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Abstract 
In the last couple of years, informal savings groups have emerged as an alternative to formal 

microfinance institutions. These groups are, according to theory, assumed to empower 

women and to reduce poverty. This thesis looks at one version of informal savings groups, 

Village Savings and Loan Associations (VSLAs), and its impact on women’s economic 

empowerment in Likuyani sub-county, Kenya. Semi-structured interviews were conducted 

with 24 women from five different groups during October and November 2016. The groups 

were introduced in the area in 2009 by the Swedish NGO Vi Agroforestry. Drawing on the 

theories on empowerment and subjective wellbeing the findings show that women feel 

economically empowered through VSLA and that VSLA in this sense is an efficient first 

step. However, many women wished to save more and to additionally improve their 

economic status, but described this as being extremely difficult. Furthermore, they 

demanded more knowledge on savings. 

 

Keywords: Female empowerment, Village Saving and Loan Association, Vi Agroforestry, 

Kenya. 
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For the future? I will not like to remain the same… I want my life to change. Though I am old, but I am strong. 
Also, I want money, to change my life […] I don’t just want to get free money; I want to work for it, so that I 
can utilise it in a good way. 

 
(Interviewee 1) 
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1. Introduction 
Gender discrimination is one of many roots to poverty. Although both men and women 

suffer from poverty, women are the most vulnerable (UN Women), and although the share 

of people living in extreme poverty1 has decreased rapidly over the last couple of years, the 

work is far from done. For instance, in 2015 more than 705 million people still lived under 

these conditions (Our World in Data). One key component in the work of reducing poverty 

is to give people access to affordable banking services, services poor people otherwise are 

excluded from since they lack physical collateral. Hence poor people become dependent on 

informal financial services, often with disproportionately high interest rates, leaving them 

trapped in a cycle of impoverishment and debt. Without any possibility to save 

impoverished people become vulnerable and unable to prevent themselves from lifecycle 

events (Kabeer 2005: 4710). Likewise, for gender equality to be achieved, it is necessary to 

undertake reforms to give women equal rights to economic resources (United Nations). 

 

Since the concept of Microfinance was developed in the 1970s, a lot has happened in the 

field of financial inclusion. It has become clear that the world’s poor cannot be regarded as 

one homogenous group and that a broader scope of financial services therefore is needed 

(Ledgerwood 2013: 15). For instance, there appears to be a consensus that the majority of 

microfinance institutions, (MFIs), do not reach and sometimes exclude the extreme poor 

(Kabeer 2005: 4711). One of many alternatives to microfinance is Village Savings and Loan 

Associations (VSLAs), a methodology originally applied in Niger in 1991 and thereafter 

replicated in 17 countries in Africa, 2 in Asia and 2 in Latin America. Advocates of the 

VSLA model claim it to have the potential of reaching much larger proportions of the poor 

than microcredit.  One reason is that it can be implemented in a wide variety of settings 

(Allen 2005: 3). However, the purpose of VSLA is not to be an alternative to microcredit, 

rather to serve as a complementary approach (Allen 2007: 1). 

 

The empowerment of women and gender equality have both become cornerstones within 

development work. To achieve gender equality and to empower all women is one of UN’s 

sustainable development goals and it is described as being a necessary foundation for a 

peaceful, prosperous and sustainable world (United Nations). The concept of microfinance 
 
 

1 Defined by the World Bank as living on less than $1.90 per day (Our World in Data). 
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is to provide loans to women in order for them to start their own businesses and has 

therefore often been argued to yield female empowerment. Women’s enhanced economic 

status are moreover expected to lead to a more general empowerment of women in their 

households, and this empowerment is in turn expected to translate into better outcomes, 

including health and education, for everyone (Banjeree et al 2009: 27). From the beginning 

Microfinance has primarily targeted women as its clients (Leach et al 2002: 575) and it has 

been shown that it can and does empower women, albeit not automatically (Kabeer 2005: 

4709). In the meantime alternatives to microfinance, such as VSLA, have emerged. To study 

the impact of VSLA on women’s empowerment is hence interesting in several aspects. 

Firstly, research on savings groups and their impacts is still relatively new (CGAP), the 

same goes for research on VSLA groups specifically. Very little is for example known about 

the impact of VSLA on household welfare (Bie Lilleør et al 2016). Secondly, there is more 

to find out about the potential as well as the limitations of microfinance in rural 

environments. Much points towards savings groups here being a better alternative (CGAP). 

Lastly, it is necessary to look into female empowerment specifically, since microfinance 

often have targeted women as its clients and since the majority of participants in these 

groups are women. There is here a need for taking into account the subjective wellbeing of 

women, since empowerment studies often concentrate on objective aspects of this 

phenomenon (Biswas- Diener 2005: 126). 

 

1.1 Research question and aim of study 

In light of this, the aim of this thesis is to provide further clarity about the link between 

microfinance and women’s empowerment in general, as well as the VSLA methodology in 

particular. On the whole, studies of women’s empowerment have often used objective 

measurements, which do not take into account the subjective wellbeing of the women and 

hence have not provided a full picture. Consequently, the aim of this thesis is to investigate 

whether women who partake in VSLA feel economically empowered and if they do so, in 

what way. This study focuses on women’s economical empowerment and their perceptions 

on whether they can influence decisions on a household level. It is an in-depth study, 

focusing on subjective wellbeing, supplementary to other studies concentrating on objective 

empowerment measures. 

 

More specifically, the aim of this thesis is to answer the research question: Do women who 

partake in VSLAs feel economically empowered and if so, how? 
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This thesis will by answering this question be an empirical contribution to the understanding 

of VSLA and women’s subjective wellbeing. It will, furthermore, contribute to the 

knowledge of VSLA in western Kenya and can hence assist in the development of policies. 

 

1.2 Outline 

In order to understand the background of VSLA groups, the next part of this thesis presents  

a brief background of financial inclusion and microfinance. This is followed by a part where 

the theoretical framework, which will be based on theories on women’s subjective well- 

being (Biswas-Diener 2005), is presented. In the fourth part the research design and 

methodological considerations will be discussed. Thereafter the results are presented 

together with the analysis. This section begins with background information of the specific 

context of Likuyani sub-county, especially regarding women. The sixth and final section 

concludes the thesis. 

 

2. Empirical background 
2.1 Financial inclusion 

More than half of the world adult population does not use formal or semiformal financial 

services. Most of them live in Africa, Asia and Latin America (Ledgerwood 2013: 2). The 

share of users is especially low in Sub-Saharan Africa where only 13 per cent of individuals 

aged 15 years or older had saved at a financial institution in the last 12 months. However, 

this does not mean that there is no demand. People instead use other types of savings 

methods, borrowing from family being the most common (Ledgerwood 2013: 3). Although 

there are some exceptions, microfinance is not as developed in rural areas as in urban areas, 

where it unmistakeably has had a bigger impact (Carter et al 2004: 18). This undoubtedly 

applies to Africa where sparsely populated areas are many, rates of illiteracy and HIV/AIDS 

are high and where the lack of identity papers has been widespread. All of this increases 

credit risks and transaction costs (Brannen 2010: 24). 

 

The differences between providing financial services in urban versus rural areas are many. 

Firstly, people living in rural areas are poorer; they have a greater difficulty managing risks, 

coping with shocks and accessing consistent cash flow. Secondly, they depend largely on



9  

agriculture and they are hence restricted by geographic limitations and price volatility, 

dependent on natural conditions and exposed to seasonal changes (Carter et al 2004: 5). 

There is thus a need for a various scope of financial services to meet different needs of 

different types of households (Carter et al 2004: 6). The development of financial services in 

rural areas has often been constrained by risk. Poor people dependent on agriculture are 

often exposed to the same risks at the same time (Carter et al 2004: 7). Additionally, the cost 

of lending in rural areas is high due to low population density as well as low loan volume 

(Carter et al 2004: 9). Lenders have therefore been hesitant towards operating in these areas 

(Carter et al 2004: 7). The focus of financial institutions in rural areas has primarily been to 

provide credit. The absence of saving possibilities has been one of the most prominent 

weaknesses, as well as the lack of lending, leasing, insurances and transfers services (Carter 

et al 2004: 11). Moreover, the insufficient legal environment characterizing rural areas has 

further constrained the development of financial inclusion (Carter et al 2004: 14). 

 

2.2 Microfinance and savings groups 

In 1976, Muhamad Yunus founded the Grameen Bank in Bangladesh. The idea of the bank 

was to give small loans to impoverished people without requiring collateral. The loan takers 

were then expected to make initiatives in business or agriculture, to profit from to thereafter 

pay back their debt (Hossain 1988: 12). This has been argued to create a win-win situation, 

where both financial institutions and poor clients profit (Murdoch 1999: 2). MFIs have since 

then expanded rapidly all over the world. The concept has become popular within 

development and generated a considerable enthusiasm around the world, both academically, 

but also with the general public. In 2006 Yunus and the Grameen Bank were awarded the 

Nobel Prize for Peace for their contribution in reducing world poverty (Banerjee et al 2013: 

1). 

 

The concept of microfinance has however been heavily debated throughout the years. 

Evaluations of microfinance programs from various parts of the world indicate that it 

generally has had a positive economic impact. However, one recurring problem seems to be 

that microfinance fails to reach, and sometimes actively exclude, the extreme poor (Kabeer 

2005: 4711). Another problem is that most MFIs are unable to offer savings services since 

they are not licenced to take deposits. To offer credit has long been regarded as the crucial 

factor in microfinance and it has therefore been prioritised. However, an increasing number 

of practitioners in the microfinance community have stressed the importance of savings 
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(Allen 2005: 3). Here, savings groups have been suggested as an alternative approach, more 

suitable for those further away from the poverty line. Most members of savings group, about 

four million, are found in Africa. The largest concentration of groups operates in the East 

African countries Kenya, Tanzania, Uganda and Mali. Savings groups are in these countries 

likely to reach more than five per cent of the population (CGAP). Additionally, the concept 

of savings groups has started to spread to Asia and Latin America (Nelson 2013: 158). 

