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Foreword 

 

The project "Development of a training model in the strengthening of microfinance in 

Uganda", financed by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and International Cooperation 

aims at contributing to the creation and to the spread of a microfinance culture in 

Uganda so as to promote access to the sector and alleviate poverty 

 

Aims 

The objective of the intervention is the definition and the dissemination of a training 

model in the field of microfinance that can be replicated on a national scale and would 

have the potential to improve the effectiveness of this sector in Uganda, in order to 

ultimately reduce financial exclusion. 

In particular: 

1. Concerning the purpose of specializing the job offer in the microfinance sector, the 
training model aims at: 

 providing a specialized course (training) for Ugandans that aspire to become 
experts in the field; 

 increasing the possibilities of training choices for Ugandan students; 

 improving student mobility and international trade. 
2. In order to communicate better, it aims at: 

 enhancing the web channel as a mean of sharing knowledge and experiences of the 
operators; 

 promoting an autonomous and independent development of microfinance 
activities; 

 increasing the funding capacities; 

 improving the attractiveness of microfinance institutions; 

 contributing to further the deployment of contents and methodologies with regards 
to microfinance, sensitizing the target population to approach and use this 
instrument; 

 creating a culture of reporting and transparency to attract international donors. 

3. Concerning the attainment of a larger level of outreach, it aims at: 

 increasing the professional skills of the operators; 

 improving the operators' ability to form new professionals; 

 increasing allocation of skilled labor in the field; 

 identifying potential sectors for geographic expansion with reference to microcredit 
services; 

 expanding and improving the capacity of financial inclusion through microfinance 
diffusion in Uganda. 

4. Concerning the purposes of promoting a comparative approach to microfinance, it aims 

at: 
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 enabling greater international mobility of professionals and aspiring professionals; 

 empowering local operators. 

5. Regarding the exploitation and utilization of quantitative and qualitative information it 

aims at: 

 providing adequate skills for operators; 

 providing tools for the management, organization and enhancement of information 
assets; 

 enabling microfinance projects with sufficient academic relevance; 

 increasing the competitiveness of the sector, by stimulating research and 
development; 

 deepening the scientific research on the links between microfinance and micro and 
macroeconomic processes. 

6. Looking at the purposes of sharing business experiences it aims at: 

 identifying the best practices; 

 enhancing experiential learning; 

 enhancing the business skills of the beneficiaries; 

 promoting the spread of a micro-business culture. 

 

Expected results 

The project "Development of a training model in the strengthening of microfinance in 

Uganda" is aiming at achieving the following results: 

i. The organization of a specialized course will allow beneficiaries interested in 
working in the world of microfinance in Uganda to have adequate scientific and 
professional training as well enabling them to become "instrumental" in operating 
above all as advocates for innovation, development and growth of all the 
microfinance activities. Thanks to an international educational experience, the 
beneficiaries will acquire a critical approach to microfinance topics. The 

comparative methodology used in the course would put them in a position to 
develop a reflective approach concerning the elements of success of microfinance in 
the Ugandan context. At the end of the training, all beneficiaries will enter in 
contact with the world of Ugandan microfinance and most of them will be able to 
operate directly. 

ii. The pursuit of greater efficiency of the operators through a total training course will 
extend the degree of outreach, by responding as fully as possible to local demand. 

iii. By training of local operators to form new employees following a train-the-trainer 
approach, it will allow the microfinance sector to reach a number of new customers 
and affect them in a deeper way in order to reduce financial exclusion. The 
increased stillness acquired by operators, combined with their operating 
experience, could be the basis for an expansion not only in terms of human 
resources but also in terms of the training model.  

iv. Through training, greater sustainability could be achieved in terms of  microfinance 
projects’ dissemination by helping the new operators to the introduction of new 
initiatives in remote areas. By reaching a larger number of customers, the sector will 
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be enabled to move toward self-sufficiency.  
v. By improving the mobility of trained human resources, the new professionals will 

develop a comparative approach to microfinance, in particular to the issue of 

microinsurance, making them active actors and parties directly involved in the 
process of up-scaling the Ugandan microfinance sector and more generally in the 
economic and social empowerment. 

vi. The creation of an internet portal, in both Italian and English, will allow to open an 
interesting communicative window. On this platform, the activities and the results 
achieved by the project are disclosed at national and international level. The 
visibility acquired through the web could contribute to the spread of the model in 
the country, which could also give rise to new income source as microfinance 
institutions, local institutions, European lenders and other parties. The creation of 
an updated online database, the production of impact indicators and the promotion 
of the project’s efficiency will also serve as a self-assessment tool of the 
implemented activities. 

vii. By increasing the availability of relevant data, it would be possible to improve 
statistical analysis in order to assess the progress and the impact of microfinance 
projects. This will also enable the parties to carry out scientific research in order to 
attract the attention of the academic and institutional world to the potentiality of 
the sector in terms of socio-economic development. 

viii. By sharing micro-entrepreneurial experiences, positive externalities from the credit 
activities could be expected so to further expand productive activities.  

ix. The dissemination of best practices will improve entrepreneurial skills, fostering 
greater impact on the socio-economic context.  

x. The self-sustainability of the project arising from the formation of one or more 
"train the trainer" resources will ensure continuity in sharing models and in the 
dissemination of knowledge among other professionals. 

The project results have been collected on three publications, whose contributions have 
been subjected to a scientific evaluation and approval of the scientific direction: 

1. The Socio-Economic Impact of Microfinance: the case of “Wekembe”  

2. The Uganda Microinsurance Contest 

3. Microfinance course – concept papers 

 

Roberto Pasca di Magliano 
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1. Introduction 

Microcredit in the last thirty years has become an important tool to contribute to poverty 

alleviation and an excellent measure to improve social inclusion of the most vulnerable 

people and to promote self-employment and self-entrepreneurship.  

Microfinance has launched a challenge to the formal financial system, which 

systematically excludes a large part of world’s population. In fact, microcredit provides an 

opportunity to marginalized people by easing credit constraints on the poor and allowing 

them to participate in economic growth and human development.  

Cross-country comparisons suggest that financial development reduces income 

inequalities (Clark, Xu, Zou, 2003; Bec, Levine, Loayza, 2000; Hossein, Kirkpatrick, 2002). 

Kai and Hamori (2009), examining the relationship between microfinance and inequality 

by means of a cross-country analysis of 61 countries, concludes that “microfinance plays an 

important role in creating a financial system endowed with the equalizing effect”. However, when 

confronted with evidence of a positive impact, results in the literature are mixed. Among 

the opponents to the real impact of microfinance on development, Bateman underlines 

that “Institutional economics helps to clarify the issue of development through microfinance. A 

major claim long made of microfinance is that it can reduce the credit constraints that potential 

entrepreneurs often face in poor communities, and that preclude enterprise development. A 

contrasting viewpoint is that credit constraints affecting tiny individual enterprises are not the core 

problem. It is the overall lack of access to credit for small and medium enterprises that prevents 

microenterprises from growing into anything more substantive.” 1  

Several studies have recently been undertaken to estimate the impact of microfinance 

programs on socio-economic aspects of MFIs’ clients lives, such as poverty (Banerjee et al., 

2013; Immai, Arun and Annim, 2010; Cull et al., 2009), income and household purchases 

(Cuong at al., 2007), and women empowerment (Noreen, 2011; Asim, 2008; Corsi et al., 

2006).  

                                                             
1 Bateman (2011), p.3. 
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However, results are mixed and even finding evidence of microfinance’s impact is 

difficult. In fact, several issues need to be solved in order to assume that the increase in the 

outcomes is ascribable to the microfinance treatment. The most recent impact evaluation 

studies are made adopting randomized control trial experiments. Choosing randomly the 

treated group and the control group, it is possible to control for selection bias, which 

means, the problem of attributing causation to a program with voluntary selection. Those 

who participate in microfinance programs are often wealthier and they normally have 

more developed entrepreneurial skills. Indeed, it is not easy to attribute their success to 

microfinance. Furthermore, it is very difficult to carry on these studies because of their 

high costs; a part from being really expensive they can be blamed to be morally not correct 

“randomisation may be unethical due to the denial of benefits (treatment) to otherwise eligible 

members, or it can be politically infeasible to provide an intervention to one group and not 

another.” 2 

We have chosen the Ugandan case study, among other developing countries experiences, 

because of the high potential of its economy and the stability of the country from a 

political and economic point of view (even if the global crisis reverted this trend in the last 

year). Among Sub-Saharan countries, Uganda is perceived as the one with the most 

vibrant and successful microfinance industry.   

