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9/wt DŜƴŘŜǊ ŀƴŘ tƻǿŜǊ !ƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ ƻŦ ±{[ǎΥ 9ȄŜŎǳǘƛǾŜ {ǳƳƳŀǊȅ 

²ƻƳŜƴǎΩ ŜƳǇƻǿŜǊƳŜƴǘ ƛǎ ŀ ǎƭƻǿ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŎǊŜƳŜƴǘŀƭ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎΣ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ±{[ Ŏŀƴ Ǉƭŀȅ ŀ 

crucial role. In order to understand the impact of gender relations on VSL 
interventions, and vice-versa, focusing on the perceptions of men and women 
participating in VSL, household decision-ƳŀƪƛƴƎΣ ŀƴŘ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ƻŦ 
VSL resources, Christian Aid commissioned a Gender and Power Analysis of VSL 
within ECRP. The study consists of a literature and document review, and primary 

qualitative research with 330 participants (191 women and 139 men) in 5 ECRP 
intervention districts; Kasungu, Mwanza, Mulanje, Nsanje, and Machinga.  

 
The analysis will progress by examining the influence of gender dynamics on VSL, 

and VSL on gender dynamics, relating to the woman herself, her household, the 
intervention, and the wider community. 

The Woman: Women are supported as wives and mothers, with VSLs providing a 

space for status change. 
Women and men in ŜǾŜǊȅ ŘƛǎǘǊƛŎǘ ǊŜƛƴŦƻǊŎŜŘ ǘƘŜ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƳŜƴ ŀǎ ΨǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǊǎΩ ŀƴŘ 

ǿƻƳŜƴ ŀǎ ΨǊŜŎŜƛǾŜǊǎΩΦ When women are seen to provide through VSL related 
ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎΣ ƛǘ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŜƳŀǎŎǳƭŀǘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘǊŜŀǘŜƴƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƳŜƴΩǎ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ 

themselves.  
 

Some women and men expressed deep distrust in the opposite sex, when discussing 
how men and women use money differently.  This leads both men and women to 

want sole control of VSL resources, reducing the likelihood that husbands and wives 
will engage in meaningful joint negotiation on how to use VSL resources.  

 
On the other hand, VSL can also play a positive role in relationships. Women and 
men described how VSLs improve the relationship between husbands and wives. In 
working together for the betterment of their family through VSL, couples draw closer 
and develop a sense of shared purpose.  

 
Women feel a sense of community within VSL groups that supports them in 

transgressing societal gender norms and expectations. Many women relied on each 
other for support in withstanding community disapproval and censure. In this way 

women are creating their own communities, in which their status is measured in 
different ways, such as by how much money you make in business etc.  VSL 

therefore creates a space in which women can wear different identities, which are 
measured by different norms. 

The Household: aŜƴ ŘƻƳƛƴŀǘŜ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ ƳŀƪƛƴƎΣ ōǳǘ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ƛǎ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎƛƴƎ 

In all communities visited, women reported low levels of decision-making power in 
their households. Agency and power over small decisions relating to cooking and 

buying small food items have been increased by VSL. Important decisions, such as 
building a house, however, are still made by their husbands.  
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Although women make up the majority of VSL members, a large proportion of the 

women interviewed, in all five districts, receive their share money from their 
husbands.  Women act as proxy members for their husbands who contribute to 

shares and claim the dividends. Men have a final say in the decision to take loans 
from the VSL club, and there is also an expectation that women should surrender 

earnings from VSL supported businesses to their husband.  
 

²ƻƳŜƴ ǎǘƛƭƭ ƘŀǾŜ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ǇƻǿŜǊ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΩǎ ƭƛǾŜƭƛƘƻƻŘ ŀƴŘ 
future. However, their increased contribution to household income through VSL, and 

being aware of the amount of dividend coming into the house, in some cases allows 
ǘƘŜƳ ǘƻ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƘǳǎōŀƴŘǎΩ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ ǎƳŀƭƭ ǿŀȅǎΣ ŜǾŜƴ ƛŦ ǘƘŜȅ Řƻ ƴƻǘ ƘŀǾŜ 

the final say.  

The Intervention: Positive outcomes of VSL participation and barriers for women to 
access, use and control VSL resources and opportunities  

VSL participation has had positive outcomes for women in all districts.  They have 
acquired assets such as farming inputs, livestock, food, clothes, housing materials 

and school expenses through their membership.  Some have invested in productive 
assets to increase earning such as solar chargers or motorbikes. Women have a 

ƎǊŜŀǘŜǊ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ ŦƛƴŀƴŎƛŀƭ ƛƴŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ƘŀǾŜ ǎǘŀǊǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘƛƴƪ ƛƴ ŀ ƳƻǊŜ ΨƭƻƴƎ-
ǘŜǊƳΩ ǿŀy, through saving and planning. 

 
Women all reported the need to get permission from their husbands to join VSL, 

ǿƛǘƘ ƘǳǎōŀƴŘΩǎ jealousy cited as a significant barrier to VSL participation, limiting 

ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ǘǊŀǾŜƭ ƭƻƴƎ ŘƛǎǘŀƴŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŜƴƎŀƎŜ ƛƴ business.  Women are 
expected to put their responsibilities to the home first, with their business seen as a 

ΨǎƛŘŜ ǘƘƛƴƎΩΦ  
 

The risk of ridicule and gossip acts as a deterrent for both men and women to 
challenge accepted norms. Women members of VSLs have to put up with 

considerable speculation and gossip from other community members. Through VSLs, 
they have developed support structures to deal with these pressures and seem to 

draw strength from each other as a group.  

The Community: ²ƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ /ƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ [ŜŀŘŜǊǎƘƛǇ 
Communities acknowledge that women can make good leaders.  However, male 

leadership is the norm in all districts. Discussions are dominated by men, and ideas 
suggested by women are only taken on board after being reinforced or supported by 

men.  Both male and female champions can have important roles in promoting 
ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ƭŜŀŘŜǊǎƘƛǇΦ  

 
VSL has had a very positive influence on developing leadership skills in women, and 

perceptions of women as leaders. The ability to manage time and money in the long 
term, learned through VSL, is recognised and valued at a community level. VSL clubs 

also provide a platform for women to gain experience in speaking in a public forum, 
which encourages input at higher level committees. VSL helps women move into the 
public space, taking on community issues while still maintaining the home and 

family. 
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Strategies and approaches to promote gender equality 
 

Practical suggestions for maintaining the positive impacts VSLs have on meeting 
ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŀƭ ƴŜŜŘǎ ǿƘƛƭŜ ƳŀȄƛƳƛǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǘǊŀƴǎŦƻǊƳŀǘƛǾŜ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ 

meeting their strategic needs include; 

1. Conducting gender sensitivity training to unpack and explore the traditional 

roles of men and women, ŜƴƎŀƎƛƴƎ ƻŦ ƳŜƴ ŀǎ ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎ ǘƻ ǇǊŜǾŜƴǘ ΨǇǳǎƘ-ōŀŎƪΩ 

against the economic and social empowerment of women through VSL. 

2. Skills trainings that transgress ΨƎŜƴŘŜǊŜŘ ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊƛŜǎΩ in productive skills to 

ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ƳŜƴ ŀƴŘ ǿƻƳŜƴ ǘƻ ƳƻǾŜ Ǉŀǎǘ ΨōǳȅƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǎŜƭƭƛƴƎΩ ŀƴŘ ŀƭƭƻǿ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƻ 

manufacture goods themselves. This training should not reinforce traditional 

gender roles around what are appropriate IGAs for women and for men. 

3. Conducting a gendered market analysis to identify the industries in which 

women are active and those from which women are structurally excluded, 

exploring channels through which women can enter. 

4. Encourage VSLǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ΨǘǊŀƴǎŦƻǊƳŀǘƛǾŜ ǎǇŀŎŜǎΩ in which women can question 

norms and challenge stereotypes. Building group identities and strengthening 

social bonds can be encouraged through celebrations at share-out, and group 

activities that promote bonding. 

5. Recruiting Male Champions to promote female participation in community 

ƭŜŀŘŜǊǎƘƛǇΦ .ȅ ΨƛƴǾƛǘƛƴƎΩ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜǎ ƛƴǘƻ ƭŜŀŘŜǊǎƘƛǇ ŦƻǊǳƳǎΣ ƳŀƭŜ 

champions can begin to bridge the gap between closed and claimed spaces. 

6. VA Outreach to support women who are prevented from joining VSL: VAs 

should target husbands, who prevent their wives from joining VSLs for 

sensitisations and discussion, stressing the benefits of VSL to the household. 

7. Promoting female role models: Exposing women to the experiences and 

stories of successful Malawian businesswomen will provide women with 
ideas and strategies to promote their engagement in business. 

 

Conclusion 
±{[ǎ ƘŀǾŜ ŀƴ ŜȄǘǊŜƳŜƭȅ ǇƻǎƛǘƛǾŜ ŜŦŦŜŎǘ ƻƴ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ƭƛǾŜǎΦ Lǘ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘǎ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƻ ƳŜŜǘ 
their basic needs, helps them to plan for the future, and acts as a supportive 
ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ±{[ǎΩ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ŀŦŦŜŎǘ ǘransformational change within 

communities is limited by the depth to which inequalities are entrenched.  VSLs 
should be paired with specific interventions that directly address the prescriptive 
gender roles and unequal power dynamics that exist in communities.  By reinforcing 
ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǇǊƛǾŀǘŜ ǎǇƘŜǊŜ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎΣ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŦƛƴŀƴŎƛŀƭ ŀǳǘƻƴƻƳȅΣ ŀƴŘ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ ǎŜƭŦΣ 
and by supporting women to develop in the public sphere as leaders and 
businesswomen, VSLs provide a starting point for transformation.  
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List of Acronyms and Abbreviations 
 
DADO  District Agricultural Development Officer 
DCDO  District Community Development Officer 
DSWO  District Social Welfare Officer 
ECRP  Enhancing Community Resilience Programme 
FHH  Female Headed Household 
GAD     Gender and Development ς ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŀƭƛǎǘΣ ΨǎŜŎƻƴŘ-ǿŀǾŜΩ 

feminism, which focuses on the structural inequalities and institutions 
in society, which oppress women. 

GVH Group Village Head ς refers to both an administrative area (each TA 
comprises several GVHs) and the chief to presides over a group of 

villages. 
IGA Income generating activity 

MKw  Malawi Kwacha ς Currency of Malawi 
TA Traditional Authority ς refers to both an administrative area (each 

district comprises several TAs) and the chief who presides over that 
area. 

VA  Village Agent ς a volunteer who supports several VSL groups 
VCPC  Village Civil Protection Committee 
VDC  Village Development Committee 
VSL  Village Savings and Loans Groups 
 

 
List of Chichewa terms used 
 
Banki ya Nkhonde/ 
Banki ya Kamudzi Village Bank (VSL) 

Chitenje Large rectangular piece of printed fabric often worn as a skirt. 
Ganyu   Piecework/temporary daily labour 

Kanyenya  Small fish fried in batter 
Kugwesa nkhope To look down with head bowed, generally used to refer to 

ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ ǿƘƻ ƛǎ ōŜƘŀǾƛƴƎ ŘŜƳǳǊŜƭȅΣ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘŦǳƭƭȅΣ ƛƴ ŀ ΨƭŀŘȅ-
ƭƛƪŜΩ ƳŀƴƴŜǊΦ 

Mandasi  Small round fried pancake 
Nsima Maize porridge ς the stable food of Malawi. 
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1 Introduction 
 
Christian Aid Malawi is leading a consortium comprising three organizations, which 
include Action Aid International, CARE International and Christian Aid, and 11 
implementing partners in a five-ȅŜŀǊ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ǘƛǘƭŜŘ Ψ9ƴƘŀƴŎƛƴƎ /ƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎΩ 
Resilience Programme (ECRP) in Malawi. The ECRP project aims to halve disaster 
losses and increase ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎΩ ǊŜǎƛƭƛŜƴŎŜ ǘƻ ŎƭƛƳŀǘŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ōȅ нлмт ƛƴ т ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 
districts in Malawi most prone to natural disasters and climatic hazards.  ECRP 
recognizes that gender inequality is an underlying impediment to achievement of 
ǊŜǎƛƭƛŜƴǘ ƘƻǳǎŜƘƻƭŘǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƭƛƳŀǘŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘΦ 9/wtΩǎ ƎŜƴŘŜǊ ƛƴǘŜƎǊŀǘƛƻƴ 
strategy promotes gender equality across all the key interventions. One of the 
interventions which facilitates the participation of women in ECRP activities is Village 

Savings and Loans (VSL).  VSL has been identified as a catalyst to the success of the 
ΨŎƻƳōƛƴŀǘƛƻƴǎΩ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘΣ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ±{[ ǊŜƛƴŦƻǊŎŜǎ ǘƘŜ ƭƛƴƪŀƎŜǎ ǘƻ ƻǘƘŜǊ ƛƴǘŜǊǾŜƴǘƛƻƴǎ 

and strengthens them by providing access to financial resources. 
 

In recent years, VSL has become an extremely popular intervention in resilience and 
livelihood programming.  VSLs are considered a cost-effective means of promoting 
ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ǊŜǎƛƭƛŜƴŎŜ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎƛƴƎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ŀǎǎŜǘ ōŀǎŜΣ ŀƭƭƻǿƛƴg them the 
credit to enter productive markets, and reducing their vulnerability to shocks and 
hazards by allowing them access to credit in times of emergency.  Women have been 
specifically targeted for VSL membership, due to their reduced ability to access 
formal channels of credit, and the assumption that women are more likely than men 
to use VSL to benefit the whole family. VSLs have been touted as a means of 
empowering women economically and socially, raising their status and allowing 
them to participate more meaningfully in household decision-making and 
community leadership. 
 
Empowerment through VSL, however, tends to be rooted in assumption and 

anecdote, with little empirical evidence indicating the real impacts that VSLs have on 
household and community gender dynamics and vice-versa.  This report aims to 

unpack some of the assumptions about the gendered impacts of VSL within the ECRP 
based on primary data gathered in 5 districts in southern and central Malawi. 
 
This report will begin by describing the research methodology, and will go on to 
explore the research findings starting with the woman herself, her status and gender 
relations.  It will them examine her role and influence in the household, specifically 
in household decision-making.  The report will then examine the intervention itself, 
±{[Ωǎ ǇƻǎƛǘƛǾŜ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ōŀǊǊƛŜǊǎ ǘƻ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴΦ  Lǘ ǿƛƭƭ ǘƘŜƴ ƭƻƻƪ ǘƻ 
ǘƘŜ ǿƛŘŜǊ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΣ ŀƴŘ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǊƻƭŜ ƛƴ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ƭŜŀŘŜǊǎƘƛǇΦ The report will 
conclude with some strategies and recommendations to promote gender equality 
through VSLs. 
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2 Methodology 
 
This gender analysis comprised several stages; 
 

1. A desk review to better understand the project and contexts 
2. Instrument development and refining 
3. Primary qualitative research  
4. Coding of data 
5. Analysis and report writing 

 

2.1 Desk Review 

 

In order to better understand the ECRP programme, gender dynamics within VSLs 

and the requirements of the gender analysis process, a thorough desk review was 
conducted during the inception phase. An external literature review was conducted 

in order to better understand the issues and dynamics that relate to VSLs in sub-
Saharan Africa.  An internal document review was also conducted in order to better 

understand the specific gendered context of the ECRP project.   A detailed list of 
documents can be viewed in annex A. 

 

2.2 Instrument Development 

 
Research instruments were developed based on three key sources; CARE (2012) 
άDƻƻŘ tǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ CǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪΥ DŜƴŘŜǊ !ƴŀƭȅǎƛǎέΣ ǾŀǊƛƻǳǎ ƎŜƴŘŜǊ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ ƛƴǎǘǊǳƳŜƴǘǎ 

provided by CARE Gender Advisor, ŀƴŘ hȄŦŀƳ όнллрύ ΨDŜƴŘŜǊ ¢ǊŀƛƴƛƴƎ aŀƴǳŀƭΩΦ  ¢ƘŜ 
ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǊŜƭƛŜŘ ǎƻƭŜƭȅ ƻƴ ǉǳŀƭƛǘŀǘƛǾŜ ƳŜǘƘƻŘǎ ƻŦ Řŀǘŀ ƎŀǘƘŜǊƛƴƎ ŀǎ άǉǳŀƭƛǘŀǘƛǾŜ 

research provides an in-depth, intricate and detailed understanding of meanings, 
actions, non-observable as well as observable phenomena, attitudes, intentions and 

ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊǎέ1. Qualitative methods recognise that there is no single truth, but 
multiple truths based on differing perspectives2. This proved true in several 

communities visited where men and women gave contradictory, but equally ΨǘǊǳŜΩΣ 
accounts when discussing issues from their own perspectives. 

Kasungu, the first district visited, acted as a pilot district.  After field testing the 
instruments in Kasungu the instruments used to gather primary data were refined to 

better meet the research objectives in the remaining four districts.  

Five qualitative instruments (see annex B) were developed and used; 
 

                                                 
1
 Gonzales, нллу ŎƛǘŜŘ ƛƴ /ƻƘŜƴΣ [ΦΣ aŀƴƛƻƴΣ [ΦΣ ϧ aƻǊǊƛǎƻƴΣ YΦ όнлммύ άwŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ aŜǘƘƻŘǎ ƛƴ 
9ŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴέ {ŜǾŜƴǘƘ 9ŘƛǘƛƻƴΦ wƻǳǘƭŜŘƎŜΣ hȄŦƻǊŘΦ 
2
 bŜǿōȅΣ tΦ όнлмлύ άwŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ aŜǘƘƻŘǎ ŦƻǊ 9ŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴέ tŜŀǊǎƻƴ 9ŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ [ǘŘΦΣ IŀǊƭƻǿ, pg. 45. 