 

There exists today a wide range of financial service providers; one can divide those into four 

levels, ranging from institutional to community-based providers. Firstly, on the highest level 

of formalisation are regulated institutions such as banks and deposit taking MFIs and 

commercial microfinance banks. Secondly, less formalised, are financial cooperatives, 

SACCOs (savings and credit cooperatives), NGO MFIs, money transfer companies and 

mobile network operators. Thirdly, under the category of community based providers are 

savings groups, for example ROSCAS (rotating savings and credit associations), ASCAS 

(accumulating savings and credit associations) and self-help groups. Lastly, the lowest level 

of formalisation includes moneylenders, pawnbrokers and friends and family (Ledgerwood 

2013: 29). ROSCAs are common around the world. In these groups members pay   regularly 

into a communal savings pot, which is then given to one sole member in a rotating   system2. 

In ASCAs, members save regularly and savings are pooled with the purpose of lending to 

members. The combined contribution to members is not distributed at each meeting, instead 

after an agreed period of time. The members thereafter get interest on their savings, which 

comes from interest payments on loans. While all members save, not everyone borrows. 

Hence, ASCAs are both more flexible and complex than ROSCAs (Nelson 2013: 155). 

 

However, it is clear the savings groups approach is not a perfect one; there are obvious 

weaknesses in the methodology. It is for instance common that members find the groups 

insufficient whereupon they start demanding access to formal bank accounts (CGAP). 

 

2.3 The VSLA methodology 

One type of savings group is the VSLA, which stands for Village Saving and Loan 

Association. It goes under the category of ASCA (Allen 2007: 9). VSLA was developed by 

the American organisation CARE, designed for impoverished, uneducated women. It was 
 

2 In Kenya ROSCAs go under the name of merry-go-rounds (Nelson 2013: 154)
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first applied in Matadi, Niger in 1991 (Allen 2005: 3). In December 2015, variations of the 

VSLA methodology had reached more than 12 million people in 73 countries, with about 

two thirds using the VSLA model where women compromised 78 per cent of the 

membership (VSLA associates). Members of self-selected groups form VSLAs voluntarily 

and save money through purchasing shares. The groups normally consist of 10 to 25 

members. The groups are self-managing and there is no external capital. The cycles of 

lending and saving are time bound and cannot be longer than one year. After a couple of 

months, the amount of shares becomes high enough for the members to start taking out 

loans. All members have the right to borrow regardless of how much they have contributed. 

However, one can only borrow up to three times the amount saved. The loan repayment term 

is usually one month with an interest rate of five per cent, but these are characteristics that 

the group can determine on its own. There is no fine for late loan repayment, since the 

embarrassment of being late is considered to be sufficient penalty (Allen 2007: 9). 

 

VSLAs have several advantages to ROSCAs. They offer both savings and loans where the 

members get interest on their savings and where the loans are given out at times which are 

convenient to the borrower. This makes people to focus on savings instead of consumption. 

Members are encouraged to use loans for income generative activities. The amounts are 

small and the loan repayment time is short, the purpose is therefore to meet small, short- 

term financial needs. However, members also use the loan function for social obligations 

and emergencies. In this way they don’t become dependent on moneylenders, who often 

have disproportionately high interest rates, neither do they have to rely on relatives. The 

purpose of this is to provide social security. VSLAs are still not as widespread as ROSCAs. 

This is because they are more complex to administer and require a system of record keeping 

(Allen 2005: 9). 

 

Associations sometimes create a social fund meant to cover the cost of serious problems and 

disasters. This is a fund that is separate from the pool that members can borrow from (Allen 

2007: 9). When the operating cycle comes to an end, the association’s total financial assets, 

except the social fund, are shared out amongst its members (Allen 2007: 9). The point of 

time for this is usually decided upon based on when members need money the most, for 

example the beginning of a school year. After the share-out, groups normally immediately 

begin a new cycle (Brennan 2010: 26). The dividends the members receive come from the 

interest on loans. Savings can also grow because of fines charged to members breaking 

the association’s rules (Allen 2007: 38). 
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To ensure transparency and accountability all transactions are during meetings carried out in 

front of the rest of the members. Between meetings all money is kept in a lockable cashbox 

(Allen 2007:  9). The cash box has three padlocks and three different members of the group 

keep these respective keys (Allen 2007: 40). 

 

The VSLA training is based on a four-phased curriculum: a preparatory, an intensive, a 

development and a maturity phase. The members are trained by a field officer and the goal  

is to make the groups self-managing. After 35 weeks the organisation enters the maturity 

phase, which can last up to 18 weeks. (Allen 2007: 13). The VSLA methodology is well 

suited for illiterate members and record keeping is designed to be as simple and transparent 

as  possible. Each member has an individual passbook where it is noted at each meeting the 

amount of shares bought (Allen 2007: 9). 

 
2.4 Prior research on VSLA 

Several large quantitative studies on the impact of VSLA have been made.3 In general, 

VSLA has proven to be a successful method, one reason being that even though the amount 

of money is small, it is easy to obtain and practical when dealing with immediate problems 

(Allen 2007: 23). One Master’s thesis by Brennan (2010), examining VSLA in Zanzibar, 

Tanzania, concludes that VSLA seems to have an overall positive impact. It might not be 

able to create as big an impact as other MFIs have, since there are no donors providing 

external capital. On the other hand, it is not dependent on donors, and there is a chance that 

it is more cost-effective, sustainable and replicable than many other larger organisations 

(Brennan 2010: 138). However some problems were identified, for example that many 

people were unable to repay their loans (Brennan 2010: 134). Few of the studies evaluating 

the impact of VSLA have however had women’s empowerment as their focus and even 

fewer the subjective wellbeing of women. Gupta et al (2013) find that women in Côte 

D’Ivoire who partake in both VSLA groups and gender dialogue groups are empowered in 

the sense that they are  less likely to report domestic violence than women who are partaking 

in VSLA groups only. Hence, the results points towards the women not becoming 

empowered solely through the VSLA groups. 
 
 

3 Those are for instance Annan et al (2013) evaluating the impact of VSLA in Burundi, finding that VSLAs 
have increased both financial and physical assets at the household level and Bie Lilleør et al (2016) examining 
the impact of VSLA groups though a clustered randomized control trial in Malawi, finding people partaking in 
VSLA groups to be more likely to increase their living standard. 
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There is in general a growing interest for the VSLA methodology within the microfinance 

community. Nevertheless, some important questions remain. One of these is how to bring 

about functional linkages between VSLA and more formal institutions such as MFIs and 

banks (Allen 2007: 1). 

 

2.5 Vi Agroforestry 

Vi Agroforestry is a Swedish non-profit organisation without any party-political or religious 

affiliations. It was formed in the 1980s and works with small-scale farmers living in poverty 

and their organisations in Kenya, Rwanda, Uganda and Tanzania and Malawi. At the heart 

of the organisation is the agroforestry method, an agricultural system where perennial 

woody plants are integrated with crops, sometimes alongside rearing of animals within an 

area of land. Since climate change is a big threat towards large parts of Africa, Vi 

Agroforestry has focused a lot of its work on this. The organisation supports market oriented 

production through capacity building and advisory services. Vi Agroforestry works 

according to a rights based approach where the mission is to change the structures that cause 

poverty, instead of its symptoms. This is called development cooperation, as opposed to 

technical and material service delivery (Vi Agroforestry 2013). 

 

Since 2006 Vi Agroforestry has had gender as a focus area (Kyundo 2016). The organisation 

stresses that gender equality is crucial from a rights perspective and that increased power, 

participation and influence of women is necessary to achieve sustainable development and 

greater democracy. The organisation has identified four working areas, where gender 

equality and economic security are two of those; sustainable agriculture adapted to climate 

change and strong farmers organisations being the other two (Vi Agroforestry 2013). One of 

the organisation’s goals in the strategic plan for 2013-2015 concerned gender: one made 

clear that at least 50 per cent of the organisations funds should be earmarked for women. 

 

Most of the farmers with whom Vi Agroforestry works with are women. In 2014, the work 

of Vi Agroforestry was decentralized, the organisations involvement reduced and 

responsibility passed on to Vi Agroforestry’s partner organisations, making them more self-

managing (Juma 2016). The future goal is for these organisations to manage the process of 

field counselling themselves (Vi Agroforestry 2013: 18). 
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2.6 Vi Agroforestry and VSLA 

Vi Agroforestry started with VSLA in 2008, when it was introduced uniformly within the 

different countries Vi Agroforestry works with.4 Before VLSA was presented in the area, 

other methods of saving were prevalent, for example ROSCAs and table banking. However, 

it did not take long before Vi Agroforestry estimated VSLA to be more efficient than the 

older models (Juma 2016). 
 
 
Vi Agroforestry states that their VSLA methodology promotes gender equality since they 

give women influence over how the household income is spent (Vi Agroforestry 2013). 

Nevertheless, after VSLA was introduced in 2008, it did not take long before a couple of 

problems were identified; one being that the level of default was unexpectedly high. It was 

discovered that although almost 90 per cent of the participants in VSLA were women they 

made few decisions on household level. Instead men took the money to put in their own 

pockets. Hence, women were not able to pay back their loans. Due to this, Vi Agroforestry 

has, on various levels, introduced a gender aspect to their work. It has paid off: findings 

have shown that women now make more decisions. Vi Agroforestry therefore regards the 

VSLA as something that promotes gender equality and female empowerment. One cannot 

escape the fact that one has to grow economically in order to achieve development, and in 

that sense VSLA has been a helpful first step (Kyundo 2016). 

 

Vi Agroforestry has identified a number of other challenges associated with VSLA. Those 

are leadership challenges, unsustainable enterprises or business, inconsistence in reporting 

and people defaulting (Vi Agroforestry Financial Summary 2016). Since there is no 

collateral involved in VSLA, loan repayment is built on trust, which is one of the reasons 

people sometimes default their loans. However, there are also advantages associated with 

this: people have a high incentive to develop entrepreneur skills since they have to come up 

with something to pay back their loans. Additionally, people also become good at keeping 

records. Nevertheless, some VSLA groups have developed in this aspect and have come up 

with regulations on how to deal with the problem of defaulters (Juma 2016). In 2016, 263 

groups with 6,390 members, where 78 per cent were women, were involved in Vi 

Agroforestry’s VSLA groups in Kenya (Vi Agroforestry Financial Summary 2016). 
 