Wekembe’s microfinance program allows us to study the potential of a medium-large 

microfinance program (around 3,000 clients), with a long history (it was among the first 

institutions established in Uganda in 1999) and able to reach the poorest in the rural but 

also in the urban areas, without being among the biggest Ugandan MFIs.  

The aim of this paper is to assess the socio-economic impact of microfinance on Wekembe’ 

clients focusing on women clients’ empowerment and the growth of clients’ savings. 

The paper is structured as follows. Section I provides a literature review on impact 

evaluation, with a focus on empowerment. Section II describes the MFI that we focused 

on. Section III presents the survey and the dataset built on the base of the survey. Section 

IV discusses the results of an indicator built to seek out women empowerment. Section V 

                                                             
2 De Silva (2012), p. 56. 
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provides the methodology of an impact evaluation on women empowerment and savings 

and  Section VI  shows the results. Finally, section VII concludes. 

 

2. Literature review on impact evaluation with a focus on empowerment 

In spite of the increasing attention given by scholars to the study of microfinance impact, 

findings are still controversial.  

Immai, Arun and Annim (2010), in their study on microfinance impact on poverty 

reduction in India, find a significant positive effect of microfinance on a multidimensional 

welfare indicator. By means of Propensity score matching and Tobit analysis, the authors 

are able to verify the significance of “treatment effects”.  

De Silva (2012), as result of a quasi-experimental evaluation in Sri-Lanka, finds positive 

impact on income and saving mainly in poor families, concluding that “microfinance 

improves household status in terms of wealth”3. 

Other studies (Cuong et al. 2007; Kai and Hamori 2009) assess the impact of microfinance’ 

programs on poverty (checking for income and household purchases) and inequality, 

finding a positive effect on the reduction of inequality.   

In a broad study on the impact of microfinance in India, Banerjee et al. (2010), through a 

randomized evaluation, find that the impact differs across households. They conclude that 

“Microcredit therefore may not be the “miracle” that is sometimes claimed on its behalf, but it does 

allow households to borrow, invest and create and expand business”.4 In a new version of their 

paper (2013) they find no impact in any of the development outcomes investigated by 

microfinance impact studies, such as profitability of businesses, consumption, education, 

health and women empowerment. They suggest a possible overestimation of the impacts 

of microfinance by the scientific literature but they also conclude that “microcredit plays its 

role as a financial product in an environment where access not only to credit, but also to saving 

opportunities, is limited. It expands households’ abilities to make diff erent inter-temporal choices, 

including business investment.” 5 

                                                             
3 De Silva (2012), p.3. 
4 Banerjee et al. (2010), p. 21. 
5 Banerjee et al. (2013), p. 34. 
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Several impact studies focus mainly on women empowerment. According to the World 

Bank: “Empowerment is the process of increasing the capacity of individuals or groups to make 

choices and to transform those choices into desired actions and outcomes. Central to this process are 

actions that both build individual and collective assets, and improve the efficiency and fairness of 

the organizational and institutional context which governs the use of these assets.” (World Bank 

empowerment website) 

With regard to women’s empowerment, there are several motivations that have been 

emphasized for its pursuit. First of all, the idea that women are among the poorest and the 

most vulnerable of the underprivileged. Supporting them should be a priority in order to 

increase their standard of living and to decrease the inequalities, thus enhancing 

development and growth at a macroeconomic level. In fact, improving women’s 

capabilities empowers them to make choices, which is important in it-self, but it also 

contributes to greater economic growth and development. 

Several studies underline that an increase in women’s resources results in increased well-

being of the family, especially concerning children’s education and health (Mayoux, 1997; 

Kabeer, 2001; Hulme and Mosley, 1997). Conzo and Becchetti (2010) finds that the years of 

credit history have a positive and significant effect on child schooling, conditional on the 

borrowers standard of living and distance from school. 

Other scholars (Chen, 1997, Hashemi et al. 1996) find evidence for an empowerment of 

women trough microfinance, both from social/psychological and economic points of 

view. Investigating whether women’s access to credit has any impact on their lives, they 

come to results on the economic contributions reported by women, the likelihood of an 

increase of asset holdings in their own names, an increase in their exercise of purchasing 

power, and in their political and legal awareness. They also find that access to credit is 

associated with higher levels of mobility, political participation, and involvement in 

decision making for particular credit organizations. 

Seeking out for the socio-economic determinants of women empowerment, Noreen (2011) 

finds a positive impact of microfinance together with age, husband’s education, father 

inherited assets, marital status and number of sons alive. The analysis is conducted on a 

basic indicator of empowerment measured using five sub-indicators related to child 
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health, education, selection of spouse of children, purchase of basic goods and decision 

about the use of loan.  

Armendariz and Morduch (2005) find that an income increase can mitigate intra-

household conflicts between wife and husband. 

Shuler, Hashemi and Riley (1997), and Rahman and Da Vanzo (1997) argue that 

microfinance increases women’s opportunity cost of time plus it increases the social 

control, which oblige women to take care of education and health of their children. 

Despite the empirical evidence on the significant impact of microfinance on women 

empowerment, there is no consensus among scholars whether such impact on women 

well-being is positive or not.  

Asim (2009), by means of different methodologies - among many she also applies the 

Propensity score matching - finds no evidence of microfinance impact. She concludes that 

there is a difference between the perception of the microfinance treatment and its real 

impact on women empowerment. 

Other studies, such as Goetz and Sen Gupta (1996), find evidence that women’s 

participation in a credit program reinforces the still male-dominated role in the household, 

and the husband’s power to control the loans. Rahman (1999), using an anthropological 

approach (interviews, participant observations, and case studies), finds that between 40% 

and 70% of the loans disbursed to women are used by the spouse and thus increase 

tensions and domestic violence within the household. 

On the domestic violence and the empowerment of women decision inside their family, 

other studies show a positive impact (Kabeer, 2001; Hashemi, Schuler and Riley, 1999).  

Mayoux (1997) finds similar evidence, supporting the claim that the impact of 

microfinance programs on women is not always positive. She argues that men use their 

wives’ loans to set up their enterprises and sometimes they employ them as unpaid 

workers. The same author, in an empirical study on 15 microfinance programs in Africa 

(Mayoux, 1999), finds evidence of a need of other social development tools to be used 

together with microfinance in order to achieve empowerment targets, thus encouraging an 

integrated approach instead of a minimalistic one. 
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Holvoet (2005) gives more evidence to the above-mentioned conclusions, finding that in a 

minimalistic credit program women do not gain much in terms of decision-making 

patterns. On the contrary, when loans are channelled through women’s groups and are 

combined with more investment in social intermediation, significant shifts in decision-

making patterns are observed and this results in more bargaining and sole female 

decision-making.  

Underling the vice-versa connection between development and women empowerment, 

Duflo (2011) examines whether pushing for the second one can set a vicious circle. Her 

conclusion is that “the interrelationships are probably too weak to be self-sustaining, and that 

continuous policy commitment to equality for its own sake may be needed to bring about equality 

between men and women.” 6 

Lawko, in his PhD thesis on microfinance impact on women’s empowerment in Uganda, 

concludes that “it is clear that, (i) microfinance in itself is inadequate to improve clients’ well-

being unsupported by other poverty reduction policy interventions; yet, (ii) regardless of the 

marginal net gain households achieved, microfinance significantly facilitated women’s 

empowerment, individually and collectively.” 7 

Beyond the opposing views on the impact of microfinance programs, we find a third view 

in the literature, which stands as a middle ground between what we have discussed 

above. Cheston and Kuhn (2002) underline that, even if not directly connected with the 

empowerment, microfinance program’s participation contributes to women’s ability to 

challenge social injustices and a discriminatory system. By helping women to meet their 

practical needs and to increase their efficacy in their traditional roles, microfinance can 

help women to gain respect and achieve more in their roles, which can lead to increased 

esteem and self-confidence. Mayoux (2006) concludes that “firstly, microfinance practices do 

not always produce automatic empowerment benefits for women; therefore, empowerment must be 

strategically planned for in MFIs. Secondly, empowerment approaches allow microfinance 

institutions to realize their full potential in contributing to a number of critical dimensions of 

women’s empowerment. Finally, empowerment approaches are often compatible with other 

                                                             
6 Duflo (2011), p.1051. 
7 Lawko (2006), p.190. 
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approaches to microfinance (e.g. financial sustainability), and can actually enhance the aims of 

these other approaches in many cases.” 8 

 

3. Wekembe Microcredit Scheme 

Wekembe has a long history and it is among the first MFIs set up in Uganda. The Bishop 

of the Luwero catholic diocese established it in 1998, following the request of a group of 

women living in the rural surroundings of Kampala who didn’t have access to financial 

services. Wekembe is a LTD and the bank behind the program is the Centenary Bank, the 

main microfinance funder in Uganda. Its name means to “work hard to pull out of a certain 

condition”: its primary goal was at the beginning to provide access to financial services to 

active poor women, aiming at enabling them to improve their households’ quality of life. 