 



 

 

5 

Focus Group Discussion (FGDs) were held with various groups including female VSL 

members, husbands of female VSL members and male members, and community 
committee leaders, including Group Village Heads (GVH), and Chairs and Secretaries 

of Village Development Committees (VDC), Village Civil Protection Committees, 
LǊǊƛƎŀǘƛƻƴ /ƻƳƳƛǘǘŜŜǎΣ /ƘƛŜŦΩǎ /ƻǳƴŎƛƭ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎ ŜǘŎΦ 

 
Key Informant Interviews (KIIs) were conducted with Partner organisation staff, 

District Officials, Community leaders and Village Agents (VAs) to gain a broader 
perspective on the positive or negative effects the programme has had, as well as to 

gain insight into views on women in leadership positions within the community. 
 

The Leadership Ranking tool was used to identify whether VSL membership has had 
any impact on levels of women in leadership positions and their influence in other 

local level governance structures such as Village Development Committees (VDCs), 
and Village Civil Protection Committees (VCPCs).  It was initially planned to use Venn 

Diagrams to further investigate how committees related to each other, but following 
piloting in Kasungu, the tool proved 
cumbersome, and over half of the interview was 

spent generating irrelevant data. As a result of 
this experience, the tool was simplified to a 

listing and ranking exercise, which allowed for 
more time in the interview to focus on attitudes 

to women in leadership. 
 

The Decision Tree tool was used with groups of 
women and groups of men, in order to discern 

whether VSL membership has any influence on 
gender dynamics relating to household 

decision-making. 
 

The ΨLŘŜŀƭ ²ƻƳŀƴΩ and άLŘŜŀƭ aŀƴέ tool was 
used in order to understand behavioural 

expectations and images for women and men, 
and to identify the consequences for those who 
do not follow it e.g. women who engage in 

business, or men whose wives become the 
household breadwinner. 

 
  

Photo 1: A participant in Kasungu draws 
items her family spends money on onto a 
'Decision Tree' 
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2.3 Primary Research 

 
In February and March 2016 a team of three 
consultants visited five of ECRPΩs seven target 
districts; Kasungu, Mwanza, Mulanje, Nsanje, 
and Machinga.  The team comprised of a Team 
Leader; Elizabeth Molloy, and two 

translators/facilitators; Asimenye Chitika and 
David Mussa.  The team included a male and a 

female translator/facilitator to promote 
engagement by both men and women. The 

female translator facilitated the majority of 
female focus groups, and the male translator 

facilitated the majority of male focus groups.  
A small number of focus groups were 
conducted by a facilitator of the opposite sex, 
to test whether it would elicit different 
responses.  Both translators spoke fluent 
Chichewa.  One had a second fluency in 

Tumbuka, which proved useful in a community 
visited in Kasungu, and the other translator had 

a second fluency in Yao, which proved useful in Machinga.  In both of these cases, 
the research itself took place through Chichewa, but holding initial greetings and 
introductions in Tumbuka/Yao helped to make the community more receptive to the 

team. 
 

The research team met with six implementing partners in the five districts; Heifer 
International and Maleza in Kasungu, ADRA in Mwanza, CARD in Mulanje, Action Aid 

in Nsanje, and Emmanuel International in Machinga. 
 

A total of 330 people  (191 women and 139 men) were interviewed across the five 
districts.  Responses to questions were recorded on instrument templates, with 
direct quotes taken where possible.  The team leader and facilitators discussed the 
interviews daily to clarify meanings and correct misconceptions. 
 
 
Figure 2: Research participant numbers, disaggregated by gender 

District KIIs FGDs Total Total # 
reached Female Male Female Male Female Male 

Kasungu 0 6 34 9 34 15 49 

Mwanza 2 2 33 33 35 35 70 
Mulanje 2 3 45 22 47 25 72 

Nsanje 1 3 30 20 31 23 54 
Machinga 1 2 43 39 44 41 85 

Total 6 16 185 123 191 139 330 

 

Figure 1: Qualitative research took place in 
communities marked above 
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2.4 Coding and Analysis of Data 

 
The data collected was coded using the key objectives of the research to group 
findings.  Coding was done twice; initial coding involved using MS Excel to group raw 
data under the four key themes; ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ƭŜŀŘŜǊǎƘƛǇΣ ōŀǊǊƛŜǊǎ ǘƻ 
access, control, and use of VSL benefits and opportunities, household decision 
ƳŀƪƛƴƎΣ ŀƴŘ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǎǘŀǘǳǎ ŀƴŘ ƎŜƴŘŜǊ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎΦ  The second stage involved 

further sorting the quotes by subtheme, adding commentary and initial analysis.  
This resulted in approximately 45 subthemes.  These subthemes were then 

regrouped according to their relevance to the four research objectives.  It was at this 
stage that macro-trends began to emerge and in-depth analysis could take place. 

2.5 Analysis and Report Writing.    

 
The analysis was rooted in both ŦŜƳƛƴƛǎǘ ΨGender and DevelopmŜƴǘΩ όD!5ύ ŀƴŘ 
Ψ/ŀǇŀōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ !ǇǇǊƻŀŎƘΩ ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪǎΦ D!5 ǇƘƛƭƻǎƻǇƘȅ ŦƻŎǳǎŜǎ ƻƴ άŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘŜŘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ 

relations and power structures, and endeavours to contest the subjugation of 
ǿƻƳŜƴ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŘƛǎǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǇƻǿŜǊέ3.  Structural GAD feminists view power 

ƛƴ ǘŜǊƳǎ ƻŦ ŀ άǎȅǎǘŜƳ ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƳŜƴ ŘƻƳƛƴŀǘŜΣ 
ƻǇǇǊŜǎǎ ŀƴŘ ŜȄǇƭƻƛǘ ǿƻƳŜƴέ4. Through GAD philosophy, inequalities observed 

throughout this research, including the inability of women to own land, the 
gendered division of labour, the positioning of women as dependant on men, and 
ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŜȄŎƭǳǎƛƻƴ ŦǊƻƳ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ-making processes, can be seen to reinforce the 
status quo and reproduce the economic and social structures that allow the 
masculine to dominate and restrict women to the private sphere.  

The analysis also drew heavily on the Capabilities Approach to development, which 
views develoǇƳŜƴǘ ŀǎ άa process of expanding the real freedoms that people 

ŜƴƧƻȅέ5Φ Ψ9ƳǇƻǿŜǊƳŜƴǘΩ ǿŀǎ ŀ ǘŜǊƳ ǳǎŜŘ ŦǊŜǉǳŜƴǘƭȅ ōȅ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ 
ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎΦ  CǊƻƳ ŀ /ŀǇŀōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜΣ ŜƳǇƻǿŜǊƳŜƴǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ άreal 

freedom or opportunities each [person] ha[s] available to choose and to achieve 
ǿƘŀǘ ǎƘŜ ǾŀƭǳŜŘέ6.  Empowered women, in this case, are not just having their basic 

needs met, but have the freedom and opportunities to live the type of life that they 
choose.  The work of Robeyns (2007)7 provided a Capabilities framework for 

ŜȄŀƳƛƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ōŀǊǊƛŜǊǎ ǘƘŀǘ ōƭƻŎƪ ǿƻƳŜƴ ŦǊƻƳ ǘǊǳŜ ΨŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ŜƳǇƻǿŜǊƳŜƴǘΩΦ 

  
                                                 
3 ¦ƴǘŜǊƘŀƭǘŜǊΣ 9 όнллрύ άCǊŀƎƳŜƴǘŜŘ frameworks? Researching women, gender, education and 

ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘέ ƛƴ !ƛƪƳŀƴΣ {Φ ŀƴŘ ¦ƴǘŜǊƘŀƭǘŜǊΣ 9Φ ά.ŜȅƻƴŘ !ŎŎŜǎǎΥ ¢ǊŀƴǎŦƻǊƳƛƴƎ tƻƭƛŎȅ ŀƴŘ tǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ŦƻǊ 
DŜƴŘŜǊ 9ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ƛƴ 9ŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴέ hȄŦŀƳ D.Σ hȄŦƻǊŘ ǇƎΦ нл-26. 
4
  {ǘǊƻƳǉǳƛǎǘΣ bΦ όмффрύ άwƻƳŀƴŎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ {ǘŀǘŜΥ DŜƴŘŜǊ ŀƴŘ tƻǿŜǊ ƛƴ 9ŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴέ /ƻƳǇŀǊŀǘƛǾŜ 

Education Review, Vol. 39, No. 4. Pg. 430. 
5 {ŜƴΣ !Φ όмфффύΦ ά5ŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ŀǎ CǊŜŜŘƻƳέΦ hȄŦƻǊŘ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ tǊŜǎǎΣ hȄŦƻǊŘΣ ǇƎΦ оΦ 
6
 ²ŀƭƪŜǊΣ aΦ ŀƴŘ ¦ƴǘŜǊƘŀƭǘŜǊΣ 9Φ ά!ƳŀǊǘȅŀ {ŜƴΩǎ /ŀǇŀōƛƭƛǘȅ !ǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ŀƴŘ {ƻŎƛŀƭ WǳǎǘƛŎŜ ƛƴ 9ŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴέ 

(2007). Pelgrave Macmillan, New York, pg. 5. 
7 wƻōŜȅƴǎΣ LΦ όнллтύ ά²ƘŜƴ ǿƛƭƭ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅ ōŜ ƎŜƴŘŜǊ ƧǳǎǘΚέ ƛƴ .ǊƻǿƴŜΣ WΦ όŜŘύ The Future of Gender, 

Cambridge University Press. 
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3 Analysis and Discussion 
 
This section will explore the impact of gender dynamics on VSL interventions and 
vice-versa focusing on the perceptions of men and women participating in VSL, 
household decision-ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ƻŦ ±{[ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎΦ The 
discussion will comprise;  

1. Identification of the most relevant and effective activities of the VSL methods 

ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǇƻǎƛǘƛǾŜ ŀƴŘκƻǊ ƴŜƎŀǘƛǾŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜǎ ǘƻ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǎǘŀǘǳǎ ŀƴŘ 
gender relations.  

2. Analysis of the household decision-making power relations and the roles of 

women that would enhance influence over decision making related to VSL 
resources, services and opportunities.  

3. Exploration of the most critical barriers for women to access, use and control 
of VSL resources, opportunities and services at multiple levels of agency, 

relationship and structure.   

4. Analysis of the most significant positive and negative results and outcomes of 
ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ƭŜŀŘŜǊǎƘƛǇ ƛƴ ±{[ ƎǊƻǳǇǎ.  

The discussion will take a progressive approach (as indicated in Figure 2), starting 
with the woman herself, then looking at her influence within her household.  It will 
then examine the positive impacts of VSL and the barriers preventing her access to, 
use and control of intervention benefits. The analysis will conclude by exploring her 
role in leadership within the wider community. 

 
Figure 2: Progression of Analysis 

 

 

 

The Woman:            

Women's status and gender 
relations 

The Household:  

Intra-household decision-
making 

The Intervention:    

Positive outcomes of VSL 
and barriers to access, use 
and control of VSL resources 
and opportunities 

The Community:     

Women's participation in 
community leadership 
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3.1 The Woman: ²ƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǎǘŀǘǳǎ ŀƴŘ ƎŜƴŘŜǊ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎ 

 
This section will examine the woman herself; her status in her home and community, 
and her relationships with those closest to her.  In rural communities in Malawi, 
women and men tend to have clearly defined roles, which divide between women 
ŀƴŘ ƳŜƴ ǘƘŜ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎ ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊȅ ŦƻǊ ŀ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΩǎ ǎǳǊǾƛǾŀƭΦ  aŜƴΩǎ ǊƻƭŜ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜǎ 
sourcing the materials required for survival and providing them for the family; food, 

ǎƘŜƭǘŜǊΣ ŎƭƻǘƘƛƴƎ ŜǘŎΦΣ ŀƴŘ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǊƻƭŜ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜǎ ǊŜŎŜƛǾƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǳǘƛƭƛǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜǎŜ 
resources to sustain the family; e.g. through feeding and caring for children, and 

maintaining the home. In order to keep this traditional system functioning, every 
society over time develops systems of rewarding those who conform and punishing 

those who transgress.  
 

This chapter will examine the ways in which these traditional roles are reinforced, 
ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅǎ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŀƴŘ ƳŜƴΩǎ ǎǘŀǘǳǎ ŀƴŘ ŘȅƴŀƳƛŎǎ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŜȄŜǎ ŀǊŜ 
changing in recent years, the consequences of these changes and the impact of this 
on VSL, and vice versa. 

3.1.1 ¢ƘŜ Ƴŀƴ ŀǎ ΨǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǊΩ 
Women and men involved in VSL in every district reinforced the position of men as 
ΨǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǊǎΩ ŀƴŘ ǿƻƳŜƴ ŀǎ ΨǊŜŎŜƛǾŜǊǎΩ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƎƛǾŜǊκǊŜŎŜƛǾŜǊ ŘȅƴŀƳƛŎ ŎŜƳŜƴǘƛƴƎ 

relationships.  As evolutionary anthropologists argue, in all societies since ancient 
times, men must ensure that the resources they provide support their own bloodline 

and so complex systems of controlling womŜƴΩǎ ǎŜȄǳŀƭƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇΦ  

Key Findings 
 

- Women and men have clearly defined positions in society with the man 
seen as provider, and the woman seen as receiver. 

- The transfer of material support from man to woman is used as a 
marker of control 

- Husbands and wives report that VSLs have improved their 
relationships by allowing women to assist their husbands in providing, 
thereby reducing tension in the house. 

- Men in rural communities have constructed fragile masculine identities 
premised on their role as household head.  When women threaten 
ǘƘŜǎŜ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘƛŜǎ ōȅ ōŜƛƴƎ Ψǘƻƻ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎŦǳƭΩ ƛƴ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎΣ ǘŜƴǎƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ 
conflict can occur. 

- ±{[ǎ ƘŜƭǇ ƳŜƴ ǘƻ ŦǳƭŦƛƭ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǊƻƭŜ ƻŦ ΨǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǊǎΩ ŀƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƳ 
ǘƻ ŦŜŜƭ ƭƛƪŜ ΨǊŜŀƭ ƳŜƴΩΦ 

- Distrust exists between men and women around the use of money.  
Men believe that women use money frivolously, while women believe 

ǘƘŀǘ ƳŜƴ ǳǎŜ ƳƻƴŜȅ ΨŘƛǎƘƻƴŜǎǘƭȅΩ ƻƴ ŀƭŎƻƘƻƭ ŀƴŘ ǎŜȄ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΦ 
- VSLs provide a support network for women where they can retreat 

and receive affirmation and solidarity when they experience negative 
reactions to their challenging of gender norms. 
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This is no different in rural Malawi where the act of provision allows a husband to 

ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ŀ ǿƻƳŀƴΩǎ ōŜƘŀviour; "I provide therefore you are under my powerέ8.  
Money is used as a means of control. 

 
Project officers in Kasungu described the ways in which VSL Ŏŀƴ ŘƛǎǊǳǇǘ ǘƘŜ ΨƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ 

ƻǊŘŜǊΩ ƻŦ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇǎΣ ōȅ ŀƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ǿƻƳŜƴ ǘƻ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ƳƻƴŜȅ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜd by 
the man; Ψ±{[ǎ ŜƴŎƻǳǊŀƎŜ ǿƻƳŜƴ ǘƻ ōŜ ŦƛƴŀƴŎƛŀƭƭȅ ƛƴŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴǘ ōǳǘ ƳŜƴ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ 

maintain [their cultural dominancŜ ŀǎ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǊϐέΤ άaŜƴ ŀǊŜ ŀŦǊŀƛŘ ǘƻ ƭƻǎŜ ǇƻǿŜǊέ9. 
 

Men welcome women contributing to household income in a small way, as long as it 
ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ŀŦŦŜŎǘ Ƙƛǎ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ ΨǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǊΩΤ ±{[ ƛǎ ŀ άǇƭŀǘŦƻǊƳ ŦƻǊ ŜƴƘŀƴŎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 

ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇΦ aŀƴ ƛǎ ƭƛōŜǊŀǘŜŘΣ ǎƻƳŜ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǿ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘέ10. However several 
ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎ ǎǇƻƪŜ ƻŦ ǿƻƳŜƴ ōŜŎƻƳƛƴƎ ΨŘƛǎǊŜǎǇŜŎǘŦǳƭΩ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƘǳǎōŀƴŘǎ if they 

become the breadwinner; ά²hen women are economically empowered they can look 
Řƻǿƴ ƻƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƘǳǎōŀƴŘǎέ11; άLŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƛŦŜ ƛǎ ƛƴ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎΣ ǎƘŜ Ŏŀƴ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ǇƻƳǇƻǳǎΣ ƴƻǘ 

respecting menΦ  {ƘŜ Ƴŀȅ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ǇǊƻƳƛǎŎǳƻǳǎέ12. 
 
