerment 

indicates that a person possesses the capacity to control their environment and internal 

empowerment indicates the perceived feeling of what one can do and achieve. Internal 

empowerment can also be defined as psychological empowerment, which is one aspect within 

SWB. The concept of as a whole aims to describe and measure how people interpret their ability 

to achieve important goals. Success within these areas would indicate psychological 

empowerment which in turn would lead to higher effects of positive feelings such as for 

example joy and love, hence improving the feelings. Diener and Biswas-Diener argue that 

although the factors contained in external empowerment are crucial in order to achieve 

empowerment, the psychological concept is a necessary part of empowerment. 

 

Similarly, Kabeer and Mahmud (2004) has studied the effect employment has on women living 

in poverty in Bangladesh. The women living in rural Bangladesh are often experiencing a lower 

status in the household, related to the fact that they do not earn their own money. When working 

within the household they are dependent on their husband. This situation leaves the women 

feeling like a burden for their own families. However, when the women get employed outside 

of the household the greatest impact, according to the findings of Kabeer and Mahmud, is the 

improved “sense of self-reliance”. This empowers the women and enables them to become 

more independent. However, the aspect of psychological empowerment has not been the focus 

of previous studies regarding microcredit but is something that we aim to investigate through 

qualitative interviews. One might expect that the involvement in a microcredit program allows 
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women to extend their network and knowledge, generating life satisfaction and positive 

feelings. In addition, women who start their own business with the help of microcredit might 

strengthen their interpretation of their ability to accomplish important goals.  

2.3 Time allocation 

It has previously been mentioned that women in Bangladesh often are responsible for the 

household and much of their work consist of domestic work (Swedish Ministry for Foreign 

Affairs, 2017). Panjaitan-Drioadisuryo and Cloud (1999) conclude that Indonesian households’ 

behaviour changed when the women got involved in microcredit program. The women were 

no longer the only ones responsible for doing household work as they instead focused on their 

own business. Garikipati (2011) studies women involved in microcredit programs in rural India 

and their time allocation between self-employment, wage-work, housework and leisure. In 

general, the results show that women involved in microcredit programs experience no change 

in time allocation. Rather, it is their husbands who experience a difference, spending more time 

on self-employment rather than wage-work. However, women who use the loan amount to 

invest in their own business will increase time spent on self-employment which in turn will 

give them more time left compared to when doing wage-work. Although saving approximately 

an hour per day this will not increase time spent on leisure. Rather the extra time will be spent 

on doing more household work.  

 

In contrast, other researchers such as Mendes (2009) and Silva, Fonseca and Santos (2016), 

who study loan takers in Brazil, both conclude that microcredit has enabled women an 

improved quality of life in terms of for example increased leisure time. Considering this, we 

argue that there is still no consensual opinion regarding what impact microcredit has on time 

allocation and that further research is needed in order to conclude what impact microcredit has 

on household work and leisure time.   

2.4 Standard of living 

Women are hit harder by poverty and it is therefore relevant to study women’s well-being in 

terms of standard of living (Unicef, 2018). Land ownership is an important measurement over 

the economic condition of a family. Previous research show that microcredit participation 

positively correlates with female ownership of non-land asset and household landholding 

(Fattah, 2014). Similar findings have been discovered among poor women in Pakistan (Khan, 
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Zaki & Bokhari, 2017). The women involved in a microcredit program had significantly more 

ownership of assets compared to women who were not involved in any microcredit program. 

However, this contrasts to a study in Bangladesh that show that the members of a microcredit 

program own the same amount of land as before joining (Haque & Yamao, 2008). The study 

also reports that due to liquidation of previous loans 17.5 percent of the borrowers were forced 

to sell their land. Haque and Yamao also report that 20 percent of the participants had, since 

joining the microcredit program, improved their housing in terms of what kind of material their 

house was made of. However, none of participants that were considered extremely poor were 

able to change their housing situation. Consequently, it can be concluded that there is no unity 

in previous research regarding the impact of microcredit on well-being and that further research 

is needed. 

 

The effect of microcredit has also been studied regarding consumption expenditure. 

Aktaruzzaman and Farooq (2019) show that microcredit negatively affects per capita monthly 

spending on durable goods such as kitchen equipment and furniture in Bangladesh. Banerjee, 

Duflo, Glenerster and Kinnan (2015), on the other hand, have found that expenditure on durable 

goods in India increased in areas where microcredit had been introduced. In addition to this, 

households that did not own a business one year prior to the survey but had a high propensity 

of starting one increased their spending on durable goods, compared to those who had a low 

propensity of starting one. Similarly, households who at the time of involvement already had a 

running business increased their spending on durable goods. Considering this, it is not yet clear 

what impact microcredit has on durable goods such as kitchen equipment. 

 

Previous research also show that microcredit has a positive effect on the access to sanitary 

latrines (Lu & Hasan, 2011; Akmam & Islam, 2017) and that it contributes to enabling the use 

of electricity (Akmam & Islam, 2017). Access to microcredit has also proven to reduce poverty 

level as well as improving the living standard (Khandker, 2005; Panjaitan-Drioadisuryo & 

Cloud, 1999; Mazumder & Wencong, 2013). Khandker (2005) finds that microfinance has 

reduced poverty among the poorest people and Mazumder and Wencong (2013) show that 

standard of living improved in terms of access to drinking water, hygienic and sanitation 

practices and electricity consumption expenditure. Regarding the use of electricity, their results 

show that after involvement in microcredit the number of respondents who were unable to 

connect with electricity facilities decreased from 55.6 percent to 37.8 percent. This goes in line 
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with Haque and Yamao (2008) who conclude how people involved in microcredit program 

often spend earned money on improvement or construction of their home. 

 

Much of the literature within this field has studied the effect of microcredit in terms of income, 

consumption expenditure and poverty (Panjaitan-Drioadisuryo & Cloud, 1999; Khandker, 

2005; Aktaruzzaman & Farooq, 2019). We intend to study how microcredit impact land 

ownership, home ownership, type of house, asset ownership and access to electricity directly. 

In addition to this, we study the effect by examining how length of engagement in the 

microcredit program affects the loan takers well-being. 
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3. Study one 

This study focuses on investigating the relationship between microcredit and women’s 

empowerment and well-being by using quantitative data on decision-making, time allocation 

and standard of living.  

3.1 Method 

3.1.1 Collection of data 

Empowerment is multidimensional and therefore requires multiple indicators (Malhotra & 

Schuler, 2005). Considering this, we chose to use several indicators in order to measure the 

effect of microcredit on women’s empowerment. Furthermore, women’s empowerment can be 

operationalized at different levels. However, the economic, familiar and social dimensions tend 

to be operationalized at individual and household level. We operationalized empowerment at 

these levels since the primary focus of the study was to investigate the economic, familiar and 

social dimensions of empowerment as well as women’s well-being. When conducting our 

thesis we have followed the principles and guidelines by Vetenskapsrådet (2019) in terms of 

storing the data and keeping the respondents anonymous. 

 

In order to answer the research question we used data provided by ASA. The data was collected 

through face-to-face interviews carried out by the ASA Research and Evaluation Section 

during August 2017 and December 2017. The data was collected in 14 districts in rural 

Bangladesh through a structured questionnaire. Three hundred and twenty five female loan 

takers from ASA were interviewed and the average age in the sample is 33.52 (8.98) years old 

as can be seen in table 1. The oldest in the sample is 57 years old while the youngest is only 

19 years old. As can be seen in the table below, almost half of the respondents have completed 

at least primary school. The implication that follows is that the majority of the respondents has 

not completed primary education. All respondents have been involved in the microcredit 

program for a various long period of time which can be seen when studying the variable length 

of engagement. The shortest observed period of time is one month while the longest period of 

time observed in the data is 240 months which is equal to 20 years of engagement. The mean 

of the length of engagement for the participants in the study is 63.72 months, that is 5.3 years. 

The total loan amount varies between BDT 5,000 to 625,000, approximately equal to USD 63 

to 7,875, and exhibits a mean value equal to BDT 39,128, equal to USD 493. Similarly, monthly 



 15 

income varies between BDT 4,000 to 120,400, approximately equal to USD 50 to 1,517, 

showing a mean value equal to BDT 20,015, approximately USD 252. 

 

As presented in the table below, it can be observed that few women have access to a refrigerator 

which is not surprising since all respondents live in rural areas. However, it is interesting that 

more women own a television compared to a refrigerator. In addition, it can be observed that a 

majority in our sample has access to electricity and own their accommodation. However, the 

majority does not seem to live in a house built of brick and cement. As can be seen in the table, 

the most common reason for joining the microcredit program is to solve emergency family 

needs. The second and third most common reason for joining is reason other and new business. 