 

4 VSLA was introduced in Likuyani in 2009 and the adoption of the model was considered to be successful 
(Juma 2016). 
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3. Theoretical framework 
3.1 Women’s empowerment 

Empowerment refers broadly to the expansion of freedom of choice and the action to shape 

one’s life (Narayan 2005: 4). It is the expansion of assets and capabilities of poor people to 

participate in, negotiate with, influence, control, and hold accountable institutions that affect 

their lives (Narayan 2005: 5). The problem with the concept of empowerment is however 

that it is hard to measure since it is a latent phenomenon that only can be measured through 

its outcomes or its actions (Narayan 2005: 15). 

 

One way to regard empowerment is however through the concepts of process and agency. 

Process means that for a woman to be considered empowered she has to go through a 

process of change. Agency refers to that she herself has to be a significant actor in this 

process (Malhotra et al 2005: 72). This encompasses the ability to formulate strategic life 

choices and to control recourses and decisions that affect important life outcomes (Malhotra 

et al 2005: 73). A definition which goes in line with this and which will be used in this 

thesis, is the one of Kabeer (2001) who defines empowerment as: the expansion of people’s 

ability to make strategic life choices in a context where this ability was previously denied to 

them. However, people do not face strategic life choices in their lives that often, therefore 

data collection efforts often instead focus on women’s decision making in quotidian matters 

(Malhotra et al 2005: 84). This will be the focus of this thesis as well. 

 

There are several sides to empowerment but the economical, political and social are the ones 

most commonly mentioned. This thesis focuses on economic empowerment, which is the 

aspect of empowerment the most studied. It refers to women’s ability to make their own 

decisions regarding use of resources. Most of this literature on economic empowerment 

focuses on women. The different perspectives on empowerment are not mutually exclusive, 

rather mutually reinforcing and it is therefore not possible to fully distinguish improvements 

in one area of one’s life from another (CIPE Development Blog). Additionally, women have 

many roles and hence they can simultaneously be empowered in some areas of life while not 

in others (Malhotra et al 2005: 73). Thus, a sole focus on the economic side of 

empowerment does not provide us with a complete picture. This is, however, not the aim of 

this thesis. 
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Women’s control over resources can be studied on different levels. On an individual level, 

women are held back since they cannot get access to banks and financial services in their 

own right. Moreover, the activities women engage in yield lower income than men, while 

they are at the same time burdened by a higher domestic workload. They are educated to a 

lesser extent and they lack confidence to claim political and legal rights (Ledgerwood 2013: 

25). 

 

However, since the roots of gender discrimination are found on the household level and in 

the family, these relations become central (Deshmukh-Ranadive 2005: 103). They play a 

heavy role in the disempowerment of women in ways that is not true for other disadvantaged 

groups (Malhotra et al 2005: 71). On this level, men are the ones to control cash income and 

their expenditure pattern often is not correspondent to the actual need of the family. Men 

have more access and control over assets such as land, input, labour and household produce. 

Women are often limited in household decision-making and men are perceived as the 

controllers of money and loans whereas women are underpaid for equal work (Ledgerwood 

2013: 25). This thesis will focus on the household level, where economic empowerment can 

be defined as control over income, access and control of family resources, ownership of 

assets and land, and relative contribution to family support (Malhotra et al 2005: 83). 

 

The results from studies examining whether microfinance has led to enhanced bargaining 

power for women are mixed (Kabeer 2005: 4713). This has to do with the fact that one of  

the most common assumptions within development has been that if a woman earns an 

income, then it empowers her. However, studies have found that even though women earn 

their own income their power of decision-making on the household level does not increase 

(Narayan 2005: 22). The way in which the money is earned is often of importance; if the 

woman has fought for it herself, it is more likely that she will feel empowered (Narayan 

2005: 23). If an intervention does nothing to change the socioeconomic environment of the 

household, an expansion of economic space alone will not bring about empowerment. On 

the other hand, if the intervention increases a woman’s level of confidence and self-esteem, 

then a process of empowerment has begun (Deshmukh-Ranadive 2005: 113). Hence, the 

extent of change in empowerment remains an empirical issue. This is why it becomes 

interesting to empirically examine what affects women’s feelings of empowerment (Narayan 

2005: 23). 
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It is hence clear that it is not enough just to look at whether a woman’s economic status has 

improved, one also has to consider whether the woman herself feels empowered 

(Deshmukh-Ranadive 2005: 115). To take into account a woman’s subjective wellbeing is 

thus a complement to other, objective indicators on empowerment (Deshmukh-Ranadive: 

2005: 126). This can all be summoned up the concept of mental space. Mental space refers 

to a feeling of freedom that allows a person to think and act. A mental movement takes 

place, away from  restrictions and constraints, which facilitates actions in a positive 

direction. This is the approach of this thesis. 

 

Several factors have been proven to increase the mental space. One of them is the  

importance of being part of a collective and to act together. Hence, if women are brought 

together in new settings such as collectives organised around livelihood issues or other 

issues of concern to them their mental space is thought to increase. However, if there at the 

same time is no expansion of mental space within the household, no significant process of 

empowerment can be achieved. This is because, as previously mentioned, women’s lives are 

intimately related to the domestic unit and hence relations on the household level are crucial. 

Lastly, it is important to have access to information. Whereas information on power 

structures and people’s rights and duties within society and in the family here has shown to 

be vital, information on livelihood, finances and political processes has also proven to be of 

great importance (Deshmukh-Ranadive 2005: 113). 

 

Another important aspect is that the concept of empowerment only has meaning within its 

respective context (Malhotra et al 2005: 73). It is for instance important to have knowledge 

about power relations between different groups in the environment one examines 

(Oppenheim 2005: 90). Context has to be taken into account both on the analytical level 

where it has to be determined what matters in the setting in question and it also has to be 

considered in choice of measures, that is, how empowerment manifests itself (Narayan  

2005: 16). 

 

To summarise, women’s economic empowerment on the household level can be defined as 

control over income, ownership of assets and land, relative contribution to family support 

and access and control of family resources. This is, in line with Kabeer’s definition, thought 

of as something previously denied to the women in question, and additionally something
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which is assumed to expand their mental space. Hence three categories,5 derived from this 

definition, will be used in this thesis when analysing the data: 

 

1. The woman’s control of income on a household level. 

This is in relationship towards husband and other family members. 

2. The woman’s contribution to family support. 

This includes whether she is able to economically provide for her family and how much she 

contributes compared to other family members. 

3. The woman’s control of the family’s future. 

This includes ownership of assets and land, if she is able to have access to and control of 

resources and savings for the future. 

 

4. Method 
In order to achieve the aim of this thesis, to evaluate whether women who partake in VSLA 

groups feel more empowered, a qualitative case study was the natural choice of method. 

Since the aim was, furthermore, to provide in-depth knowledge, as a supplement to other 

studies, a field study was conducted in Likuyani sub-county, Kenya, where in-depth 

interviews were the primary source of data. This section outlines the choice of case, methods 

of data collection and a discussion regarding critical methodological trade-offs. Thereafter a 

section treating research ethics is presented. 

 

4.1 Case selection 

According to George et al (2004: 253) a case of study should be chosen based on whether it 

can be particularly informative to theory development. This can also be described as 

choosing a typical case, in other words a case with which others can be compared. In light of 

this, Kenya was chosen since it is one of the countries with the highest amount of savings 

groups in general (CGAP). It is a country where microfinance clearly has failed to reach the 

poorest and where people in rural areas have little access to financial services (Johnson et al 

2005). The vast majority of VSLA participants in Kenya are women (Juma 2016). 

Additionally, it is a country where women are subordinate to men and where empowerment 

is needed for development to come about (Kyondo 2016). The region of 

 
5 Important to note is that this definition is in line with how women’s empowerment can be defined in the area 
of study, Likuyani sub-country. This is described more in detail in section 5. 
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Likuyani was primarily chosen due to its high incidence of VSLA groups and also because 

most of the participants were women.6 Secondly, Likuyani is situated close to the city of 
Kitale and was therefore chosen due to practical matters. 

 

This is a study of an exploratory nature. Exploratory research seeks, as Schutt (2011: 13) 

discusses, to find out how people get along in the setting under question, what meaning they 

give to their actions and what issues concern them. It is a suitable approach when a complete 

theory has not yet been developed. A study of an exploratory nature hence opens up for new 

inputs in order to add to existing theory. Thus, this study preliminary focuses on developing 

an exploratory framework regarding VSLA methodology and women’s empowerment than 

measuring any causal relationship between these two variables. 

 

4.2 Material 

The data used consists of two sets of material. The first and primary set is a series of 24 

interviews conducted in Likuyani sub-country in October and November 2016. The 

interviews were semi-structured with open-ended questions. The second set of material 

consists of interviews and correspondence with key-informants at the Vi Agroforestry office 

in Kitale. Additionally, background information was given by documents and evaluation 

reports from Vi Agroforestry, for example the Vi Agroforestry Strategy 2013-2015 and a 

VSLA Summary Report. 

4.2.1 Methods of data collection 

The sample was selected using purposive sampling. According to Tansey (2007: 770) this 

method is appropriate when a study entails interviewing a pre-defined set of actors and when 

the researcher is able to identify the particular respondents of interest and sample those 

considered most appropriate. Hence, this was a suitable method for this study. At the time of 

the study there were 45 groups in Likuyani practicing VSLA. These groups can have a 

maximum of 30 participants and the vast majority of participants are women. In order to get 

a representative sample and to avoid selection bias (Moses et al 2012: 106) effort was put 

into selecting a sample as heterogeneous as possible. This was done by aiming at choosing 

women from as many different VSLA groups as possible, situated in different parts of 

Likuyani. 
 
 
 

6 A more detailed depiction of Likuyani is found in the result section. 
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The sample consisted of 24 respondents from five different VSLA groups in the area: four 

women from one of the groups and five women from each of the remaining four. The groups 

were situated in different parts of Likuyani and were of different age: three had been doing 

VSLA for around two years, one for as much as eight, and one for around nine months. All 

this considered, the sample is large enough to represent the population, that is, women in 

Likuyani who partake in VSLA. Additionally, nothing points towards the women in the 

sample being different from the rest. 