A woman in Mulanje discussed the difficulties of navigating the complex dynamics of 

a household in which the women is a ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǊΣ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴ ǎƻƳŜ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴǎ Ψƛǘ 
ǿƛƭƭ ƴƻǘ ǿƻǊƪΩΤ ά²Ŝ ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƘǳǎōŀƴŘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ƘŜŀŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƘƻǳǎŜΣ ǎƻ ǘƘŜ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴǎ 

of man will dominate.  But when the wife is the breadwinner, her decisions carry 
weight.  If the breadwinner is the wife, she has to bring the money and they have to 

ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǘƘƛƴƎǎΦ  Lǘǎ рлκрлΣ ƛǘ Ŏŀƴ ǿƻǊƪ ƻǊ ƛǘ Ŏŀƴƴƻǘ ǿƻǊƪέ13.  When the man is 
breadwinner, hiǎ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴǎ ǿƛƭƭ ΨŘƻƳƛƴŀǘŜΩΣ ōǳǘ ǿƘŜƴ ŀ ǿƻƳŀƴ ƛǎ ōǊŜŀŘǿƛƴƴŜǊΣ ǘƘŜȅ 

Ƴǳǎǘ ΨŘƛǎŎǳǎǎΩΦ 
 

Community leaders in Mwanza demonstrated their resistance to women disrupting 
the status quo by becoming financially independent through VSL; ά! ŦŜǿ ǿƻƳŜƴΣ 

when economically independent, they will not pay respect to the man in the home.  In 
one village, the family was quite ok before issues of business.  But afterwards, the 

ǿƻƳŀƴ ǿŀǎ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƘǳǎōŀƴŘ Ψ¸ƻǳ Ŏŀƴ ǇŀŎƪ ŀƴŘ ƎƻΣ L ŀƳ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ǎǘŀƴŘ ƻƴ Ƴȅ 
ƻǿƴΩΦ  ²ƻƳŜƴ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōe taught that the purpose of VSL is not for you alone to be 

economically sustained, but for you with your family!" 14 
 
Community leaders support VSL ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜȅ ƳŜŜǘ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎal needs, assisting 

them in their roles of wife and mother.  If membership of VSL causes women to 
discard their traditional roles, such as by giving the autonomy to leave a marriage 

ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ōŜ ƛƴΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǎŜŜƴ ŀǎ ŀ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳΦ  /ƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ǿŜƭŎƻƳŜ ǘƘŜ ŦŀŎǘ 
ǘƘŀǘ ±{[ǎ ƎƛǾŜ ǿƻƳŜƴ ŀƴ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘȅ ǘƻ ΨǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƘǳǎōŀƴŘǎΩ ƛƴ contributing to 

                                                 
8 
Male Heifer International project Officers, Kasungu 

9
 Male Heifer International Project Officer, Kasungu.   

10
 Male DCDO, Mwanza. 

11 
Male, DCDO, Mwanza. 

12
 Male participant, TA Chikumbu, Mulanje. 

13
 Female participant, TA Ntiramanja, Mulanje. 

14
 Male GVH, TA Nthache, Mwanza.   
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household income, but by allowing women to be independent of men, it threatens 

the very foundations on which community cohesion is built.  It is interesting to note 
ǘƘŀǘ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŜƳǇƻǿŜǊƳŜƴǘ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜΣ ǘƘŜ ŀōƻǾŜ ǎǘƻǊȅ Ƙŀǎ ŀ ƘŀǇǇȅ 

ending, with a woman having the agency to decide to end her marriage, but from 
the perspective of these community leaders, a woman choosing to leave a marriage 

ŀƴŘ ΨǎǘŀƴŘ ƻƴ ƘŜǊ ƻǿƴΩ ƛǎ ŀƴ ŀŦŦǊƻƴǘ ǘƻ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ƴƻǊƳǎΦ 
 

When marriages fail, the blame is generally put on the women, even when 
objectively she is not at fault; ά¢ƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ǘƛƳŜǎ ǿƘŜƴ ŀ ƘǳǎōŀƴŘ Ŏŀƴ ōŜŀǊ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ 

with another woman, the man can buy maize or clothes for the other woman without 
their knowledge.  The wife will just be surprised.  Some men do that because women 

ŀǊŜ ǾŜǊȅ ǘŀƭƪŀǘƛǾŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƘǳǎōŀƴŘ ƎŜǘǎ ōƻǊŜŘέ15.  In this case, it is clear that the 
marriage has failed because of the husband fathering children outside the marriage, 

ƴƻǘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ ǿƛŦŜ ǿŀǎ ΨǘŀƭƪŀǘƛǾŜΩ όŎƻƳǇƭŀƛƴƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ƘǳǎōŀƴŘΩǎ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊύΦ  
However, the speaker has put the onus for keeping the marriage together solely on 

the women, irrespective of her husbandΩs behaviour. 
 

3.1.2 MasculinitiesΤ aŀƭŜ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅ ƛǎ ǇǊŜƳƛǎŜŘ ƻƴ ΨǇǊƻǾƛŘƛƴƎΩ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎ 

Being a provider is a central tenet of how men define themselves in these 
communities; ά²ƻƳŜƴ ŀǊŜ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ŎƻƳŦƻǊǘŀōƭŜ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ Ƴŀƴ ƛǎ ŘƻƛƴƎ ǿŜƭƭΦ  Lǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ 

man who always plans for 
family provision - the woman is 

ǎƛǘǘƛƴƎ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ Ψ²Ƙŀǘ ƛǎ Ƴȅ 

husband going ǘƻ ŘƻΚΩ  ¢ƘŜ 
man will be fetching.  It makes 

ǳǎ ǇǊƻǳŘέ16.  Men are active, 
ǘƘŜȅ ΨŦŜǘŎƘΩ (seek out the 

goods and materials needed 
by the family) and provide, 

ǿƘƛƭŜ ǿƻƳŜƴ Ƨǳǎǘ ΨǎƛǘΩ ŀƴŘ 
ΨǘƘƛƴƪΩΦ   

 
Men discussed feeling intense 

pressure to provide for their 
families; άMen get it tougher 

than women.  Everyday the 
Ƴŀƴ ǿƛƭƭ ǿŀƪŜ ǳǇ ŀƴŘ ǎŀȅ ϥǿƘŀǘ Řƻ L Řƻ ǘƻŘŀȅ ŀǎ ŀ Ƴŀƴέ17. Men believe that women 

have it easier; άFor a woman, she will just be demanding.  The advantage of being a 
ǿƻƳŀƴΣ ȅƻǳ Ŏŀƴ Ƨǳǎǘ Ŏŀƭƭ ŦƻǊ ǘƘƛƴƎǎέ18; άLŦ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƴƻ ŦƻƻŘ ŀǘ ƘƻƳŜΣ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŘƻƴΩǘ 
ōƭŀƳŜ ǘƘŜ ǿƛŦŜΣ ǘƘŜȅ ōƭŀƳŜ ǘƘŜ ƘǳǎōŀƴŘέ19. 

                                                 
15

 Female participant, TA Ntiramanja, Mulanje. 
16

 Male participant, TA Ngokwe, Machinga. 
17

 Male participant, TA Ngokwe, Machinga. 
18

 Male participant, TA Kanduka, Mwanza. 
19

 Male participant, TA Nthache, Mwanza. 

Photo 2: Men in Mulanje have more freedom of movement than 
women, demonstrated here by their bicycles 
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Being a provider equates with being a man, so when women are seen to provide 
through business or VSL, it can be emasculating ŀƴŘ ǘƘǊŜŀǘŜƴƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƳŜƴΩǎ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ 

ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎΤ άIf you are very poor, [people will say] you are a failure, you are not a 
manέ20; άLŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƛŦŜ ƳŀƪŜǎ ǘƘŜ ƳƻƴŜȅΣ ƛǘ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ shame for him because he is not 

ŘƻƛƴƎ ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎΣ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ǘŀƭƪƛƴƎέ21. 
 

Male identities are premised on the inherent nobility in struggling for their families, 
ǿƛǘƘ ƳŜƴ ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎ ǎƻƭŜƭȅ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƭŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΩǎ ǎǳǊǾƛǾŀƭ. This was seen as a 

burden, but also a sense of pride; ά¢ƘŜ ōŜǎǘ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ōŜƛƴƎ ŀ Ƴŀƴ - leadership, leading 
the family - head planner for the home.  When the woman is proud 'my husband can 

ǇƭŀƴΗϦ ƛǘ ƳŀƪŜǎ ƳŜ ŦŜŜƭ ƭƛƪŜ ŀ ƳŀƴΗέ22. 
 

aŜƴ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ Ƙƻǿ ±{[ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘŜŘ ǘƘŜƳ ƛƴ ōŜƛƴƎ ΨƘŜŀŘ ǇƭŀƴƴŜǊΩ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎΤ 
helping ǘƘŜƳ ǘƻ ōŜ ƎƻƻŘ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ΨōŜǘǘŜǊ ƳŜƴΩΤ ά±{[ ƘŜƭǇǎ ǳǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀ ōŜǘǘŜǊ 

man - ƛǘ ƳŀƪŜǎ ǳǎ ŀŎǘƛǾŜΣ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜŦǳƭέ 23.  In this way, ±{[ Ŏŀƴ ǎǘǊŜƴƎǘƘŜƴ ŀ ƳŀƴΩǎ 
sense of himself, which may make him less resistant to women becoming stronger. 

3.1.3 Distrust between men and women on spending habits 

Both women and men in all districts expressed deep distrust in the opposite sex, 
when discussing how men and women use money differently.   Men believe that 

women use money frivolously, while they themselves are concerned with more 
important issues affecting the family.  Many men expressed the perception that 

women were not capable of making important decisions affecting the family;  άaŜƴ 

ǿƻǳƭŘ ǘŀƪŜ ƭƻŀƴǎ ŦƻǊ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎΧ ǿƻƳŜƴ ǿƛƭƭ ǘŀƪŜ ǘƘŜ ƳƻƴŜȅ Ŧor clothesέ24;  ά²ƻƳŜƴ 
ǿƛƭƭ Ǝƻ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǘƻ ōǳȅ ŎƭƻǘƘŜǎΣ ƳŜƴ ǿƛƭƭ Ǝƻ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǘƻ ōǳȅ ŦƻƻŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŦŀƳƛƭȅέ25Τ  άFood 

insecurity can happen, because a woman will get a loan, and instead of using it for 
business, she will use it for petty, petty things.  Then they will sell maize intended for 

ŦƻƻŘ ǘƻ Ǉŀȅ ōŀŎƪ ǘƘŜ ƭƻŀƴΦ  ¢Ƙƛǎ ǿƛƭƭ ƭŜŀŘ ǘƻ ǉǳŀǊǊŜƭǎ ǿƛǘƘ ƘǳǎōŀƴŘǎέ26. 
 

Women, on the other hand, report that men frequently waste dividends on alcohol 
and sex workers, while they themselves buy food and household items; άIt can be a 

ǇǊƻōƭŜƳ ǿƘŜƴ ƘǳǎōŀƴŘǎ ŘǊƛƴƪ ōŜŜǊΦ  ¢ƘŜ ǿƛŦŜ ǿƛƭƭ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ǎǳǊǊŜƴŘŜǊ ƘŜǊ ƭƻŀƴέ27;  
ά²ƘŜƴ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƳƻƴŜȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƘƻǳǎŜΣ ǘƘŜ Ƴŀƴ Ŏŀƴ ŘŜŎƛŘŜ ǘƻ ǘŀƪŜ ǘƘŜ ƳƻƴŜȅ ŦƻǊ ōŜŜǊΣ 

or he can just get a bag of maize and sell.  The woman just wants to see the money, 
ōǳǘ ƘŜ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ǳǎƛƴƎ ƛǘ ŦƻǊ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ŜƭǎŜέ28. 

 

                                                 
20

 Male participant, TA Kanduka, Mwanza. 
21

 Male participant, TA Kanduka, Mwanza. 
22

 Male participants, TA Ngokwe, Machinga. 
23

 Male participants, TA Ngokwe, Machinga.  
24

 Male VSL member, TA Ngokwe, Machinga.   
25

 Male participant, TA Nthache, Mwanza.  
26

 Male committee member, TA Nthache, Mwanza. 
27

 Female GVH, TA Chikumbu, Mulanje.   
28

 Female participant, TA Ntiramanja, Mulanje.  
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When this distrust exists, it leads both man and woman to want sole control of VSL 

resources, and reduces the likelihood that husbands and wives will engage in 
meaningful joint negotiation on how to use VSL resources.  The ways in which 

couples negotiate the use of VSL dividends will be discussed in the next section. 

3.1.4 Husband and Wife relationships are strengthened through VSL 

In all districts, women and men described how VSLs can improve the relationship 

between husbands and wives; ά±{[ Ŏŀƴ ōǊƛƴƎ ǳƴƛǘȅΣ ŀǎ ǿƛŦŜ Ŏŀƴ ŀǎǎƛǎǘ ƘǳǎōŀƴŘέ29.  
All respondents who mentioned this spoke about how VSL provides the wherewithal 

to plan for the future, giving couples a sense of shared purpose.  In working together 
for the betterment of their family through VSL, couples draw closer; ά.ŜŦƻǊŜ ±{[Σ 

there was poverty, there was conflict, but now we are able to discuss, we are able to 
ǇƭŀƴΦ  Lǘ ŜŀǎŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǘŜƴǎƛƻƴέ30; άVSL has enhanced relationship.  Previously when there 

was no money - they just look at each other - they have nothing to discuss - but now 
they are planning - it brings them togetherέ31. This positive impact is corroborated 

by the 2014 WALA study into impacts of VSL on gender in Southern Malawi, which 
also found that women and men involved in VSL spoke strongly about increased 

love, respect, and cooperation32. 

In all target districts, women and men attested that by assisting families to meet 
their basic needs, VSLs reduce stress and tension allowing for more harmonious 
family relations.  This occurs in cases where the wife assists her husband, but does 
not threaten his position as head of household, for example, when the wife 
augments her husbandΩǎ ƛƴŎƻƳŜ through small home-based businesses, such as 
selling mandasi, which do not interfere with her duties at home. Pressure on men 

reduces as a result of smaller day-to-day responsibilities that were previously the 
ƳŀƴΩǎ, now falling to the woman; άPreviously, women would just come for every 

petty issue to their husbands.  Husbands would think 'Ah these women are 
problems!' Now, the wife will bring dividends from VSL saying 'I can do small 
business'.  The family is strong now, there is more love in the home"33. 

This reflects the findings of the 2014 WALA study, which found that women were 

increasingly valued and respected within their families as a result of their VSL 
membership34. 

 
Although most of the VSL members we interviewed tended to run businesses as an 

individual, VSL also provides an opportunity to develop a shared sense of purpose 
for husbands and wives who work together to develop a ΨfamilyΩ business; άtƭŀƴƴƛƴƎ 

                                                 
29

 Female participant, TA Ngokwe, Machinga 
30

 Female participants, TA Ngokwe, Machinga. 
31

 Female participant, TA Chikumbu, Mulanje. 
32

 ²![!κ¦{!L5κ/w{ όнлмпύ ά9ƳǇƻǿŜǊƛƴƎ ǿƻƳŜƴ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǎŀǾƛƴƎǎ ƎǊƻǳǇǎΥ ! ǎǘǳŘȅ ŦǊƻƳ the Wellness 
ŀƴŘ !ƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ ŦƻǊ [ƛŦŜ !ŘǾŀƴŎŜƳŜƴǘ ό²![!ύ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳέ 
33

 Male VA, Nsanje. 
34

 ²![!κ¦{!L5κ/w{ όнлмпύ ά9ƳǇƻǿŜǊƛƴƎ ǿƻƳŜƴ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǎŀǾƛƴƎǎ ƎǊƻǳǇǎΥ ! ǎǘǳŘȅ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ²ŜƭƭƴŜǎǎ 
ŀƴŘ !ƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ ŦƻǊ [ƛŦŜ !ŘǾŀƴŎŜƳŜƴǘ ό²![!ύ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳέ 
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and running businesses together works in the favour of relationships as husbands 

ŀƴŘ ǿƛǾŜǎ ŘǊŀǿ ŎƭƻǎŜǊέ35.  

3.1.5 VSLs provide a supportive space for women to challenge gender norms 

Many respondents believed that the low numbers of men in VSLs compared with 
women was due to a lack of desire to participate on behalf of men; άOnce a man 

came.  He withdrew 

because he was not 
comfortable to sit 

ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǿƻƳŜƴέ36. 
However, a VSL 

group in Kasungu 
gave an alternative 

response. When 
asked why there 

were only 4 male 
members out of 25, 

the chair of the 
group replied, 

"When there is a lot 
of men, they tend to be more powerful, but we know only four of them cannot 

control us. We can have more power than them"37.  These women recognised the 
tendency of men to dominate committees and groups and decided to maintain 

strength and control over the VSL by limiting the number of men who could join 

their group. 
 

Women in Kasungu and Machinga reported that they value being part of the VSL not 
just from a financial perspective.  Women feel a sense of community within VSL 

groups that supports them in transgressing societal gender norms and expectations; 
ά±{[ Ƙŀǎ ōǊƻǳƎƘǘ ǳƴƛǘȅ ŀƳƻƴƎ ǿƻƳŜƴΦ ²Ŝ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊΦ .ŜŦƻǊŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿŜǊŜ 

ƭƛǾƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘǎέ ά²Ŝ ŜƴŎƻǳǊage one another, that is what keeps it, we 
ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘŀǘ ōƻƴŘΦ  ²ƛǘƘƻǳǘ ±{[Σ ǿŜ ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜΣ ƛǘ ƎƛǾŜǎ ǳǎ ǘƘŜ ōƻƴŘΣ ǘƘŜ ƻƴŜ-

ƴŜǎǎέ38. A project coordinator in aŀŎƘƛƴƎŀ ŘƛǎǘǊƛŎǘ ǎǇƻƪŜ ƻŦ ΨǇƻǎƛǘƛǾŜ ǇŜŜǊ ǇǊŜǎǎǳǊŜΩ 
within VSL groups; άǘƘŜȅ ŎǊŜŀǘŜ ǇƻǎƛǘƛǾŜ competition - they influence each other to 

ǎŀǾŜ ŀƴŘ Řƻ ōŜǘǘŜǊέ39.  A district official in Machinga also spoke about the 
importance of women working together as a group, rather than struggling as 

individuals; άLŦ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ǎŜǾŜǊŀƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŀǘ ŎŀƭƛōǊŜΣ ǘƘŜȅ Ŏŀƴ Řo something, but others 
ǿƛƭƭ ǎƘȅ ōŀŎƪέ40.   

 

                                                 
35

 Female participant, TA Chikumbu, Mulanje. 
36

 Female participant, TA Nthache, Mwanza 
37

 Female participants, TA Kaluluma, Kasungu 
38

 Female participant, TA Ngokwe, Machinga.   
39

 Female Emmanuel International Project Coordinator, Machinga. 
40

 Male Assistant DADO, Machinga 

Photo 3:  VSL members laugh and joke together 
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Women spoke of the celebration that they hold at share-out as a major celebratory 

event. Women in Machinga excitedly described their share-out day in great detail; 
they make up songs and dances, they slaughter a goat and they exchange gifts 

through Ψ/ƘƛǎŜŎǊŜǘΩ όŀ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ¦{ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ Ψ{ŜŎǊŜǘ {ŀƴǘŀΩύΦ   9ǾŜƴǘǎ 
like this help to cement the bonds between women in VSL groups and strengthen 

the VSLΩs role as a support network.  When discussing how they withstand the 
disapproval and censure from the wider community for engaging in business, it was 

clear that many women relied on each other for support; άWhen people are talking 
[gossiping], it is a blessing in disguise, when someone is talking, we want to achieve 

ƳƻǊŜΦ  bƻ ƳŀǘǘŜǊ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ǎŀȅƛƴƎ ǿŜ ǿƛƭƭ ǎǘƛƭƭ Řƻ ƛǘέ41. 
 