Finally, it is possible to observe that a majority of the women state that they are allowed to 

spend their savings without interference and approximately half of the sample are able to decide 

on whom to vote for in national and local elections. However, only a minority of the women 

are allowed to visit their family’s home as they wish. 
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics of the female loan takers 

Variable N Mean Std. Dev Min Max 

Age (years) 323 33.52 8.98 19 57 

Control Loan 323 0.52 0.50 0 1 

Education 325 0.44 0.50 0 1 

Electricity 321 0.82 0.39 0 1 

Engagement in other NGO 325 0.38 0.49 0 1 

Household work (percent) 325 0.17 0.06 0.04 0.42 

Land ownership (decimal) 325 21.95 45.04 0 543 

Leisure (percent) 325 0.09 0.06 0.01 0.38 

Length of engagement (months) 325 63.72 49.63 1 240 

Total loan (BDT) 325 39128.02 45183.93 5000 625000 

Total monthly income (BDT) 325 20014.87 14058.89 4000 120400 

Own house 325 0.94 0.23 0 1 

Reason emergency 325 0.40 0.49 0 1 

Reason new business 325 0.20 0.40 0 1 

Reason other 325 0.24 0.43 0 1 

Reason present business 325 0.12 0.32 0 1 

Reason savings 325 0.05 0.22 0 1 

Refrigerator 325 0.10 0.30 0 1 

Spend savings 325 0.63 0.48 0 1 

Television 325 0.34 0.48 0 1 

Total loan (BDT) 325 39128.02 45183.93 5000 625000 

Type of house 325 0.19 0.39 0 1 

Visit 325 0.22 0.42 0 1 

Vote 325 0.48 0.50 0 1 

Source: Dataset provided by ASA, 2019. 

3.1.2 Dependent variables 

Following Kabeer’s (2001, p. 19) definition of empowerment which she describes as “a 

person’s ability to make strategic life choices in a context where this ability was previously 

denied to them” we found it important to include ability to spend savings without interference. 

Further, we aimed to measure decision-making through ability to decide about visits to family 
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home3. The respondents were asked about whose decision it is to visit the respondent’s family’s 

home and other relatives and also who decides whom the respondent should vote for in national 

and local elections. We have processed the data so that if the respondent takes the decision 

alone without interference that is considered decision-making power. Freedom of choice and 

mobility has been discussed in the literature regarding empowerment (Malhotra & Schuler, 

2005; Sultana et al., 2013) and it was therefore of our interest to include variables as such.  

 

In order to analyze the relationship between microcredit and total monthly income we use 

monthly income in logarithmic form as a dependent variable. The variables leisure and 

household work were used as a way to measure well-being in our thesis. Previous studies have 

used the two variables to measure well-being in terms of happiness and life satisfaction (Zhou 

& Peng, 2018). However, there has been no unity in the conclusions regarding in what way 

microcredit affect time spent on the two activities (Panjaitan-Drioadisuryo & Cloud, 1999; 

Mendes, 2009; Garikipati, 2011; Silva et al., 2016) and it was therefore of our interest to include 

the variables in order to study the effect of microcredits. In the questionnaire provided by ASA 

the respondents answered how many minutes they spend on each of the two activities per day. 

We converted these variables so that they instead indicate the amount of time as a percentage 

of the full day spent on each.  

 

Microcredits has been shown to reduce the level of poverty and improve the standard of living 

of the loan takers as well as increasing their land owning (Haque & Yamao, 2008; Mazumder 

& Wencong, 2013; Fattah, 2014). This is of relevance and importance as many women who 

are living in rural Bangladesh today do not have access to water and electricity before taking 

the microloan. We therefore found it interesting and relevant to include variables to measure 

the respondent’s standard of living and how this potentially changes when involved in a 

microcredit program. In order to measure the standard of living of the loan takers we used 

variables such as whether the respondents have access to electricity, home ownership, type of 

house, land ownership and asset ownership. Home ownership indicates whether the respondent 

own their house or if they rent it. The third variable, type of house, aims to describe if the 

current house is built with cement and brick or with natural materials. Land ownership is 

                                                 
3 Definition of the variables in Appendix Section A 
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measured in decimals4, which is a common measurement system used in Bangladesh. This 

variable is used in logarithmic form. 

 

Further, ownership of assets was measured in terms of two variables indicating if the loan 

takers own a television and if they own a refrigerator. There has been no unity in the conclusion 

regarding how microcredit affects the consumption of durable goods (Banerjee et al., 2015; 

Aktaruzzaman, & Farooq, 2019). However, it has been mentioned that microcredit enables 

women to earn their own money and that men and women tend to spend their increased income 

on different things (Manser & Brown, 1980; McElroy & Horney, 1981; Nussbaum, 2000; Burn, 

2011). It was therefore of our interest to include variables regarding asset ownership and how 

this potentially changes over the length of engagement. 

3.1.3 Independent variables 

In order to measure how microcredit affect women’s empowerment and well-being through 

time we included a variable that measures the respondents’ length of engagement in the 

microcredit program. In addition to this, the respondent’s total loan amount from ASA is 

included in logarithmic form as well as if the respondent is engaged in any other NGO. The 

length of engagement is answered by the respondent in months.  

 

Since previous research has highlighted the importance of work and entrepreneurial activities 

we also chose to include the respondent’s reason for joining the microcredit program (Khan et 

al., 2010; Sultana, 2013; Banerjee et al., 2015). The response options were: open up a savings 

account, to start a new business, provide capital in present business, solve emergency family 

needs, no commercial bank near of village or other reason. The alternative no commercial bank 

near of village was never stated by any respondent and was therefore removed as an alternative 

by us. After this, we created four dummies with the baseline being solve emergency family 

needs. Henceforth, when either of these dummies are mentioned it is always in comparison to 

the baseline. Lastly, we also included a variable describing whether the respondent herself was 

in control of the loan as it has been proven that women who are in control of their income are 

more empowered (Anderson & Eswaran, 2007; Murshid, 2018).  

 

                                                 
4 One decimal is equal to 0.01 acre (Banglapedia, 2014b) which is equal to approximately 40.46 square meters. 
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Since education has proven to be an important factor (Burn, 2011; Waghamode & Kalyan, 

2014; Shettar, 2015; Nazmul & Alam, 2018) we used primary school as a variable to explain 

women’s empowerment and well-being. In Bangladesh, primary school education is year one 

to five (Banglapedia, 2015) and we therefore chose to study how completion of primary school 

correlates with our dependent variables. In addition, we also include monthly income in 

logarithmic form and age in the model. 

3.1.3 Analysis of data  

In order to investigate whether there exists a statistically significant relationship between 

microcredit and women’s empowerment and well-being we used ordinary least square (OLS). 

The method of OLS is widely used in regression analysis because of its simplicity and its 

attractive statistical properties that arise under certain assumptions (Gujarati & Porter, 2009).  

 

We conducted several regressions in order to analyze how microcredit affects women’s 

decision-making, time allocation and standard of living. We started by studying how the length 

of engagement in a microcredit program affected a woman’s ability to spend savings without 

interference, ability to decide about visits to family home as well as her ability to decide who 

to vote for in national and local elections without interference. Secondly, we investigated if 

there is a statistically significant relationship between microcredit and the time spent on leisure 

as well as household work. Finally, we ran OLS regressions in order to investigate whether 

there is a statistically significant relationship between microcredit and access to electricity, type 

of house, home ownership, land ownership and ownership of assets such as television and 

refrigerator. Further, variance inflation factors (VIF) was calculated. There does not seem to 

be any problem with multicollinearity within our data since our lowest observed VIF is 1.067 

and the highest 1.289 (Gujarati & Porter, 2009). 

3.1.4 Critics 

In our thesis, the data has been collected by researchers at ASA Research and Evaluation 

Section. We are aware of the potential bias it might cause when the organization themselves 

are involved in the data collection. In addition, the researchers ask the respondents, the loan 

takers of ASA, the questions face-to-face which potentially could cause the respondents to feel 

pressured. However, since the survey only collects structured data in terms of more objective 

information such as personal information, ownership of assets, housing information and ability 

to make decisions it is our beliefs that the problems are limited.  
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We have been provided a limited sample which consists of 325 observations. It would have 

been preferred to receive a larger sample, although, we believe our sample will be sufficient 

for the thesis. Furthermore, it is also important with generalizability (Bryman & Bell, 2011). 

The data used in our thesis include female loan takers of different age, education level, total 

loan amount, reasons for joining the microfinance program and length of engagement and can 

therefore be considered a representative selection. Although all respondents are living in a rural 

environment the data was collected in 14 different districts in Bangladesh. Even though it 

would have been interesting for the thesis if loan takers living in urban areas also would have 

been included, we consider the data set to meet the requirements of generalizability regarding 

rural areas.  
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3.2 Results and discussion 

We start by looking at women’s empowerment. We used three outcomes to approximate 

independence in decision making: ability to decide about visits to one’s family, ability to spend 

savings without interference and ability to decide on who to vote for without interference. Our 

results do not indicate any significant impact of length of engagement as can be seen in table 

2. This is in contrast to previous research that conclude how participation in microcredit 

programs will increase the women’s decision making which is necessary for equality and 

empowerment (Malhotra & Schuler, 2005; Sultana et al., 2013). 