 

The interviews, which were all recorded and thereafter fully transcribed, were conducted 

after a VSLA meeting had taken place and were on average 30 minutes long. In total 25 

women were interviewed. One interview was lost due to not being recorded. There is, 

however, no reason to believe that this had any considerable impact on the result. It would 

have been preferable to have even longer interviews during more occasions since this would 

have allowed for an even more in-depth analysis. Nevertheless, this was not possible due to 

limited time and resources, as well as safety measures. Additionally, the women had a lot to 

attend to and effort was therefore put into not taking up any unnecessary amount of their 

time. 

 

The women in the sample were between 25 and 64 years, the median age was 45 years, the 

mean 44,6. Half of the women were in the age span of 40-49 years, something that could be 

regarded as problematic since there could be a risk of selection bias. Nonetheless, this over- 

representation reflects the VSLA group composition in general, where most of the 

participants fall within the range of 35 to 49 years (Juma 2016). Half of the women 

interviewed held a leadership position in the VSLA, 19 of them had a leadership position 

somewhere, which for example could be on the CBO level or in church. All of them were, or 

had been, married; four were widows. Almost everyone had gone to school but the level of 

schooling varied: six of them had finished secondary school, six had gone through parts of 

it, three had finished primary school and additionally six had started primary.7 Everyone was 

involved in farming as a source of income where nine of them had farming as their sole 

income source, 15 of them were engaged in something besides farming where 10 of those 
 
 
 
 

7 Kenyans go through eight years of primary school, Standard 1-8. This is followed by four years of secondary 
school, Form 1-4 (Ferré 2009: 5). 
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had their own business. On average, they saved 280 Kenyan shillings per week, which is 

equal to $2.71.8 

 
4.5 Discussions on methodological trade-offs 

4.5.1 Validity 

Since this thesis studies a single case, the external validity of the study is low as discussed 

by Moses et al (2012: 54). It is therefore not possible to draw any general conclusions from 

this study. For instance, since culture, norms and traditions differ between different parts of 

Kenya as well as between different tribes (Kyondo 2016) one cannot draw any conclusion 

that the results necessarily apply to all women in Kenya. The same goes for women in 

general, since the conditions for women in different parts of the world largely vary. On the 

other hand, the advantage of this study is that provides insights into the subjective wellbeing 

of women in Likuyani and hence the internal validity is high. Another aspect is that there 

can be something else affecting the outcome. However, since this sample represents the 

population, the probability of this being the case is very low. 

 

It is also important to note that it is likely that women who partake in VSLA groups differ 

from women who do not. This could for example be that they join because they are, to begin 

with, more motivated than other women. On the other hand, although it is important to be 

aware of this, there is not much to be done about it. It was not possible, due to limited time 

and recourses, to perform a study also including women not partaking in groups. Neither is 

the aim of the study to compare these two groups, since, as previously mentioned, this is 

something already done in previous studies.9 

4.5.2 Reliability 

The method of using semi-structured interviews was chosen since it allowed for detail, depth 

and an insider’s perspective as well as flexibility and hence corresponded with the aim of  

the study. The drawback of using semi-structured interviews is however that it lowers the 

level of reliability since the questions to some extent can change between interviews and one 

hence cannot fully compare between interviews (Leech 2002). However, this is of minor 

concern, regarding the aim and approach of this thesis. 
 
 

8 Exchange rate 2017-02-23. It is important to note some women saved in other groups as well, and that this is 
not included here. 
9 Referring back to for example Annan et al (2012), Bie Lilleør et al (2016) and Brennan (2010). 
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4.5.3 Context sensitivity 

The questionnaire was designed based on the three categories derived in the theory section.10 

Moses et al (2012: 123) discusse the importance of context sensitivity which in this case 

entails interpreting the meaning of women’s economic empowerment in Likuyani. In order 

to gain further insight I therefore discussed the questions with key informants at the Vi 

Agroforestry office in Kitale, who had knowledge on Likuyani, VSLA and the status of 

women. For the same reason, a pilot study was performed with five women in Likuyani 

where different questions were tried out in order to find the most suitable ones. The place 

where this pilot study was carried out was thereafter not part of the study. After having done 

the pilot study the final questionnaire was decided on. 

 

4.6 Research ethics 

4.6.1 Reflexivity 

When performing fieldwork, there is always a risk that factors and circumstances could 

influence the result to create bias. The concept of reflexivity refers to the importance of 

having knowledge of one’s own identity and how one is positioned in the social world. 

Hence, as a researcher, one has to be aware of the relationship between the interviewee and 

oneself, since these relationships always are entangled with systems of power, as discussed 

by (Ortbals et al 2009: 287). It is therefore vital in this case to consider that one as a 

researcher may prove more powerful than the interviewee in regard to ethnicity, nationality 

and class. In this study, this could for instance have resulted in the respondents feeling 

restrained from talking and speaking their mind. This does not have to be the case, but it is 

important to be aware that there is a risk. 

 

In order to minimise this risk, effort was put into clearly present the intentions of the study 

in order to create an interview situation where the respondent could feel at ease. This was 

done by clearly explaining that there were no right or wrong answers in order to encourage 

the respondents to freely speak their mind. The women were all anonymous due to personal 

integrity and in order to reduce the risk of anyone feeling exposed. This was something 

made clear before the start of the interview. There is a decoding of the material, which the 

researcher has access to. 
 
 
 

10 The questionnaire is found in the appendix section. 
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4.6.2 The use of an interpreter 

Since most of the women were more comfortable with speaking Swahili than English, there 

was, in a majority of the interviews, a need for an interpreter. It is important to be aware of 

the fact that having an interpreter can influence the result, since there will always be 

something that gets lost in the process of translating, as discussed by (Burja 2006: 175). The 

fact that the interpreter was male could also have been problematic since there is a risk of 

the women not daring to speak freely, due to power relations between men and women 

(Ortbals et al 2009: 288). However, without an interpreter the study would not have been 

possible at all. Additionally, the interpreter assisted me in understanding the context (Burja 

2006: 173) and in that sense provided crucial information and guidance. This information 

included general knowledge of the area, an explanation of specific expressions and the 

actual meaning of things that occurred. The chose of having a male interpreter was based on 

practical circumstances; he did a good job and there was at the time no one else around who 

could do it better. 

4.6.3 The role of Vi Agroforestry 

This study could not have been performed without the practical assistance from Vi 

Agroforestry. This included general knowledge and guidance, contact with a field officer 

working in Likuyani area, help with finding an interpreter, transportation and guidance 

while in the field. It is however important to note that this study was not assigned to the 

researcher by Vi Agroforestry, it was the researcher who contacted the organisation in order 

to get practical assistance while in the field. One can assume that it is in Vi Agroforestry’s 

interest to get a positive result. Hence, to take into account too much of its input would 

therefore be problematic since the results could be biased. Even though staff at the Vi 

Agroforestry office provided useful and essential insight they were not involved in the 

design of the study, that is, the choice of research question, aim of the study method and 

choice of sample are the researcher’s own. That Vi Agroforestry agreed to assist while in 

field is the reason the focus has been the one of Vi agroforestry’s groups. The methodology 

applied in Vi Agroforestry’s groups follows the general VSLA methodology and there hence 

is no reason to believe these groups differ from any other VSLA groups. 
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5. Results and analysis 
Since it is necessary to understand the context in order to interpret the results, this part 

begins with a background section on the context in question. Firstly, background 

information on Kenya in general and financial inclusion in particular will be presented. 

Thereafter follows an introduction into the area of study, Likuyani sub-country, the savings 

structure in Likuyani provided, followed by an overview of women in Kenya in general, 

thereafter women in Likuyani in particular. Thereafter, results of the study are outlined, 

based on the three categories presented in the theory section. The analysis is presented 

together with the result. After the three categories other aspects that were proven crucial 

when analysing the data will be outlined. The section ends with a summary of the findings. 

 

5.1 Background 

5.1.1 Kenya 

Kenya is a developing country inhabited by almost 47 million people. At the same time it is 

one of the wealthiest countries in East Africa, often describes as the economic hub of the 

region. The economy is mainly based in agriculture, where three quarters of this is farm- 

scale rain-fed farming (Central Intelligence Agency). Kenya has a diverse population with 

over 40 ethnic groups; the five largest ones are Kikuyu, Luhya, Kalenjin, Luo and Kamba 

(KNBS 2010: 397). The country has two official languages, English and Swahili and a 

numerous of indigenous languages (Central Intelligence Agency). 

 

Kenya has a colonial history and was until the early 1960s under British rule. In 1895, The 

British Government founded the East African protectorate, in 1920 Kenya officially became 

a British colony and in 1963, the country gained independence (Brand Kenya Board). In 

2014, Kenya had a Human Development Index (HDI)11 value of 0.548, which places the 

country on the 145th place in the world. However, in the last couple of years, Kenya has gone 

through a process of development, which is reflected by the country in 2000 having a HDI 

score of 0.447 (UNDP). The Kenyan economy is however still vulnerable to 

external shocks and unemployment is a big challenges (UN Women Africa). The expected 

amount of years of schooling for women was in 2014 10,7 years (UNDP 2) whereas the 

figure for men was slightly higher, 11,3 years (UNDP 3).  
 
 

11 The Human Development Index (HDI) is a composite statistic of life expectancy, education and per capita 
income indicators (UNDP)
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In the Gender Inequality index (GII)12 Kenya scored 0.552, which places Kenya as the 30th 

worst country in the world. This score is similar to other East African countries, expect for 

Mali, which was worse off, and Rwanda, which took the leading position (UNDP 4). 

5.1.2 Financial inclusion in Kenya 

Poor communication infrastructure and a relatively low population density characterize the 

Kenyan rural environment. The literacy level is low and the economies are relatively 

undiversified. Additionally, the profitability in economic activates is low and associated 

with high risks. This has made Kenya unattractive to both NGO microfinance institutions, as 

well as commercial financial institutions (Johnson et al 2005). This is one of the reasons 

behind Kenya being one of the countries where savings groups have been most present 

(CGAP). 