Wekembe’s original mission was to strengthen the role of women in society because 

Wekembe officers thought that lending to women would have benefit the whole family 

and, in addition to that, they considered that women have proven to be better payers. 

Nowadays, the mission of Wekembe has become wider, and it focuses on poverty 

outreach, regardless of the gender issue. During the past ten years Wekembe has been 

addressing his services not only to women and currently its clients are 70% women and 

30% men. It uses the group lending methodology, which has combined several elements of 

the Grameen/Village banking methodology. Wekembe’s clients are currently 3,000, 

organized in around 250 groups: members are organized in groups of 5-7 people based on 

a criteria of 5 likeminded individuals, those that trust each other, all women/men, those 

that leave in close proximity and not relatives. These small solidarity groups cluster to 

form a Village bank, which is a community managed association with a leadership 

structure. Members are trained for a minimum of 7 days in the rules and procedures of the 

credit scheme, leadership, group dynamics, importance of savings, how to appraise their 

businesses, record keeping etc. Afterward, the supervisor conducts an oral test and the 

successful members can access a loan after the loans officers have evaluated them. The 

credit officers, who train the clients, conduct field visits and mentor the clients or give 

                                                             
8 Vani (2011), p.13. 
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them business advice. It is basically a constant relationship, which does not end after the 

loan disbursement. 

Loan amounts range from 5,000 Uganda shillings to 3,000,000 Uganda shillings. Wekembe 

carries an interest rate of 15% for a period of 6 months. The average loan for client ranges 

from around 400,000 shillings for the first loan to 800,000 for the fourth and fifth loan. 

Wekembe’s staff periodically visits the clients to facilitate the weekly/monthly group 

meetings and to make the recoveries. Members manage their own affairs, they open a 

group account for their savings, register at the sub county level as a community 

development association and they keep their records as well as take critical decisions 

affecting their group and of course they learn from each other. 

Wekembe’s integrated approach9 has helped its members to improve their economic and 

social conditions instilling a new culture of saving and access to credit among its 

members. 

The director of Wekembe is a woman, which makes the institution a particular case study 

in the country because of the prevalence of MFIs with unbalanced governance towards 

men management. Wekembe’s management committee is made of 3 members, including 

the loan officers’ supervisor and 11 loan officers (6 women and 5 men). The rate of rural to 

urban clients is about 3 over 4, which is one of the main reasons why we have chosen to 

work on this program; in fact most of the big MFIs in Uganda are concentrated in the 

urban area. Wekembe works mainly in five districts: Kampala, Mpigi, Wakiso, Luweero, 

and Mukono with few clients in the two districts of Nakaseke and Nakasongola.  

 

4. Survey and main statistical findings 

The survey we have conducted is an adapted version of that conducted by Corsi et al. 

(2006) in 12 Mediterranean countries in 2005.10 We have changed some questions to adapt 

                                                             
9  Integrated oriented microfinance program offer to the entrepreneurs development services such as business and 

production training, social services, marketing analysis, health, nutrition and education training, etc. Minimalistic 

program just provide credits. 
10 The countries under study where: Albania, Bosnia, Croatia, Egypt, France, Italy, Jordan, Kosovo, Lebanon, Morocco, 

Spain and Tunisia. 
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the questionnaire to the Ugandan reality.11 The survey data were collected in 2011-2012 as 

part of a Sapienza University’s  project12 funded by the Italian Ministry of Foreign Affairs 

One of the main adjustments concerned the question B2, which was originally made to 

check the amount disbursed to the client: we added the questions: “How much did you 

applied for?” in order to check any kind of discrimination between man and woman 

clients. We then have added the option trade to the question B5 “What did you use your 

loan for” because we wanted to check whether microfinance can help the entrepreneurs 

not only to get out from the poverty, but also to contribute to the economic growth of the 

country.  

We have realized two field missions in order to verify the on-going surveying process. We 

went to Kampala when the credit officers had just started the interviews and we organized 

a focus group in order to check whether the questionnaires were appropriate and if the 

clients were able to understand them properly. Wekembe’s staff showed the interest for 

their job, which represent for most of them more than a simple profession - some of the 

loan officers are also volunteer in organizations involved in training course for financial 

and social excluded people. 

We also conducted twenty interviews face to face to check whether the answers given by 

the clients to the credit officers would have been sincere. 

The sample size has been calculated applying De Luca (1990) sample size formula.13 

 

𝑛 =  
𝑧𝛼/2

2 ∗ 𝑁

4(𝑁 − 1)∆2 +  𝑧𝛼/2
2  

 

The results of the De Luca’s formula is that with a minimum sample of 93 observations we 

can be sure at 95% that the answers of our interviewed will vary of 10% (more or less) by 

                                                             
11 The questionnaire is available on request. 
12 Development of a training model for the strenghten of microfinance in Uganda. 
13 De Luca A. (1990). Where z α/2= value for selected alpha level of 0.025 in each tail = 1.96 (the alpha level of 0.05 

indicates the level of risk the researcher is willing to take that true margin of error may exceed the acceptable margin of 

error). Where ∆= zα +√𝑣𝑎𝑟(𝑝) = 0.05. 
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the real answer. With 341 observations we can be sure at the 95% that the answer of our 

interviewed will vary of 5% (more or less) by the real answer. 

Once the minimum size of the sample has been fixed we implemented a stratified 

sampling,14 in order to recreate the real population representing the share of men and 

women, of rural and urban clients, of clients per districts and the percentage of clients per 

credit officers.  

Thanks to the credit officers’ professional work, we have been able to build a dataset of 

111 variables per 294 observations. 

 

4.1. Statistical findings 

We now describe the results of the statistical analysis of our dataset. 

Gender distribution in the sample is representative of the population 70% women, 30% 

men. The female credit officers (6 out of 11) made 53% of the interviews.  

Wekembe’s clients are in average young (around 35 years old), even if there are many 

clients between 55 and 64 years old and several older than 65. Male borrowers are, in 

average, younger then the female ones. 

Figure 1 - Borrowers and Credit Officer Sex (%) 

 

Source: Elaborations on survey data. 

                                                             
14  “Stratified sampling is a probability sampling procedure in which the target population is first separated into 

mutually exclusive, homogeneous segments (strata), and then a simple random sample is selected from each segment 

(stratum). The samples selected from the various strata are then combined into a single sample. This sampling 

procedure is sometimes referred to as quota random sampling.” Daniel (2012), p. 171. 

70%

30%

Borrowers' sex 

48%

52%

Credit officers' sex 

Women

Men
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Figure 2 - Borrower’s age (%) 

 

Source: Elaborations on survey data. 

Figure 3 - Clients’ civil status (%) 

 

Source: Elaborations on survey data. 

Less than a half of women clients are married (67% of male clients). The literacy rate is 

more or less the same between men and women, while average years of school is higher 

for men. 

Table 1 - Literacy rate 

 Value 

Literacy clients 88% 

Literacy partners 95% 

Average years of school attended clients 11 (10F/13M) 

Average years of school attended partners 12 

Source: Elaborations on survey data. 
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Most of the clients are self-employed (70%), 15% are salaried, and the remaining part is 

distributed among unemployed, students or housewives, without gender differences. The 

field of work of clients, graphically presented in Figure 4, shows that women are more 

concentrated in the agricultural sector (around 40% of them are involved in farming 

activities), whereas men are more concentrated in the commerce and service fields (40%). 

 

 

 

Figure 4 - Clients field of work (%) 

 

Source: Elaborations on survey data. 

4.2. Income and outreach measures 

The median monthly income of Wekembe’s clients is 250,000 shillings (USD 98). The 

average income is 330,000 (USD 129), 280,000 for women and 415,000 for men. The gender 

gap among income in Wekembe’s clients is pretty high: women’s average income is 67% of 

the average men’s income. According to the Uganda 2009/2010 National Panel Survey 

Data the average income per month in Uganda is equal to 1,1 million Ugandan shillings, 

meaning that the entire sample is below the national average income. 15  

                                                             
15 Micro data from a survey conducted in Uganda in 2009/2013 on 13,000 households. Available at the World Bank’s 

website. 
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Around 35% of the clients of our sample live with less than USD 2 per day (165,000 

shillings per month). 16  According to the Income gap ratio,17 we have found that the 

average income of the poorest client of Wekembe is 78% far from the poverty line. 