 

Table 2. OLS regression with decision-making indicators as dependent variables 

Independent variable Spend savings Visits Vote 

Constant -0.242 

(0.536) 

-0.156 

(0.499) 

1.973*** 

(0.584) 

Length of engagement 0.000 

(0.001) 

0.000 

(0.001) 

0.000 

(0.001) 

Age 0.004 

(0.003) 

0.003 

(0.003) 

0.004 

(0.004) 

Education 0.011 

(0.057) 

0.066 

(0.053) 

0.155** 

(0.062) 

Total monthly income -0.07 

(0.049) 

0.032 

(0.046) 

-0.120** 

(0.054) 

Total loan 0.057 

(0.039) 

-0.011 

(0.037) 

-0.064 

(0.043) 

Engagement in other NGO -0.057 

(0.053) 

0.024 

(0.049) 

0.133** 

(0.058) 

Control over loan 0.324*** 

(0.052) 

0.086* 

(0.048) 

0.126** 

(0.056) 

Reason saving -0.159 

(0.121) 

-0.059 

(0.112) 

0.026 

(0.131) 

Reason new business 0.133* 

(0.070) 

-0.004 

(0.065) 

0.047 

(0.076) 

Reason present business -0.001 

(0.087) 

0.046 

(0.081) 

0.112 

(0.095) 

Reason other 0.018 

(0.066) 

0.026 

(0.062) 

-0.052 

(0.072) 

Observations 323 323 323 

Adjusted R-square 0.141 -0.009 0.044 

Note: Standard errors are in the parenthesis, p<0.01 ***, p<0.05 **, p< 0.1 * 
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Our results suggest a positive correlation between engagement in other NGO and ability to 

decide on who to vote for. If the woman is engaged in another NGO the results indicate a 13.3 

percentage points higher probability of being able to decide on who to vote for. These results 

are interesting since this would indicate that microcredit correlate with the empowerment of 

women. A possible explanation is that the importance is not the length of engagement in the 

microcredit program but rather whether you are involved or not. Another possible explanation 

could be that women increase their perceived contribution to the family, as described by 

Nussbaum (2000), by being involved in other NGO:s and thereby increase their decision-

making power. 

 

The variable education indicates that if a woman completed primary school education there is 

a 15.50 percentage point higher probability that she is able to decide for herself on who to vote 

for. Our results goes in line with previous research as lack of education has been said to partly 

explain the current gender gaps (Waghamode & Kalyan, 2014) and that education is of great 

importance when it comes to empowerment of women (Burn, 2011; Waghamode & Kalyan, 

2014; Shettar, 2015; Nazmul & Alam, 2018). However, total monthly income correlates 

negatively with vote. This come across as surprising since especially women in the lower 

classes are described as subordinated men. This would indicate that also women in higher social 

classes are subject to inequality, in this case even more than those in lower ones. However, 

microcredit is usually offered to low income households and even though higher income in this 

case indicates a lower probability of being able to decide on who to vote for without 

interference from anyone, this may not be applicable to households with even higher 

socioeconomic status.  

 

Furthermore, the control over loan indicates a statistically significant higher probability for all 

three empowerment outcomes. The results presented above are in line with previous research. 

Possessing control over income, or in this case the total loan amount, is a crucial step towards 

women’s empowerment and increased decision-making power (Murshid, 2018). Hence, if 

women are able to control how to spend the total loan amount it is also likely that they also are 

able to increase their say in other matters such as for example on what to spend their savings, 

who to visit or who to vote for. 
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The variable reason new business is statistically significant for the dependent variable spend 

savings. It implies a higher probability for the woman to decide what to spend her savings on. 

One might expect that loan takers who start up a new business possibly increase their income 

as well as their perceived contribution to the family’s well-being and thereby increase their 

bargaining power, in line with previous research (Panjaitan-Drioadisuryo & Cloud, 1999; 

Nussbaum, 2000; Alam, 2012). Another possible explanation could be that running a business 

may expose women to a different environment from home that in turn strengthen their 

bargaining power and empowerment. 

 

Now we turn our attention to women’s well-being. As can be seen in table 3 we find no 

statistically significant correlation between the length of engagement and total monthly 

income. Although, the negative sign of the variable indicates that the monthly income decreases 

after taking the loan and throughout the length of engagement. This contradicts previous 

research indicating that poverty decreases when involved in a microcredit program (Panjaitan-

Drioadisuryo & Cloud, 1999; Khandker, 2005; Mazumder & Wencong, 2013). It is possible 

that throughout the length of engagement the number of working household members 

decreases, thereby decreasing the income. It is also possible that microcredit enables the 

women to start or develop a business, however, due to lack of training or education the business 

might not be successful in terms of income. However, if the reason for taking the loan is to 

invest in an already present business or if the reason is other then this indicates a positive effect 

on monthly income.  
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Table 3. OLS regression with monthly income as dependent variable 

Independent variable Total monthly income 

Constant 7.384*** 

(0.454) 

Length of engagement -0.001 

(0.001) 

Age 0.012*** 

(0.004) 

Education 0.155** 

(0.065) 

Total loan 0.169*** 

(0.044) 

Engagement in other NGO 0.198*** 

(0.060) 

Control over loan -0.071 

(0.059) 

Reason saving -0.150 

(0.139) 

Reason new business 0.078 

(0.081) 

Reason present business 0.445*** 

(0.097) 

Reason other 0.243*** 

(0.075) 

Observations 323 

Adjusted R-square 0.189 

Note: Standard errors are in the parenthesis, p<0.01 ***, p<0.05 **, p< 0.1 * 

 

Further, the two variables total loan and engagement in other NGO both indicate positive 

correlation with monthly income. We argue that this implies that it is the size of the loan that 

matters and not the length of engagement in the microcredit program. It is possible that the loan 

takers increase their income through wise investments of the loan. However, this could also be 

problematic since the loan eventually will run out and we do not find any correlation between 

length of engagement and income. There is also a risk that the loan takers will get caught up in 

too much debt.   

 

Now we move on to well-being in terms of time allocation. The results on time spent on leisure 

and household work are illustrated in table 4. Once again, the length of engagement indicates 
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that there is no correlation between length of engagement and time spent on leisure. It is not 

unlikely that leisure time is something that few people have, and it is possible that regardless 

of improvements in income or work life there is still a long way to go before one actually has 

the time and resources in life to be able to enjoy leisure. As can be seen in the table, length of 

engagement shows an extremely small positive effect on time spent on household work, 

although not statistically significant. This implies that the length of engagement in a 

microcredit program does not correlate with time spent on household work. 

 

Table 4. OLS regression with time allocation indicators as dependent variables 

Independent variable Leisure Housework 

Constant 0.070 

(0.070) 

0.184*** 

(0.069) 

Length of engagement 0.000* 

(0.000) 

8.120E-5 

(0.000) 

Age 0.000 

(0.000) 

-6.317E-5 

(0.000) 

Education -0.005 

(0.008) 

0.003 

(0.007) 

Total monthly income 0.001 

(0.006) 

-0.007 

(0.006) 

Total loan 0.003 

(0.005) 

0.005 

(0.005) 

Engagement in other NGO -0.004 

(0.007) 

-0.010 

(0.007) 

Control over loan 0.007 

(0.007) 

-0.001 

(0.007) 

Reason saving -0.019 

(0.016) 

0.035** 

(0.015) 

Reason new business -0.007 

(0.009) 

-0.015* 

(0.009) 

Reason present business -0.011 

(0.011) 

-0.002 

(0.011) 

Reason other -0.013 

(0.009) 

0.014 

(0.008) 

Observations 323 323 

Adjusted R-square -0.001 0.029 

Note: Standard errors are in the parenthesis, p<0.01 ***, p<0.05 **, p< 0.1 * 
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The variable reason saving indicates a 3.5 percentage points, approximately 50 minutes, 

increase of time spent on household work per day, whereas if the reason for taking the loan is 

to start a new business the results indicate a 1.5 percentage points, almost 22 minutes, decrease 

of time spent on household work per day. One can imagine that women who join the 

microcredit program in order to solve emergency family needs to a greater extent need to 

engage in other work than household work in order to get by, while the women who join in 

order to start a savings account can afford to spend more time on unpaid work. Our results also 

support previous research by Garikipati (2011) who states that women who are able to use the 

loan to invest in their own business will spend less time doing household work and more time 

focusing on their business. Even though 22 minutes per day might not seem to make a big 

difference, it is a step away from the traditional gender roles. Since household work shows a 

negative marginal effect on well-being (Zhou & Peng, 2018) we argue that the decrease of time 

spent on household work may actually increase the women’s well-being.  

 

In our results monthly income has an effect on time spent on leisure and household work. 

However, the variables are not statistically significant and should therefore be interpreted with 

caution. The effect of increased income has a positive effect of time spent on leisure and a 

negative effect of time spend on household work. Previous research has indicated that when 

women start earning their own money they will achieve independence (Anderson & Eswaran 

2007). In addition, it has been noted that behavior of family members and society changes when 

women earn their own money (Khan et al., 2010). It could therefore be argued that when the 

women in our sample experience an increase in their income they also feel empowered and 

hence are more likely to feel that more leisure time is “their right” but also that they can afford 

to work less and enjoy more leisure.  