 

Kenya has three levels of financial services: formal, semi-formal, and informal. Banks go 

under the first category, MFIs under the second and savings groups such as VSLAs under 

the last one (Juma 2016). The extent of financial inclusion varies largely across different 

regions in the country (Central Bank of Kenya et al 2016: 8). However, it has improved over 

the last couple of years. In 2016, 17.4 per cent of all Kenyans did not have access to any  

type of informal service, a figure that has more than halved since 2006. During the same 

amount of time, the gap between women and men regarding access to formal financial 

services has decreased, however, women still have lower access and hence to a larger extent 

rely on informal services (Central Bank of Kenya et al 2016: 7). 

 

Kenya is a country heavily characterized by corruption. This is a phenomenon harmful to the 

economy in general and towards poor people in particular since they often are denied equal 

access to social services. Corruption also creates barriers to enter markets and hinders 

competitive ones since the cost of starting and doing business increases (Kimuyu 2007: 

198). Most self-employed Kenyans do not have a formal bank account. A large fraction of 

Kenyan micro-entrepreneurs face large savings constraints, most of them are women (Dupas 

et al 2013: 166). 
 
 
 

12 The Gender Inequality Index (GII) is a composite statistic of inequality in achievement between women and 
men in three dimensions: reproductive health, empowerment and the labour market (UNDP 4). 
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In 2007 the Kenyan financial landscape went through and an enormous change when the 

mobile payment system M- Pesa was launched. M-Pesa enables users to send money to each 

other only using their mobile phones (Eijkman et al 2010: 220). Mbiti et al (2011: 27) show 

that people who increase their use of M-Pesa are less likely to participate in informal 

banking services such as savings groups, at the same time as they are more likely to have 

accesses to formal banking services. Frequent M-Pesa users are also more likely to be urban, 

educated and affluent. The results suggest that M-Pesa is a compliment to banks. 

 

In 2010-2011 Financial Sector Development (FSD) Kenya commissioned a study to 

examine the status of financial inclusion in smaller towns and their rural environs. The 

conclusion was that financial groups, such as savings groups, are used extensively because 

they offer structure but also flexibility and liquidity and in particular, easy access to loans of 

sizes that individuals need on a frequent basis rather than the much larger loans offered by 

formal providers. In addition, mobile money services are used extensively, but they are not 

used for savings, only as an emergency reserve. Those who use bank accounts and SACCOs 

do this primarily to manage payments rather than to make voluntarily savings (Ledgerwood 

2013: 129). 

5.1.3 Kakamega county and Likuyani sub county 

The study was conducted in 

Likuyani sub-county in 

Kakamega County. Likuyani 

has an area of 302 square 

kilometres and had in 2009 a 

population of 125,137 people 

(Infotrack). After the 

independence of Kenya from 

British rule in 1963 the Kenyan 

government         created         a 

settlement scheme in order to Kakamega  country13
 

settle people in former white 

highlands. Likuyani area was part 

of one of these schemes. The main 
 

13 (Society for International Development). 
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occupation of the people in the areas is farming (Ong’Ayo 2013) and the majority Likuyani 

inhabitants are Luyhas although they are part of different sub-tribes of which Maragoli is the 

largest. Languages spoken are mainly Swahili and the mother tongue Luhya (Kyondo 2016). 
 
 

Likuyani sub-county14
 

 

Kakamega County is part of the 

Western region where the level of 

financial exclusion (20.6 %) is 

higher than many other parts of the 

country, however, it is not as high 

as in the northern parts (Central 

Bank of Kenya et al 2016: 8). 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Financial exclusion in Kenya15
 

 
 

14  (SoftKenya). 
15 (Central Bank of Kenya et al 2016). 
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5.1.4 Organizational savings structure in Likuyani 
 

Type of group Number of groups 

SACCO 1 

CBO 3 

CIG 47 

 
Inhabitants in Likuyani have the possibility to save on different levels: the CIG (Community 

Interest group), CBO (Community based organisations) and SACCO level. The VSLA 

groups are found on the lowest, the CIG level (Juma 2016). Likuyani has one SACCO, 

Likuyani-Mwangaza SACCO, three CBOs: Kongoni, Nzoia and Sinoko and 47 CIGs: 21 in 

Kongoni, 12 in Nzoia and 14 in Sinoko. Likuyani consists of around 1000 households, 376 

in Kongoni, 203 in Nzoia and 421 in Sinoko. 45 of these CIGs practice VSLA (Juma 2016). 

 
5.1.5 Women in Kenya 

Kenyan has historically been a patriarchal society. Gender roles are deeply rooted which 

affects the way in which formal and informal services are used. Men are more likely to have 

loans at the bank and to participate in SACCOs whereas women are more likely to save in 

informal group-based systems such as ROSCAs (Ledgerwood 2013: 24). In 2010 a new 

constitution was adopted in Kenya, giving women more rights, for instance concerning land. 

The problem is that customary law, which discriminates against women, still has a strong 

status (Gaafar 2014). Over 80 per cent of Kenyan women are engaged in small holder 

farming, they manage 40 per cent of the country’s smallholder farms, however, only one per 

cent own land in their own right, less than ten per cent have access to available credit, and 

less than one per cent of agriculture credit (USAID). 

5.1.6 Women in Likuyani 

According to Luyha tradition, women are supposed to do all of the household work. It is not 

accepted for a married woman to be an entrepreneur since husbands are regarded as the head 

of the household and hence women should rely on them. Women are additionally restrained 

by the fact that they are not supposed to travel far from home. As this is something 

entrepreneurs often have to do in order to carry out their work, women’s possibilities are 

even further limited. Culture is deeply rooted among both men and women, where 

traditional views on gender roles are strong. This hinders women from reaching their full 
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potential and it also allows men to refuse to take up chores traditionally regarded as female. 

That people still are not aware of the link between gender equality and development is hence 

one of the key challenges (Kyondo 2016). 

 

In Likuyani, as in most parts of western Kenya, women were not entitled to inheritance of 

land at all. Men are still the ones legally registered for land. Whatever the husband owns is 

regarded as belonging to the whole family. The wife is an automatic next of kin, in other 

words if her husband would die; she would inherit the land and be properly registered for it 

(Isuba 2016). In rural areas the government only enforces laws and policy of property 

registration on land and not houses. Additionally, most of the homesteads in Likuyani have 

temporary structures for a house and can hence not be compared to houses in urban areas 

(Isuba 2016). 

 

However, things have started to change due to traditional views on gender being challenged. 

Even though women are restrained in many parts of their lives, Maragoli women are 

traditionally regarded as strong, independent and ambitious. Moreover, Likuyani women 

have a high status compared to women in the neighbouring areas, such as the neighbouring 

county Bungoma. Empowerment in the context of Likuyani encompasses access and control 

over recourses where decision-making on household level is vital. Thus, it is necessary to 

improve the possibility for women to have a choice. This concerns decisions on usage of 

land, nutritional security for the family, income for the family, as well as which food, school 

and which hospital to choose (Kyundo 2016). Hence, the definition of empowerment in 

Likuyani sub-county is in line with the three categories of analysis used in this thesis. 

 

5.2 Control of income on a household level 

Two conclusions can be drawn from this section. Firstly, the women joined the groups since 

they wanted more control of income on the household level. More specifically, they wanted 

needs of the family to be prioritised, such as school fees or medical expenses. Secondly, 

their bargaining power in the household increased after joining. Some women also 

experienced that they could have a greater say concerning money they had got from VSLA 

than other types of incomes. 



29  

5.2.1 Power of initiative and increased mental space 

The women joined the groups since they wished, in one way or another, to improve and take 

control over their lives. By joining, they were able to increase their income and improve 

their businesses and their farming. Some women did not actively need to search for 

information about the groups since they got the information from Vi Agroforestry’s officers 

or from friends and neighbours and thereafter decided to join a group. The decision of 

joining a group is an expression of a power of initiative. It goes in line with an expansion of 

mental space and it can hence, in itself, be seen as an act of empowerment (Desmukh-

Ranadive 2005). However, some did not have anyone providing them with information 

about the groups, instead they needed to look this up themselves. These women hence made 

an even greater effort and this demonstrates an even stronger power of initiative. Such was 

the story of this woman: 

 
… when I saw this mamas, as joining together, I was interested I also wanted to know, what they do. […] So I 
approached one of them […] And then I asked some questions. […] So when she told me about the projects, I 
was very much interested […] And I realised that, through that, I will improve my business. […] And also I 
learn, I learn some things through them. 

 
(Interviewee 2) 

 
 
Many expressed they were depending on their husbands before joining. Since their 

businesses were small, they struggled to acquire the amount of money they wanted. One 

woman was instead depending on her children to provide for her and she did not feel that 

she was in charge of her life. She therefore joined since she wanted to have her own income, 

which was something she had managed to get: 

 
… as an old mum. I ought to, to have something that can be mine, not depend on these kids, I told you. 

(Interviewee 8) 
 
 
Half of the women explicitly said that they wanted to join in order to get out of poverty, 

develop themselves, empower themselves, enhance their economic status or make a 

difference in their lives. Some women had more specific ideas of how they wanted to 

increase their income. Some wanted to improve on their farming or to buy animals, for 

example to grow bananas, vegetables, trees or to buy poultry. Some wished to improve on
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their businesses, which for example were embroidery, selling vegetables, to have a posho 

mill16 machine or a chaff cutter. 

 
Many women joined because they wanted to meet the financial needs of the family. This 

concerned providing all the things they needed in their household, or things their children 

could need be in need of. They wanted to be able deal with emergencies, for instance if a 

child got sick and needed medical care. All women places high priority on school fees and 

some women mentioned explicitly that this had been one of the reasons for joining the 

group: 

 
… when you have some financial requirements, you just borrow. Then it assists you regarding school fees or in 

farming. 

(Interview 11) 

I decided to join because it has got many benefits. You might have some financial needs, so if you have maybe 
needs to deal with school fees, you can come here and borrow. 

(Interview 22) 

For me it was important because […] It has assisted us […] because when you are… you don’t have, you 
borrow, especially when you have a, especially if children depend, they go to school, sometimes you need 
school fees or you have an emergency, there is sickness. 

(Interview 17) 
 
 
All of this indicates that the financial needs of the family were not, or to a low extent, 

prioritised within the household before they joined the group. However, after joining, the 

women stated that it had been easier to provide these things for their families; in other 

words, their will concerning these needs had been more respected. This points towards the 

women experiencing increased bargaining power in the household (Malhotra et al 2005). 