From an outreach point of view Wekembe can be defined as a high performing program 

compared to Ugandan microfinance sector. 

 

4.3. Credit   

Almost every client asked for a six months loan. Table 2 shows that women apply for 

lower loans than men and this happens until the request of the second loan, while for the 

third and forth loans they ask more than men, maybe because they become more self-

confident about their activities. Comparing the amount applied for with the income 

earned per month, we find a riskier attitude of women compared to men, as the formers 

apply for loans similar to men, despite the fact that their incomes are half of those of men. 

An important indicator of gender discrimination is the amount disbursed compared to the 

amount applied. In our sample, we find that loans are smaller when men are applying 

compared to women. This finding requires a deeper investigation, which includes 

controlling for other variable. Furthermore, this result, if confirmed by the econometric 

analysis, may be in contrast to other evidences in the literature (Agier and Szafarz, 2010 

and 2011; Alesina et al. 2012), which assess that despite of the nature of microfinance as a 

tool to improve women’s exclusion from finance, there is a discriminatory attitude of the 

credit officers against women. 

Table 2 - Loans amount (applied for/disbursed) 

 Amount applied Amount disbursed 

Men Women Men Women 

I Loan 430,000 365,000 398,000 349,000 

                                                             
16 Headcount ratio: q/n where q is the number of poor leaving with less then USD2 per day and n is the population. 

17 The income gap ratio I= ∑
𝑔(𝑖)

𝑞𝑧  with g(i)= z-yi (difference between the poverty line and the income), represents the 

depth of poverty meaning the mean distance separating the poorest income from the poverty line.   
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II Loan 568,000 539,000 543,000 519,000 

III Loan 659,000 713,000 607,000 694,000 

IV Loan 817,000 827,000 739,000 801,000 

V Loan 720,000 711,000 680,000 620,000 

Source: Elaborations on survey data. 

The analysis of the difficulties in reimbursement shows that 35% of clients had troubles in 

reimbursing their loans. Figure 5 shows the main difficulties declared by respondents – 

please note that many clients who have chosen the option “others” clarify that the reason 

was the default of others member of their own group. 

Figure 5 – Reasons for default (%) 

 

Source: Elaborations on survey data 

 

4.4. Savings 

Previous literature (Richardson and Oliva 2000; De Silva, 2012) underlines both the 

potential and the need of savings for poor people. Concerning microfinance clients, 

savings are compulsory in order to access the credit. Besides, it is also interesting to check 

the increase of non-compulsory savings and the use of them. 

Our dataset shows that savings increased on average from 16,000 shillings (USD 6) to 

44,000 (USD 17) per-month, meaning an increase of 275%, with a slight bigger increase for 

women than for men. 77% of the clients were already able to save before the program and 
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after the program 99% of clients have been able to save. In very few cases they saved less 

after entering the program (five observations).  

It is really interesting to check the use they made of the money saved. Figure 6 shows the 

first option that they have selected. A gender analysis of the use of saving finds that the 

highest percentage of clients used their saving to improve existing activities (almost 30%), 

and this is true for both men and women. Besides this finding, female clients used savings 

more for health and food, whereas men used them for house improvements. 

A positive and significant correlation (0.01) has been found between savings amount per 

week after the program and the amount disbursed by the credit officers for second, third 

and forth loans; the correlation between saving and first loan amount disbursed is 

significant at 0.05. 

Figure 6 - Use of savings (%) 

 

Source: Elaborations on survey data 

4.5. Consumption and house improvement 

Before entering the program almost 50% of the clients had troubles in providing a proper 

daily meal. After entering the program around 40% of this people solved their food 

consumption troubles; 22% of the sample declared they still have troubles in supplying 

daily food consumption to their households. 

A key indicator to identify the level of poverty among household is the House Index.  

According to the Microcredit summit campaign, house improvements are considered as an 

outcome of microfinance. Regarding our sample, 77% of clients interviewed have been 
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able to make important improvements in their house. The details offered by interviewees 

about the progresses made show how deep is the state of poverty of these family: many of 

them have been able to build an house, to buy beds, windows, doors, chairs, to put a roof 

in their habitations, plastering electricity, and others bought radio, fridge or a bicycle. 

  

5. A Women Empowerment Indicator: Methodology and Findings 

One major point of debate with regard to empowerment is its measurement. Kabeer (1999) 

stresses that women’s empowerment is about the process by which those who have been 

denied the ability to make strategic life choices acquire such ability. She underlines the 

importance of understanding empowerment as a process and not as an instrumentalist 

form of support, which requires measurement and quantification of empowerment.  

However, in order to study the impact of microfinance on women’s empowerment, there 

is a clear need for appropriate indicators that can measure it, but this seems to be a 

difficult task. For example, Malhotra (2002) underlines that even after emphasizing 

empowerment as a primary development goal, the major development agency have not 

developed a rigorous method for measuring and tracking changes in the levels of 

empowerment. 

Apart from the classical methods such as Gender Development Index (GDI), Gender 

Empowerment Measure (GEM), quantitative surveys, ethnographic investigations, focus 

group discussions and case studies, several authors have tried to construct alternative 

indices of empowerment related to microfinance activity. Ackerly (1995) constructed an 

accounting knowledge indicator. Goetz and Sen Gupta (1996) built an index of managerial 

control on the use of loans, contributions in terms of labour to the financed activity. 

Hashemi, Schuler and Riley (1996) investigated the change in women’s empowerment by 

creating an empowerment indicator built on the following criteria: mobility, economic 

security, ability to make small purchases, large purchases, involvement in major 

household decisions, relative freedom from domination by the family, political and legal 

awareness, and participation in public protests and political campaigns. Cheston and 

Kuhn (2002) underlines that certain measures of empowerment such as decision-making 

or self-confidence are very difficult to measure.  
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As underlined in the literature review, apart from an economic improvement in women’s 

lives, what really matters in terms of empowerment is an increased women’s power in 

terms of decision making in the social and economic context of their reference 

community/villages, as well as in their participation in decisions concerning investment 

and consumption within their family. 

To test the women’s empowerment as an outcome of the participation to the program, we 

have first built an indicator, based on an adapted version of Corsi (2008). 

The indicator involves the following six aspects of social, household and individual life of 

Wekembe’s female clients: 

 chances to go out (for working, studying, taking care of your health, having fun)  

 role within the reference community  

 participation to the social and civil life of community/village/country 

 ability in doing purchases without asking permission  

 participation to the decisions concerning investment within the family (e.g. regarding purchases 

of livestock, vehicles, house repairs or rental of the land)  

 bargaining power inside the household 

For each one of the aspects under study, it has been built an indicator to check the change 

happened in their lives ascribable to the participation to the program. Each answer 

received a score of “-1” if the initial condition has got worse, “0” if stayed the same, “+1” if 

improved. The composite Index has been built combining the average score of each aspect 

under analysis. The final Index is then included between -100 and 100, with 100 as better 

score. Table 3 shows the results of the single indicators and the final Empowerment Index. 

Table 3 - Empowerment Index 

Sub-questions Empowerment dimensions 

A 75 

B 72 

C 76 

D 46 
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E 76 

F 70 

Empowerment Index 69.2 

Source: Elaborations on survey data 

As expected, the final Index is positive and shows a high score: 69.2. Checking for the sub-

indicators we see that the lowest improvement has been realized in terms of ability in 

doing purchases without asking for permission. This is a pretty negative evidence of the 

owning and control of money inside the family. Even if the sub-indicator is positive and 

high, this low score achieved can remind of one of the main evidences found in the 

literature, namely, the misappropriation by the men of their women’s loans. In fact, when 

we deepen the analysis of this question we find that 18% of female clients declared a 

decreasing on their ability in doing purchases without asking for permission. If we 

compare this result to the other questions, which, on average, show only 2% of women 

stating a decrease in their power, we have a better picture of how the studied microfinance 

program confirm the theory regarding this dimension of empowerment. 

The sub-question concerning the chance of going out clarify the reasons why they have 

increased that chance: 70% of the female clients declared to have more free time to go out 

for working purpose, which may means that they have not free time to go out because 

they are busy with their activities (Table 4). It can also mean that they cannot go out for 

fun even if they have time. However, the second option selected, gave different results: 

70% of them declared to have more time for taking care of their health, the 32% of them for 

education and just the 7% for fun. We can then state that they perceive more freedom in 

their decision of going out since when they have entered the program. 

