
The provision of savings accounts, loans, insurance 

products, money transfers (financial services) to poor 

women and men through microfinance initiatives has 

greatly benefited those who are not served by formal 

banking systems. Cultural barriers, lack of access 

to education and legal issues (e.g. limited property 

titles and inheritance rights, low status of women, 

illiteracy, etc.) often prevent poor people from 

obtaining finance from banks. Landless farmers 

and women are particularly excluded from formal 

financial services due to the lack of collateral.

The use of financial services helps poor men and 

women increase and diversify incomes, build 

human, social and economic assets, and improve 

their livelihoods. Increased access to safe places to 

save also provides vulnerable women and men with 

improved security against crises, such as HIV/AIDS 

or a bad harvest, which could easily push them into 

destitution. Delivering gender-sensitive financial 

services, makes these services client-responsive. 

It improves the viability and sustainability of the 

service provider and helps clients take advantage of 

additional opportunities. 

Evidence shows that increased income for poor 

people enables them to invest in a wide range of 

assets, better nutrition, improved health, access 

to schooling, a better roof for their homes, and 

expansion of their small businesses.1 

MICROFINANCE,
Gender and HIV/AIDS

INTRODUCTION

The MDGs are framed as concrete outcomes in the areas of 

nutrition, education, health, gender equality, empowerment of 

women and environment. Increased access to financial services 

helps achieve the following MDGs: 

MDG 1 – opportunities to increase income and employment, 

and indirectly nutrition; 

MDG 2 – increases in women’s income raises investment in their 

children’s education;

MDG 3 – empowerment of women and gender equality 

through education and training;

MDGs 5&6 – education on health issues (e.g. HIV/AIDS 

prevention) using group meetings, gender awareness and  

empowerment of most vulnerable groups.

THE MILLENNIUM DEVELOPMENT
GOALS (MDGs) AND MICROFINANCE
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Recent years have seen an increasing number of 

initiatives (collectively known as “microfinance” 

initiatives) to bring more financial services (savings, 

credit, money transfers, etc.) to poor labourers and 

small-scale entrepreneurs:

v Micro-credit projects emerged to provide 

credit to vulnerable groups, mainly women. 

v Microfinance Institutions (MFIs) emerged as 

informal “banks” providing financial services to 

the poor.

v Non-governmental organizations link up with 

MFIs and micro-credit projects to provide social, 

health and business development services.

v Savings and self-help groups principally 

collect savings and rotate them as loans to their 

members. 

v Banks have started targeting poorer clientele 

with specialised products, extending commercial 

loans to fund MFIs and linking up with self-help 

groups.

WHAT IS “MICROFINANCE”?

n A large number of female clients

n Use of collateral substitutions – especially group solidarity

n Savings – with frequent deposits

n Small amounts of loans and savings

n Short loan terms (usually up to one year)

n Cost-covering interest rates

n Frequent payment schedules

n Easy application forms, short processing periods

n Availability of repeat loans in higher amounts for clients 

n Easy access to the MFI in the community setting, so that 

the MFI knows the client in their home/business context

CHARACTERISTICS OF MICROFINANCE

The National Bank for Agriculture and Rural Development 

(NABARD) in India allows self-help groups to open savings 

accounts in their branch offices, providing groups with a safe 

place to save and the opportunity to take out a loan, using the 

group solidarity as a guarantee.2

LINKING SELF-HELP GROUPS TO BANKS

Traditionally women have fewer alternatives than 

men in terms of access to credit and other financial 

services. Since microfinance services were first 

initiated, women have a better repayment rate than 

men for microfinance loans; therefore, they have 

been specifically targeted by many microfinance 

providers. In 2005 it was reported that 3 133 

microcredit institutions reached 113 261 390 clients, 

81 949 036 of whom were among the poorest when 

they took their first loan. Of these poorest clients, 

84.2 percent, or 68 993 027 million, are women. 

Assuming five persons per family, the 81.9 million 

poorest clients reached by the end of 2005 affected 

some 410 million family members.3 

In many parts of the world women clients have 

reported that the ability to borrow, save, and 

earn income has helped them by increasing their 

self-confidence, improving their status in the 

community and enabling them to better confront 

systemic gender inequalities.4 

WHY BE GENDER-SENSITIVE?