 

There were other reasons that women joined. Some joined since they believed in the power 

of a group. They said that you cannot achieve any difference in your life if you are alone. In 

a group you instead learn from each other and that creates a good moral. This goes in line 

with the idea that being a part of a collective and acting together increase the mental space 

(Deshmukh-Ranadive 2005). One woman had been part of another group before which 

defaulted, and she instead put her faith in this new one. She also said that the group kept her 

busy, since she had to always search for money. They had to save something at every 

meeting and they had to repay their loans after just one month (Interview 5). 
 
 
 
 

16 Used for grinding maize. 
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Many of the women had very little knowledge, if any, on how to think about household 

economy and how to keep a budget. They were used to consuming what they had directly 

and lacked a long-term way of thinking. Some therefore wanted to join to improve their 

knowledge on savings. Additionally, they were not credit worthy somewhere else.  They 

joined because they perceived the VSLA groups as available and easy compared to other 

moneylenders. The money circulated among them, no one else was involved, and it was less 

expensive than banks and other MFIs. Others thought that VSLA was better and more 

effective than ROSCAs, which was the way they most commonly had saved before, as 

expressed by this woman: 

 
One thing is that, with the VSLA, when I compare the VSLA with all the systems of merry-goes, and all the… I 
can say that with the VSLA, we can buy shares, and after buying shares, we give out the loans. Now, if I told, I 
would be stuck in something, when I come to the group and take a loan, it will take me somewhere. 

 
(Interviewee 15) 
 
 
5.2.2 Increased control of income 

When it came to decision-making in the household, almost everyone discussed with their 

husband in one way or another. This was the sole and obvious way to do it for almost 

everyone. The women meant that the decisions that were taken affected the whole family, 

and hence it would not be fair if one person did it. 

 
We usually sit I and my husband, we usually sit down and decide. […] So we discuss and come up with the 
decision as one person. 

 
(Interviewee 10) 

 
I usually sit with the husband and I say: “I got this amount of money, so what should we do with it?” So we 
divide the money, the ones that go to the school, and the others to the farm. And another one we consume, and 
others for the basics like clothes. 

 
(Interviewee 3) 

 
 

So it just a matter of discussion with my husband. We sit down and plan: the money today we shall use to this 
or this project. 

(Interviewee 22) 
 
There were some exceptions however; some women had a greater say than their husbands. 

Apart from the widows, who were the heads of the households and naturally made these 

decisions on their own, one woman made all the decisions since she lived in a polygamous 

marriage. Her husband lived in another homestead and hence she was in this sense the head 

of the household (Interview 8). Two others took almost all of the decisions. One of them still 



32  

discussed with her husband (Interview 21) and the other one had a very old husband and 

therefore only expected him to support her in her choices (Interview 18). Worth noting is 

that only one woman had a husband who made most of the decisions. She did always discuss 

with him but in order to be respectful towards him, still she always let him have the final say 

(Interview 6). 

 

However, it would be problematic to draw the conclusion that the answer “we discuss” 

always reflected reality. Such an answer does not necessarily give a full picture since it 

appears to have different meanings. It could for example be an answer routinely given, or 

given since this is what one is expected to say. One woman said that she discussed 

everything with her husband. At the same time, the husband was alcoholic and this caused 

her great distress. This resulted in the fact that she had to always pay school fees the first 

thing she did after receiving money, otherwise the husband would use it for buying alcohol. 

In reality, she did not have a great say in the household and this hence does not point 

towards an enhanced mental space (Desmukh-Ranadive 2005). 

 
When I get money, because my husband is alcoholic, he has gone outside maybe to take some alcohol, so I 
usually tell him that: “This money I have taken it from the group”. So if he stays with the money, he shall 
consume and then when January comes we shall have a problem […] 

 
(Interviewee 12) 

 
 
When those who discussed with their husbands were asked whether they could decide over 

the dividends their earned from VSLA, some women answered a bit differently compared to 

the previous question. Some said they could alone or to a greater extent decide over this than 

other types incomes. Hence, the VSLA money entailed for some women an even higher  

level of bargaining power in the household. 

 
That for VSLA, I decide on my own. […] Yeah, he doesn’t say anything, the husband doesn’t say anything, 
because the husband will just see from the developments in the house.” 

 

(Interviewee 10) 
 

Yeah, yes, I can do that. Like for example this year we divide the money in December, that one I will just put 
aside, I will just keep aside for school fees because she [her daughter] will be joining form 1 next year. 

 
(Interviewee 11) 

 
Yeah, I can, I feel I can make a decision. Yeah, depending on what, what can come up and benefit me and my 
family and the community. 

 
(Interviewee 15) 
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In summary, the women experienced involvement in the decision-making in their respective 

households, hence, for almost everyone one fundamental requirement concerning 

empowerment was met (Malhotra et al 2005). However, it is important to be aware of the 

fact that the answer “we discuss” could be an answer routinely given and that it could have a 

lot of different meanings. Therefore it does not provide us with a complete picture. 

 

5.3 Contribution to family support 

Two conclusions can be drawn from this section. On the one hand, the women felt that they 

contributed economically to family support and that the extent to which they did this had 

increased. They had improved their income in different ways and they had realised their 

potential. On the other hand, they had wanted to save much more and they found it hard to 

take the next step. 

5.3.1 The woman’s role in the family 

According to Luyha tradition, men should be the ones economically providing for the family 

(Kyundo 2016). In seven of the families the husband was indeed the breadwinner. One 

woman, who lived in a polygamous marriage, had instead mainly her three children 

providing (Interview 8). For the remaining families, the situation was somehow different. 

These results do not go in line with Luyha tradition and hence they are in this regard 

surprising. Since four of the women were widows, they were the natural heads and providers 

of the households. Some of the women were breadwinner for other reasons: their husbands 

were disabled, alcoholic, unemployed or too old to work. In the remaining families both the 

husband and the wife provided. One woman was sometimes the sole breadwinner since her 

husband worked in another town, which made it hard for him to regularly visit his family. 

She therefore stepped up and took the responsibility: 

 
… we don’t stay together [my husband and I]. He is in Kitale now. […] So when he is not around, me, I just 
play the part. […] Yes, I provide for my family. 

(Interviewee 2) 
 
 
Before joining the group the women had a clear and strong role: they were the mothers, the 

ones supposed to do the household work and the one to take care of the children and the 

family. After joining VSLA, their roles as mothers were still as strong, but now they did 

other activities as well and they could perceive themselves as more than a housewife. Many 

of them previously earned their money by taking temporary jobs in other people’s farms.  

Now they did not need to do that since they had found other ways of earning money. 
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They had improved on their farming or started their own small business. This reduced their 

stress level and provided a feeling of safety. They knew that they would have an income 

tomorrow as well and they could plan more easily.  

 
Interviewer: So, before the VSLA group, were you able to provide economically for your family? 
Yeah, some casual jobs, we usually went for them. Because you can’t just stay like that in a family, you have to 
learn to go out and look for something. 

 
Interviewer: So why did you join the VSLA? 
Because when you look at VSLA, there are a lot of things, as a mother, you should be in some groups, and 
again I see when I am in this group, there is some development and it can take me somewhere […] we invest in 
projects, and on my own, right now I have some dairy cows, and I… I believe that it will calf down. So I  
usually collect the money, you know. 

(Interview 13) 
 
Some women experienced that their roles in their families had changed, as expressed by this 

woman (Interviewee 15). She used to sit and wait for the husband to provide for the family, 

because it had never crossed her mind that she could be capable of doing it herself as well. 

Additionally, she felt that her role in the community had changed: 

 
Yeah, it makes me feel that, at least I am somebody important in the community. It has encourage me to believe 
that I can do something more, through this VSLA […] Not only for my family, but also in the community […] I 
was not able [prior to VSLA] I was not […] I just used to sit and wait for the husband to go and hustle all and 
bring. I didn’t, I… let me say, I could not provide. 

(Interviewee 15) 
 
The fact that they now were in a group had a motivational effect, it made the women realise 

what they could do and gave them new hope. This is manifested in the fact that fewer 

women now were alcoholics: 

 

[…] when we sit together as mothers, we learn more things about how we can live in our families, in how we 
can live with other different people […] And also it has enabled us, at least, to reduce idleness among women 
[…] we had drunkard women, but nowadays they testify that through VSLA, they are no more, they are no 
more drunkards […] Yeah, so at least VSLA has done something in the community. 

 
 
 
5.3.2 Enhanced ability and increased self-esteem 

(Interviewee 15) 

The way the women had managed to increase their incomes varied. Many had used the 

money from VSLA for income generating activities such as starting new businesses, 

increasing their current businesses or to improving on their farming. The businesses they 

were engaged in was for example having a posho mill, a chaff cutter, a fish pound, a retail 

shop, selling clothes or renting out motorbikes. Moreover, some had invested in poultry 
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whereupon they were able to sell the eggs and make a profit. Some had bought a dairy cow 

and were then able to sell the milk whereas some had bought a sheep or a pig. Those who 

had improved on their faming had done this by for example buying a plot, planting trees, 

starting or improving on growing maize, vegetables or fruits, which mostly entailed 

investments in bananas or horticulture. 

 
Yes, I had my business, but it was just a small one […] But the time I joined this group, at least I, I empowered 
my business […] Yes, there’s a big change […] I provided [prior to VSLA] but in a small quantity, I was just, I 
was not able […] Yeah, I used to... Sometimes I struggled. […] I used to get small, small things. […] But the 
time I joined the group, I saw, it was better. […] Yes, it was now better. 

(Interviewee 2) 
 
 

It has made me to be so busy, that I need to seek [for money], so that I can save. Because without saving, you 
cannot borrow […] I can also, also expand my business [a posho mill machine and a chaff cutter]. 

 
(Interviewee 17) 

Yeah, I see that it [my life] has changed because the previous time, before, before the VSLA; I was doing some 
casual works […] But right now, I don’t see myself engaging in casual work […] Because right now I have got 
my own business [retailing clothes], and I get some income from that, that business. 