Table 4 - Use of the time to go out gained from the participation to the program 

 Percentage Valid Percentage 

Work 34.4 66.9 

Education 8.5 16.6 

Health 7.1 13.9 
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Fun 1.4 2.6 

Total 51.4 100.0 

Missing 48.6  

Source: Elaborations on survey data  

 

6. Methodology 

In this section we show the methodology applied to check if the statistical findings about 

women empowerment improvement and savings increase are ascribable to the 

microfinance treatments, or whether they are just the results of a clients perception about 

their involvement in the microcredit program. 

The influence of treatment variables, namely, the number of loans received and the 

average loan size disbursed, on women empowerment and savings is assessed by 

regression model. Table 5 shows the descriptive statistics of the variables involved in the 

analysis. 

Table 5 – Descriptive statistics 

  N Minimum Maximum Mean Standard 

Dev. 

Sex (a) 291 0 1 0.70 0.459 

Civil status (b) 287 0 1 0.52 0.500 

Family members 253 0 16 4.80 2.756 

Age 235 18 78 35.7 12.394 

Literacy (c) 283 0 1 0.88 0.326 

Saving amount per week before the 

program 

262 0 170,000 13,267 24,474 

Monthly income 243 0 1,000,000 295,123 229,722 

Average amount disbursed 265 7,4 1,500,000 480,064 255,862 
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Number of loans 291 1 17 2.86 2.141 

Notes: (a) 0=Male; 1=Female 

(b) 0=Single, Separated/Divorced, Widowed; 1=Married 

(c) 0=Illiterate; 1=Literate 

6.1. Linear regression analysis 

The following models have been tested: 

(1) 𝑅𝑒𝑔(𝐸𝐼𝐹) = 𝑏1𝐹𝑀 + 𝑏2𝑎𝑔𝑒 + 𝑏3𝑎𝑙𝑝ℎ + 𝑏4𝑖𝑛𝑐 + 𝑏5𝑛𝑙𝑜𝑎𝑛𝑠 + 𝑏6𝐴𝐿𝑆 + 𝜖𝑖 

(2) 𝑅𝑒𝑔(𝐸𝐼𝐶) = 𝑏1𝐹𝑀 + 𝑏2𝑎𝑔𝑒 + 𝑏3𝑎𝑙𝑝ℎ + 𝑏4𝑖𝑛𝑐 + 𝑏5𝑛𝑙𝑜𝑎𝑛𝑠 + 𝑏6𝐴𝐿𝑆 + 𝜖𝑖 

(3) 𝑅𝑒𝑔(𝑙𝑜𝑔𝐺𝑅𝑆) = 𝑏1𝑠𝑒𝑥 + 𝑏2𝐹𝑀 + 𝑏3𝑎𝑔𝑒 + 𝑏4𝑎𝑙𝑝ℎ + 𝑏5𝑙𝑜𝑔𝑖𝑛𝑐 + 𝑏6𝑙𝑜𝑔𝑠𝑎𝑣𝑒𝑏 +

𝑏7𝑛𝑙𝑜𝑎𝑛𝑠 + 𝑏8𝑙𝑜𝑔𝐴𝐿𝑆 + 𝜖𝑖       

The dependent variables tested in equation (1) and (2) are a standardized version of the 

index of empowerment inside the family (EIF) and inside the reference community (EIC). 

The index discussed in section IV has been divided here into two sub-indexes. According 

to the literature (Corsi, 2008), our purpose is to check the different influences of 

microfinance treatments on the empowerment of women regarding their family 

environment as well as their reference community/village.  

The two variables have been built from the answers given to the following questions:  

Since when you entered the program (chose among 1.Decreased greatly 2.Decreased 3. 

Stayed the same 4. Increased 5. Increased greatly): 

Empowerment inside the family: 

 Your chances to go out (for working, studying, taking care of your health, having 

fun) have…. 

 Your ability in doing purchases without asking permission has….. 

 Your participation to the decisions concerning investment within your family (for 

example regarding purchases of livestock, vehicles, house repairs or rental of the 

land) has…… 

 Your bargaining power inside the household has…… 
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Empowerment inside the community: 

 Your role within you reference community has….. 

 Your participation to the social and civil life of your community/village/country 

has….. 

 

According to the literature (Noreen, 2011), we have selected four control variables 

affecting women’s empowerment:18 the number of family members, the alphabetization, 

the age and the income earned by women and we have assumed a linear relation. 

 

The dependent variable tested in equation 3 is the growth rate of savings (GRS), which has 

been built using clients’ answers to the following questions:19 

 How much are you able to save in a month? (Savings t1)                      

 How much were you able to save in a month before entering the programme? 

(Savings t0) 

𝐺𝑅𝑆 =  
𝑆𝑎𝑣𝑖𝑛𝑔𝑠 𝑡1 − 𝑆𝑎𝑣𝑖𝑛𝑔𝑠 𝑡0

𝑆𝑎𝑣𝑖𝑛𝑔𝑠 𝑡0
 

Coefficients b1-b6 evaluate the effect of the controlling variables chosen according to the 

theory: client sex, family members, age, alphabetization, savings before the program and 

income; coefficients b7-b8 evaluate the impact of the treatment variables. 

 

7. Results 

The first two models show very similar results (Table 6). According to the literature 

(Noreen, 2011; Caldwell et al., 1982), women’s empowerment increases by ageing as they 

have more life experience. Our analysis confirms this finding: being one year older 

increases, ceteris paribus, both empowerment indexes; however, it has a stronger influence 

on the index referring to the empowerment inside the community than on the same index 

                                                             
18  Unfortunately we had too missing values for the variable “education of husband”, which the theory considers 

fundamental, so that we could not include it in the equation, even if in further analysis we would like to insert it. 
19 According to the credit officers, this answer has been given comparing their current ability to save with the previous 

one. We didn’t find useful to actualize the value of the savings before the program. 
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inside the family. It increases the first by 0.409 whereas it increases EIF by 0.039. Moreover, 

we find that having one additional family member (which means more children) increases 

women empowerment, both inside the family and the community, by 0.02.  

Instead, the two models show different results concerning the variables literacy. It is 

strongly significant (at 1%) in the first model (being literate increases EIF by 0.374), while it 

is not statistical significant regarding EIC. This result is in line with the economic view, 

which states that education’s impact is important to strengthen the women’s role in the 

relationship between wife and husband. 

The influence of the variable income is not relevant in both models.  

Controlling for the variables above, we can focus on the influence of the treatment 

variables on both indexes. Models 1 and 2 show similar results, the average loan size is not 

significant, while the number of loans is significant at 5%: one more obtained loan increases, 

ceteris paribus, the value of both indexes by around 0.035. 

Table 6 – Model 1 and 2 outcomes 

 Dependent Variable: Emp. 

inside the Family 

Dependent Variable: Emp. 

inside the Community  

Family Members  0.021  (0.008)  (**)  0.020  (0.006) (**)  

Literacy  0.374  (0.067) (***)  0.017  (0.014)  

Age  0.039  (0.015) (**)  0.409  (0.064) (***)  

Income  2.30e-07 (8.77e-08) (**) 1.15e-07  (8.38e-08)  

Average Amount 

disbursed  

- 2.79e-08  (6.86e-08)  4.83e-08  (6.73e-08)  

Number of loans  0.034  (0.0122) (**)  0.038  (0.011) (**)  

N. obs  99   102  

R2 0.84  0.84  

Linear regression with robust standard errors. 

Standard Errors in parentheses: * significant at 10% ** significant at 5% *** significant at 1% level  
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Source: Elaborations on survey data 

The outcome of the third model is not different from the others (Table 7): it evidences a 

positive and statistically significant influence of the treatment number of loans on the 

dependent variable, that is the growth rate of savings, while the influence of the variable 

average loan size disbursed on the growth rate of savings is not significant. An increase of one 

received loan increases, ceteris paribus, the growth rate of savings by 17.4%. Moreover, the 

variable sex has a positive significant influence, so that being women increases, ceteris 

paribus, the growth rate of savings by 42.2%. This finding confirms the economic view, which 

underlines that women care more about the household compared to men and they are 

more prudent about the use of money. 

As expected, an increase of one percent of income increases the growth rate of savings by 

0.002%, whereas the variable savings amount before the program has a negative influence on 

the growth rate of savings, which indicates that clients with higher saving levels have lower 

growth rate of savings after entering the program.  