Women describe their pride in being a member; άYou can see our children, when 
ǘƘŜȅ ƳƻǾŜ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǾƛƭƭŀƎŜǎΣ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀŘƳƛǊŜ ǘƘŜƳΣ ǎŀȅƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǘƘŜǊ ƛǎ ƛƴ ±{[έ42. 

Many VSL groups buy uniforms43 to assert their group identity, and compose songs 
that celebrate VSL. The lyrics of one song repeat ά[ŜǊƻ ƭƛƳŜƴŜǊƻ ƭŜǊƻΗ Ku banki kwa 

ōŜōŀέ  - Today, today, today, the bank (VSL) is igniting!   
 
In this way women are creating their own communities, in which their status is 

measured in different ways, such as by how much money you make in business etc.   
VSL therefore creates a space in which women can wear different identities, which 

are measured by different norms. They are an outlet in which regular community 
mores do not necessarily apply. A female household head, having low status in the 

wider community by virtue of being without a husband, may be viewed as a 
successful VSL member within her group: ά¢Ƙƛǎ ǿƻƳŀƴ ƛǎ ŀƭƻƴŜ [points to woman 

within the group], but if you go to the house, you will find it well maintained and 
ŎƻƳŦƻǊǘŀōƭŜέ44. VSLs are a safe space in which women can aspire to be a different 

ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ ΨƛŘŜŀƭ ǿƻƳŀƴΩ ǘƘŀƴ ǘƘŜ ƻƴŜ ǇǊƻǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ōȅ their communities.  

3.1.6 The Woman: In Summary 
DŜƴŘŜǊ ǊƻƭŜǎ ŀǊŜ ǾŜǊȅ ŎƭŜŀǊƭȅ ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ƛƴ aŀƭŀǿƛŀƴ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅ ǿƛǘƘ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǎǘŀǘǳǎ ǘƛŜŘ 

closely to her role as homemaker.  Men are providers, and tradition dictates that 
women should remain reliant on them. VSLs can disrupt the status quo, by making 

women less dependant on men, which can be resisted by men and communities. In 
ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƘŜǊŜ ƳŜƴΩǎ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ ƘƻǳǎŜƘƻƭŘ ƘŜŀŘ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ǘƘǊŜŀǘŜƴŜŘΣ ±{[ǎ ŀǊŜ 

welcomed and can reduce household tension resulting in more harmonious 
relationships. VSLs have the potential to be transformative by providing a supportive 

space in which women build support networks and gain strength from each other, 
allowing them to better withstand community disapproval.  

 
  

                                                 
41

 Female participants, TA Ngabu, Nsanje. 
42

 Female participant, TA Mpache, Machinga. 
43

 The Chitenje cloth which the women from TA Kunduka, Mwanza wear in the cover photo is 
emblazoned with the words Zipatso za Bank ya Kumudzi (The Fruits of VSL) along with a picture of a 
goat, a well constructed house and a bicycle. Participants in several districts commented on how 

popular this chitenje is at the moment. 
44

 Female participant, TA Ngokwe, Machinga 
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3.2 The Household: Intra-household Decision Making 

 
This section will move outwards from the woman herself, to look at her role and 
position in her household, specifically with regard to decision-making.  Women 
constitute 64% of ECRP beneficiaries, with VSL being the most popular intervention 
among women.  However, in a male-headed household, it is not necessarily the VSL 
member, which is frequently the wife, who has control of the resources and 

opportunities that VSL provides.  This section will explore the complex gendered 
dynamics around household decision making which influences whether VSL can 

support true ΨŜƳǇƻǿŜǊƳŜƴǘΩ. 

3.2.1 Women have increased control of small home related decisions, but men 

still dominate larger decisions  

In all communities visited, women reported low levels of decision-making power in 
their households.  Decisions which women reported were in their control, tended to 

be small and of less consequence, while important decisions tended to be made by 
ǘƘŜƛǊ ƘǳǎōŀƴŘǎΤ άThose decisions (small household decisions) I make on my own, but 

large decisions, I have to consultέ45. 
 

Women reported that when it comes to decisions relating to their traditional roles 
e.g. cooking or buying small food items, VSL has increased their power and 

autonomy; ά±{[ ƘŜƭǇǎ ǳǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀŎǘƛǾŜΦ  bƻǿ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜ ŀǊŜ ƛƴ ±{[ ƛŦ L ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ Ǝƻ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 
mill, I can just goΤ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ōŜ ǎƛǘǘƛƴƎ ǿŀƛǘƛƴƎΦ ²ƘŜƴ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ ŀǊƛǎŜΣ L 

ƪƴƻǿ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƻ Řƻέ46.  Women have increased control in these areas, however, this 
power tends to be over small inconsequential household decisions, in which men 

have little interest; "Men don't care about these things.  For them, they are happy 

                                                 
45 Female participant, TA Ntiramanja, Mulanje. 
46

 Female participant, TA Kaluluma, Kasungu.   

Key Findings 

 
- Husbands frequently give their wives their contributions for shares, and 

as a result control the dividend and assets bought through VSL. 
- Married women have increased control over small household level 

decisions, but men retain sole control of larger decisions. 
- Improved insight into household income through VSL, allows women 

to make suggestions to their husbands on how it will be spent. 
- ²ƻƳŜƴ ǘŜƴŘ ǘƻ ǳǎŜ ǎǳōǘƭŜΣ ΨŦŜƳƛƴƛƴŜΩ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŜǎ ŦƻǊ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ 

employing gentle persuasive and passive resistance to influence 
decisions rather than direct confrontation. 

- Men take wider community opinions into account when making 
decisions to avoid ridicule of humiliation from their peers. 
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when they see nsima.  They know the woman is taking care of it". 47 Larger decisions, 

such as the building of a house, are made by the man alone.  ¢Ƙƛǎ ǊŜƛƴŦƻǊŎŜǎ aŀƭǳǎƛΩǎ 
2004 findings in rural Malawi, ǿƘƛŎƘ ƴƻǘŜŘΣ άMen have traditionally had decision 

making power over most aspects in their role as household head, women control 
ƛǎǎǳŜǎ ǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƪƛǘŎƘŜƴ ŀƴŘ ŦƻƻŘέ48. 

 
Women walk a difficult line as their husbandsΩ tight control of household resources 

forces them to consult him on even small administrative household issues, however 
ǘƘŜȅ Ƴǳǎǘ ŦƛƴŘ ŀ ǿŀȅ ƻŦ ŘƻƛƴƎ ƛǘ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ŀǇǇŜŀǊƛƴƎ ΨǘǊƻǳōƭŜǎƻƳŜΩΦ  ±{[ ŀƭƭƻǿǎ ǘƘŜƳ 

to access small amounts of money, to cover the costs of minor household expenses  
(buying salt, milling maize) without having to approach their husbands;  

 
άIf she goes to her husband for small decisions, he will say, ΨbƻǿΣ ǿŜ ŀǊŜ ƭƛǾƛƴƎ 

in the days of gender.  You can do these small things on your own. You don't 
ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀǎƪƛƴƎ ƳŜΩ. If she continues to bother him about small decisions, he 

ǿƛƭƭ ǎŀȅΣ Ψ5ƻ L ƳŀƴǳŦŀŎǘǳǊŜ ƳƻƴŜȅΚ  !Ƴ L ŀ ƳƻƴŜȅ ŎƻƳǇŀƴȅΚΩ ό[ŀǳƎƘǘŜǊ ŦǊƻƳ 
group) If women consult husband too much, they will be considered 
ǘǊƻǳōƭŜǎƻƳŜέ49. 

 
On the other hand, if a woman shows too much autonomy, her husband may 

ōŜŎƻƳŜ ǎǳǎǇƛŎƛƻǳǎΤ άThere are no decisions a woman can make on her own.  Even 
food, if she goes and buys on her own, issues of trust come in, he will wonder where 

she got the money fromέ50. In this case, it is assumed that a woman who does not 
ask her husband for money, must have found another man to support her.  The 

assumption in this case is that a woman could not support herself through 
autonomous means. Women must walk a thin tightrope by indicating reliance on 

their husband, allowing the man to remain in control, but not to the point of being 
ΨǘǊƻǳōƭŜǎƻƳŜΩΦ 

 
Lǘ ƛǎ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƴƻǘŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŀōƻǾŜ ǉǳƻǘŜΣ ǘƘŀǘ ΨǘƘŜ Řŀȅǎ ƻŦ ƎŜƴŘŜǊΩ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ŎŀǎŜ 

ŀǇǇŜŀǊǎ ǘƻ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜ ŀ ǿƻƳŀƴΩǎ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ŘƻƳŜǎǘƛŎ ōǳǊŘŜƴ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ 
increasing her control over meaningful decisions.   

 

3.2.2 aŜƴ ŀǊŜ ǇŜǊŎŜƛǾŜŘ ǘƻ ΨƻǿƴΩ ŘƛǾƛŘŜƴŘǎ  
Although women make up the majority of VSL members, a large proportion of the 

women interviewed, in all five districts, receive their share money from their 
ƘǳǎōŀƴŘǎΦ  ¢ƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ǘƘŜƴ ƛƴ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ŀ ΨǇǊƻȄȅ ƳŜƳōŜǊΩ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƘǳǎōŀƴŘǎΣ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ 

husbands contribute shares through their wives, and then receive the dividend from 
their wives once share-out occurs; άaƻƴŜȅ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƻƳŜƴ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘŜ ǘƻ ±{[Σ ǘƘŜȅ 
receive from their husbands. When they share out, it is seen to belong to the 

                                                 
47

 Female participant, TA Kaluluma, Kasungu.   
48

 Cited in 5ŜǾŜǊŜǳȄΣ {ΦΣ aǾǳƭŀΣ tΦ ϧ {ƻƭƻƳƻƴΣ /Φ όнллсύ ά!ŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ C!/¢Υ !ƴ 9Ǿŀƭǳŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ /ƻƴŎŜǊƴ 
²ƻǊƭŘǿƛŘŜΩǎ CƻƻŘ ŀƴŘ /ŀǎƘ ¢ǊŀƴǎŦŜǊǎ tǊƻƧŜŎǘΟin Three Districts of aŀƭŀǿƛέ 
49

 Female participants, TA Kaluluma, Kasungu.   
50

 Female participant, TA Ntiramanje, Mulanje. 
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ƘǳǎōŀƴŘέ 51; άIt's rare for a woman to hold on to the money as it's the man who gives 

her the money for sharesέ52.  This was common practice in all districts visited.  A 
ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊ ŦƛƴŘƛƴƎ ǿŀǎ ŦƻǳƴŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ƻŦ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ƳƛŎǊƻŦƛƴŀƴŎŜ ƛƴ .ŀƴƎƭŀŘŜǎƘ 

άƳŜƴ Ƴŀȅ ǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ ŀƎŜƴŎȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻƳŀƴ ǘƻ Ǝŀƛƴ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ to micro-finance funds, 
ŘƛƳƛƴƛǎƘƛƴƎ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǊƻƭŜ ǘƻ ōŜƛƴƎ ƳŜǊŜ ŎƻƴŘǳƛǘǎ ƻŦ ŎŀǎƘέ53.   

 
Men in several districts reported that they were responsible for deciding when to 

take loans as they assumed responsibility for paying back that loan, even when it 
was his wife who was the VSL member; άaŜƴ ǿƛƭƭ ŘŜŎƛŘŜ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƻ ǘŀƪŜ ƭƻŀƴǎ ŦǊƻƳ 

VSL since he fetches money to repay, in most homes it is the men who are responsible 
ŦƻǊ ƭƻŀƴǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƘƻƳŜέ54. Men in Machinga claimed that women have less initiative 

than men when it cƻƳŜǎ ǘƻ ǎŜŜƪƛƴƎ ƭƻŀƴǎΤ άMen will bring in loan idea to women 
who have no room for alternative ideasέ55. 

 
The expectation that women should surrender earnings to their husband is so 

ingrained that women are expected to do it without prompting; ά²ƘŜƴ ŀ ǿƻƳŀƴ 
ƳŀƪŜǎ ƳƻƴŜȅΣ ŀŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜΣ ǘƘŜ Ƴŀƴ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ŀǎƪΦ hǳǘ ƻŦ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘΣ ǎƘŜ 
ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ǿŀƛǘ ŦƻǊ ƘƛƳ ǘƻ ŀǎƪΣ ǎƘŜ Ƙŀǎ ǘƻ ǘŀƪŜ ŀ ǇƻǊǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ƎƛǾŜ ƛǘ ǘƻ ƘƛƳϦ56. This 

however could also be a strategy for maintaining control of some of her earnings.  If 
a woman waits for her husband to ask, it is possible that he will demand the entire 

ŀƳƻǳƴǘΦ  IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ōȅ ŘŜƳƻƴǎǘǊŀǘƛƴƎ ǎǳōƳƛǎǎƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ΨǊŜǎǇŜŎǘΩ ŦƻǊ ƘƛƳ ōȅ 
immediately presenting him with a portion, she may be able to retain the rest of 

what she has earned.  
 

WƻƳŜƴ ƛƴ aŀŎƘƛƴƎŀ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ΨǊŜǎƛǎǘƛƴƎΩ ƘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŘƛǾƛŘŜƴŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ 
ƘǳǎōŀƴŘǎΦ  ¦ǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ΨǿŜƛƎƘǘΩ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƎǊƻǳǇ ōŜƘƛƴŘ ǘƘŜƳ ƛƴ ƻǊŘŜǊ ǘƻ ǊŜǘŀƛƴ 

ǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŜŀǊƴƛƴƎǎΤ άBut now after VSL, we are resistant to surrendering our 
dividend.  Now men are changing, they will demand just a portion.  It's rare for men 

ǘƻ ǘŀƪŜ ǘƘŜ ǿƘƻƭŜ ŀƳƻǳƴǘέ57. Women in Nsanje, however, spoke of the risk of a 
husband ΨǘƘǊƻǿƛƴƎ ȅƻǳ ƻǳǘΩ if you tried to keep the share-out money. 

 
Women in Mulanje also described a system of dividing share-out money into three 

ΨǇƻǊǘƛƻƴǎΩΤ ƻƴŜ ōŜƭƻƴƎƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǿƻƳŀƴΣ ƻƴŜ ōŜƭƻƴƎƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƴΣ ŀƴŘ ƻƴŜ ǘƻ ōŜ 
ǳǎŜŘ ŦƻǊ ǎƘŀǊŜŘκƘƻǳǎŜƘƻƭŘ ŜȄǇŜƴǎŜǎΤ άIf a man has different needs, he will take his 
portion, and the woman will take her portion, the rest they will use for the 

household.  They agree to spend the money as they wish. Conflict will cause them to 
reach a point where they have to divide the money and everyone will do as they 

                                                 
51 Male Heifer International Project Officer, Kasungu.  
52

 Female participant, TA Malemia, Nsanje.   
53

 Sharma, 2004, cited in Devereux, S., Mvula, P. & {ƻƭƻƳƻƴΣ /Φ όнллсύ ά!ŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ C!/¢Υ !ƴ 9Ǿŀƭǳŀǘƛƻƴ 

ƻŦ /ƻƴŎŜǊƴ ²ƻǊƭŘǿƛŘŜΩǎ CƻƻŘ ŀƴŘ /ŀǎƘ ¢ǊŀƴǎŦŜǊǎ tǊƻƧŜŎǘΟƛƴ ¢ƘǊŜŜ 5ƛǎǘǊƛŎǘǎ ƻŦ aŀƭŀǿƛέ 
54

 Male participant, TA Malemia, Nsanje. 
55

 Male participant, TA Ngokwe, Machinga. 
56 Female participant, TA Kaluluma, Kasungu 
57

 Female participant, TA Ngokwe, Machinga. 
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pleaseέ58. Men in the same community corroborated that the division of share-out 

ƳƻƴŜȅ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ƘǳǎōŀƴŘΣ ǿƛŦŜ ŀƴŘ ΨƘƻǳǎŜƘƻƭŘΩ ǊŜŘǳŎŜŘ ŎƻƴŦƭƛŎǘΤ άIf the wife goes to 
buy chitenje [with share-out when it is not divided] I will be on her head 'Eh!  Where 

is the money?' But if the wife buys chitenje with own portion, it's no problem.  It's her 
ƳƻƴŜȅΣ LΩǾŜ ǳǎŜŘ ƳƛƴŜέ59. 

 
Women in Mulanje also encouraged their husbands to join VSL, in an attempt to 

prevent conflict and arguments over share-ƻǳǘΦ  .ȅ ŘƻƛƴƎ ǘƘƛǎ άeveryone has their 
ƻǿƴ ƳƻƴŜȅέ 60. 

 
From discussion in the five districtsΣ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ŎƭŜŀǊ ǘƘŀǘ ŀ ƳŀƴΩǎ ŜŀǊƴƛƴƎǎ ŀǊŜ ǎŜŜƴ ŀǎ Ƙƛǎ 

ŀƭƻƴŜΣ ǿƘƛƭŜ ŀ ǿƻƳŀƴΩǎ ŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ΨŦŀƳƛƭȅΩ ǇǊƻǇŜǊǘȅΥ "If a man sells something 
and keeps the money, nothing will happen.  But if a woman keeps the money made 

by selling mandasi, there will be fightsέ61.  Men in Mulanje reported that while some 
men see their share-out earnings as household income, others felt that they were 

under no obligation to use the money on household expenses; άWhen they receive 
share-out, [some] men [VSL members] go straight home and tell your wife. 'I am 
ōŀŎƪΦ  IŜǊŜ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ƳƻƴŜȅΩΦ  {ƻƳŜ ƳŜƴ ǿƛƭƭ ǎŀȅ ϥLǘ ƛǎ Ƴȅ ƻǿƴ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ƳƻƴŜȅΣ L ŀƳ 

going to drink'. Some women do not have power to ask 'where is the money?'  The 
man will say 'ItΩǎ Ƴȅ ƳƻƴŜȅϥέ62. 