 
(Interviewee 11) 

 
 
By joining the group, all of the women were able to economically provide more for their 

families, however, their perception of the extent of this widely varied. Some declared that 

their lives had changed dramatically, others that it at least had lowered their stress level, that 

life to some extent had become bearable or that they had made a first step out of poverty. 

Some women declared that they had realised their potential. 

 
I was providing [prior to VSLA] but at the very least level, the most least […] I [after joining VSLA] can do 
my own work, plant vegetables, bananas, poultry […] I can protect my family […] I feel good. 

 
(Interviewee 9) 

 
 

I was able [prior to VSLA] to look for something for the family, but I didn’t look for enough, I didn’t get 
enough […] I feel very well because I am in this group and it is really assisting me. 

 
(Interviewee 24) 

 

I can say, it [my life] has changed, greatly […] In a way, before I knew about VSLA, I said that my education 
level is form 4, I just knew that I will just remain a housewife. I didn’t know that I could do something more. So 
when I joined VSLA, it helped me particularly, I got a chance and went for training [ECD training]. 

 
(Interviewee 15) 
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These answers indicate a change in the women’s perception of themselves regarding what 

they were able to do and what they could be. This points towards an increased mental space 

(Desmukh-Ranadive 2005). 

 

However, everyone stated that it was more or less a struggle to acquire the amount of money 

they wanted. A reoccurring feature was their will to provide more, to increase the value of 

the shares, but they were unable to do this for several reasons, mostly because their income 

was too low. It was especially hard to save during planting season when they had to buy raw 

materials for farming. Many of them felt that it was always a struggle to repay their loans. 

Sometimes their loans rolled over and then their interest grew. The inability to pay back 

their loans was sometimes due to animals getting sick or drought and crop failure. However, 

they had all been able to eventually repay it. They also wanted to prolong the time of loan 

repayment and they wanted to borrow more. Some thought it was hard to be stuck in the 

same situation at the same time as people around them were developing. They wanted to 

take the next step but could not manage to reach it because they still dealt with such small 

amounts of money. They needed further guidance in order to save at a next level, for 

instance to save at the SACCO level. 

 
I wish I had money, I could just be come, coming, all the time, because, I come with little, I put on the table, I 
take another one, a lot of money, I go and do my thing, implementations at home […] Then, even I admire to   
be meeting weekly. And I’m interested. Let me say I’m interested […] Because of recourses […] recourse is so 
poor, I don’t have money to bring, and then borrow; it makes me feel […] low. 

 
 

(Interviewee 8) 
 
 

That, I want to improve in savings […] I think that we have to improve on our savings […] I need to earn more 
[…] I need to have my personal… my personal, another plot […] I don’t have my personal, so I am expecting. 

 

(Interviewee 21) 

So if I would have some money, a source of income, to save more, it would have helped me […] if I would get a 
way of expanding my economic status, I would feel better. 

(Interviewee 14) 
 
 
The women demanded more knowledge on how to save. They wanted people, for example 

Vi Agroforestry staff, to come to them and teach them even more. Some already saved at the 

SACCO level, but wanted to increase their savings there (Interview 17). One could think 

that microfinance banks, operating in the area, might be a suitable next step in order to save 

more. However, this was not the case. Several women expressed discontent with 
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these institutions and these banks had in general a bad reputation in the area. Because of all 

this, they were not satisfied with their life situation and hence they did not feel fully 

economically empowered. 
 

Teach us more about group sittings! We could… we could do something. And I need that. If you people, you 
have seen further than me, because, right now as you have come, you have come to see what we are doing […] 
If there could be something that you could train us to do. I can, I can do. […] And we make our, our life in a 
good state […] And because I feel poverty is at our very high threat. 

 
(Interviewee 8) 

 
At least now we pay that [loan repayment] after one month, but we are feeling that it would be better to pay the 
VSLA after at least three months, or four. Then you take at least a bigger loan, so that it can fit you where you 
want, then you pay at least some period, at least three or four. 
Interviewer: Mm, ok. So is this something that you are going to suggest for the next cycle, or? 
We have not organised but we are seeking that knowledge, how we can learn it, but we haven’t got the   
solution. 

 
 
 

That sometimes the struggle for us, at least to assist us, because we are in need. 
Interviewer: Ok, that people should come here and assist? No? 
Yes, something of the sort.... as in, just to come more… and maybe to give us some skills. 

(Interview 17) 

 

(Interviewee 24) 
 

It is clear the women in general felt that they contributed to family support; in other words, 

one criterion was met regarding empowerment on the household level (Malhotra et al 2005: 

83). They had improved their income in different ways, although the extent of this greatly 

varied. A lot of this goes against the traditional view of the Luyha family. This indicates that 

a development has taken place and that it has become more acceptable for women to be 

breadwinners. Nevertheless, none of the women were satisfied with their economic 

situation. Therefore much more is needed to be done in order for the women to feel fully 

economical empowered. 

 

5.4 Control of family’s future 

Three conclusions can be drawn from this section. Firstly, the women did not own their 

land, however this was not a concern to them and it seemed to be a non-issue. Secondly, the 

women had a lot of plans for the future including placing a high priority on investing in their 

children’s future. Lastly, many of them were concerned about the future since they felt that 

their resources were inadequate.  



38  

5.4.1 Ability to plan for the future 

It is the men in Likuyani who are still legally registered to own the land. Houses in this area 

are not legally registered. The norm is that whatever the man owns belongs to the whole 

family (Isuba 2016). This was reflected in the women’s answers. When they were asked 

whether they owned their land or not, the immediate answer was always yes. However, 

when asked who was legally registered, the answer was always the husband. To answer 

“yes” hence does not provide much information. Thus, the women did not express much 

concern over not owning their land, it seemed like they had not reflected over this. They 

thought of it as belonging to them as well, since the husband owned it. For them, it was a 

non-issue, maybe because they had never thought that it could be any other way. However, 

the idea that a woman can decide what to do with her land is something crucial regarding 

empowerment (Kyondo 2016). That they did not express any concern about this is can 

therefore be regarded as problematic. 

 

To invest in their children’s future by paying school fees was a highly prioritised by 

everyone. Almost everyone stated that it was now easier to do so. This was associated with a 

greater opportunity to plan and with a feeling of less stress in the sense that they knew that 

they in the end of the cycle would be able to pay. Some women also expressed that this had 

not just made a difference in their own families, but also on the whole community. Some 

wanted to join another savings group as well and some wanted their group to invest much 

more in the SACCO. However, first they needed enough money to do so. Some women 

hoped that they one day would be able to save a little at the bank. 

 
Many children were not going to school, but now, even if you walk around, you can see more schools have 
been built, because many women have developed into CIGs […] So when a child… I have a deficit at the 
school; I normally run, borrow a little money and clear the balance. Or when my budget is below, my selling 
items, I normally borrow and boost them. 

 

(Interviewee 19) 
 
 

It [life] has changed a lot because... yeah, it has changed a lot, a lot […] My kids have gone to school, I have 
got a house, so I see I won’t leave this group of VSLA. 

 

(Interviewee 12) 

[...] it has enabled people, many people at least to take their children to school, and even take them to some 
more states. But before that, children could not go ahead with their learning, but with VSLA you can go for a 
loan… 

 
(Interviewee 15) 
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Many women wanted to develop the family’s plot, to start growing new things, some wanted 

to add on their current plot or to acquire a new one. Some wished to build their own semi-

permanent or permanent house or a proper toilet. Some wanted to start their own businesses, 

to boost their current ones or to take up their previous ones. Some wanted this since they 

were getting older and hence they did not have the energy to do casual jobs anymore. 

Therefore, they want to have their own business. Many wanted to invest in poultry, a dairy 

cow or just in general farming in order to provide for themselves. Some wanted to improve 

on their group projects or to start new ones. Some wanted to get other family members into 

their groups. Some planned to move to a better area where the ground was less swampy and 

some wanted to have their personal vehicle and drive it. 

 
For the future? I will not like to remain the same… I want my life to change. Though, I am old, but I am strong. 
Also, I want money, to change my life […] I don’t just want to get free money; I want to work for it, so that I 
can utilise it in a good way. 

 
(Interviewee 1) 

 
… when January comes I know that my students, the kids, need uniforms, school uniforms, they need school 
fees, so I’d love to borrow […] I think that I should educate my kid. And I also need this money of VSLA 
because this interest is very low, it can assist me to get somewhere […] I also think that I can at least acquire 
dairy, a dairy cow. 

 
(Interviewee 20) 

 
Plans, you cannot lack plans. So, when the kids grow up, you need maybe to educate them so that you at least 
prepare them for the coming life, such that they can… it doesn’t hurt them. 

 
(Interviewee 23) 
 
 
5.4.2 The women’s feelings about the future 

Joining the group had made many women look to a brighter future. This was because had 

increased their knowledge on savings and developed new skills. Some women were eager to 

learn more and some had even started their own groups. They wanted to pass this knowledge 

on to their children, in order to give them a better life than they had themselves. This 

increased knowledge is clearly an expansion of mental space (Desmukh- Ranadive 2005). 

 
I was just there; I did not know anything about saving money. I didn’t know how to use money […] I   
appreciate Vi, for the time of Vi, because it has expanded my brains and it has developed me. It has assisted  
me and right now, I know, how I can educate my kids and how to save money. 

 
(Interviewee 16) 
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So I saw that it was beneficial to save with VSLA. Because previously, I was spending everything that I… that 
came into my hand […] Yeah, spending any income that came. So I decided that I could save and later on, use 
it. 

(Interviewee 10) 
 
 

I can even teach others, what to do. Especially in VSLA, I can teach them how to save, how to divide the 
interest, how to multiply, and other. I have the knowledge. […] I feel that the Vi, they have taken me 
somewhere and brought me somewhere. 

(Interviewee 17) 
 
 
Many women emphasized the importance of being part of a group. In this way they 

supported each other and shared skills and this had had a motivational effect, which made 

them feel better about the future. 
 

I thought, because, to be alone, you can’t do anything […] When you are in the group, it can enable you to do 
something good. 

(Interviewee 5) 
 

I saw that when you are alone you can’t do anything, so I decided to join VSLA. And also, I was not 
creditworthy in the bank. 