 

In table 5 the impact of microcredit on access to electricity, home ownership, type of house as 

well as land ownership is presented. Length of engagement does not appear to have a 

statistically significant impact when it comes to access to electricity, home ownership and land 

ownership. One interpretation of this could be that the number of years that the loan takers has 

been involved in the microcredit program does not affect the standard of living in terms of 

access to electricity, home ownership and land ownership. The result regarding electricity 

contrasts to previous findings such as those by Akmam and Islam (2017) who found that 

microcredit contributed to enabling the use of electricity as well as those by Mazumder and 

Wencong (2013) who found a reduction of electricity non-consumers after involvement in 
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microcredit. Land ownership on the other hand, strengthen the findings of Haque and Yamao 

(2008) who showed that the members of a microcredit program owned the same amount of 

land as before. However, it should be noted that although not statistically significant, land 

ownership is negatively correlated with length of engagement in our results. Haque & Yamao 

reports about members of microcredit programs that had to sell their land for liquidation of 

previous loans. We argue that this could be a possible explanation to why length of engagement 

seems to negatively affect land ownership in our results. This would also underline the 

importance of effective measures in order to prevent loan takers from being unable to repay the 

loan.  

 

On the other hand, a change of one month in length of engagement indicates a statistically 

significant correlation in terms of a lower probability of living in a house made of cement and 

brick. The result may be surprising as one would expect microcredit to positively affect the 

standard of the house. However, it is possible that women who receive microcredits prefer to 

spend their money on other things, such as for example their children’s education or their 

business. These are investments that can generate an income in the future. Previous research 

also shows that the poorest of the loan takers were unable to improve their housing situation 

while a significant number of the rest were able to improve their housing (Haque & Yamao, 

2008). This shows that the effect of microcredit on type of house may depend on level of 

poverty, something we do not test for. It is possible that the poorest in the sample have problems 

with utilizing the loan in a way that would enable them to improve their housing situation and 

that this affects the results. It is also important to keep in mind that the most common building 

material in rural areas in Bangladesh are mud bricks, bamboo, sun-grass, wood and sometimes 

corrugated iron sheets (Banglapedia, 2014a) and that the idea of a house made of cement and 

brick may be far-fetched and not something that the loan takers would prioritize.   
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Table 5. OLS regression with standard of living indicators as dependent variables 

Independent variable Electricity Own house Type of house Land ownership 

Constant -1.309*** 

(0.445) 

0.080 

(0.251) 

-0.473 

(0.452) 

-3.521** 

(1.458) 

Length of engagement -1.304E-5 

(0.000) 

1.047E-6 

(0.000) 

-0.001* 

(0.000) 

-0.002 

(0.002) 

Age -0.002 

(0.003) 

0.001 

(0.002) 

-1.721E-5 

(0.003) 

0.005 

(0.009) 

Education 0.067 

(0.048) 

0.090*** 

(0.027) 

0.175*** 

(0.048) 

0.445*** 

(0.156) 

Total monthly income 0.183*** 

(0.041) 

0.092*** 

(0.023) 

0.061 

(0.041) 

0.573*** 

(0.134) 

Total loan 0.035 

(0.033) 

-0.004 

(0.019) 

-0.002 

(0.033) 

-0.025 

(0.107) 

Engagement in other NGO 0.042 

(0.044) 

-0.018 

(0.025) 

0.052 

(0.045) 

-0.016 

(0.144) 

Control over loan 0.034 

(0.043) 

-0.019 

(0.024) 

0.029 

(0.044) 

0.044 

(0.140) 

Reason savings -0.022 

(0.100) 

-0.107* 

(0.057) 

0.114 

(0.102) 

-0.123 

(0.328) 

Reason new business 0.029 

(0.058) 

-0.140*** 

(0.033) 

0.096 

(0.059) 

-0.355* 

(0.191) 

Reason present business 0.007 

(0.073) 

-0.088** 

(0.041) 

0.054 

(0.074) 

0.262 

(0.238) 

Reason other -0.081 

(0.055) 

-0.043 

(0.031) 

0.015 

(0.056) 

0.493*** 

(0.180) 

Observations 319 323 323 323 

Adjusted R-square 0.084 0.111 0.064 0.142 

Note: Standard errors are in the parenthesis, p<0.01 ***, p<0.05 **, p< 0.1 * 

 

Our results show that education is statistically significant and has a positive correlation on 

home ownership, land ownership and type of house. We argue that education provides both 

knowledge as well as better work opportunities that allows the loan takers to purchase land and 

a home. The educated loan taker might also be aware of the importance of a safe and well-built 

home. Monthly income also appears to have a positive statistically significant impact on 

electricity, home ownership and land ownership. This is not very surprising since land 

ownership and housing strongly depends on social class and is a strong indicator of wealth and 

well-being in Bangladesh.  
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Interestingly, the reason for joining the microcredit program appears to play an important role. 

If the reason for joining is other than the examples given this implies a positive effect on land 

ownership. Neither of the reasons for joining the microcredit program directly addresses land 

purchase as a reason for joining. It is therefore possible that the respondents who joined because 

they wanted to finance a purchase of land are included in the variable reason other. This may 

explain the positive effect on land ownership.   

 

However, if the reason for joining is to open up a savings account that indicates a negative 

probability of owning one’s home. If the reason for joining the microcredit program is to start 

a new business that implies a statistically significant impact on whether the respondents owns 

or rent their home, more specifically a lower probability of owning. In addition, the reason to 

start a new business also indicate a negative effect on the dependent variable land ownership. 

Similar findings can be seen when studying the variable reason present business. If joining the 

microcredit program in order to finance and develop an already running business that also 

implies a lower probability of owning one’s home. These results were surprising since one 

could think that starting a new business or investing in an already existing business would 

generate higher income for the loan taker and thereby making it possible to own their 

accomodation. However, the baseline could possibly include emergency housing situation 

since it is defined as solving emergency family needs. Therefore, it is possible that involvement 

in the microcredit program is connected to an emergency house repair. Another possible 

explanation could be that the women who joins the microcredit program in order to start a new 

business invest the loan amount in their business and in the longer run invest money in other 

things than housing, such as for example their children’s education or improvement and 

maintenance of their business, which are all examples of investments that can generate further 

positive effects in the future.  

 

Further, we study the effect of microcredit on ownership of assets such as television and 

refrigerator as can be seen in table 6. Length of engagement come across as statistically 

insignificant with no major effect on either of the variables of interest. One interpretation of 

this could be that the length of engagement in a microcredit program does not affect the 

probability of owning a television or refrigerator. Due to previous research one might have 

expected these variables to correlate with engagement in microcredit program. This since 

Aktaruzzaman and Farooq (2019) found a negative relationship between microcredit and per 

capita expenditure on durable goods and Banerjee et al. (2015) found that consumption of 
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durable goods increased after the loan. However, total loan indicates a positive effect on 

refrigerator.  

 

Table 6. OLS regression with asset ownership indicators as dependent variables 

Independent variable Television Refrigerator 

Constant -1.512*** 

(0.552) 

-1.553*** 

(0.343) 

Length of engagement 0.000 

(0.001) 

-4.215E-5 

(0.000) 

Age -0.002 

(0.003) 

0.001 

(0.002) 

Education 0.044 

(0.059) 

0.077** 

(0.037) 

Total monthly income 0.147*** 

(0.051) 

0.097*** 

(0.031) 

Total loan 0.031 

(0.041) 

0.056** 

(0.025) 

Engagement in other NGO 0.070 

(0.055) 

-0.019 

(0.034) 

Control over loan 0.133** 

(0.053) 

0.018 

(0.033) 

Reason saving 0.022 

(0.124) 

-0.020 

(0.077) 

Reason new business 0.129* 

(0.072) 

0.157*** 

(0.045) 

Reason present business 0.034 

(0.090) 

0.062 

(0.056) 

Reason other 0.078 

(0.068) 

0.064 

(0.042) 

Observations 323 323 

Adjusted R-square 0.058 0.098 

Note: Standard errors are in the parenthesis, p<0.01 ***, p<0.05 **, p< 0.1 *    

 

If the reason for joining the microcredit program is to start a new business that significantly 

affects whether you own a refrigerator or not. Similar results are found when observing the 

variable television. For both of the dependent variables the probability of owning either of the 

two items increases if the money from the microcredit is used to start a new business. This goes 

in line with previous research by Banerjee et al. (2015) that indicate that loan takers who were 
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planning to start a new business or invest in a present business were more likely to increase 

their spending on durable goods. 

 

The variable control over loan shows a positive statistically significant correlation on whether 

you own a television or not. Murshid (2018) conclude that possessing control over resources is 

the most important factor when it comes to decision making power and Alam (2012) describes 

how men and women tend to spend their increased income differently. Microcredit are often 

directed to women since they are considered more likely to invest in good that are related to 

family well-being (Duflo, 2012) It is therefore possible that women, when in control of the loan 

amount or other resources, are able to purchase goods that will benefit the whole family, rather 

than one single individual. A television could be perceived as a source of information of which 

the whole family can take advantage.  