 
Women and men have very different ideas about how decisions are made in the 

household.  In all of the districts, women reported that many decisions were made 
ƧƻƛƴǘƭȅΣ ǿƘƛƭŜ ƳŜƴ ǊŜǇƻǊǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƴΩǎ ƻƴƭȅΦ  ¢Ƙƛǎ 

disparity could occur for a number of reasons.  IǘΩǎ possible that women over-
estimate the influence they have in making decisions.  A woman may see a 

discussion between a husband and wife as a meaningful negotiation in which her 
views can affect the final decision, while a man may perceive the same discussion as 

a precursor to him making a sole decision.  
 

Women in Kasungu illustrated this point; "When they are expecting money, the 
woman will have plans. While farming, they will agree on paying school fees.  After 

they sell the tobacco, the woman will discover that the man has other plans"63. On 
the other hand, it could be that in the context of an all male focus group discussion, 
men may not want to admit in front of other men that their wife also contributes to 

decision making. This second theory, however, seems less likely as several men 
openly told the groups that they did consult their wives on major decisions; ά²ƘŜƴ 

buying, we agreed, when selling, we have to agree. Women do have power to say no. 
¢ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƴƻ ǿŀȅ L Ŏŀƴ ǎŜƭƭ ƛŦ ǿƻƳŀƴ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ŀƎǊŜŜέ64. 
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 Female participant, TA Chikumba, Mulanje.   
59

 Male participant, TA Chikumba, Mulanje.   
60

 Female participant, TA Chikumba, Mulanje. 
61

 Female participant, TA Kaluluma, Kasungu. 
62 Male participant, TA Chikumbu, Mulanje. 
63 Female participant, TA Kaluluma, Kasungu. 
64

 Male participant, TA Chikweo, Machinga. 
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3.2.3 Women tend to use subtle, non-confrontational strategies for Influence 

Women described several strategies that they use to influence their husbands 
decisions.  Most of the strategies described were traditioƴŀƭƭȅ ΨŦŜƳƛƴƛƴŜΩΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǳǎŜŘ 

gentle persuasion and subtle coercion, rather than direct confrontation, to affect 
ǘƘŜƛǊ ƘǳǎōŀƴŘΩǎ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴǎΦ 

 
Women related how they would wait until their husbands were in a receptive mood 

before making suggestions on household spending; "I will take advantage of when 
the relationǎƘƛǇ ƛǎ ƎƻƻŘ ǘƻ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘέ65. Women in Mwanza and Mulanje emphasised 

the need to plan household spending in advance of share-out to avoid conflict.  
Making a prior agreement with their husbands reduced the likelihood that money 

would be misused.  However, women also reported that when a disagreement did 
arise between husband and wife, they would usually give in to avoid conflict; ά²ƘŜƴ 

share-out happen, they discuss (with husbands). When disagreement happens, the 
woman gives inέ66. 

 
hǘƘŜǊ ǿƻƳŜƴΣ ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƳŜƴΩǎ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ƻŦ ƘƻǳǎŜƘƻƭŘ 
income is seen as absolute, and even questioning it can have violent consequences 

for women; ά{ƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ŀ Ƴŀƴ ǊŜŎŜƛǾŜǎ ŀ ǎŀƭŀǊȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǿƛŦŜ ǊŜŎŜƛǾŜǎ ƴƻǘƘƛƴƎΦ LŦ ǎƘŜ 
asks she might be beaten or maybe sent packing. For us, it is better to stay quiet and 

not ask, than ask and be beaten"67. This mirrors the 2014 WALA study, which 
reported that women tended to remain silent if they felt a disagreement was on the 

way68. 

 
 In Kasungu, women 
described a non-

confrontational 
means of asserting 
their anger and 
passively protesting 
the misuse of 
money earned by 
selling cash crops. 

άLŦ ƭŀǎǘ ȅŜŀǊΣ ǿƛŦŜ 
helped to grow the 

ǘƻōŀŎŎƻ ōǳǘ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ 
see the money - 

sometimes the women 
ǿƛƭƭ Ǉǳƭƭ ƻǳǘΣ ΨL ŀƳ ƴƻǘ ŦŀǊƳƛƴƎ ƴŜȄǘ ǎŜŀǎƻƴ ŀǎ L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǎŜŜ ǘƘŜ ōŜƴŜŦƛǘΩΦ ώ{ƘŜ ǿƛƭƭ ǎŀȅϐ ΨL 
would rather grow maize than tobacco, because at least I know I will use it at 

                                                 
65

 Female participant, TA Kaluluma, Kasungu.    
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 Female participant, TA Ntiramanje, Mulanje. 
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Photo 4:  Women in Kasungu discuss additions to the 'Decision Tree' 
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homeέΩ69. Women described how they and their children may refuse to assist in the 

ƎǊƻǿƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƻōŀŎŎƻΣ ōǳǘ ƛƴǎǘŜŀŘ ƛƴǾŜǎǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǘƛƳŜ ƛƴ ƎǊƻǿƛƴƎ ΨŦŜƳƛƴƛƴŜΩ ŦƻƻŘ ŎǊƻǇǎ 
such as soya beans, which unlike tobacco, are culturally acceptable for women to sell 

in the market.  If she can sell the crop herself, "The man then has no power over that 
ƳƻƴŜȅ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƘŜ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƘŜƭǇ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƎǊƻǿƛƴƎϦ70.  In contrast, men usually have 

ǇƻǿŜǊ ƻǾŜǊ ±{[ ƳƻƴŜȅ ŀǎ ǘƘŜȅ ΨƘŜƭǇ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƎǊƻǿƛƴƎΩ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦǳƴŘǎ ōȅ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƴƎ 
to shares. 

 
aŜƴ ƛƴ aǿŀƴȊŀ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŜŦŦƛŎŀŎȅ ƻŦ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎȅ ƻŦ ǿƛǘƘŘǊŀǿƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƛǊ 

labour when not included in decision-making, when describing the need to discuss 
decisions with their wife to ensure that they would receive her assistance and 

labour; άBuilding a house. If you don't discuss, who is going to assist you in drawing 
ǿŀǘŜǊ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ōǊƛŎƪǎΚέ71 

 
Some women described using their femininity to influence their husbands, using sex 

as a tool to sway them, άLŦ ȅƻǳ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ȅƻǳǊ ƘǳǎōŀƴŘΣ ȅƻǳ ǎƘould love your 
ƘǳǎōŀƴŘέΣ  ά¢ƘŜ ǿŀȅ ǘƘŜȅ ǘŀƭƪ ǘƻ ƘƛƳΣ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ ǘƘŜ ǿƻƳŀƴ ŀŎǘǎΦ  5ƻƴϥǘ ŘŜǇǊƛǾŜ ǘƘŜƳ 
ƻŦ ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎΗ ό[ŀǳƎƘǘŜǊ ŦǊƻƳ ƎǊƻǳǇύέ72. 

 
Women in Kasungu reported that although they did not have control over how 

dividend money was to be spent, their handing over of the dividend meant that they 
were aware of how much money was available to spend, increasing transparency 

ŀōƻǳǘ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ƛƴŎƻƳŜΤ άWomen know that money is there so can make suggestions"; 
άbƻǿ L Ŏŀƴ ǊŀƛǎŜ ǘƘŜ Ǉƻƛƴǘ Ψ²Ƙȅ Ŏŀƴϥǘ ǿŜ ōǳȅ ǎƻƭŀǊΚΩ {ƛƴŎŜ L ƪnow we have the 

money"73. In comparison to money earned from VSL, women reported that husbands 
generally did not tell them how much their tobacco crop had sold for at the auction 

floors, or if they were told an amount, they believed that their husband might have 
ǘƻƭŘ ǘƘŜƳ ŀ ƭŜǎǎŜǊ ŀƳƻǳƴǘ ƛƴ ƻǊŘŜǊ ǘƻ ƘƛŘŜ ŀƴȅ ΨƛƭƭƛŎƛǘΩ ǎǇŜƴŘƛƴƎΦ Being aware of the 

amount of money coming into the house through VSL, means that women can put 
gentle pressure on their husbands as to how to spend it.  

 
It was clear that many women have internalised the stereotype that women are not 

as effective decision makers as men when they reported that frequently they do not 
argue with their husbands if they disagree with a decision, not out of fear, but 
because they trust their judgement as head of the household; "If he has the money 

and he is hesitating to buy, I wonΩt do anything, because if he is hesitating, maybe he 
knows something about why not to buy it"74.   In these cases women have 

internalised the message that men are better at making decisions and defer to their 
ΨǎǳǇŜǊƛƻǊ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜΩΦ  ¢Ƙƛǎ ǿŀǎ ŜǾƛŘŜƴǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǎŜ ƻŦ ŀ ŦŜƳŀƭŜ ƘŜŀŘ ƻŦ ƘƻǳǎŜƘƻƭŘ 

who consulted male relatives when making a big decision; "When I have a lot of 
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 Female participant, TA Kaluluma, Kasungu. 
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 Female participant, TA Kaluluma, Kasungu.     
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 Male participant, TA Nthache, Mwanza. 
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 Female participants, TA Ntiramanja, Mulanje. 
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 Female participants, TA Kaluluma, Kasungu.   
74 Female participant, TA Kaluluma, Kasungu. 
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money, I will seek counsel from maybe an older brother or village head.  It is only 

when there is a lot of money and I cannot handle it alone"75.  Men in Mwanza 
ǊŜǇƻǊǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ άIǳǎōŀƴŘ ǿƛƭƭ ƳŀƪŜ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƛƳŜ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƛƻǊƛǘȅΣ ƛǘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ 

matter what the wife is sayingέ76 ƛƳǇƭȅƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ΨǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǿƛŦŜ ƛǎ ǎŀȅƛƴƎΩ ƛǎ ƭŜǎǎ likely 
to be based on legitimate reasons than ǘƘŜ ƳŀƴΩǎ ŀǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ΨǘƛƳŜ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƛƻǊƛǘȅΩΦ 

 

3.2.4 Men tend to control assets bought through VSL 
Women in all districts reported that an asset bought through VSL would belong to 

the whole family.  Men varied in their response, with many initially reporting that 
decisions were made jointly. However once specific examples were given e.g. ΨƛŦ ȅƻǳ 

ǿŜǊŜ ōǳȅƛƴƎ ŀ ƎƻŀǘΩΣ ƳŜƴ ŀǎǎŜǊǘŜŘ sole responsibility.  This indicates that men are 
aware that, in theory, they should make joint decisions with their wives, but that 

they ŀǎǎŜǊǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŘƻƳƛƴŀƴŎŜ ƻƴŎŜ ΨǘƘŜƻǊȅΩ ƛǎ ƳŀŘŜ ŎƻƴŎǊŜǘŜ. The different dynamics 
of ownership also emerged when discussion arose about the consequences of selling 

ŀǎǎŜǘǎΤ άWhoever buys an asset, it is for both of them.  But if the wife sold without 
telling me, there would be very strong arguments. That is stealing your own 

ǇǊƻǇŜǊǘȅέ 77; άThe asset belongs to the man, the wife cannot sell the goat in the 
absence of the man.  If she does that, I will go and bring it ōŀŎƪΗέ78.   

 
/ƻƴǎŜǉǳŜƴŎŜǎ ŦƻǊ ǿƻƳŜƴΣ ƛŦ ǘƘŜȅ ǎŜƭƭ ŀƴ ŀǎǎŜǘ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊΩǎ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ, 

are much harsher than those for men, even if it was the woman who acquired the 
goat by herself through VSL activitiesΤ άIf you sell a goat without him knowing, he will 

chase you out of the house!  If you get the goat through VSL, he will just say 'you 

should go to where you come from and just do VSL'.  If the husband sells there will be 
arguments, yes, but the wife will still be there.  She will just complain, but it will end 

ǘƘŜǊŜέ79. 
 

Men reported that some decisions are made jointly. Men tend to consult women on 
spending on basic domestic needs that fall within their feminine remit; άBuying 

household items.  [This is a] joint decision. We just discuss it, as the man might not 
know what is lacking in the home.  It is the wife who will recognise what is missing 

from the homeέ80; άTo decide how to spend money, the best way is to sit together.  
What the men will see is the big things, what the women will see is only plates, 

spoons and pots, so its best to sit together, otherwise you will miss. You have to look 
ƻƴ ȅƻǳǊ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ŀƴŘ ǎŜŜ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ƴŜŜŘέ81. These views indicate that men at least 

consider that women have valid contributions to make to certain areas of household 
decision-ƳŀƪƛƴƎΦ  Lǘ ŀƭǎƻ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƳŜƴ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ Ψǎƛǘ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊΩ ǘƻ 

make joint decisions on issues that will affect their children. 
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 Female participant, TA Kaluluma, Kasungu.   
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 Male participant, TA Nthache, Mwanza. 
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 Male participant, TA Chikumbu, Mulanje. 
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 Male participant, TA Chikweo, Machinga. 
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3.2.5 Influence of wider community attitudes on decision making 

The opinions of their peers influence men greatly.  In order to ensure that a decision 
does not affect their social standing or position in the community negatively, men 

often seek the counsel of their friends before reaching a conclusion; ά! ǿƻƳŀƴ 
cannot go to Lilongwe (to buy stock) without the husband agreeing.  If he says no, it's 

no! If the husband says yes, he will consult the friends, depending on the friends 
ƻǇƛƴƛƻƴǎΣ ƘŜ ǿƛƭƭ ƳŀƪŜ ŀ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴέ82. Given that men often become the subject of 

ǊƛŘƛŎǳƭŜ ƛŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǿƛǾŜǎ ƻǾŜǊǎǘŜǇ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎƻŎƛŀƭƭȅ ŀŎŎŜǇǘŀōƭŜ ΨŦŜƳƛƴƛƴŜΩ ǊƻƭŜǎΣ ƳŜƴ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ 
gauge the community response to their actions before deciding. 

 

3.2.1 The Household: In summary 
 

Women have increased control over small decisions relating to food and the kitchen, 
ǿƘƛƭŜ ƳŜƴ ǊŜǘŀƛƴ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ƻŦ ƭŀǊƎŜǊ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴǎΦ  aŜƴΩǎ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ŀ ±{[ ǿƻƳŀƴΩǎ 

shares gives him control over her dividend.  Men are perceived to be better decision 
makers than women, and are influenced strongly by the opinions of the wider 

community.  Women use subtle persuasion to influence decision-making and 
increased knowledge of household income gained through VSL gives her the power 

to suggest. 
 

A Gender Gap Analysis conducted by CARE Rwanda in 201283 found similar findings 
to those in ECRP districts.  Rwandan women in CARE VSL groups tended to be 

dependent on their husbands for contributions, tended to have little control over 

loans they take, and tended not to have ownership of assets purchased with loans. 
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3.3 The Intervention: Positive outcomes of VSL participation and barriers for 

women to access, use and control VSL resources and opportunities 

 
±{[ǎ ƘŀǾŜ ƛƳǇŀŎǘŜŘ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ƭƛǾŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǿŜƭƭōŜƛƴƎ ǇƻǎƛǘƛǾŜƭȅΣ ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊ ōŀǊǊƛŜǊǎ ǘƻ 
their participation in VSL and control of VSL benefits exist. This section will examine 
these positive impacts, including increased assets, increased financial independence 
and increased access to other interventions.  It will then go on to explore the barriers 
that women face in accessing, using and controlling VSL resources and opportunities 
in terms of norm, stereotypes, identities and institutions. 

 

3.3.1 VSL participation has positive outcomes for women  
±{[ǎ ƘŀǾŜ ƘŀŘ ŀƴ ŜȄǘǊŜƳŜƭȅ ǇƻǎƛǘƛǾŜ ŜŦŦŜŎǘ ƻƴ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ƭƛǾŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǿŜƭƭōŜƛƴƎΦ Women 

from all districts spoke very positively of the impact that VSL have had on their lives.  
Many of them spoke in concrete terms of tangible results of their participation, 

listing assets that they had gained and describing changes in their outlook and 
confidence. 

 

Key Findings 
- Participation in VSL has allowed women to meet their basic needs for 

food and shelter and increase their productive assets. 
- VSL has encouraged a sense of financial independence in women.  

They feel a greater sense of autonomy in running their homes. 
- Women in VSL have increased self-confidence and are proud of their 

achievements.   

- VSL has acted as an entry point to other ECRP interventions and 
resulted in the emergence of a culture of saving in rural communities. 

- VSL cannot support women who are prevented from joining VSL by 
their husbands  

- Norms such as the tradition that men are providers and should control 
cash, and that women are responsible for care-work are barriers to 
ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŀŎŎŜǎǎΣ ǳǎŜ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ƻŦ ±{[ Ǌesources and opportunities 

- Communities use jealousy, ridicule, and gossip as tools to police these 
norms. 

- {ǘŜǊŜƻǘȅǇŜǎ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ƳŜƴΩǎ ǇŜǊŎŜƛǾŜŘ ǎǳǇŜǊƛƻǊ ǎǘǊŜƴƎǘƘΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ 
ΨǇǊƻƳƛǎŎǳƛǘȅΩ ƻŦ ǿƻƳŜƴ ǿƘƻ ŜƴƎŀƎŜ ƛƴ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ ǇǊŜǾŜƴǘ ǿƻƳŜƴ ŦǊƻƳ 
accessing opportunities provided by VSL. 

- ²ƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘŜŘ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘƛŜǎ ōǳƛƭǘ ƻƴ ŀƴ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀƭƛǎŜŘ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ 
inferiority and expectations of how women should behave constrain 
ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊ ŀƴŘ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ ±{[ ƻǊ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎΦ 

- Gendered institutions including land access, control of cash crops, and 
customary law structurally deny women agency and equal participation 

in markets. 
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Increase in household assets 

In all five districts, women reported that membership of VSL had allowed them to 
increase their household assets and meet basic household needs.  Some of the most 

common assets acquired through VSL funds included food, farming inputs and 
livestock, materials 

for house 
improvement, school 

fee payments, 
clothing, access to 

energy through 
connection to the 

electrical grid, and 
bicycles.  Some of 

these assets were 
used productively, 

examples being a 
woman in Mulanje84 
who bought a solar 

charger and now runs 
a small business 

charging a fee to 
recharge phones, and a woman in Machinga85  who bought a second-hand 

motorcycle from Mozambique using her dividend and now hires ƛǘ ƻǳǘ ŀǎ ŀ ΨƳƻǘƻ-
ǘŀȄƛΩ ǘƻ ŜŀǊƴ ƳƻƴŜȅΦ Women in female-headed households (FHHs) reported that 

they could cover essential household costs and can support their children. 
 