The variable literacy has a negative influence on the growth rate of savings; the smaller extra-

saving could be explained with the fact that literate clients apply a more efficient employ 

of their resources (i.e. a better consumption smoothing). 

The results of the three models suggest that the impact of microfinance on clients’ lives is 

ascribable to the availability of credits and the continuity of the participation into the 

program, rather than to the loan size.  

Table 7 – Model 3 outcome 

Dependent Variable: Growth rate of saving 

in log  

R2  0.343        

N.obs.  118  

Client Sex  0.422  (0.193) (**)  

Family Member  - 0.021  (0.034)  

Literacy  - 1.903  (0.948) (**)  

Age  -0.097  (0.078)  

Log Income  0.263 (0.116) (**) 
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Saving before the program log  -0.298  (0.071) (***)  

Average Amount disbursed in log  -0.001  (0.178)  

Number of loans  0.174  (0.067) (**)  

Linear regression with robust standard errors. 

Standard Errors in parentheses: * significant at 10% ** significant at 5% *** significant at 1% level  

Source: Elaborations on survey data. 

 

8. Conclusions 

According to the main poverty indicators, Wekembe’s clients are among the poorest in 

Kampala area; in fact, around 35% of clients of our sample live with less than USD 2 per 

day and according to the Income gap ratio the average income of the poorest client of 

Wekembe is 78% far from the poverty line. For the best of our knowledge, concerning the 

poverty outreach mission, Wekembe can be defined as a high performing program 

compared to the microfinance industry in Uganda and outside the country.20 

Wekembe’s integrated approach results in a positive “perceived” impact on the 

achievement of empowerment, improving clients’ savings, income, consumption and 

housing.  

In terms of savings, our dataset shows that savings propensity increased on average from 

16,000 to 44,000 shillings, that means, almost a three times increase (275%). We also find a 

slight bigger increase for women then for men, which is an important result in term of 

empowerment, as women are considered more vulnerable than men. 

If 77% of the clients were already able to save before the program, after the program the 

same data increases to 99% of clients. Female clients are more prone to save mainly for 

health and education purpose while men save for house improvements. This finding 

reminds of the economic view that women are more concerned than men about the family 

well-being. We find a positive and significant correlation (0.01) between the savings 

amount per week after the program and the amount disbursed.  

                                                             
20 According to the literature, MFIs’ clients in Uganda are not among the poorest. See AMFIU (2008). 
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Consumption and housing are good proxies of microfinance’s impact on clients’ well 

being. Before entering the program, almost 50% of the clients had troubles in having 

proper daily meal, whereas after entering the program, around 40% of this people solved 

their food consumption troubles. Finally, 77% of clients interviewed have been able to 

make important improvements in their houses.   

The Empowerment Index score (69.2) is positive and high, which shows a positive 

perception of female clients about the impact of the program on several aspects of their 

personal empowerment: in terms of decision-making inside and outside the household, of 

their freedom to choose for their free time, as well as of their freedom to purchase goods or 

services for their family-enterprises.  

If we look at the impact of microfinance on socio-economic aspects of Wekembe’ clients, 

we find different results depending on the treatment variable used, namely, number of 

loans and average loan size disbursed. The econometrical analysis on women’s empowerment 

and on the growth rate of their savings evidences the significant effect of the number of 

loans as a treatment proxy, whereas the loan size seems not to be significant. This suggests 

that the impact of microfinance on clients’ lives is ascribable to the availability of credits 

and the continuative participation into the program, rather than to the loan size.  

Further research is needed in order to assess the robustness of these results. In detail, 

future research includes developing a dataset updating after one year and after the 

implementation of a training model to strengthen Wekembe’s performance; another 

research’s line would be improving the quality of some questions in order to understand 

better the situation of the clients; finally, a panel data can be created. A sample with same 

characteristics of ours could be helpful to check for social-economic improvements 

without microfinance, in order to assess the robustness of other findings apart from those 

related to savings. 
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Abstract 

The aim of this work is to study the existence of a relationship between food security, gender 

and microfinance. On the one hand, most empirical studies detect the existence of a positive 

impact of women participation to microfinance program on social empowerment. On the 

other hand, women have always played a key role in the management of food purchase in 

the household; however, they are more exposed than men to food security issues. Using a 

cross-sectional database on beneficiaries of Wekembe microfinance program in Uganda, 

we empirically test the existence of a link between women and men participation to 

microfinance program – Wekembe – and food security – proxied by the amount yearly 

spent on food. We explicitly consider the difference between women and men food 

purchase. We find that the participation to Wekembe microfinance program in terms of 

amount of loans received significantly improves food security for both men and women; 

however, a gender difference between the amount of shillings spent in food between 

women and men remains. Surprisingly, the number of loans received does not influence 

food expenditures for both genders.  
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1. Introduction 

Food security is a key topic in the development economic literature. Indeed, its 

achievement has been stated as one of the main Millennium Development Goals. 

However, Zeller and Sharma (2000) point out that progress towards improved food security 

continues to be uneven across regions, some regions have made remarkably rapid progress in 

reducing hunger, notably the Caucasus and Central Asia, Eastern Asia, Latin America and 

Northern Africa. Others, including the Caribbean, Oceania and Western Asia, have also reduced 

their prevalence of undernourishment, but at a slower pace. Most strategies are directed to an 

improvement of the agricultural productivity or to actions that lead to increase the ability of 

households to stabilize their income and food purchasing power. Therefore, food security refers 

to a political system based on equality, rights and social justice as an assumption, as stated 

in Bridge Programmes (2014). Zeller and Sharma suggest that key policy instruments for 

achieving long-term food security are the transfer of technology and investments in agricultural 

research and infrastructure, combined with the provision of social services, such as health and 

education. 

The topic of food security has been usually linked to gender issues in order to disentangle 

the relationship between availability and accessibility of food and power relationships in 

the household.  

On the other hand, food security has been connected to microfinance studies shedding 

lights on the possibility of microfinance programs to improve food accessibility and 

quality of food. 

However, few studies have focused on the simultaneous link between microfinance 

programs, gender and food security aiming to understand the existence of a relationship 

between women participation to microfinance programs and the possibility to improve 

their food security through the access to microfinance credits. 

This study aims to fill this gap taking advantage of an original database built on 

participants to Uganda microfinance program run by Wekembe institution and enrolling 

over 3.000 beneficiaries in the area of Kampala district: Kampala, Mpigi, Wakiso, Luweero, 

and Mukono with few clients in the two districts of Nakaseke and Nakasongola. Wekembe 

has a long history and it is among the first MFIs set up in Uganda. The Bishop of the 
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Luwero catholic diocese established it in 1998, following the request of a group of women 

living in the rural surroundings of Kampala who didn’t have access to financial services. 

Its name means to “work hard to pull out of a certain condition”: its primary goal was at 

the beginning to provide access to financial services to active poor women. Wekembe’s 

original mission was to strengthen the role of women in society because Wekembe officers 

thought that lending to women would have benefit the whole family and, in addition to 

that, they considered that women have proven to be better payers. Nowadays, the mission 

of Wekembe has become wider, and it focuses on poverty outreach, regardless of the 

gender issue.  

After providing a brief review of the main contributions to the literature on the key points 

of this study – food security, microfinance and gender – in section 2, we introduce the 

database and some descriptive statistics in section 3. In section 4 we present the estimation 

strategy in order to verify the existence of a relationship between women participation to 

Wekembe microfinance program and food security. Finally, in section 5 we show the 

results. Section 6 concludes. 

 

2. Food security, gender and microfinance: a review of the literature 

According to the World Food Summit (1996), food security is a multidimensional concept 

including access to food, food availability, and the use of food and supply stability. 

Therefore, food security programmes should take into account: climate, geography, socio-

economic systems and political structures. Around 795 million people were estimated to 

suffer for undernourishment in 2014-2016, that indicates a decrement from 18.6% in 1990-

199221 to 10.9% in 2014-2016. 