Khun Preeya lives in Ban Sabay Chokdee Province in 

Thailand. Before she became involved as a committee 

member of a village savings group, she was not used to 

speaking in public. She has gained confidence and now 

broadcasts monthly progress reports on the activities of 

the village bank. She was subsequently elected village 

chief assistant.5

MICROFINANCE AND
WOMEN’S EMPOWERMENT



However, focusing only on women is not the same 

as being gender-sensitive. The adoption of a gender-

sensitive approach implies that the different needs, 

interests and priorities of men and women clients/staff 

are acknowledged; and consideration is taken of how 

such differences affect the ability of microfinance 

clients to avail of microfinance services and manage 

their entrepreneurial activities. Being gender-sensitive 

improves the provision and use of financial services for 

the following reasons:

1. Be sensitive to gender differences and constraints amongst clients enables the microfinance service provider to 

best determine clients’ abilities to repay loans and use other financial services; 

2. A focus on women alone ignores differences within and among women and men; Microfinance providers must 

recognise the diverse financial product needs of each client to best serve their customers;

3. Tapping into local knowledge about gender dynamics is important as a way to understand what role men might play 

in the provision of financial services to women. For example, women’s small increases in income may lead to a 

decrease in male contributions to certain types of household expenditure5 shifting the burden of household debt to 

women.

The care for sick relatives and orphans has tremendous financial repercussions in terms of medical costs and lost 

business income, as most caregivers (typically women) have to reduce their income earning activities and draw from 

their business capital to meet expenses. The death of relatives leaves many female-, orphan- and single male-headed 

households, which are less able to cope with crises. Although calamities not related to HIV/AIDS (e.g., sickness, 

death of relatives, loss of property), do happen more frequently, they come in isolation. HIV/AIDS, however, 

triggers a series of misfortunes that require numerous coping strategies.

Some of the main impacts of HIV/AIDS on microfinance service provision include:

v MFIs may be less inclined to make loans to HIV+ people, as credit for agricultural production may be diverted to 

medical care, funeral expenses and food, with a reduction in crop yields and income, and consequent difficulties 

with loan repayments; 

v HIV+ individuals or those with sick family members become ostracised by group members when group-lending 

guarantees are required.

v Youth faces serious limitations in obtaining credit as they are regarded as “minors”, which restricts their legal and 

moral responsibility for loan repayment;

v Some micro-businesses (e.g. food /drinks stalls) run by HIV + people will not prosper because others in the 

community are uninformed of how HIV infection occurs;

v HIV/AIDS accentuates labour shortages existing in farm 

households, forcing households to adopt often irreversible 

short-term coping strategies (such as selling off assets).

v As the death of clients and/or relatives due to HIV/AIDS is 

increasingly common, clients are defaulting more often, and 

MFIs must put aside more funds for loan loss provision;

v MFI staff themselves are often sick, or dealing with HIV/

AIDS in their own families, leading to low morale and a 

reduced ability to attract new customers.  

The FAO Socio-economic and Gender Analysis (SEAGA) 

Programme, has produced a Guide to Gender-Sensitive 

Microfinance, which takes into account the impact 

of HIV/AIDS. The Guide highlights gender-related 

issues in microfinance programmes and proposes 

participatory tools to incorporate a gender perspective 

in service delivery, promoting a client-led empowerment 

approach in the provision of microfinance services.

http://www.fao.org/sd/seaga/4_en.htm

FAO SEAGA GUIDE

HIV/AIDS AND FINANCIAL SERVICES

A South African microfinance programme called 

‘IMAGE’ identified a reputable NGO to provide gender 

awareness and HIV education to their microfinance 

clients. This intervention brought two organisations 

together and a participatory approach was found to be 

effective in mainstreaming gender awareness and HIV 

education into existing activities.6

AWARENESS OF HIV AND GENDER
AMONGST MICROFINANCE CLIENTS

http://www.fao.org/sd/seaga/4_en.htm


The adoption of a gender-sensitive approach can 

assist microfinance practitioners to develop a 

clearer definition of their clients’ needs and include 

considerations for HIV/AIDS affected households. 

Gender analysis entails finding out whether the 

roles of women and men and  different categories 

of women and men are changing as a result of HIV/

AIDS. A microfinance service provider can give 

concrete responses to address the negative impacts 

of the HIV/AIDS epidemic. For example:

PROVIDE TRAINING

For Clients: using group meetings as a forum, 

gender awareness and HIV/AIDS prevention can 

be promoted in the peer atmosphere. As many 

clients using the group methodology are women, 

educating them on prevention and treatment could 

have positive impacts for the entire household. 

Training can also provide an opportunity to raise 

gender awareness among men and involve them in 

the economic empowerment process of the most 

vulnerable groups. Enterprise development services 

and other education, such as literacy, enables clients 

to stimulate growth in their businesses.

For Staff: Sensitising MFI staff to the household 

constraints that clients face due both to gender-

roles and HIV/AIDS will enable them to determine 

the most appropriate products, services and time-

frames for their clients. Training on the prevention 

and spread of HIV/AIDS will enable staff to give 

quality counselling and advice on group behaviour, 

client innovations, and preparation for and response 

to HIV/AIDS. 