 

Lastly, having completed five years of primary school increase the probability of owning a 

refrigerator. This could be due to increased knowledge regarding food safety and thereby 

understanding the importance of keeping some food refrigerated. A higher income also 

indicates a higher probability of owning a television and a refrigerator which is reasonable 

since a higher income makes it possible to purchase assets. 
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3.3 Conclusion 

Our aim was to investigate how access to microcredits affects women’s empowerment and 

well-being in various ways. By studying the length of engagement we wanted to analyze if 

there was a continuous impact of microcredit on women’s empowerment and well-being the 

years after taking the loan. Some previous studies have shown that microcredits reduce poverty 

and improve standard of living, while others have found the opposite. In addition to this, it is 

not clear how the length of engagement affect women’s empowerment and well-being.  

 

The results of our study indicate that length of engagement does not affect women’s 

empowerment or well-being. However, length of engagement is statistically significant when 

is comes to type of house. A longer engagement in a microcredit program implies a lower 

probability of living in a house made of brick and cement. We argue that one possible 

explanation for this could be that the loan takers prioritize other things such as for example 

their businesses or their children’s education over standard of living, which is something we 

do not test. However, it is also possible that the loan takers may have gotten too deeply into 

debt. Since we have not found any other research about type of house that support these 

theories, it is also possible that this result may be due to chance.  

 

In some cases we found that the total loan and engagement in other NGO affects women’s 

empowerment and well-being. Although it seems that these variables have a positive impact 

on empowerment and well-being we argue that it is also problematic since loan may not be a 

long term solution as the loan takers eventually will run out of money. One possible explanation 

as to why length of engagement is insignificant may be that microcredit simply does not affect 

empowerment and well-being. However, it it important to keep in mind that microcredits might 

improve women’s empowerment and well-being in the short term, or possibly result in change 

that is independent of time. 
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4. Study two  

Study two aims to add debt to the analysis of how microcredit affect women’s empowerment 

and women’s well-being. In addition, the qualitative interviews enable us to further analyze 

how microcredit affects the psychological aspects of well-being.  

4.1 Method 

To answer our research question regarding how microcredit affects women’s empowerment 

and well-being we also conducted a qualitative approach. We chose to conduct semi-structured 

interviews since that meant we were able to center the interview around our specific topics but 

still allowed the respondent to formulate her answers in her own way. It is desirable to 

formulate the questions in a general way in order to discover what the respondent finds relevant 

(Bryman & Bell, 2011). The structure suited us since the purpose of the interviews was to 

achieve a deeper understanding about the women and their perception of their empowerment 

and well-being.  

4.1.1 Respondents 

We conducted eight semi-structured interviews with eight women who had been involved in 

the microcredit program for a various long period of time. These women were chosen on the 

basis of opportunity sampling (Bryman & Bell, 2011). Office staff from ASA branches selected 

respondents based on our requests which resulted in a sample consisting of women in different 

ages and marital status as well as different length of engagement in the microcredit program. 

The descriptive statistics of the interviewed women are presented in table 7. In this study, the 

women who has been involved in the microcredit program for four years or less are considered 

to have had the loan a short time, whereas women who have been involved in the program for 

a longer period are considered to have had the loan for a long time. As can be seen from the 

table below, three women in our sample are considered to have had the loan for a short time 

and five women are considered to have had the loan for a long time. Due to safety reasons we 

were only able to interview three women living in rural Bangladesh. The rest of the interviews 

took place in the urban areas of Dhaka. 
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Table 7. Descriptive statistics of the female loan takers 

Respondent Age (years) Length of engagement Total loan Area 

R1 30 14 years BDT 10,000  

(USD 126) 

Urban 

R2 69 4 years BDT 400,000  

(USD 5,049) 

Urban 

R3 37 18 years BDT 100,000  

(USD 1261) 

Urban 

R4 27 1 month BDT 500,000  

(USD 6311) 

Rural 

R5 50 14 years BDT 50,000  

(USD 631) 

Rural 

R6 48 15 years BDT 200,000  

(USD 2,524) 

Rural 

R7 38 12 years BDT 19,000  

(USD 240) 

Urban 

R8 35 2 years BDT 20,000  

(USD 252) 

Urban 

Source: Field Study in Bangladesh, 2019. 

Note: The interviews with R1-R3 were conducted on the 2019-03-11, R4-R6 on the 2019-03-13 and R7 and R8 

on the 2019-03-16 

 

4.1.2 Creating the interview guide  

Before arrival we created an interview guide consisting of 24 questions5. As suggested by 

Bryman and Bell (2011) the questions were formulated in a way that makes the research 

question easy to answer and we also tried to use a language that would be easy for the 

respondents to understand. However, since we had the help of an interpreter we also depended 

on her understanding of the questions. Before conducting the interviews we discussed the 

questions thoroughly with her to make sure that she understood the meaning. After the first 

three interviews were conducted we noticed that some answers were somewhat uninformative 

and that we needed to specify some of the questions by giving examples in order to get more 

detailed answers. These changes were also discussed with the interpreter as well as some 

possible follow-up questions. 

 

                                                 
5 Interview guide in Appendix Section B 
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A problem that might arise when developing an interview guide based on theory is leading 

questions (Bryman & Bell, 2011) and to avoid this we asked open questions. However, in cases 

where we noticed that clarification was needed in order for the respondent to be able to answer, 

we sometimes gave examples. This could for instance be example of what standard of living 

includes. Sometimes we briefly restated the respondent’s answer in order to make sure that we 

had perceived the respondents answer correctly, as suggested by Leech (2002). We also tried 

to ask the questions in a non-judgemental way since questions about empowerment and well-

being can be sensitive. 

 

We started the interviews by asking general questions in order to get to understand who the 

women were and for them to get used to us and the situation. This information was also relevant 

since that helps to put the respondent’s answer in a context (Bryman & Bell, 2011). These 

questions were followed by questions that were based on theory and sectioned around the 

certain topics that we were interested in. This in order to make sure the questions ran smoothly. 

All of the interviews followed this structure but the follow-up questions differed at times, 

depending on how informative the answers were.  

4.1.3 Conducting the interviews 

The interviews were arranged by the microcredit organization ASA and took place on three 

different occasions and geographical places. We are aware of the potential bias it might cause 

when the organization is involved in deciding respondents. However, we were able to provide 

ASA with requests regarding for example different lengths of engagement in the microcredit 

program. When conducting the study we followed the principles by Vetenskapsrådet (2019) 

and the respondents had been informed in advance that we would come and they had agreed to 

talk to us. We began the interviews by presenting ourselves and the purpose of our study. We 

then informed that their participation was voluntary and that they could cancel at any time. We 

also clarified that they would remain anonymous and that their names would be confidential. 

Lastly, we asked for permission to audio record the interviews.  

 

The interviews were all held in the respondents’ houses or workplaces since they did not have 

the time or ability to go somewhere else. In order to get to the right place we were accompanied 

by the office staff who had organized the interviews. To minimize the potential bias that may 

arise from this we made sure to conduct the interviews on a secluded place, where only 
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ourselves, the interpreter and the respondent were present. However, the interviews were at 

some points interrupted by others such as the respondents’ family and friends who wanted to 

join in or simply observe. At one point we kindly had to inform the husband of a respondent 

that we appreciated his commitment but for the purpose of the study, we needed to hear the 

woman’s view of the situation. The place of the interviews entailed some unavoidable 

disturbances such as neighbors who came to see what was going on or simply a family member 

offering something to eat or drink and at one point, a cow pushing on our chairs. On the other 

hand, the choice of location helped us understand the environment that the respondents lived 

and worked in. It should also be kept in mind that these women were not used to be interviewed 

and that the familiar environment probably made them feel more at ease.  

 

Furthermore, the interpreter that helped us during the interviews was a female student. We 

believe that the presence of only females, as well as the fact that the interpreter was independent 

from the organization, contributed to the respondent feeling at ease and for her to respond 

honestly without any pressure. However, at some points we noticed that the respondent talked 

for a long time, while the interpreter only seemed to translate the most vital parts. When this 

happened, we asked follow-up questions to make sure that no important information was left 

out. The interviews lasted between 26 and 49 minutes. 

4.1.4 Content analysis 

A popular approach in qualitative research is content analysis, which is used in order to 

interpret and analyze text data (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). In line with the deductive approach, 

we have chosen a direct content analysis since that implicates using theory as guidance when 

coding.  

 

We began the content analysis by transcribing the audio recordings into text. In order to make 

sure that the recordings were transcribed correctly we verified with our notes from the 

interviews. In cases where some parts were difficult to apprehend due to loud noises in the 

background we made sure to both listen to the recordings. We also made sure to start 

transcribing the interviews directly after they were conducted. This ensured that we could 

capture all the details and minimize misunderstandings. As suggested by Hsieh and Shannon 

(2005) we created categories and subcategories based on our theory. When studying the 

material we quickly found a pattern of recurring elements in the respondents’ answers and we 
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highlighted the ones that were connected. These became our subcategories. An example of the 

conducted content analysis is presented in table 8 below. 