Women feel more confident and have a sense of financial independence. 
Women in all districts described how VSL made them ƭŜǎǎ ΨŘŜǇŜƴŘŀƴǘΩ ƻƴ ƻǘƘŜǊ 

people, particularly their husbands; "Some of the households, they can meet their 
needs on their own, without their husbands"86; ά²ƘŜƴ ǿŜ ƴŜŜŘ ƳƻƴŜȅΣ ǿŜ Ŏŀƴ ǘŀƪŜ 

it"87; άLǘ ƛǎ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ to women as financial independence.  If there is no relish, you 
ŘƻƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ǿŀƛǘ ŦƻǊ ƘǳǎōŀƴŘΣ Ƨǳǎǘ ōǳȅέ88. Women appear confident as they 

describe their successes with VSL, smiling, laughing and congratulating each other.  
This is in keeping with the findings of the 2014 WALA VSL evaluation, which reported 
many benefits for women around increased income as well as increased self-

confidence and self-esteem89. 
 

Previously, men controlled all of the household funds and women would need to 
refer to their husbands to complete even small household tasks.  Through VSL, 
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88

 Female participant, TA Ngokwe, Machinga. 
89

 ²![!κ¦{!L5κ/w{ όнлмпύ ά9ƳǇƻǿŜǊƛƴƎ ǿƻƳŜƴ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǎŀǾƛƴƎǎ ƎǊƻǳǇǎΥ ! ǎǘǳŘȅ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ²ŜƭƭƴŜǎǎ 
ŀƴŘ !ƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ ŦƻǊ [ƛŦŜ !ŘǾŀƴŎŜƳŜƴǘ ό²![!ύ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳέ 

Photo 5: Women in Mwanza wear VSL chitenje during an FGD 



 

 

26 

women in all communities visited reported gaining a certain level of autonomy in 

running their home; άL ƘŀǾŜ ǎŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƻƳŜƴ ŀǊŜ ōŜŎƻƳƛƴƎ ƳƻǊŜ 
ŜƳǇƻǿŜǊŜŘ Χ ǇǊŜǾƛƻǳǎƭȅ ǘƘŜȅ Ƨǳǎǘ ǊŜƭƛŜŘ ƻƴ the husband.  Now we can suggest, we 

have a vƻƛŎŜΦ  bƻǿ ǿŜ Ŏŀƴ ƘŀƴŘƭŜ ƳƻƴŜȅέ90. 
 

The scope of this new found financial independence tended to be greater in female-
headed households (FHH) than for married women as married women generally 

negotiated decisions with husbands.  Married women tended to gain autonomy over 
small household level decisions, but not over larger decisions as discussed in the 

previous section. 

VSL as an entry point for other interventions, and encouraging a culture of saving 
Key informants in several districts described how membership of VSL often led to 

engagement in other ECRP interventions.  As the results of VSL are seen 
immediately, this gets people involved in the programme, and they are then more 

likely to participate in interventions which take longer to bear fruit e.g. agro-
forestry91.  Adult literacy was seen as complementary to VSL, with basic numeracy 

ǎƪƛƭƭǎ ƛƳǇǊƻǾƛƴƎ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ Ǌǳƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎŜǎΤ  άtŜƻǇƭŜ ƘŀǾŜ ƴƻǿ ƻǇŜƴŜŘ 
their minds.  In the past, they will just do a business, but now they can calculate to 

ǎŜŜ ƛŦ ǘƘŜȅ ƳŀƪŜ ŀ ǇǊƻŦƛǘέ92. 
 

As well as providing an entry point to other ECRP interventions, VSL also allowed 
members to access the benefits of interventions external to the programme e.g. FISP 

όǘƘŜ DƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ Farming Income Subsidy Programme): άtǊŜǾƛƻǳǎƭȅ CL{t ǎƻƭŘ 

fertiliser at 500kw a bag.  This year it was to be 3000mkw a bag.  There was no way 
we could afford that, but with VSL, we managed to buy.  As we are speaking now, 

ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƳŀƛȊŜ ƛƴ Ƴȅ ŦƛŜƭŘέ93. 
 

VSLs were also seen as contributing to the emergence of a culture of saving.  This 
indicates a change in mind-set, with members moving from a short-term focus on 

day-to-day survival to a longer-term outlook where they can plan for the future; 
άtǊŜǾƛƻǳǎƭȅ they used to wait until harvest, sell and then try to save something - but 

now they don't wait - ŜǾŜǊȅ ǿŜŜƪ ǘƘŜȅ Ŏŀƴ ǎŀǾŜ ǎƻƳŜ ǎƳŀƭƭ ǘƘƛƴƎέ94.  This will be 
ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎŜŘ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ƛƴ Ψ¢ƘŜ /ƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΩ ǎŜŎǘƛƻƴΣ ǿƛǘƘ ±{[ ǿƻƳŜƴ ōŜƛƴƎ ǾƛŜǿŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 

community as better at planning than women who are not members. 
 

3.3.2 Barriers for women to access, use and control VSL resources and 

opportunities 
 

From the previous section, it has been shown that VSL has resulted in many positive 
ŜŦŦŜŎǘǎ ƻƴ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ƭƛǾŜǎΦ  IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǊŜƳŀƛƴ significant barriers affecting the 
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extent to which VSL can positively impact women.  This section will examine some of 

the most significant barriers that women face in using VSL to its full potential.  It will 
be rooted in Robeyns (2007) framework for evaluating gender justice, exploring 

barriers relating to gender norms, stereotypes, identities and gendered institutions. 
 

When discussing the barriers that women face in accessing and controlling VSL 
resources, it is important to highlight the women who do not even pass the first 

hurdle. Women all reported the need to receive permission from their husbands to 
join VSL; άYou have to get permission when you want to join, and when you share 

out, you have to show your husbandέ95. Women tend not to go against their 
husbands wishes in this regard as they fear the consequences; άI donΩt know any 

woman who has joined without her husbandΩs permission.  When you are coming 
from the meeting, you will find that he has packed your things! (Laughter from 

ƎǊƻǳǇύέ96. This mirrors the finding of the 2014 WALA study on gender and VSL in 
Malawi ǿƘƛŎƘ ǊŜǇƻǊǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ŀ ǿƻƳŀƴ άnot consulting her husband could be viewed 

by him and others as disrespectful and lead to conflict, arguments and even gender- 
based violenceέ97. 

 

Throughout the research process, women VSL members mentioned other women 
who want to be part of VSL, but who are prevented from joining VSL by their 

husbands; ά{ƻƳŜ ǿƻƳŜƴ ŀǊŜ ǇǊŜǾŜƴǘŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƴƎ ƛƴ ±{[ ōȅ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƘǳǎōŀƴŘǎΦ 
They will just wish that they ŎƻǳƭŘ Ƨƻƛƴέ98. άThere are other families where the 
ǿƻƳŀƴ Ƙŀǎ ƴƻ ǾƻƛŎŜΣ ǘƘŜȅ Ŏŀƴƴƻǘ Ǝƻ ǘƻ ƳŀǊƪŜǘΣ ǘƘŜȅ ŎŀƴΩǘ Ƨƻƛƴ ŀƴȅ ƎǊƻǳǇ - she is just 
ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŦƛƴŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƘƻǳǎŜέ99. 
 
A partner staff member believed that men may be afraid that their wives will be 
ΨƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜŘΩ ōȅ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǿƻƳŜƴ ƛŦ ǘƘŜȅ Ƨƻƛƴ ±{[Τ   ά²ƻƳŜƴ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ǇǊŜǾŜƴǘŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ 
joining VSL - ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ǘƘŜ ƘǳǎōŀƴŘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘŜΦΦΦ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ 
when women meet in groups they might influence each other badly.  They might 
engage in 'miseche' [gossip] - men may not wish to have their wives involved in that.   
Maybe they have issues [in the marriage] and they fear it will be all over the 
ǾƛƭƭŀƎŜέ100 ŜŎƘƻƛƴƎ ²![!Ωǎ нлмп ŦƛƴŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ άsome husbands were refusing to let 
their wives join for fear of ǿƻƳŜƴ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ άōŀŘ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻuǊǎέ ŦǊƻƳ ƳƛȄƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ƻǘƘŜǊ 

men and single womeƴέ101. This view implies that some men have concerns that if a 
woman builds a support network through VSL, she may be more difficult to control. 
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3.3.3 Gender norms ǊŜǎǘǊƛŎǘ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ activities 

Women and men across all five districts discussed at length the normative barriers 
that women face when engaging with business.  Norms are the unspoken rules of a 

ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅΦ  ¢ƘŜȅ ŘƛŎǘŀǘŜ Ƙƻǿ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜƘŀǾŜΦ  DŜƴŘŜǊ ƴƻǊƳǎ άƛƳǇƻǎŜ ŎƻŘŜǎ ƻŦ 
mŀǎŎǳƭƛƴƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ŦŜƳƛƴƛƴƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ƴƻǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘŜ ŀƴŘ ΨƴƻǊƳŀƭΩ 

ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊ ŦƻǊ ŀ Ƴŀƴ ƻǊ ŀ ǿƻƳŀƴ ŀǊŜέ102.  Norms are policed within societies and a 
person who violates a norm will be punished, either through legal means or through 

the disapproval or even rejection of others, which can trigger feelings of shame.  

¢ǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƎŜƴŘŜǊ ǊƻƭŜǎΤ άŀ Ƴŀƴ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǎΣ ŀ ǿƻƳŀƴ ǊŜŎŜƛǾŜǎέ  
Traditional gender roles form barriers, preventing women from access, use and 
control of VSL resources.  According to norms around gender roles, a man should 
provide, while a woman should receive, and women should engage in small home-
based businesses, while men can engage in larger businesses. LŦ ŀ ǿƻƳŀƴΩǎ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ 
grows large, it is expected that her husband will take over.  Another norm that limit 
ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ǳǘƛƭƛǎŜ ±{[ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ŘǳǘƛŜǎ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ǘŀƪŜ 
precedence over business aŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎΣ ǿƛǘƘ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎŜǎ ōŜƛƴƎ seen ŀǎ ŀ ΨǎƛŘŜ-

ǘƘƛƴƎΩ ŀƴŘ ƴƻǘ ƎƛǾŜƴ Ŧǳƭƭ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘΦ 
 

These norms were reported as ΨŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭΩΤ  ά/ǳƭǘǳǊŀƭƭȅ ƳŜƴ ŀǊŜ ƳŜŀƴǘ ǘƻ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ŀƴŘ 
ǿƻƳŜƴ ǊŜŎŜƛǾŜέ103. Gender roles and relationships are based on this premise.  

Marriage and male/female relationships are based on the exchange of cash and 
material support flowing from man to woman.  By accepting support from a man, a 
woman puts herself under his control; the provision of support entitles the man to 
expect that the women will care for his children, maintain his house, be sexually 
faithful to him, and accepts his decisions as head of the household without 
complaint. 
 
/!w9 wǿŀƴŘŀΩǎ нлмн104 analysis of women in VSL found that although women made 
up the majority of VSL members, their ability to benefit from VSLs was curtailed 
significantly by accepted gender norms regarding what constitutes an acceptable 
business for a woman to engage in.  This finding was mirrored in the Malawi context 
with participants in all districts reporting that women and men tend to engage in 
different kinds of business. Women tend to engage in small-scale income generation 

such as frying and selling mandasi (small round pancakes) or kanyenya (small 
battered fish), selling vegetables such as tomatoes, or selling green maize (maize 

picked pre-harvest and eaten grilled).   Men tend to engage in more profitable 
businesses such as carpentry, buying and selling of livestock or agricultural inputs, or 

migrating (e.g. to Mozambique) to do ganyu (piecework or hired daily labour).   
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Some respondents felt that the perceived status of different activities influenced this 

ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜΣ ǿƛǘƘ ƳŜƴ ǇǊŜŦŜǊǊƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŜƴƎŀƎŜ ƛƴ ƳƻǊŜ ƘƛƎƘ ǎǘŀǘǳǎ ƻǊ ΨǎǳǇŜǊƛƻǊΩ ǿƻǊƪ 
than women; ά¢ƘŜ Ƴŀƴ ǇǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ Ǉŀȅ ŀǘǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ōƛƎ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ - Most men do 

this beŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜȅ Řƻƴϥǘ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƘŜ ǿƻƳŜƴ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀōƻǾŜ ǘƘŜƳέ 105; ά²ƻƳŜƴ are 
involved in buying and selling veg but men aim a bit higher by doing butchery or 

ōǳȅƛƴƎ ŎƘƛŎƪŜƴǎ ŦǊƻƳ Řƛǎǘŀƴǘ ǇƭŀŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǎŜƭƭƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƳέ 106. 
 

 
Photo 6: Strong points made in TA Ntiramanja, Mulanje 

Women are expected to be at home fulfilling their role as wife and mother.  This is 
seen as her primary role, and any business she engages in must come second;  "If she 
is walking, who is cooking"107; άWhen a woman moves in business, sometimes she 
Ŏŀƴ ŦƻǊƎŜǘ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ŀǘ ƘƻƳŜέ108. 

 
In all districts, participants reported that women could not engage in the same larger 

business that men do, as it would require travelling long distances from home, which 
ΨǿƻƳŜƴ Ŏŀƴƴƻǘ ŘƻΩ.  Women cannot travel far from home or commit time to IGAs as 

they have responsibilities to children at home; άLŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻƳŀƴ ƎƻŜǎ ŀǿŀȅΣ ǿƘƻ ǿƛƭƭ 
care for the children - probably the husband cannot care for them.  The children will 

be starving as the husband will nƻǘ ōŜ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ƎƻƻŘ ƴǎƛƳŀέ109. 
 
²ƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŘƻƳŜǎǘƛŎ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ ŀƭǎƻ ƛƳǇŜŘŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ some of the 
activities that men do to generate income; ά²ƻƳŜƴ ƛǘ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ Ŝŀǎȅ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ƳƻƴŜȅ 
than men.  Most women here, ǘƘŜȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ Řƻ Ǝŀƴȅǳ [informal labour or piecework].  
Men can cross border, women can't.  If they cross the border, who will look after the 

                                                 
105

 Female Village Agent, Mwanza. 
106

 Male DCDO, Kasungu 
107

 Female participant, TA Kaluluma, Kasungu.   
108

 Male participant, TA Ngokwe, Machinga. 
109

 Male VA, Nsanje. 



 

 

30 

homeΚέ110, and also require them to be at home during critical business periods; 

ά.ŜŎŀǳǎŜ L ŀƳ ŀ ǿƻƳŀƴΣ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊƛƻŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ Řŀȅ ǿƘŜƴ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ ƛǎ ƎƻƻŘΣ ƭƛƪŜ ƭǳƴŎƘ Ƙour, 
ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜ ƻŦ Řŀȅ ǿƘŜƴ L ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀǘ ƘƻƳŜ ŎƻƻƪƛƴƎέ111. 

 
Men in Mwanza and Machinga stated that they would support their wives in small 

ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎŜǎΣ ŀǎ ƭƻƴƎ ŀǎ ƛǘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ƛƴǘŜǊŦŜǊŜ ǿƛǘƘ ƘŜǊ ƘƻǳǎŜƘƻƭŘ ŘǳǘƛŜǎΦ  ¢ƘŜǎŜ ƳŜƴ 
ǊŜǇƻǊǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǿƛŦŜΩǎ ōǳǎiness grew big, it should be taken over by the men; άIf 

the business is becoming too big and is demanding too much, it's better for the man 
to take over, as the woman is also needed at home.  That is the best way, man to do 

the business, the wife to be at home, when he comes, everything will be ready for the 
Ƴŀƴέ112. 

 
²ƻƳŜƴ ƛƴ aǿŀƴȊŀ ǊŜǇƻǊǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǎŜŜƴ ŀǎ ǎǳǇǇƭŜƳŜƴǘŀǊȅ 

to their work in the home and not taken seriously in their own right; άLŦ ŀ ǿƻƳŀƴ ƛǎ 
selling rice, the husband will just say 'just take some of the rice and cook', but he will 

not give you any replacement for the rice.  Sometimes a man will just take the money 
ǘƘŀǘ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ƳŀŘŜέ113.  In this case, the rice that the woman has bought as stock is 
not respected as a business input.  aŜƴ ŀƭǎƻ ǎǇƻƪŜ ŘƛǎƳƛǎǎƛǾŜƭȅ ƻŦ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ 

efforts; ά{ƛƴŎŜ ǘƘŜ ǿƻƳŀƴ ƛǎ ŀǘ ƘƻƳŜΣ ǎƘŜ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ƳŀƴŘŀǎƛ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎΣ ƳŀƪŜ ǎƻƳŜ 
ŦŜǿ ƪǿŀŎƘŀǎ ŀǘ ƘƻƳŜέ 114.  In this 

ŎŀǎŜΣ ǘƘŜ ǿƻƳŀƴΩǎ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ ƛǎ 
something she does in her spare 

ǘƛƳŜΣ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ΨƪŜep her 
ōǳǎȅΩΦ  Lǘ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ 

significant source of income for 
the family. 

 

Jealousy; Men fear their wife will 
be unfaithful 

Jealousy was cited in all districts 
as a barrier to women engaging in 

the public sphere.  Husbands 
were concerned that their wives 

would become involved with 
other men when away from 

home, be that when travelling for 
business, or even when selling 

goods in their local market. 
άIǳǎōŀƴŘǎ ŘŜƴȅ ǿƻƳŜƴ ǘƻ ǎǘŀǊǘ 
ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎŜǎΦ  ώ¢ƘŜȅ ǘƘƛƴƪϐ ΨLŦ L ŀƭƭƻǿ 

                                                 
110

 Male committee member, TA Nthache, Mwanza. 
111

 Female participant, TA Ngabu, Nsanje.   
112

 Male participant, TA Ngokwe, Machinga. 
113

 Female participants, TA Kanduku, Mwanza. 
114

 Male participants, TA Kanduka, Mwanza. 