 

 

 

 

                                                             
21 Starting point for the World Summit Food and the Millennium Development Goals for the purpose of reducing half 

the number of hungry people 2015. 
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Tab.1. N° of undernourished and prevalence (%) of undernourishment on the world 

 

 

1990-1992  

Numbers 

1990-1992 

Percentages 

2014-2016 

Numbers 

2014-2016 

Percentages 

World 1,010.6 18.6 794.6  10.9 

Developed regions 20.0  <5  14.7 <5 

Developing regions 990.7  23.3  779.9  12.9 

Africa 181.7  27.6  232.5  20.0 

Sub-Saharan Africa  175.7  33.2  220.0  23.2 

Asia 741.9  23.6  511.7  12.1 

Eastern Asia 295.4 23.2 145.1 9.6 

South-Eastern Asia 137.5 30.6 60.5 9.6 

Southern Asia 291.2 23.9 281.4 15.7 

Latin America & Carib. 66.1 14.7 34.3 5.5 

Oceana 1.0 15.7 1.4 14.2 

Source: FAO The State of Food Insecurity in the World 2015 

As table 1 suggests, food security is a key issue mostly in African regions and Sub-Saharan 

ones where the share of people suffering from undernourishment is extremely consistent – 

33% in 1992 and 23% in 2016. However, some improvements have been made especially in 

Eastern Asia where the share of people undernourished has more than halved, in African 

countries almost one quarter of the population has still affected by malnutrition. Therefore 

the failed achievement of food security still represents one of the main obstacles to the 

development of less developed countries.  

Focusing on the Ugandan case, in figure 1 we plot the values drawn from the Global Food 

Security Index (GFSI), which is an aggregate indicator measuring food affordability, 

availability, quality and safety across a set of 113 countries. The index is a dynamic 

quantitative and qualitative benchmarking model, constructed from 28 unique indicators, 

that measures the main drivers of food security across both developing and developed 
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countries. Food security is defined as the state in which people at all times have physical, 

social, and economic access to sufficient and nutritious food that meets their dietary needs 

for a healthy and active life, based on the definition established at the 1996 World Food 

Summit. All scores are normalized on a scale of 0-100 where 100 represents the most 

favorable position. Category scores are calculated from the weighted mean of the 

underlying indicator scores. The overall score is a weighted mean of the category scores22. 

 

Fig.1. Trends in food security (2012 - 2016) 

 

Source: Data was exported from the GFSI 2016 workbook - own elaboration 

Although Uganda has improved over time, food security represents an important issue. 

Indeed, Uganda performs better than the rest of the countries of the Sub-Saharan region, 

however it is far behind the European and Middle East and North Africa mean. Such 

trends reveal the importance of the topic for the country.  

2.1 The gender issue of food security 

Indeed food security is related to gender. From this point of view, women and girls are the 

ones who are most affected by food insecurity, because of the difference in the access in 

terms of resources. Property ownership seems to be important for the establishment of a 

gender inequality referred to food security purchase, as the research of Rao (2005) suggest. 

                                                             
22 http://foodsecurityindex.eiu.com/  
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During the United Nations Women’s Conference in Copenhagen in 1980 feminist activists 

point out the dispute concerning the difference in land distribution between men and 

women specifying that women only owned 1% of these resources.  

Land is a critical issue for women; in many cases, it can even be said that the question of land itself 

is a prism through which structural patterns of gender inequality can be revealed. Throughout the 

world, women overwhelmingly work on the land, producing food for themselves, their families and 

communities. Fifty per cent of food globally is cultivated by women and this figure increases to 60-

80% for countries in the developing world. 

The research of Estrada, Santana, Carasik, and Mason (2013) stated that the Convention on 

the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW), which is a 

fundamental international instrument regarding the accomplishment of equal rights, 

stands for an eradication of the vulnerable status of women that will involve a change in 

the way that land distribution has been thought until now. It is evident that ensure land 

rights to women is a precondition to achieve many other rights enlisted in the CEDAW 

and other international human rights treaties. 

The accomplishment of land rights has a multiplier effect on women’s life, for example it 

increases the decision making power within the family and the community, as well as 

decreases the prevalence of HIV. Examining one area of rural Uganda, a study found that rights 

to rent out household land enabled women to better cope with the impacts of partner death and 

HIV/AIDS (ICRW, 2007a). 

2.2 Microfinance and food security 

Concerning the influence of microfinance programmes in food security, some researches 

detected that clients use part of their loans to improve their enterprise, and another 

important portion is used to satisfy the basic needs of the family, such as food, education, 

health and so on (Barnes, Gaile, and Kibombo 2001). Dieter Seibel and Almeyda (2002) 

point out that within the microfinance market, the majority of the borrowers are women 

(60%), specifing that based on Uganda’s National Gender Policy of mainstreaming women, this is 

specifically due to NGO and donor policy of targeting women. 

Studies developed by the researchers Zeller and Meyer (2002) point out that people who 

live in a vulnerable condition spend most of their income in food, almost 91%. Most loans, 
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especially in the informal sector - Zeller and Sharma report- are for financing consumption-

related expenditure. However, when the effect of a microfinance programme was measured on food 

security, results were mixed. 

Studies conducted in Bangladesh, China and Madagascar by Zeller and Sharma (2000) 

confirm the positive impact of microfinance on food security. Meanwhile, researches 

directed in Malawi by Diagne and Zeller (2001), and in Cameroon by Schrieder (1996), 

shows a not valuable impact. 

Zeller and Sharma (2000) remark that increasing the access to financial programmes to 

people that in developing countries are in a vulnerable condition will increase their food 

security and they indicate three possible paths:  

1. via income generation. 

2. via asset (dis-) investment strategies to smooth disposable income over time at sufficient 

food consumption levels. 

3. via direct use of credit to finance immediate consumption needs. 

Concerning the impact of education on development, it is considered a fundamental tool 

to improve food security. The Senior development economist Cuesta (2015) declares that 

the demand for food increases when a society become more educated underling the 

improvement that more educated people have in terms of the quality of the products they 

consume, as they can access to better and more caloric food. 

2.3 Food security, gender and microfinance: is there a link? 

As most there are greater expectation on the impact of microfinance programme on 

women, many microfinance institutions in Africa and Asia decided to restrict the loans to 

women. The reasons behind this decision is related to two suggestions. The first one points 

out that women acquire more decision making power in household by receiving the loan. 

The second suggestion describes the difference between men and women in their 

preference by arguing that women are more willing to invest their money to achieve 

positive outcomes for children and families in food, nutrition, education and health, as Meyer and 

Zeller (2002) assert. 
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On the other hand Osmani L. (1998) states that positive effects on gender equality 

achievement are not always insured because of a cultural conditions and the absence of 

economic opportunities for women that most of the time prefer to give to husbands the 

loan thinking that they will make a better use.  

The consideration of the socioeconomic and cultural environment is fundamental when 

we analyse gender issues in relation to food security. The research of Schreider and Pfaff 

(1997) shows that in Niger traditionally the male head of the household is responsible for taking 

care of the family health and food needs.23 

The research of Sharmin S. (2014) also enounces that empirical studies provide convincing 

evidence that microcredit has had positive impacts on three important sectors of national 

development - the alleviation of poverty, the empowerment of women and the food security. 

Overall, a clear understanding of the relationship among food security, gender and 

microcredit is still lacking and mostly depends on a case-by-case country study. In the 

next section, we introduce our database and some descriptive statistics in order to better 

define our research question. 

 

3. Data and descriptive statistics 

The database we use for the empirical investigation collects data at individual level drawn 

from an original survey involving 215 beneficiaries of a microcredit program developed by 

Wekembe Microcredit Group in six Ugandan districted located in the Kampala area. The 

sample is composed by 154 women and 61 men all beneficiaries of microfinance assistance 

program in the year of reference – 2013 -.  

The survey data were collected as part of a Sapienza University’s  project funded by the 

Italian Ministry of Foreign Affairs. 

The household survey was first conducted in 2011-2012 by the Wekembe credit officers24. 

Taking into consideration the experiences learned on the field, a new questionnaire was 

                                                             
23 Idem.  
24 For more information about the first survey and the sample design see Corsi M. & De Angelis M., 2013 
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designed25 and the second survey was conducted in August 2013 by the author of the 

paper  supported by the Wekembe team. 

In addition to detailed information on clients' general characteristics, credit history, 

savings attitude and women empowerment, three new sections were designed. They 

include tailor made questions designed to capture the employment status and the business 

dimension, house and food expenditure and shocks and risk coping. 

Giving the focus of our research on food purchase and income, we show in table 2 some 

descriptive statistics for the main variables of interest by sex. 

As we can expect, women’s income is lower compared to men’s one, however in both 

cases we register a higher standard deviation meaning huge variability in the sample. 

Women earn on average less than men do, the highest income in the sample is about 2000 

Ugandan shillings for a woman. Men on average spend more than women in food 

purchase. However the average amount of loans received is higher for women than for 

men, in fact the highest amount of loans concerns women and it is about 10000 Ugandan 

shillings.  