 
Table 8. Example of content analysis 

  

Theme Sub theme Meaning unit 

Emotions Positive changes in 

emotions 

“[…] I am very happy because before taking 

the loan and before starting the business I 

only use to do household work but after 

starting the business I have learnt many things 

and communicated with more people” 
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4.2 Results and discussion 

We start by looking at how microcredit has affected the women’s well-being and empowerment 

in terms of psychological aspects. A recurring theme among the respondents was the feeling of 

stress and four of the respondents explicitly pointed out that they were less stressed since taking 

the loan when asked about their mental health. The stress that they experienced before taking 

the loan was closely related to their economic situation. R3 informed that her mental and 

physical health had improved since she took the loan, due to the fact that she had been able to 

develop her business and thereby increased her income. In line with R3, R4 informed that she 

did not experience any stress and that she was both more relaxed and more satisfied than before 

taking the loan. She further explained that before taking the loan she felt a major pressure 

mentally and that her emotions were affected by the stress she experienced. She continued to 

explain that after taking the loan her emotions gradually changed in a positive direction. R5 

and R7 also stated that they felt less tensed now and R5 in particular said that she was very 

worried before taking the loan due to the fact that her expenses were higher than her income 

which had turned into the opposite after taking the loan. Since the women had been able to start 

and develop their businesses due to taking the loan one can thereby draw the conclusion that 

the access to microcredit may generate positive feelings such as happiness, relaxness and 

satisfaction and thereby subjective well-being (Diener & Biswas-Diener, 2005). 

 

Among the respondents who stated that they experience less stress regarding the economic 

situation, three of these had been involved in the microcredit program for a longer period of 

time, more specifically for 18, 14 and 12 years. R4 had just recently taken the loan and had 

only been involved for one month at the time of the interview. Considering that the rest of the 

respondents in our sample had been involved for two, four, 14 respectively 15 years it seems 

most likely that the length of engagement does not play a big part, but rather that the 

respondents first step of involvement is what makes the greatest difference. 

 

However, it seems that the stress about the economic situation they experienced before taking 

the loan possibly got replaced by other stress factors. R4 meant that she was less stressed about 

the economic situation and her business. However, she described herself as a hardworking 

person and stated that she was experiencing more stress due to the fact that she was working 

much more since taking the loan. Garikipati (2011) reported that women in general did not 

spend more time on leisure even though they saved time by being self-employed compared to 
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wage-work. Instead, they spent this time on household work. An interpretation of this could be 

that leisure time was not prioritized and since the women usually are seen as responsible for 

the household work it is therefore their duty to manage that. It is possible that R4 who reports 

about increased time spent on the business, experienced a higher stress since she, as a woman, 

is responsible for the household work and still have to manage the household and therefore 

cannot decrease time spent on these tasks. This leaves her with very little time for leisure and 

recovery. R6 also highlighted the consequences of increased time spent on work stating that 

there was no time for leisure or for herself since she was managing the business and everything 

else by herself, and that she actually was expecting more leisure time. R7 also pointed to the 

fact that although she felt less tense about the overall economic situation since taking the loan, 

her stress had also increased due to the fact that she was running the business and because of 

the installments that had to be paid. 

 

Another issue brought up by some of the respondents related to tension was the mood in the 

family. R8 informed that before taking the loan there were some quarrels between her and her 

husband but because she took the loan and developed the business the tension decreased. R1 

also talked about quarrels between her and her husband but since she took the loan and 

developed her business these have stopped, resulting in her feeling much happier and she also 

stated that they are much more in love. R7’s picture of the situation also coincided with 

previous respondents’, she stated that the there was a lot of tension in the family but that this 

has decreased since taking the loan.  

 

Four respondents talked about what impact the loan and the business has had on their level of 

confidence. R4 explained that before taking the loan she did not have much knowledge on how 

to run the business. She further explained that when she took the loan she started to 

communicate with other people and learnt more and gained more experience that way. As a 

consequence, she knows more about how to run the business, how to look after her chickens 

and when to invest in new ones. She further explained how this has affected her emotions:  

 

“I am more happy now because I am communicating more with others, I am 

running my business and it is a new environment. I am feeling many positive 

emotions because before taking the loan and before working with the business 

I only use to do household work. Since, I have learnt many things and 

communicated more with other people.” 
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Our findings goes in line with previous research. Kabeer and Mahmud (2004) studied the effect 

of employment on women living in poverty in Bangladesh and concluded that women who got 

employed outside of the household experienced an improvement in sense of self-reliance. 

Further, our results show that the exposure to a new environment and the social contacts that 

comes with it also is of importance in terms of confidence, life satisfaction and self-worth. R4 

also stated that “I want to inspire others when it comes to self-dependence and women 

empowerment”. The impact that the women has on each other can also be observed in R8:s 

answer regarding confidence: “If everybody can, I will be can actually”. This also indicates 

that microcredit can increase the loan takers’ psychological empowerment which means a 

person’s interpretation on their ability to achieve important goals (Diener & Biswas-Diener, 

2005). Previous research has also highlighted the importance of exposure to a new environment 

when it comes to bargaining power (Khan, 1999; Ngo & Wahhaj, 2012). However, our results 

indicate the importance of new environment and social contacts, not only when it comes to 

bargaining power, but also regarding confidence, life satisfaction and self-worth. 

 

In line with R4, when asked about in what ways her mental health has changed since taking the 

loan, R7 stated that her health is quite good now. She further explained that before taking the 

loan she only worked in the household. However, after taking the loan she started her business 

and has, despite of experiencing a decrease in leisure time, experienced better health. The 

impact that the loan and business has on women can also be found in what R5 states: “My 

confidence level and self dignity is of course better [...] and I am very much famous in my area, 

everyone respects me for my self-dependence and business.”. This goes in line with Khan et al. 

(2010), who stated that income from entrepreneurial activities will result in a change in 

attitudes and behaviour from family members as well as the society towards females. However, 

in terms of length of engagement we see no indication that women who have been involved in 

the microcredit program for a longer time would experience a better mental health than those 

who have been involved for a shorter time. Still, it is clear that a majority of the women have 

experienced a change for the better since taking the loan.  

 

In addition, we also asked the women about their thoughts about the future. The most frequent 

response were their positive hope for their children which did not seem to depend on the length 

of their engagement with the microcredit program. Four of the women told us about their 

children and their enrollment in school. R2 explained that “My children are studying, and I am 
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hopeful that they are improving this study. And I am actually. I am hopeful for my children’s 

future”. When R8 told us about her children she explained that “they are studying well and I 

am expecting that they will go and study more and more for their better future”. All of the 

women talked proudly about their children and R5 emphasized that her son had been granted a 

scholarship and was studying. This shows how the women continue to strive for a better future 

and also highlights their positive views on education.  

 

The majority of the women expressed a positive view of the future. However, one woman was 

concerned over her current economic situation and was hopeful that next year will be better, “I 

am worried now but expecting that next year that will go away” (R2). Another woman 

expressed her concern about the future, saying that she was negative due to the fact that she 

has no money to purchase land. However, when asked she responds that her somewhat negative 

view about the future is the same as before taking the loan. Two of the women expressed their 

wish for the future in terms of their accomodation, “I will be more happy if I can buy a flat in 

Dhaka” (R1) and “I want to buy land and build a house in the future” (R8).  

 

Further, all of the women expressed their wish to increase the loan amount in the future, 

although for different reasons. Six of the women, R1, R3, R4, R6, R7, R8, wanted to increase 

the loan amount in order to develop and increase their business in the future. R6 stated that “ 

[I am] expecting that if I can get more loan I can increase this [the business] and it will help 

more to my family”. It is possible that the women felt empowered due to their successful 

business which enabled them to increase their income and self confidence. R7 explained: “I 

am thinking about more loan for developing my business and I am thinking about purchasing 

land if possible”. Another reason for taking additional loan from ASA was brought up by R5 

who explained that she wanted to build her son a similar house as her own. 

 

Based on our results it is not possible to identify any significant relation between the length of 

engagement and the hopes about the future. It is clear that all women have hopes about the 

future, regardless of how long they have been involved in the program. The women wanted to 

develop their business or improve their house for their family’s well-being. All the women in 

our sample expressed their wish to increase their loan in order to use it either for their business, 

accomodation or purchase land. This could in one sense be alarming as one interpretation could 

be that the women were in need of more loan. However, this was not necessarily the case, the 

women were rather expressing their thought about wanting another loan for further investments 
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and development. They have already experienced a positive change since taking the loan and 

might thereby be more empowered and more confident in doing it again. In addition, it is clear 

that the loan itself enables the women to dream about what they want to do and achieve. We 

thereby argue that microcredit gives women an opportunity to dream about the future although 

not affected by the length of engagement.  

 

Now we move on to time allocation and how much time the women spent on leisure activities 

as well as household work. As previously mentioned, women in Bangladesh are often 

responsible for the household work. This is strengthened by R4 who stated “It takes around 

four to five hours in a day to make breakfast, lunch, dinner and serve them and my family. I am 

cooking by myself.” and R6 who stated “I am providing three or four hours for my household 

work and family. I am only one person so I am much more busy.”. The citations above are from 

the women who has had the loan the shortest and the second longest time in our sample. The 

fact that they both declared that they are responsible for the household work indicates that the 

length of engagement has no significant impact when it comes to the responsibility of the 

household. The fact that all women said they were solely responsible for the household work 

highlights the conservative values that prevail in both rural and urban areas and how hard it 

can be to change traditional gender roles. In general, the women did not express any opinions 

regarding their responsibility or the time they spend on doing household work. R7 however, 

who has had the loan for several years, stated that “It is a little bit tiresome but everyone has 

to”.  