Photo 7: Women in TA Ngabu, Nsanje draw an 'Ideal woman' 
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Ƴȅ ǿƛŦŜ ǘƻ ŜƴǘŜǊ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎΣ ǎƻƳŜōƻŘȅ ǿƛƭƭ ǇƛŎƪ ƘŜǊ ǳǇΩέ115; άL ǿƛƭƭ ƴƻǘ ŀƭƭƻǿ ŀ ǿƻƳŀƴ 

to travel to Karonga to buy chitenje cheap from Tanzania.  It's very rare for a woman 
to travel 3, 4 days and come back honestly to the husband.  She may meet other men 

ŀƴŘ ŦƻǊƎŜǘ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ƘǳǎōŀƴŘέ116. ¢Ƙƛǎ ŎŀǳǎŜǎ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƻ ǊŜǎǘǊƛŎǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǿƛǾŜǎΩ 
movements, preventing them from travelling, or entering public spaces. 

 
Men fear that if women leave the community environs, where she can be policed 

and will conform to community expectations, ǎƘŜ Ƴŀȅ ΨŀŎǘ ƻǳǘΩ ŀƴŘ ŜƴƎŀƎŜ ǿƛǘƘ 
other men.  These attitudes imply that people believe that external constraints 

imposed by community policing of behaviour, rather than internal motivation, keeps 
ǿƻƳŜƴ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǊƻƭŜ ƻŦ ǿƛŦŜΤ ǘƘŜ ǊƻƭŜ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ Ŝŀǎƛƭȅ ΨǎƘǊǳƎƎŜŘ ƻŦŦΩ ƻƴŎŜ ŀ ǿƻƳŀƴ 

leaves her physical community. 
 

One government official suggested a way around this which would not come into 
conflict with cultural norms; άLŦ ǿƻƳŜƴ ŎƻǳƭŘ ƎŜǘ ŜƴƻǳƎƘ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊΣ ǘƘŜȅ ŎƻǳƭŘ 

ƎǊƻǿ ōƛƎ ŜƴƻǳƎƘ όƛƴ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎύ ǘƻ ŀǘǘǊŀŎǘ ǘƘŜ ōǳȅŜǊǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƳέ 117 thereby sidestepping 
the cultural issue of not travelling far from home. 
 

Jealousy is socially acceptable for men, and can even be seen as an expression of 
love.  Men who are jealous of their wives are expressing their desire to keep their 

wife, while recognising that she may also be attractive to other men.  Jealousy can 
be equŀǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ΨǇǊƻǘŜŎǘƛǾŜƴŜǎǎΩΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ǎŜŜƴ ŀǎ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ŀ ƘǳǎōŀƴŘΩǎ ǊƻƭŜǎΤ ά{ƻƳŜ 

women, the barrier is the husband.  He will say 'Stay here, if you want you can do 
small business here.  I don't want you to go far.  It's better for you to stay here as a 

wifeΩέ118. 
 

The risk of ridicule and gossip deter women and men from challenging norms 

Women taking loans from VSL clubs ǿƘƻ ǘǊȅ ǘƻ ŜƴƎŀƎŜ ƛƴ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭƭȅ ΨƳŀƭŜΩ 
businesses risk ridicule; ά¢ƘŜȅ ƴƻǊƳŀƭƭȅ ƭŀǳƎƘ ŀǘ ŀ ǿƻƳŀƴ ǿƘƻ ƛǎ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŎŀǊǇŜƴǘǊȅΦ  

Carpentry is laborious.  It is suited to men. Of course, women would like to do 
ŎŀǊǇŜƴǘǊȅ ōǳǘ ƻǘƘŜǊǎ ǿƛƭƭ ƭŀǳƎƘ ŀƴŘ ƛǘ ǿƛƭƭ ŘŜƳƻǊŀƭƛǎŜ ǘƘŜƳέ119. The same is true if a 

Ƴŀƴ ǘǊƛŜǎ ǘƻ ŜƴƎŀƎŜ ƛƴ ŀ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭƭȅ ΨŦŜƳŀƭŜΩ ōǳǎƛness.  When a group of women in 
Mulanje were asked whether a man could sell mandasi, they responded; άbƻΗ hƴƭȅ 

women! (Women laughing) ¢ƘŜȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ Ƙƻǿ ǘƻ ŎƻƻƪΦ  Lǘϥǎ ƴƻǘ ŀ ǿŜƛƎƘǘȅ 
business.  It's woman-ƛǎƘΗέ120. 

 
Women who transgress norms and do not fulfil their roles as wife and mother to the 

ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΩǎ Ŝxpectation, will be the subject of gossip and insults; άLŦ ŀ ǿƻƳŀƴ ƛǎ 
lazy people will say Ψ¢Ƙŀǘ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ŀ ǿƻƳŀƴΩΣ ΨShe is uselessΩΣ ΨLŦ ǘƘŜ Ƴŀƴ ƘŀŘ ƪƴƻǿƴ ƘŜ 
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ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ƳŀǊǊƛŜŘ ƘŜǊΩέ121.  Their roles in their households are integral to their 

femininity.  Being a woman is to be a good wife/mother.  One is not a woman if one 
does not fulfil these roles, just as a man is not a man if he cannot provide. 

 
Women members of VSL who engage in business have to put up with considerable 

speculation and gossip from other community members; ά{ƻƳŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƻƴŘŜǊ Ƙƻǿ 
a woman can leave her home and travel for long distances for the reason of doing 

business - they will think that maybe it iǎ ŀƴ ŜȄŎǳǎŜέ122; άCƛǊǎǘ, I am mocked by people 
Ψ²Ƙŀǘ ǘȅǇŜ ƻŦ ǿƻƳŀƴ ƭŜŀǾŜǎ ƘŜǊ ƘǳǎōŀƴŘ ǘƻ Řƻ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎΚΩ L ŀƳ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ŀ ǇǊƻǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΦ  

When I go to the market to sell, they will say I am visiting a boyfriend.  They say 'Why 
are you doing business?  Business is for men". I am just strong to continueΗέ123.  

¢ƘŜǎŜ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ƳƛǊǊƻǊǎ ǘƘŜ άŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ of disappointment, envy, frustration 
and even anger from those neighbours and community members not included in VSL 

ƎǊƻǳǇǎέ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜŘ ōȅ /ƻƴƎƻƭŜǎŜ ǿƻmen participating in VSL in DRC as described in 
a 2014 CARE evaluation124. 

 
Women participating in VSLs show considerable strength of character to withstand 
the disapproval of their neighbours.  Women draw strength from each other in the 

group, and are proud of their ability to persevere in the face of adversity; ά5ƻ ȅƻǳ 
think I can stop because someone is saying bad things about me what are not even 

true!  I will not stop!  If you are thinking what people are saying, you will not go 
forward"125; ά²Ŝ ŘƻƴΩǘ ŎŀǊŜ ǿƘŀǘŜǾŜǊ ǘƘŜȅ ǎŀy, we proceed.  When they mock us, 

ǘƘŀǘϥǎ ǿƘŜƴ ǿŜ Ǝƻ ŜǾŜƴ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊέ126. 
 

Women in Machinga are beginning to feel like their struggles are being recognised 
within their communities, with their neighbours beginning to respect their efforts in 

VSLΤ ά¢ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ strong gender civic [education] that is changing this idea of laughing at 
women.  Now some of the women who laughed at me, are coming to beg me for salt.  

Now they are asking how to join VSL.   Now when we get dividends, they come and 
stand by and envy us. .ŜŦƻǊŜ ǘƘŜȅ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ǿŜ ǿŜǊŜ ǿŀǎǘƛƴƎ ƻǳǊ ƳƻƴŜȅέ127. 

3.3.4 Stereotypes limit womenΩǎ ŀƴŘ ƳŜƴΩǎ ŎƘƻƛŎŜǎ 

Stereotypes are assumptions about perceived differences between men and women 
άwhich affect our expectations of men and women and our evaluations of their 

work, qualities, and abilities. These expectations and evaluations will affect both 
ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎΩ ŀŎǘǳŀƭ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜΣ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ŀǎǇƛǊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƘŜȅ ƘƻƭŘέ128. 
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Perception that men are stronger 

The Nigerian author Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie states that stereotypes are not 
dangerous because they are untrue, but because they only tell a single story.  They 

do not allow for a multiplicity of fluid and changing masculine and feminine 
identities.  When a male participant in Nsanje reported that, άDƻŀǘǎ ŀƴŘ ŦǊǳƛǘ ŀǊŜ 

found far away.  Women can't cycle that far. It's hilly. It takes strength. This business 
is just for men"129, it may be true that many women would have difficulty cycling to 

the hilly areas of Chididi to source stock.   However, by generalising that inability to 
all women through stereotyping, the opportunity to engage in these profitable 

businesses is cut off from all women, even from those who would be capable. 

Women in Machinga proudly disputed the stereotype that women are physically 
weaker than men, using themselves as examples; ά²ƛǘƘ Ƴȅ ŦƛǎƘ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎΣ ǎƻƳŜ ƳŜƴ 
ŎŀƴΩǘ Řƻ ǘƘŀǘΗ  {ƻƳŜ ƳŜƴ ƘŀǾŜ ƎƻƴŜ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎΣ ōǳǘ L ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜŘέ;  άL ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ƎƻƻŘ 
business, selling cooking oil. I buy 40L from Mozambique and then sell small portions.  
L ǇŜŘŀƭ ŀ ōƛŎȅŎƭŜ ǿƛǘƘ пл[ ƻŦ ƻƛƭ ŦǊƻƳ aƻȊŀƳōƛǉǳŜΗ {ƻƳŜ ƳŜƴ ŎŀƴΩǘ Řƻ ǘƘŀǘΗέ130 

Perception that business women are promiscuous 
Another stereotype that negatively affects women who try to engage in business, is 
the perception that women who leave their homes and engage in the public sphere 
ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ ŀǊŜ ΨǇǊƻƳƛǎŎǳƻǳǎΩΤ άtŜƻǇƭŜ ǘƘƛƴƪ business women are promiscuous. 
TƘŜȅ ƭŀŎƪ ŦǊŜŜŘƻƳ ǘƻ Řƻ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎŜǎ ǳǎǳŀƭƭȅ ŘƻƴŜ ōȅ ƳŜƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅέ 131; 
άaƻǎǘ ǇŜƻple have negative thoughts on women who participate in VSL, they are 
perceived as promiscuous. People cheat women by taking goods on credit and never 
pay, in some cases women end up being proposed [to] ōȅ ŎǳǎǘƻƳŜǊǎέ132. 

 
In a society where women gain status and security through marriage, the 

consequences for women who have their reputations questioned are dire, and serve 
ŀǎ ŀ ΨŎŀǳǘƛƻƴŀǊȅ ǘŀƭŜΩ ŘŜǘŜǊǊƛƴƎ ǿƻƳŜƴ ŦǊƻƳ ǊƛǎƪƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎŀǇǇǊƻǾŀƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 
community;  
 

Participant A: ά! ǿƻƳŀƴ ǿƘƻ ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ ƳŜŜǘ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ώƻŦ ǿƘŀǘ ŀ ΨǇǊƻǇŜǊ 
ǿƻƳŀƴΩ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜϐ Ŏŀƴƴƻǘ ƎŜǘ ƳŀǊǊƛŜŘΦ  {ƻƳŜ ǿƻƳŜƴ ǿƘƻ Řƻ ǘƘƛǎΣ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ 
ŜǾŜƴ ƎŜǘ ǇǊƻǇƻǎŀƭǎέΦ   
Researcher: ²Ƙŀǘ ƘŀǇǇŜƴǎ ƛŦ ŀ ǿƻƳŀƴ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ƎŜǘ ƳŀǊǊƛŜŘΚ   
Participant B: ά¢ƘŜȅ ǿƛƭƭ Ƨǳǎǘ ōŜ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ƳǳƭǘƛǇƭŜ ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎΦ  ¢ƘŜȅ ǿƛƭƭ Ƨǳǎǘ think 
ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƻŘŀȅΣ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƭƻƻƪ ŀǘ ǘƻƳƻǊǊƻǿΦ  ¢ƘŜȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ ŜǾŜƴ ƭƻƻƪ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ 
ǎƛōƭƛƴƎǎΗέ133 

 
Female VSL club members described how this stereotype can lead them to 

experience high levels of harassment when working; ά²ƘŜƴ L Ǝƻ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƳŀǊƪŜǘΣ 
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people will propose when they know you are already married - just to frustrate 

ǳǎΗέ134. 
 

Some men believed that the hassle women receive when doing business can act as a 
deterrent to continuing or expanding; άLŦ ǎƘŜ ƛǎ ŘƻƛƴƎ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎΦ {ƻƳŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƻǳƭŘ 

think 'This one is a single woman'. All the time she is trying to defend herself, and 
ǘƘŜƴ ǎƘŜ ƎŜǘǎ ǘƛǊŜŘ ŀƴŘ ƭŜŀǾŜǎ ǘƘŜ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎέ135. 

 

3.3.5 Men and women build identities which conform to accepted norms 
Lƴ ƻǊŘŜǊ ǘƻ ΨŦƛǘ ƛƴΩ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎΣ ǿƻƳŜƴ ŀƴŘ ƳŜƴ ƻŦǘŜƴ ŀŘƻǇǘ ǘƘŜ female 

ŀƴŘ ƳŀƭŜ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘƛŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŜŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƳΣ ŀǎ άǘƘŜ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ƻǘƘŜǊǎ 
ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ƻǳǊ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊ ŀƴŘ ƳƻǳƭŘ ƻǳǊ ǇǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎέ136. As we get rewarded with 

ŀŎŎŜǇǘŀƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ŀǇǇǊƻǾŀƭ ōȅ ŎƻƴŦƻǊƳƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƎŜƴŘŜǊ ƴƻǊƳǎΣ ǿŜ ǎǘŀǊǘ ǘƻ ΨŎƘƻƻǎŜΩ ǘƻ 
behave that way, and build our identities to conform to these expectations; 

ά!ŘƻǇǘƛƴƎ ŀƴ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƻƴŦƻǊƳǎ ǿƛǘƘ ƎŜƴŘŜǊ ƴƻǊƳǎ ǿƛƭƭ ŀǾoid the pain of feeling 
ŀǎƘŀƳŜŘέ137. 

Women internalise a sense of inferiority 
Many respondents believe that women have internalised messages that they are 
inferior to men when it comes to business; άaŀȅōŜ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƻŦ ƛƴŦŜǊƛƻǊƛǘȅ ŎƻƳǇƭŜȄ 
ǘƘŀǘ ǿƻƳŜƴ ƘŀǾŜΦ  ώ¢ƘŜȅ ǘƘƛƴƪϐ ΨL Ŏŀƴϥǘ ƳŀƴŀƎŜ ǘƘƻǎŜ ōƛƎ ǘƘƛƴƎǎΦ  L ŀƳ ŀ ǿƻƳŀƴ ŀƴŘ L 
ŎŀƴΩǘ Ǝƻ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǘƘƛƴƎǎΩέ138; άWomen feel inferiority. [They think] ΨL can't do this, it's 
ǘƻƻ ƳǳŎƘΦ  Wǳǎǘ ƎƛǾŜ ƳŜ ǘƘƛǎ ǎƳŀƭƭ ŀƳƻǳƴǘΩέ139; ά²ƻƳŜƴ ǘŀƪŜ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ ŀǎ ƛƴŦŜǊƛƻǊΦ 
¢ƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ Ƨǳǎǘ ŀŦǊŀƛŘΣ ΨƳŀȅōŜ L ŎŀƴΩǘ Řƻ ǘƘƛǎ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎΩέ140.  By providing a forum in 

ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿƻƳŜƴ Ŏŀƴ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ ŜŦŦƻǊǘǎΣ ŀƴŘ ŀŎǘ ŀǎ ǊƻƭŜ models for 
each other, VSLs are beginning to tackle these inferior identities. 

Women are expected to be caring, even to the detriment of business 
The societal norm that women should be caring and compassionate can impress 
significant social pressure on women, which conflicts with general business 

practices.  While it is socially acceptable for men to separate their business affairs 
from their personal life, the two are inseparable in the case of women.  Women in 

three of the districts described situations in which they are expected to maintain 
ǘƘŜƛǊ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǊƻƭŜ ƻŦ ΨŎŀǊŜǊΩ ŜǾŜƴ ǿƘŜƴ ǊǳƴƴƛƴƎ ŀ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎΤ άCƻǊ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǿƘƻ Řƻ 
ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎΣ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǘŀƪŜ ŎǊŜŘƛǘΦ  ¢ƘŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƘƻ Řƻ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ ŦǊŜǉǳŜƴǘ ŎǳǎǘƻƳŜǊǎΣ ƛǘΩǎ 
hard to deny them.  Some are friends and you know they are in deep, they are in 
ǘǊƻǳōƭŜΦ  ¢ƘŜȅ ǿƛƭƭ Ǝƻ ǘƻ ǎƭŜŜǇ ƻƴ ŀƴ ŜƳǇǘȅ ǎǘƻƳŀŎƘ ƛŦ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ƎƛǾŜ ǘƘŜƳΦ  hǳǘ ƻŦ 
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ŎƻƳǇŀǎǎƛƻƴΣ ȅƻǳ Ƨǳǎǘ ƎƛǾŜέ141. The compassion that this woman feels for her 

neighbour may be compounded by social pressure and the societal expectations she 
has internalised.   

 

3.3.6 Gendered Institutions perpetuate inequality 

Institutions are also gendered in that they can ΨƴƻǊƳŀƭƛǎŜΩ ƎŜƴŘŜǊ ƛƴŜǉǳŀƭƛǘƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ 

create situations whereby inequalities can be perpetuated. Institutions can include 
the education system, markets, the media etc.  Throughout this research several 

ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƛƴŜǉǳŀƭƛǘƛŜǎ ŀǊƻǎŜ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ƛƴŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ƭŀƴŘΣ ƳŜƴΩǎ 
control of cash crops, and market risks that affect women more than men.  