LESSONS LEARNED

WEP created a microfinance model based on building 

savings in self-help groups and encouraging literacy, 

leadership and empowerment through the group 

structure. Group members first learn reading and simple 

math from Pact-developed self-instructional literacy and 

business curriculum, using the new skills to start their 

own village banks and take ($10 - $250) loans to develop 

small businesses.7

WOMEN’S EMPOWERMENT
PROGRAMME (WEP) IN NEPAL

DEVELOP BETTER SAVINGS

Expanded savings services can be designed for HIV/

AIDS affected clients and disadvantaged members of 

the communities, assisting them to have a safe place to 

save and the ability to use ones own funds to handle 

a crisis, instead of going into debt. Greater flexibility 

in products gives clients more time and possibilities 

to deal with (HIV/AIDS-related) problems. This 

enables them to remain clients of the MFI during and 

after a crisis.

INCREASE ACCESS TO INSURANCE

Insurance is a risk-management mechanism that pools 

the risk among multiple parties. It allows you to pay 

in small “premiums’’ on a regular basis, to insure that 

when a crisis occurs, an indemnity is paid out. The 

main types of insurance are: Life, Health, Disability 

and Property. The first two are the most important for 

HIV/AIDS affected clients. Different models can be 

used to promote insurance for poor clients:

1. Community-Based or Mutual – where the 

organization offering insurance is owned and 

managed by members (similar to traditional 

burial societies).

2. Provider – where the MFI that provides health 

care or funeral services is the insurer.

3. Partnership – where the MFI links with a 

regulated insurance company and acts as its agent 

by selling its products from the MFI facility.

CRECER works in rural areas of Bolivia and integrates a 

village banking strategy to provide small-scale loans and 

health education to economically active poor women. 

Loan officers are trained to play the role of educators 

and raise awareness on prevention of HIV/AIDS, basic 

health and nutrition practices and family planning.8 

(MDG5 - Improve Maternal Health and MDG6 - Combat 

HIV/AIDS, malaria and other diseases)

CRECER (CRÉDITO CON EDUCACIÓN
RURAL) – FREEDOM FROM HUNGER
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PROMOTE THE ADOPTION

OF LABOUR-SAVING TECHNOLOGIES

Constraints that HIV/AIDS places on farm labour could be 

lessened by using labour-saving technologies such as draft 

animal power, tractor hire, improving tool quality and changing 

farming practices to conservation agriculture. Financial services 

could assist in the promotion of these practices by offering 

special credit products, linking farm-business development 

services or instituting a leasing program to increase access to 

labour-saving tools and machinery.

In order to reduce solidarity group members’ 

incentive to exclude those living with or presumed of 

living with HIV, CARE International’s Pulse program 

in Zambia use credit insurance to protect solidarity 

group members from loan liability of deceased 

members.9

STRATEGY TO MITIGATE EXCLUSION
OF HIV/AIDS AFFECTED INDIVIDUALS
IN SOLIDARITY GROUPS

CHALLENGES AND WAYS FORWARD

The current trends in the provision of microfinance 

services to poor men and women include the 

participation of a wider variety of organisations, a 

larger range of products, a focus on savings promotion, 

gender-sensitivity and different methods of service 

delivery. However, the scale of the initiative is still too 

small and many challenges remain for the sector:  

1. The majority of the world’s poor live in rural 

areas,10 which presents many challenges – long 

distances, poor infrastructure, low education levels, 

high transaction costs, seasonality of incomes, long 

maturation periods needed for loans, risks related 

to agriculture and lack of collateral. However, only 

recently microfinance initiatives have begun to 

work here. 

2. Other services, in addition to credit, need to be provided. Business development services should be 

encouraged as they provide training in marketing skills, technical practices and financial management skills.

3. Flexible products, services and methods need to be employed by microfinance services providers to 

deal more effectively with HIV/AIDS and other crises. However, Microfinance is often considered best for 

households not seriously affected by HIV/AIDS or those that could become affected. Microfinance services, 

such as savings, insurance and enterprise development training, can help clients to build their assets and 

businesses before becoming affected by the epidemic.

4. Women and men finding solutions together Microfinance service providers must raise awareness and 

involve men in their approach. In some cultures, men can constrain or expand women’s opportunities and hence 

should be involved in identifying problems and solutions. 

Therefore, MFIs should facilitate the participation of both 

women and men in their decision-making processes.

5. Policy level support for creating an enabling policy 

environment is needed to encourage innovations in 

microfinance service provision. In addition, an overall 

policy level vision on women’s empowerment is also 

necessary to ensure the achievement of gender equality.

The RFLC is a web portal dedicated to providing access 

to materials for capacity building in the field of rural 

finance. Training materials, online interactive lessons and 

other tools are freely available for designing enabling 

policy environments, client-responsive financial services 

and client enterprises. The RFLC holds many resources 

that seek to assist women clients and incorporate gender 

issues into rural finance. http://www.ruralfinance.org  

RURAL FINANCE LEARNING CENTRE (RFLC)
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