 

The amount of time spent on household work among our sample range between two hours a 

day up to five hours a day. However the respondent who stated that she spent two hours a day 

on household work also expressed that this is because she spent 16-18 hours a day working 

with her business. Only one of the respondents, R7, declared that the time spent on household 

work had decreased since taking the loan, which goes in line with Panjaitan-Drioadisuryo and 

Cloud (1999). However, she was one of the women who spent the most time on household 

work. Finally, overall we see no indication that the length of engagement affects the amount of 

time spent on household work, rather, as mentioned above many respondents experienced 

stress since they are responsible for the household work at the same time as running a business. 

 

There has been no unity in the previous research regarding how microcredit affect women’s 

leisure time. R4, who took the loan only one month before the interview, stated that she has 
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0.5-1 hour of leisure per day and R3, who took the loan 18 years ago, also declared 1 hour of 

leisure time a day. Our results indicate no change through the length of engagement and time 

spent on leisure. This goes in line with Garikipati (2011) who conclude that the women 

involved in the microcredit program experience no change in time spent on leisure. Most of the 

women stated that they found it difficult to spend more time on leisure and this is due to 

different reasons. For example, R6 mentioned that since she is managing the household herself, 

which requires a lot of time and effort, there was no time for leisure. R1 stated that she spent 

two hours on leisure a day and that it is not possible to spend more due to focusing on the 

business. Although R1 was one of the women who spent the most time on leisure it was clear 

that she wished she had more time. R5, who did not have any leisure time, stated “I just invest 

all the time in my business actually, I just enjoy my work“. Even though R5 enjoyed her work 

it was clear that she also would enjoy an increase in her leisure time as she continued to describe 

that she was thinking about hiring a person to help her with her business for this matter.  

 

It was not necessarily the case that the women did not enjoy to spend time on their business, 

although a few wished they had more leisure time. R3 stated that even though she got less 

leisure time compared to before taking the loan, she was pleased with the situation, “It is better, 

I am happy because I have work”. In addition, R7 also experienced less leisure time after taking 

the loan as she was involved in the business rather than working inside of the house. It is 

therefore possible that although microcredit does not affect leisure time through length of 

engagement, there might still be an initial effect. Further, litterature has also pointed towards 

the importance of women working outside of the home (Kabeer & Mahmud, 2004). Work 

outside of the home enables women to become more confident and self-reliant, resulting in 

increased empowerment. Thereby, it is possible that the women might not experience increased 

well-being in terms of leisure, however, it might increase their self-reliance and empowerment. 

 

Now, we turn our attention to the women’s standard of living. All women in our sample stated 

that their economic situation had improved since taking the loan, regardless of the length of the 

engagement. All experienced an increase in income due to their developed business. The 

overall economic situation for the majority of the women had improved since taking the loan. 

Only one of the women expressed her concern regarding the current economic situation, “After 

taking the loan I earned much more profit [than before taking the loan]. But in current situation 

I am not making profit because the cows died” (R2). Although she expressed her concern over 

the current economic situation, she had experienced an increase in the economic situation since 
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taking the loan. However, the previous year had been difficult since wages to staff had to be 

paid in combination with rising price of animal food and animals dying. 

 

The women were asked about their accomodation. One of the eight women stated that since 

taking the loan they bought their apartment, “Before taking the loan we had only tin shed house 

that was rental. But after taking the loan and increasing the business we made 6 floor building 

which we own.” (R7). In addition, three of the eight respondents, R4, R5, R6, stated that they 

already owned their accommodation before taking the loan. These three women all lived in a 

rural area of Bangladesh where it is more common to own one’s accommodation. Further, two 

of the respondents had been able to move to a bigger house since taking the loan (R5, R7) and 

one had plans to do so. The respondent proudly told us that “I am moving this month actually. 

It’s a two room apartment. It is a rental house also. [...] The new place is bigger than before.” 

(R3). 

 

Three of the women already had a house built of brick and cement since before taking the loan. 

However, taking the loan had made it possible for four of the eight women, R1, R5, R7, R8, to 

move from a tin shed home to one made out of brick and cement. R5 stated that “There was a 

tin shed house and it was made of mud but after taking the loan and establishing the business 

we gradually built up this building”, referring to the current building made out of brick and 

cement. Our results are in line with previous research which states that living standards for loan 

takers increased after involvement in the microcredit program (Panjaitan-Drioadisuryo & 

Cloud 1999; Haque & Yamao, 2008). It has previously been mentioned that houses in 

Bangladesh normally are built of natural materials or brick and cement. We argue that because 

of safety reasons and weather conditions it is not difficult to understand why families would 

want to improve their house if possible. Based on our findings it is clear that microcredit has 

been a solution for the women to improve their standard of living in terms of accomodation as 

four out of the five women who did not have a brick and cement house before taking the loan 

now do. Out of the four women, three have had the loan a longer period of time, hence, it is 

possible that the length of engagement matters when it comes to accommodation.  

 

The majority of the women in our sample, R4, R5, R6, R7, R8, already had access to electricity 

before taking the loan. However, two of the women, R1, R3, got access to electricity after 

involvement in the microcredit program. This goes in line with previous research indicating 

that microcredit has a positive effect on access to electricity (Akmam & Islam, 2017). Only 
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one woman in the sample did not have access to electricity and this was the same person who 

lived in a tin shed home and had only had the loan for a short period of time. As for sanitary 

latrines, three of the interviewed women experienced a difference since taking the loan (R1, 

R7, R8). All three women explained similar to R8 who stated “before taking the loan bathroom 

was outside of the home because the house was too small but in the flat now there is inside of 

our house”. This supports previous research that concluded that microcredit has a positive 

effect on the access of sanitary latrines (Lu & Hasan, 2011; Akmam & Islam, 2017). However, 

the majority of our sample did not have access to a bathroom of their own inside of their home, 

“we have no own sanitary, we have a sanitary outside the house and it is in tin shed” (R6).  

 

The woman who did not have access to electricity was one of the three women in our sample 

who currently did not have access to water inside. Two of these three women had been involved 

in the microcredit program for what would be considered a short time. No one in our sample 

had access to water inside of their home before taking the loan, however, five women, R1, R3, 

R5, R7, R8, experienced improvements regarding access to water afterwards. This is also 

indicated by precious research. Mazumder and Wencong (2013) conclude that access to 

drinking water increased after engagement. Out of the five women in our sample who had 

improved the water situation after taking the loan, four are considered to have been involved 

in the microcredit program for a longer time. Based on our findings on access to water inside 

of the home we can conclude that the length of engagement matter. For almost all of the 

respondents experiencing a difference in access to water the change occurred after taking the 

loan and moving or renovating their home. “There was a tube well before taking the loan and 

after taking the loan we established a tap for the water and the water well inside house after 

taking the loan when we established this house” (R5). This is further strengthened by R7 

“Before taking the loan and building the house we actually buy the water from wasa6. But after 

building the house we have a tank in our home.”.  

 

The respondents were also asked if they had purchased any land, animals or electronic items 

after taking the loan. Land ownership is a common measure for the overall economic situation. 

In total, two of the eight respondents, R1 and R8, stated that they had bought land after 

receiving the loan. One of the women had taken the loan a longer time ago and the other more 

                                                 
6 Dhaka Water Supply & Sewerage Authority (DWASA, 2019) 
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recently. Two other respondents had bought cows after taking the microcredit. Similar to the 

women owning land, one of the respondents had taken the loan a longer time ago whereas the 

other took it more recently. As for the electrical machines, two women stated that they own a 

refrigerator and another two that they own a sewing machine since taking the loan. Three of 

these four women had taken the loan a long time ago. Further, among these four women, two 

also stated that they own a television. Our results also indicate that the women who have been 

involved in the microcredit program for a longer period of time to a greater extent have 

managed to improve their situation in terms of ownership of electrical machines. In regards to 

this matter, our results support Banerjee et al. (2015), who found that consumption expenditure 

increased after involvement in the microcredit program. It could be that the respondents spent 

some or all of the loan amount on for example animals or purchasing a sewing machine because 

it is a part of their business. Or, it could be that after investing the money in their business, the 

potential increased income could be spent on other goods than they normally would consume. 
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4.3 Conclusion 

Through our interviews we have sought to examine if there is a possible relation between the 

microcredit and women’s empowerment and well-being in terms of psychological aspects, time 

allocation and standard of living. By taking length of engagement in the microcredit program 

into account we study if microcredit has a continuous impact on women’s empowerment and 

well-being. The purpose of the interviews was to function as a complement to the quantitative 

study and improve the analysis.  

 

Based on our findings we conclude that microcredit seems to significantly decrease women’s 

stress about the economic situation and thereby increase their well-being, no matter how long 

the loan takers have been involved in the microcredit program. However, we find that taking 

the loan leads to a higher level of stress regarding household work and difficulty in spending 

time on leisure activities since they instead spend a lot of time focusing on their businesses. On 

the other hand, we find that the engagement in a microcredit program indirectly increases the 

women’s level of confidence and perception of their ability to accomplish things by exposing 

them to a new environment where they can learn and communicate with others. In a similar 

way, the majority of the women experienced a positive outlook on the future both for 

themselves and their children. Overall, the women’s positive feelings had improved since their 

involvement in the microcredit program and we therefore argue that they are experiencing 

increased well-being. However, this is an initial effect and we were not able to see a significant 

relation with length of engagement.   