 

  

                                                             
25 The questionnaire is available on request 
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Table 2. Descriptive statistics by gender 

Women 

 mea

n 

Sd min max 

Food purchase 167.2 121.3 20 811 

Amount of loans received 1702.

9 

1478.5 0 10000 

Income  263.7 243.1 10 2000 

Age 42.5 11.4 20 70 

Number of family 

members 

6.4 3.1 1 20 

N 154 

Men 

                       mean Sd         min max 

Food purchase 189.1 95.7 55 498 

Amount of loans 

received 

1317.8 1135.4 100 4300 

Income  315.3 237.9 35 1500 

Age 42.2 13.8 20 73 

Number of family 

members 

6.1 2.8 1 13 

N 61 

 

Looking at demographic characteristics such as age, men and women in the program and 

in our sample are on average the same years old (42) suggesting a balanced composition of 

the sample. Furthermore, men and women in the sample are on average in families with 
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same number of family members (6), even if at least one woman is in a household 

composed by 20 individuals. The maximum number of family members for men is 13. 

Focusing on the distribution of food purchase between men and women in the sample as 

graph 1 shows, we can detect some major issues. Women spend on average less than men 

in food as the box plot underlines. However there is a big dispersion in food purchase 

among women, therefore the distribution of food purchase for women is more widespread 

than the men’s one. This is particularly evident when we plot the kernel density as in 

graph 2. Men’s distribution in food purchase is widespread with higher density at both the 

left and right of the mean of food purchase. Conversely, in the distribution of women 

expenditure we detect some “outliers” meaning cases of women whose expenditure in 

food is extremely high even overpassing the men’s one. 

Fig.2 Box plot of food purchase by gender 

 

 

In order to test the existence of a significative difference between women and men in the 

amount spent for food, we apply a Kolmogorov-Smirnov test for equality of distribution 

functions. The latter allows rejecting with a p-value of 0.032 the null hypothesis that two 

samples of men and women are drawn from the same population and therefore that there 

are not significant differences in the amount of food spent by the two groups. 
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Fig.3 Kernel density of food purchase by gender 

 

Furthermore, focusing on our research question we explicitly scatter in figure 4 the 

relationship existing between the amount of money spent in food and the amount of loans 

received by men and women. For both genders, it emerges a positive relationship between 

the two variables, which is stronger for women. 

Fig.4 Scatter plots of food purchase and loans received by gender 
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Overall, the descriptive evidence above suggests the existence of a significant difference 

between men and women in the amount spent on food and the amount of loans received. 

Surprisingly, the same evidence does not emerge looking at the number of loans received. 

Fig.5 Scatter plots of food purchase and number of loans received by gender 

 

In the next section, we explicitly consider the link between the three dimensions: 

microfinance, gender and food security. 

 

4. Econometric specification 

In order to test the existence of a relationship between the participation to the 

microfinance program Wekembe and food security proxied by the amount of money spent 

in food, we run the following regression: 

𝐿𝑜𝑔(𝐹𝑜𝑜𝑑 𝑃𝑢𝑟𝑐ℎ𝑎𝑠𝑒)𝑖 =  𝛼𝑖 +  𝛽1𝑆𝑒𝑥𝑖 + 𝛽2 𝐿𝑜𝑎𝑛𝑠 𝑟𝑒𝑐𝑒𝑖𝑣𝑒𝑑𝑖 ∗ 𝑆𝑒𝑥𝑖 +  𝛽3 𝑁𝑢𝑚𝑏𝑒𝑟 𝑜𝑓 𝑙𝑜𝑎𝑛𝑠𝑖 ∗

𝑠𝑒𝑥𝑖 +  𝛽4 𝑋𝑖 +  𝜀𝑖      (1) 

where 𝑖 is the individual beneficiary of the microfinance program both man or woman, the 

dependent variable is the amount of money spent monthly on food expressed in 

logarithms, 𝑆𝑒𝑥 is a dummy variable taking value of 1 in case the individual is a woman 
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and 0 if the individual is a man. We interact the amount of loans received by the 

individual -  𝑙𝑜𝑎𝑛𝑠 𝑟𝑒𝑐𝑒𝑖𝑣𝑒𝑑   - and the variable registering the number of loans - 

𝑛𝑢𝑚𝑏𝑒𝑟 𝑜𝑓 𝑙𝑜𝑎𝑛𝑠 - with the dummy variable for the sex. Finally, we control for a number 

of covariates 𝑋𝑖 such as personal characteristics – age, religion, household composition, 

education – and wealth characteristics – being homeowner and income. We estimate the 

model through a standard OLS. After controlling for residuals’ heteroschedasticity, we 

compute robust standard errors. 

 

5. Results 

In table 3, we show the estimates of the econometric specification (1). As a first stage, we 

run the simplest model with the two regressors of interest such as the sex and the amount 

of loans received in order to detect the existence of a relationship between the amount of 

money spent in food and the amount of loans received. 

In estimation (2) we introduce further controls in order to detect the existence of the above 

relationship even controlling for personal and wealth characteristics.  

As estimation 1 shows, the amount of loans received is positively related to food purchase. 

This effect holds for both men and women. However, the dummy for sex reveals that 

women spent less than men in food, the average purchase in food for women is 29% lower 

than that for men. Such gender bias in food purchase is partly weakened by the 

participation in microfinance program.  

The gender bias in food purchase is confirmed in estimation (2) when we include a set of controls. 

On average women spend on food 33% less than men. However, as before, the participation into a 

microfinance program partly weakens such effect. Indeed, a higher amount of loans received for 

both women and men is associated to a higher expenditure in food. Conversely, the number of 

loans received is not linked to the amount spent on food.  

Having a house is a deterrent in food purchase, probably because home property includes 

land which used for agricultural purposes and therefore reduces food purchase. Income is 

not significant.  

Looking at personal characteristics, it emerges that the amount spent on food decreases 

with age till a turning point as the negative coefficient on the age squared variable 
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suggests. The amount of food expenditure increases with educational attainments, in fact 

men and women with a secondary and tertiary education spend more on food than 

beneficiaries without any kind of educational attainment. In terms of religion, we detect 

that Protestant people spend less than Catholics, while this is not significant for other kind 

of confessions – Muslims and other religion -.   

Table 3. Determinants of food purchase 

 
(1) (2) 

  Food purchase 
(log) 

Food purchase 
(log) 

Sex -0.293** -0.338* 

 
(-2.24) (-1.67) 

Amount disbursed (men) 0.000101* 0.000158*** 

 
(1.71) (2.61) 

Amount disbursed (women) 0.000132*** 0.0000926*** 

 
(4.21) (2.62) 

Number of loans (men) 
 

-0.0366 

  
(-1.21) 

Number of loans (women) 
 

-0.0137 

  
(-0.35) 

Women property house status 
 

-0.372*** 

  
(-2.73) 

Men property house status 
 

-0.371** 

  
(-2.53) 

Income 
 

0.0400 

  
(0.76) 

Number of family members 
 

0.0636*** 

  
(4.46) 

Age 
 

-0.0437* 

  
(-1.96) 

Age squared 
 

0.000512** 

  
(2.18) 

Primary School 
 

0.475 

  
(1.60) 

Secondary School 
 

0.546* 

  
(1.79) 

Tertiary and post-tertiary education 
 

0.662** 

  
(2.12) 

Protestant 
 

-0.258** 

  
(-2.56) 

Muslim 
 

0.128 

  
(1.21) 

Other religion 
 

0.275 

  
(1.48) 

Constant 4.984*** 4.990*** 

 
(47.09) (8.30) 

N 212 187 

t statistics in parentheses 
* p<0.10, ** p<0.05, *** p<0.010 
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Overall, this first empirical exercise shows that participants to Wekembe microfinance 

program take advantage of the amount of loans received to increase their food purchase. 

However, a gender difference between women and men is still confirmed and it is not 

reverted by the participation to the microfinance program. 

 

6. Conclusions 

The aim of this work was to empirically study the existence of a relationship between 

women and men participating to Wekembe microfinance and food security – namely the 

amount spent on food by both genders. The descriptive and the empirical analyses have 

shown the existence of a gender bias in the Wekembe population given the different 

amount spent by men and women on food. Furthermore, we have shown that the amount 

of loans received by men and women positively affects food expenditure. However, the 

gender gap still remains and it is not reverted by the number of loans received. Given the 

relevance of the topic for the Uganda socio-economic context, further studies should be 

performed in order to disentangle which are the main drivers of food security that should 

be faced by microfinance programs in order to revert the gender bias in food expenditure 

that we have detected in our case study. 
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