Barriers to land ownership ǊŜǎǘǊƛŎǘ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ ŎǊŜŘƛǘ 
[ŀŎƪ ƻŦ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ ƭŀƴŘ ǿŀǎ ŎƛǘŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ ōŀǊǊƛŜǊ ǘƻ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ŜƳǇƻǿŜǊƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ 
Kasungu, Mwanza, and Machinga.  A lack of land effectively prevents women from 
accessing loans from banks or micro-finance institutions, as land is frequently used 
as a collateral on such loans. This means that women are more likely than men to be 
reliant solely on VSLs as a means to access credit. As well as acting as a barrier to 
credit from microloan institutions, the DSWO in Kasungu also reported that a lack of 
land prevents womeƴ ŦǊƻƳ ŀŎŎŜǎǎƛƴƎ Ψƭƻŀƴǎ ƛƴ ƪƛƴŘΩ (in the form of seed, fertiliser 
and agricultural inputs) from tobacco firms, thereby preventing them from growing 
profitable cash crops.  

Men control cash-crops 
Where women have access to land and farm cash crops (such as tobacco in Kasungu, 
or tobacco or rice in Machinga), they tend to be highly involved in the production or 
farming stage.  Women are involved in land preparation, planting, watering and 
harvesting, however, it is men that take the tobacco to the auction floors (or rice to 

the rice mills), and 
collect the 
proceeds.  The 

exchange of 
produce for money 

breaks the 
connection 

between the work 
required to 
produce the crop 
and the actual 
money earned. The 
money is seen as 
solely belonging to 
the man who has 
sold the goods. The 

woman who shared 
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meeting 



 

 

36 

the burden of growing the crop is seen as having no claim to it; άMost household 

ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎ ŀǊŜ ŘƻƴŜ ōȅ ǿƻƳŜƴΣ ōǳǘ Ŧƛƴŀƭ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘ ƛǎ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭƭŜŘ ōȅ ƳŜƴέ142; άThe family 
ƎƻŜǎ ǘƘŜ ŦŀǊƳ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊΣ ōǳǘ ŀŦǘŜǊ ƘŀǊǾŜǎǘ ǘƘŜ Ƴŀƴ ǘŀƪŜǎ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳƻƴŜȅέ143.  

Although VSL could provide women with a means to access credit to buy the farming 
inputs required to produce cash crops, the gendered nature of the trade excludes 

them from this profitable business. On the positive side, if men channel some of the 
profits of cash crops into shares for VSLs through their wives membership, women 

may gain ǘƘŜ ǇƻǿŜǊ ǘƻ ΨǎǳƎƎŜǎǘΩ Ƙƻǿ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǳǎŜŘ ƻƴŎŜ ŘƛǾƛŘŜƴŘ ƛǎ ǇŀƛŘΣ ŀǎ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎŜŘ ƛƴ 
the previous section. 

Inheritance customary law discriminates against women 

In terms of controlling assets raised through VSL activities, women face further 
barriers through the institutions of customary law.  Assets owned by the family are 

seen as belonging solely to the husband.  In Nsanje, this was reported as being the 
case even in death.  Women and men in Nsanje raised the issue that if a man dies, 

customary law allowǎ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƴΩǎ ǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜǎ ǘƻ seize his assets from his widow.  Often 
the relatives will claim all household assets, including those that a woman has 

bought through VSL.  Some women have tried to circumvent this by registering the 
assets bought through VSL in the name of their children, making it more difficult for 

her in-laws to confiscate them. Although the Wills and Inheritance Act was passed by 
Parliament in 2011, which allows a widow to inherit her husbandΩs property, there is 

a wide disconnect between national level policy and cultural practices on the 
ground.  Men in Machinga144, however, reported that women do not lose assets 

bought through VSL when their husband dies, which encourages women to buy 

ƳƻǊŜ ŀǎǎŜǘǎΣ ŀǎ ǘƘŜȅ ŀŎǘ ŀǎ ŀ ΨǎŀŦŜǘȅ ƴŜǘΩ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǎŜ ƻŦ ǿƛŘƻǿƘƻƻŘΦ  Lǘ ƛǎ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜΣ 
ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴ ǎƻƳŜ ŀǊŜŀǎΣ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ƻǿƴŜǊǎƘƛǇ ƻŦ ŀǎǎŜǘǎ bought through their efforts in VSL 

is beginning to be recognised. 

aŀǊƪŜǘ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜǎ ŀŦŦŜŎǘ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭƭȅ ΨŦŜƳŀƭŜΩ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎŜǎ 

Women reported many difficulties relating to markets and issues of supply and 

demand.  Female VSL members in Machinga and Nsanje mentioned the possibilities 
of stock loss when selling perishable goods such as mandasi ŀƴŘ ǘƻƳŀǘƻŜǎΤ άI make 

ƳŀƴŘŀǎƛ ŀƴŘ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǎŜƭƭ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƻŘŀȅΣ L Ŏŀƴƴƻǘ ǎŜƭƭ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƻƳƻǊǊƻǿέ145. These risks tend 
to affect to a lesser degree businesses such as the buying and selling of livestock, and 

carpentry iΦŜΦ ǘȅǇƛŎŀƭƭȅ ΨƳŀƭŜΩ ƻŎŎǳǇŀǘƛƻƴǎ.  Women in Nsanje spoke of the difficulties 
of oversupply of certain commodities, particularly seasonal foods that women tend 

to sell, resulting in reduced profits.  Due to the normative differentiation between 
ΨƳŀƭŜ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎŜǎΩ ŀƴŘ ΨŦŜƳŀƭŜ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎŜǎΩΣ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜǎ ŀǊŜ ƘƛƎƘƭȅ 

gendered. 
 

                                                 
142 Male Heifer International Project officer, Kasungu. 
143

 Male Assistant DSWO, Mwanza. 
144

 TA Chikweo 
145 Female participant, TA Ngabu, Nsanje 
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3.3.7 The Intervention: In Summary 

Through VSL, women have increased assets, are better able to support their families, 
have increased confidence and a sense of financial independence.  VSL encourages 

them to save, and helps them access other ECRP interventions. 
 

Barriers to participation in VSL exist, with some women prevented from joining VSL 
by their husbands.  Women VSL members also experience barriers to their use and 

control of VSL opportunities and resources. Normative barriers include the 
positioning of men as provider and women as receiver, with certain IGAs being 

considered appropriate for women, and others for men. Communities use gossip and 
ridicule as tools to police these norms. Stereotypes such as the belief that men are 

stronger, or that businesswomen ŀǊŜ ǇǊƻƳƛǎŎǳƻǳǎ ŀƭǎƻ ƭƛƳƛǘ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ǘƻ 
engage in business and fully exploit the opportunities provided by VSL.  Women have 

internalised identities conforming to gender norms, which make them feel inferior to 
men.  Structural inequalities in institutions such as markets and customary law also 

restrict women from equal control of VSL resources and opportunities. 
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3.4 The Community: WoƳŜƴΩǎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ community leadership  

 
This section will look at the direct and indirect, positive and negative results and 
outcomes of Ƙƻǿ ±{[ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ Ƙŀǎ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜŘ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ 
community leadership, and community perceptions of women leaders. The previous 
ǎŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƘŀǾŜ ƭƻƻƪŜŘ Ƴŀƛƴƭȅ ŀǘ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǎǘŀǘǳǎ ŀƴŘ ǊƻƭŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƛǾŀǘŜ ǎǇƘŜǊŜΦ  ¢Ƙƛǎ 
ǎŜŎǘƛƻƴ ǿƛƭƭ ƭƻƻƪ ŀǘ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ Ŝngagement in the public sphere, in governance and 

leadership within their communities. 

3.4.1 ²ƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ƭeadership 

Governance in Malawi is highly male dominated146.  Local governance structures in 
rural Malawi are no different, with women tending to be underrepresented, and 

having low influence when they are represented.  The following section will look at 
the different ways in which male and female leaders are perceived within the 

community; the barriers that prevent women from becoming members of local 
governance structures; whether women who achieve leadership positions can 

engage meaningfully in community level decision making; and the influence that VSL 
Ƙŀǎ ƻƴ ǿƻƳŜƴ ŀǎ ƭŜŀŘŜǊǎΦ  ¢Ƙƛǎ ǎŜŎǘƛƻƴ ŘŜŦƛƴŜǎ ΨƭŜŀŘŜǊǎƘƛǇΩ ŀǎ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎŦǳƭ 

participation and influence in community level governance structures such as Village 
Development Committees (VDCs), Village Civil Protection Committee (VCPCs), Area 

development Committees (ADCs) etc. 

Male leaders and female leaders are judged differently within the community 
Committee members stated that they believe that women can make good leaders; 

άLeadership full of women is always a shared leadership.  Leadership full of men will 

                                                 
146

 Women comprise just 17% of the national parliament (World Bank, 2015) 

Key Findings 

- VSL assists women to enter leadership roles by helping to ensure that 
ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǇǊƛǾŀǘŜ ǎǇƘŜǊŜ ŘǳǘƛŜǎ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ŦǳƭŦƛƭƭŜŘΣ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ǘƘŜȅ ŜƴǘŜǊ 

the public sphere. 
- Women who are members of VSL are perceived to have developed 

leadership qualities; they can plan, and are able to express 
themselves. They are also perceived as being better able to balance 
home responsibilities with community duties. 

- .ŀǊǊƛŜǊǎ ǘƻ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ƭŜŀŘŜǊǎhip exist, 
including low literacy levels, low self-confidence, and the risk of 
community disapproval.  When women are members of community 
structures, their contributions are limited by entrenched gendered 
community attitudes 

- Typical leadership behaviour, while acceptable in a man, can 
contravene accepted female norms of behaviour resulting in women 
leaders being the victim of gossip and ridicule. 
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ƳƻƴƻǇƻƭƛǎŜΦ  aŜƴ ǿƛƭƭ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ŦƛƴƎŜǊǎ ǘƻ ǎƻƳŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ƳŜƴέ147. Women leaders 

were perceived as more likely to think of others, while male leaders were seen as 
more confrontational.   

 
Although male leaders are the norm in all districts, many participants reported that 

female community leaders are considered more trustworthy; ά! Ƴŀƴ ƛŦ ƘŜ ƛǎ a leader 
ƳƛƎƘǘ ǘŀƪŜ ŀŘǾŀƴǘŀƎŜ ƻŦ ǿƻƳŜƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƎǊƻǳǇέ; άtŜƻǇƭŜ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǇǊŜŦŜǊ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ǿƻƳŜƴ 

ƭŜŀŘŜǊǎ ŀǎ ƳŜƴ ŀǊŜ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ƭŜǎǎ ƘƻƴŜǎǘ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻƴŜ ǘƻ ŘǊǳƴƪŜƴƴŜǎǎέ148.  This 
perception annoyed some men; άLŦ ƻƴŜ Ƴŀƴ ƳƛǎŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘŜǎ ŦǳƴŘǎΣ ƛǘ ŀŦŦŜŎǘǎ ŀƭƭ 

men.  They will say Ψ!Ƙ ƳŜƴΣ ȅƻǳ Ŏŀƴƴƻǘ ǘǊǳǎǘ ƳŜƴΩέ 149. A male community leader in 
Machinga suggested that pressures on men to provide for their families make them 

more likely to steal than women; ά¢ƘƛŜŦΦ Lǘ is usually men who do it. Because of the 
ŘŜƳŀƴŘ ŦǊƻƳ ƘƻƳŜΣ ǘƘŜȅ ǎǘŜŀƭ ǘƻ Ŧƛƭƭ ǘƘŜ ŎǳǇ ŀǘ ƘƻƳŜέ 150. 

 
Women leaders were perceived as being slower to act on important issues than 

men; άaŜƴ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ƳƻǊŜ ǉǳƛŎƪ ǘƻ ŀŎǘ ǘƘŀƴ ǿƻƳŜƴΣ ŀǎ ǿƻƳŜƴ ǿƛƭƭ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ōŜ 
waiting for the manέ151, implying a level of hesitation on the part of women to act 
without support from a man.  The burden of childcare on women also affected this; 

άLŦ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŀ ǿƻƳŜƴ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀƴ ŜƳŜǊƎŜƴŎȅΣ ǎƘŜ ǿƛƭƭ ǎŀȅ ϥƭŜǘ ƳŜ ŎƘŜŎƪ Ƴȅ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴϥΣ 
but for men ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜέ 152. 

 
Men perceived that women become ΨǇƻƳǇƻǳǎΩ ƻǊ ΨŘƛǎǊŜǎǇŜŎǘŦǳƭΩ when they develop 

leadership skills;  άIǳƳōƭŜƴŜǎǎ ƛǎ ƳƻǊŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ŦƻǊ ǿƻƳŜƴΦ  {ƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ǿƘŜƴ ŀ 
woman is leading, they become so demanding of respect.  At the borehole, if you are 

chair [of a committee]Σ ȅƻǳ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ōŜ ŘǊŀǿƛƴƎ ǿŀǘŜǊ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ŀƴȅƻƴŜ ŜƭǎŜέ153.  
Similar accusations were not levelled at male community leaders, implying that 

typical leadership behaviour, while acceptable in a man, contravened accepted 
female norms of behaviour. ! ǿƻƳŀƴ ƭŜŀŘŜǊ ǿƘƻ ŘŜƳŀƴŘǎ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘ ƛǎ ΨǇƻƳǇƻǳǎΩΣ 

while a male leader, behaving the same way, is simply receiving his due as a leader. 

Parity in local governance committee membership 
A finding that was consistent across districts was that some women lack the 

confidence to put themselves forward for leadership positions in committees such as 
VDCs and VCPCs; ά²ƻƳŜƴ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ǎƘȅ ŀǿŀȅ ǿƘŜƴ ƎƛǾŜƴ ǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴǎΦ  ώ¢ƘŜȅ ǘƘƛƴƪϐ Ψ²ƛll I 

ōŜ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ƭŜŀŘ ǘƘŜǎŜ ƳŜƴΚέ154, ά{ƻƳŜ ǿƻƳŜƴ ǊŜŦǳǎŜ ǘƻ ǘŀƪŜ ƭŜadership positions due 
ǘƻ ƭŀŎƪ ƻŦ ŎƻƴŦƛŘŜƴŎŜέ 155. 

 

                                                 
147 TA Chikweo 
148 Male and female participants, TA Nthache, Mwanza 
149

 Male participant, TA Nthache, Mwanza 
150

 Male community leader, TA Chikweo, Machinga. 
151

 Female community leader, TA Malemia, Nsanje. 
152

 Female community leader, TA Malemia, Nsanje. 
153

 Male community leader, TA Chikweo, Machinga.    
154

 Male participants, TA Chikweo, Machinga. 
155

 Male VA, Mulanje 
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aŜƴΩǎ ǊŜǎƛǎǘŀƴŎŜ ǘƻ ŦŜƳŀƭŜ ƭŜŀŘŜǊǎƘƛǇ ǿŀǎ ŀƭǎƻ ŎƛǘŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ ōŀǊǊƛŜǊ ǘƻ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ 

ά{ƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ǘƘŜȅ ώƳŜƴϐ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ ŀǘ ŀ ǿƻƳŀƴ ǎŀȅƛƴƎΣ "I will give you a tough 
time"  "If you take the position, you will see!"156. This discourages women both from 

putting themselves forward to stand on committees, but also discourages women 
from actively engaging in meetings etc. 

 
Nsanje, in particular, reported good levels of gender parity in committee 

membership.  When asked why there were an equal number of men and women 
represented on committees, 

responses from men listed a 
desire and expectation from 

the community that women 
should be included, as well as 

encouragement from NGOs to 
include more women in 

leadership positions. Female 
committee leaders pointedly 
responded that, "Men have 

been stepping on us for a long 
time!"157. 

 
Community members in 

Machinga and Nsanje cited 
illiteracy as a barrier to women 

taking leadership positions; 
άǿƻƳŜƴ ŀǊŜ ǎƘȅ ǘƻ ǎǇŜŀƪ 

publicly due to lack of 
ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŜȄǇƻǎǳǊŜέ158. One female committee member protested that a 

woman will still take the position even if they cannot read and write, άōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜȅ 
ƘŀǾŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǉǳŀƭƛǘƛŜǎ ǘƘŜȅ Ŏŀƴ ǎǘƛƭƭ Ƨƻƛƴέ159. However, this seems to have been an 

expression of how she would like things to be, rather than how they are, as she later 
ǎǘŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ōŜƛƴƎ ǳƴŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ǊŜŀŘ ŀƴŘ ǿǊƛǘŜ ƳŀŘŜ ǎƻƳŜ ǿƻƳŜƴ άǎƘȅ ǘƻ ŀŎŎŜǇǘέ 

leadership positions. 

9ƴǘǊŜƴŎƘŜŘ ŀǘǘƛǘǳŘŜǎ ǇǊŜǾŜƴǘ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎŦǳƭ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ƭŜŀŘŜǊǎƘƛǇ 
Even when women are present in committees, it can be difficult for them to engage 

meaningfully.  They can be hesitant to be vocal in a public forum.  Speaking out can 
ōŜ ǊƛǎƪȅΣ ŀǎ ƳŜƴ Ŏŀƴ ΨǎǳǇǇǊŜǎǎΩ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǾƛŜǿǎ ƛŦ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƛǎŀƎǊŜŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜƳ; άLƴ ƻǘƘŜǊ 

committees it can happen, women are there but they are silent.  After the meeting, 
the woman will say, I had a point but now the meeting is over. Sometime they [men] 
will not give a woman a chance.  If the man knows a woman's point will bring him 

down, he will suppress it. It can have influence, in the long run the women will just be 
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 Female committee members, TA Chikweo, Machinga 
157 Female community leader, TA Malemia, Nsanje. 
158

 Male committee member, TA Malemia, Nsanje. 
159

 Female committee member, TA Chikweo, Machinga. 

Photo 9: Women in TA Malemia, Nsanje rank committees in order 

of importance 