 

Many of the respondents talked about various improvements that had been made in regards to 

standard of living. Most notable was that five women had managed to improve the water 

situation since taking the loan and that this group largely consisted of women who had been 

involved in the microcredit program for a longer period of time. It is also shown that many of 

the women who had been involved in the program for a longer period of time had been able to 

improve their housing situation. According to the women, these changes were consequences of 

the microcredit that they had invested in their businesses which had developed and generated 

a larger income.  
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5. General discussion 

Our aim has been to investigate the effect of microcredit on women’s empowerment and well-

being. We have conducted one quantitative and one qualitative study in order to get a deeper 

understanding and analysis. The impact microcredit has on empowerment and well-being has 

been measured through the length of engagement in a microcredit program. The variable has 

not proven to have any statistical impact in study one and we are therefore able to conclude 

that the length of engagement in a microcredit program does not affect empowerment and well-

being in our first study. However, in our qualitative study the length of engagement in the 

microcredit program partly seems to matter when it comes to well-being in terms of standard 

of living. In addition to this, all of the respondents described positive changes in empowerment 

and/or well-being when comparing their situation before and after taking the loan. This could 

imply that the biggest changes occur when the women join the microcredit program and not 

continuously throughout the engagement. This can be likened to one step up the ladder, as 

mentioned by Humle and Mosley (1997 in Townsend et al., 1999). Most notable from study 

two is that the involvement in the microcredit program seems to have a large positive impact 

on the women’s sense of self-worth and their psychological empowerment. This in itself is of 

great essence. 

 

Moreover, total loan and engagement in other NGO:s turned out to statistically significantly 

correlate with some of the outcomes in study one. This would indicate that microcredit to some 

extent correlates with women’s empowerment and well-being. In addition to this, all of the 

respondents in study two expressed a wish to increase their loan amount in the future. The 

women expressed that they want to do so because they want to develop and increase their 

business, their house or purchase land. It is possible that the respondents had seen a positive 

effect on their empowerment and well-being since taking the loan and therefore are positive 

towards doing it again. However, we believe that it is also problematic since a loan eventually 

will run out and as a consequence the microcredit may not have any continuous effect.   

 

Our results from study one repeatedly shows that the different reasons for joining the 

microcredit program significantly affects the different well-being outcomes as well as one of 

the empowerment outcomes. It is evident from our results that if the reason for joining is to 

finance a new business that decreases time spent on household work compared to if the reason 

was to solve emergency family needs. This coincides with what the respondents stated in study 
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two about household work. Many talked about their responsibility for household work and how 

they spent less time on this matter. This partly increased their stress since they felt like they 

did not have enough time to spend on both their business and household work. However, other 

positive aspects of running a business was brought up by the respondents such as newfound 

knowledge, increased self-reliance and changed behavior from people around. This raises the 

question on what grounds microcredit should be offered.  

 

Based on our results we would argue that microcredit contributes in a better way if it is invested 

in income generating activities that also exposes the borrowers to a new environment. This 

since the respondents in study two explained that the positive changes they had experienced 

came from developing their businesses through investments of the microcredit. Considering 

that Khan (1999) reported that wage work had higher effect on women’s empowerment 

compared to microcredit we argue that the utilization of the loan is of great importance. The 

most frequently mentioned reason for joining the microcredit program in our study one was to 

solve emergency family needs. This could possibly explain why length of engagement come 

across as statistically insignificant in most of our results in study one. Based on the results from 

study two and from previous research (Khan, 1999; Ngo & Wahhaj, 2012), we argue that efforts 

towards creating employment opportunities and environments where women can meet and 

share ideas, inspire each other as well as gain new knowledge are important.  

 

It may also be noted that the variables that represents empowerment are designed in such a way 

that the respondent is only considered to have decision making power if she solely takes the 

decision. It is possible that variables that would have recognized joined decisions as decision 

making power would yield a different result since it might require a lot of power in order for 

the women to be able to take a decision without any interference from her husband or someone 

else. This is something that future research could aim to study. Our results showed that being 

in control of the loan is of great importance for women’s empowerment since it positively 

correlates with all three outcomes. This suggest that decision making in households not only 

depends on access to resources such as microcredit but also on whoever is in control of the 

resources, which goes in line with Murshid (2018). The finding points to the importance of 

strengthening women’s ability to control their economic resources in order for them to 

strengthen their independence and position. This is an important note to both microfinance 

institutions as well as other actors within the economic and social development.  
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Further, it is clear that education is of great importance when it comes to women’s 

empowerment and well-being. This becomes clear since the variable education throughout 

most of the results in study one turns out to be positively correlated with the different outcomes. 

These results can also be connected to study two. Many of the respondents discussed the future 

and chose to specifically highlight that they were hopeful since their children were going to 

school. However, we did not study the effect of microcredit on the education of the loan takers’ 

children. This is something that we recommend for future research. Based on our results we 

argue that further efforts should be done in order to strengthen education among poor women 

in order to increase their well-being and empowerment.  

 

Based on the results from our quantitative study we are not able to conclude that the length of 

engagement in the microcredit program is of importance when it comes to women’s 

empowerment and well-being in Bangladesh. However, based on our results from our 

qualitative study we argue that microcredit to some extent increases women’s empowerment 

and well-being in Bangladesh. Among the interviewed women we are able to conclude that all 

had experienced positive changes in both empowerment and well-being since taking the loan. 

Therefore, we argue that microcredit enables women to achieve changes towards increased 

empowerment and well-being, independent of time. Although microcredit might not be the 

general solution to poverty and gender inequality in Bangladesh, it may well enable small 

changes for the women which in turn will allow them to make strategic life choices and improve 

their situation when joining the microcredit program.  
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Appendix 

Section A - Variable definition 

Variable name Definition and units 

Age Age of respondent in years 

Control Loan Dummy = 1 if the respondent control loan amount, 0 otherwise 

Education Dummy = 1 if the respondent completed primary education, 0 otherwise 

Electricity Dummy = 1 if the respondent has access to electricity, 0 otherwise 

Engagement in other NGO Dummy = 1 if the respondent is engaged in other NGO, 0 otherwise 

Household work (percent) Time spent on household work in percentage of the day 

Land ownership (decimal) Ownership of land in decimals in logarithmic form 

Leisure (percent) Time spent on household work in percentage of the day 

Length of engagement (months) Length of engagement in microcredit program in months 

Total monthly income (bdt) Total monthly income in BDT in logarithmic form 

Own house Dummy = 1 if the respondent owns their house, 0 otherwise 

Reason emergency Baseline: solving emergency family needs 

Reason new business Dummy = 1 if the respondent took the loan to start a new business, 0 otherwise 

Reason other Dummy = 1 if the respondent took the loan for reason other than stated in the 

questionnaire, 0 otherwise 

Reason present business Dummy = 1 if the respondent took the loan to invest in an already existing 

business, 0 otherwise 

Reason savings Dummy = 1 if the respondent took the loan to start a savings account, 0 

otherwise 

Refrigerator Dummy = 1 if the respondent owns a refrigerator, 0 otherwise 

Spend savings Dummy = 1 if the respondent can spend her savings without interference, 0 

otherwise 

Television Dummy = 1 if the respondent owns a television, 0 otherwise 

Total loan (BDT) Total loan amount in BDT in logarithmic form 

Type of house Dummy = 1 if the respondent lives in a house made of brick and/or cement, 0 

otherwise 

Visit Dummy = 1 if the respondent can decide to visit her family’s house, 0 otherwise 

Vote Dummy = 1 if the respondent can decide whom to vote for in national and local 

elections, 0 otherwise 
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Section B – Interview guide 

Starting questions 

1. How old are you? 

2. What is your marital status? 

3. Do you have any children? 

4. What is your level of education?  

5. Was any education provided by the microcredit organization? 

6. What is your family’s monthly income?  

7. How long ago did you take the loan? 

8. How big was the loan? 

9. Do you get any other financial support other than from ASA?  

10. Why did you take the loan?  

  

Main questions 

1. How is the current economic situation in your household compared to before you took 

the loan? 

2. Describe if and how your personal income has changed since taking the loan?  

3. Describe how your health is compared to before you took the loan? 

4. Describe how the current state of your housing is different from before taking the 

loan? 

5. Describe how the current access to basic services (water, electricity..) is different 

from before taking the loan? 

6. Do you own any land or any fixed assets? 

7. Describe how your life has changed in terms of confidence and self worth since you 

took the loan? 

8. How satisfied are you overall with your life these days? 

9. Is there any emotion that you experience more or less now compared to before you 

took the loan?  

10. How do you perceive your opportunities to improve your standard of living in the 

future? 

11. How much time do you spend on your family and household work? 

12. How much time do you spend on leisure?  

  

Ending questions 

1. Is there anything you would like to add? 

2. Do you have any questions for us? 
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