 
(Interviewee 18) 

 
 
However, the women also expressed a lot of concerns about the future. Some found it hard 

to plan at all since they did not know what tomorrow would bring. Some had a lot of things 

that they wanted to do, but they were not hopeful about realising it since the income was too 

low. They felt that they wanted to save more and that their knowledge on savings was not 

enough. All of this hindered them from planning for the future. 

 
You know, plans you can have them, you can have plans when you have got money. But when you are not 
having money, you cannot plan for the future […] because when you divide it for the raw materials for the 
farm, paying school fees: that is all. 

 
(Interviewee 3) 

 
 

There are plans but we are praying for life, so that we don’t get disturbed like previously. […] It is just a fear 
for life, since my husband is not working, my husband is not working, he is just with all of us at home. But now 
I don’t think that it is that bad, because when I joined here, at least the lifestyle has changed […] 
Interviewer: Mm, ok. So, you said before, you want your own plot, your own land, in the future? 
Yeah, my own plot that… When I walk around, at least I can beat my chest. 

 
(Interviewee 22) 

 
 
It is apparent that the extent to which cooperation worked within the different groups seems 

to differ. Whereas some were overwhelmingly positive regarding cooperation in the group, 

others were clearly disappointed. That had wanted to put much more effort into the groups’ 
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common projects, which for example could be to keep poultry or to have plastic chairs to 

rent out to others. That the cooperation did not work held back development in the 

community and poverty eradication. Reoccurring was also the problem with loan defaulters 

and people who were late for meetings. If someone defaulted on his or her loan, it affected 

the whole group and it also took a lot of valuable time since the other group members that 

had to look for this person and try to get the money back. This created serious trust issues in 

the groups. 
 

So I prayed and so, shameful to say, because in my group, people are just…[…] Yes, self-centred, yeah. […] 
Even it has made me to… it’s better now even to begin my own enterprise, than being in a group […] you 
people, you are now our eyes, tell those big people that people in the community are not doing things together. 
That’s why there isn’t a lot of poverty eradication […] No, I don’t feel so good, in the coming life, future. 

 
(Interview 8) 

 
Because I am a single mother, I want to at least improve myself economically, so that I take care of the family, 
like the other families, that have got the father, the man […] I’d appreciated if somebody could come from 
Kisumu […] to teach us on how to do VSLA […] if somebody else comes in with another idea, that will expand 
our savings […] That would improve our savings and our activities in the group. 

 
Because there was someone who sneaked away with the money of the group and we have spent a lot of money 
to follow that woman and we have not succeeded. 

 
(Interviewee 4) 

 
… I feel like I should be more than this […] I’d like to see my household changed, I have a lot of things that I 
feel like doing. Like in this household of mine I want development. I want to make a toilet; I don’t have that. 

 
(Interview 12) 

 
 
To summarise, VSLA had made it easier for the women to plan for their future. They were 

now able to invest in their children, for instance by paying school fees. However, many 

women were also concerned. Some declared that they would have planned for the future, 

had they had a sufficient income. 

 
5.5. Other aspects 

It is clear that the time period during which the women had been partaking in VSLAs 

affected the outcome. How old the groups were mattered as well. The younger groups had 

often not got into regular routines. The youngest group, only a couple of months old, had for 

instance not yet required a certificate which would have made it possible for them to operate 

legally. There was a clear difference between the members of this group and the other 

groups. The women there had not yet had time to save a lot of money and they had not 

experienced as much improvement in their lives as the other groups and hence the women 
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did not feel very empowered. This point to the fact that it takes time to develop the skills 

needed. 

 

It is also clear that the women who were the most ambitious, who had progressed the most 

and who had the biggest hopes for the future also were the ones with the highest degree of 

education. All of them had gone through all, or parts of, secondary school. This does not 

mean it necessarily is education in itself that has created this. One of the women did not 

believe that she could anything else than a housewife, even though she had graduated 

secondary school (Interview 15). This indicates that the impact of education is limited, at 

least education on lower levels. Additionally, age mattered. The younger women generally 

had more energy and were therefore able to work harder. They had a more positive outlook 

on the future and more ideas on how to make change to come about. 

 

The importance of having a network also becomes apparent. A third of the women expressed 

that they joined because someone told them about and encouraged them to join. It was either 

a neighbour, a friend or someone coming from Vi Agroforestry to inform them about the 

groups. This further increases the importance of being part of a collective, and that it is hard 

to achieve a change on your own (Deshmukh-Ranadive 2005: 113). 

 

An additional finding is that the VSLA groups did not always lead to the women engaging 

themselves in income generative activities. Many women said explicitly that they had used, 

and planned to use, their loans for paying school fees and buying things for their children. 

This could be regarded as a large drawback, but it does not necessarily have to be that way. 

The aim of VSLA is not solely to make people invest in income generative activities. It is in 

many aspects favourable. However, some of the women who chose not to do this had 

nonetheless experienced an increased mental space. 

 

5.6 Does VSLA empower women? 

In summary, the women felt that VLSA had empowered them economically. They had 

experienced an enhanced quality of life and an increased involvement in the decision- 

making in the household. It was now easier for them to pay school fees and other needs of 

their children. How to spend household income was, for almost everyone, a matter of 

discussion with the husband. However, the answer “we discuss” seems to have had different 

meanings to different respondents. The women had improved their income; they were able 
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to contribute more to their families and they had realised their potential. They had started 

new businesses, improved on their previous ones and they had developed their farming. 

Additionally, the women found it easier to plan for their own as well as their children’s 

future. However, VLSA is not a perfect methodology and it is clear that there are several 

areas where improvement is needed. The most evident seems to be that it was hard for the 

women to take the next step, to increase their knowledge and to add on their savings. 

Additionally, some found it hard to plan and to look positive on their future, since their 

income was too low. 

 

6. Concluding remarks 
Since the concept of microfinance was developed in the 1970s, a lot has happened in the 

field of financial inclusion. The traditional way of providing credit has been challenged by 

new alternatives, one being VSLAs, Village Savings and Loan Associations. Drawing on 

theories on empowerment and subjective wellbeing (Deshmukh-Ranadive, 2005) this paper 

concludes that the VSLA methodology economically empowers women. Additionally, many 

women perceive it as a better option than ROSCAs and microfinance banks. Nevertheless, a 

lot of problems were identified. The most prominent was the women’s will to save even 

more and to increase their knowledge. In this sense, the women did not feel economically 

empowered. 

 

This thesis provides a theoretical contribution to the understanding of VSLA and women’s 

subjective wellbeing. Furthermore, it adds to the empirical knowledge of VSLA in western 

Kenya. It became clear, however, while analysing the results of this paper, that there are 

other areas of great interest, which could benefit from being more closely studied. For future 

research one could seek clarification, by asking follow up questions concerning these 

identified issues. This includes how to create functional linkages between the VSLA level 

and other levels, such as SACCOs. Another example is how to improve the functions of the 

groups and how to enhance the level of trust among the members.  Moreover, one could do a 

study at two points in time to allow for comparison. 
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Appendix I: Interviews 
Likuyani center, 2016-10-18. 

 
Interviewee Age 
Interviewee 1 40-49 
Interviewee 2 40-49 
Interviewee 3 60-69 
Interviewee 4 50-59 

 

Number 1 Village, 2016-10-25 

Interviewee 5 50-59 
Interviewee 6 50-59 
Interviewee 7 30-30 
Interviewee 8 50-59 
Interviewee 9 40-49 

Mawe Tatu, 2016-10-27 

Interviewee 10 40-49 
Interviewee 11 50-59 
Interviewee 12 40-49 
Interviewee 13 20-29 
Interviewee 14 40-49 

Mitoto Village, 2016-11-01 
 

Interviewee 15 40-49 
Interviewee 16 30-39 
Interviewee 17 40-49 
Interviewee 18 40-49 
Interviewee 19 40-49 

Mawe Tatu, 2016-11-18  

Interviewee 20 20-29 
Interviewee 21 40-49 
Interviewee 22 40-49 
Interviewee 23 20-29 
Interviewee 24 60-69 

Interpreter  

Isuba, Tomas. Bachelor’s student in Agricultural Education and Extension, University of 
Nairobi, Kenya, with an industrial attachment with Vi Agroforestry in order to get hands on 
experience in his field of study, primary by guiding farmers in their various common interest 
groups in Likuyani sub-county. 
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Appendix I I: Questionnaire 
Background information 
Name: 
Position in the group (Chairperson, Record-keeper (=Secretary) Boxkeeper (= treasurer) 
Money-counter, ordinary member): 
Other leadership positions: 
Age: 
Martial status: 
Highest level of schooling reached: 
Occupation (Student, Self-employed agriculture, employed agriculture, employed non 
agriculture, own business, unemployed): 

 
–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––– 

 
1. Could you tell me about an ordinary day in your life? 

 
2. Could you tell me about the members of your household, how many are you? 

 
–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––– 

 
3. Who is the breadwinner of the family? 

 
4. How did you get in contact with Vi agroforestry? In which Year? 

 
5. When did you join the VSLA? 

 
6. Why did you join the VSLA? 

 
7. Has your life changed after joining? If so, in what ways has it changed? 
Probe on: Savings, loans. 

 
8. What has it meant for you to now be a provider of your household? 

 
9. Do you save in any other way than the VSLA? 

 
10. How much do you usually save at a meeting? 

 
11. What are your total savings? 

 
12. How many times have you accessed loan? 

 
13. What have you used the 
– loans for? 
– the pay-outs (received at the end of the cycles) for? 
(Probe on:) 
– Have you used it for starting an enterprise? 
– Have you used it for farm input? 
– Have you used it for education of your children? 
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– Have you ever used it for housing? 
– Have you used it for health care? 
– Have you ever used the loan only for consumption? 

 
14. In your household, who makes decisions on what investments to make? 

 
15. Can you decide over the dividends you earn from the VSLA? 

 
16. Do you own your house and your land? 

 
17. Have there been any challenges for you, being a part of this VSLA? 
Probe on: 
– Have you always been able to repay your loans? 
– Have you had any problems with your husband? 
– Have you had less time for your household chores or farm work? 

 
18. Is there anything with the VSLA group that you would like to improve? 

 
19. What are your plans for the future? 
Probe on: 
a. investments, 
b. savings, 

 
20. Is there anything you would like to add regarding what we have talked about?
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