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CONCLUS IONS

 

 

Lack of empirical studies 
and independent impact 

assessments of 
microfinance programmes Coordination between the 

various stakeholders and 
their initiatives

Holistic approach:

Provide diverse and 
complementary financial and 
non-financial services
Paired with protection and 
livelihoods interventions
Engaging other members of the 
household and the community 
(men and children), recognising 
the socio-cultural dynamics
Acknowledging women’s 
agency

Focus in the rural areas 
prioritized by the 

Government
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Project design should be adapted to the complexity of the Colombian post-conflict context. Considering 

religious, legal, political, economic and social aspects. “Women” are not “women” everywhere, the concept 

vary from a community to another. Each society has its own culture dictating meanings and roles. It also 

applies for the distinction between rural and urban environments in Colombia. The first step towards any 

intervention should start from understanding “where” intervention would take place, and “why”.

The power of listening is extremely underestimated, though listening may be the golden key that opens the 

door to human relationship and helping get to “yes” (William Ury, 2015).

Colombian IDPs should be put at the center of any microfinance intervention and their voices must be heard in 

order to understand their financial needs and the obstacles that impede their fulfilment. They should be also 

consulted regarding the meaning of empowerment and security in their lives, as individuals and, if it is the 

case, as a group.

 

This element is fundamental in order to guarantee transformative interventions within the framework of return 

processes to the rural environment. The identification of practical needs and strategic interests should be 

consulted with the women who return to the countryside in participatory processes.

 

Among the main reasons why it is important to listen in any negotiation before planning interventions: is the 

idea that without understanding women, there is no opportunity for changes in traditional microfinance 

approaches. Negotiation is an exercise in influence starting from listening which is the counterpart of talking, 

a good balance of these two components lead to communication as a whole, and it helps to connect among 

human beings; the ability to listen imply showing respect to people’s ideas, making the other  part more likely 

to listen to us, and therefore setting a favorable environment for empowerment

KEY ACTIONS
Interview key relevant stakeholders and community leaders, listen to civilians, take host communities’ 
and gender and ethnic specificities into account, analyse worst practices, assess the environmental 
conditions and develop programmes progressively (Petersh, 2011) directed towards empowerment 
rather than exclusively provide financial resources for preset outcomes

CONTEXT READING - 

THE IMPORTANCE OF 

LISTENING



It could be perceived as the replication of stereotypical representations of women, but approaching women inside safe life spheres in which 

they comfortably move, could represent the starting point for intervening in a dimension of security, that can gradually move towards less 

traditional areas of business.  Some critics have argued that microfinance programs are structured in such a way to have their greatest 

impact in helping women perform traditional roles better, without interfering significantly with their traditional duties, the reality evidence 

how many women’s practical needs are closely linked to traditional social structures. Meeting women’s practical needs in short-terms and 

promoting long-term strategic change, should pass through a long-term cultural process[1]. 

 

In this regard, Petersh (2011) states as in Colombia and elsewhere, post-conflict housing aid brought women material security and restored 

peace of mind; for some it was a key productive asset as well, enabling them to run home-based businesses or engage in rental markets. Housing 

reconstruction and resettlement programs that support joint titling (or sole titling if a woman heads the household) may present an opportunity 

to foster more gender-equitable ownership of major assets in post-conflict context, representing a safe area for them to start up a way out of 

poverty. This best practice tackles, for instance, another main women necessity: the provision of day care for children, and occasionally elderly 

and disable people (former combatants). Displacement has exacerbated the burden on women’s that must enter the labor force to take care of 

their families. Providing financial resources without facilitating a balance may result in women’s work overload without even the guarantee of 

enough economic return. Supporting women to run home-based business could allow them to more easily get compromise between work and 

family labour division.

 

Especially when considering economic empowerment and capacity development activities of vulnerable sections of population within a 

community - such as per women victims of violence or potentially at risk, systematically opting for differencing activities among men and 

women allows i) to avoid men regularly taking the floor during meetings, leaving women in a subordinate role, ii) to enhance fundamental 

horizontal training processes: making people confront each other, rediscover practices that they may have done in the past and which do 

not re-propose in the present circumstances only due to lack of trust and / or a general sense of oppression or fear. Money is a topic that 

could make people harsher when resources run low, moreover when these low resources are likely to be preferentially allocate to particular 

segment of the population (e.g. refugee, women, youth). Protection measures should be always considered in financial inclusion initiatives.

KEY ACTIONS
Identify women’s representatives (unevaluable empowerment means), find out safe life spheres, ask 
permission to enter the safe area, listen, suggest and not impose, plan together towards the best and 
(psychologically as physically) safe solutions, start by creating short-term integration opportunities, 
support day care centers for children

TAKE 

ADVANTAGE OF 

STEREOTYPES 

WHEN 

APPROACHING 

WOMEN (STEP-

BY-STEP 

APPROACH)



The sustainability of interventions emerges where women are allowed to decide the role they judge more suitable 

for themselves. Though, in parallel with starting the path towards an economic empowerment. It should be 

recognised that, depending on the context, gender roles and the sexual division of labour are often socially 

determined for families’ survival, and indeed not necessarily altered by women’s employment. Gender equality 

(equality between women and men) refers to the equal rights, responsibilities and opportunities of women and 

men and girls and boys. Equality does not mean that women and men will become the same but that women’s and 

men’s rights, responsibilities and opportunities will not depend on whether they are born male or female. Gender 

equality implies that the interests, needs and priorities of both women and men are taken into consideration, 

recognizing the diversity of different groups of women and men (UN Women). 

Nevertheless, despite the fact that women fall into clustered traditional income earning activities, more effort 

needs to be done on improving skills and helping them breaking into less traditional areas of business. 

Demand oriented programs should be gear to needs (and limits) of women entrepreneurs, trying to strengthen 

their competences on micro-entrepreneurship and productive projects in areas that promote the diversification 

of their capacities, beyond the basic level of productive staggering. This includes training in techniques, 

systems and other areas traditionally considered more suitable for men, as well as training in areas such as 

business management, marketing and innovation.

KEY ACTIONS
Mapping gender labour dimension, interview women in economic pathways, conduct focus groups and 
individual interviews to align personal and intervention’s goals, respect personal limitations, adopt an 
inclusive approach once targeting a beneficiary group (avoid the emersion of tension and jealousy 
among the vulnerable population), foster economic and social interaction between host communities 
and refugees / IDPs

LET BENEFICIARIES 

ACTIVELY CHOSE 

THEIR ROLES



Granting credits to women has been demonstrated to be a wise and profitable choice (repayment rates are 

typically higher for women than for men). A supplier-focused argument is that female borrowers constitute 

less of a credit risk, as they are less mobile than men, often more conservative in their investment decisions, 

and keener in saving capacities. But the collateral resulting on their personal lives should be taken into 

consideration. Changes in gender dimension and roles, especially in patriarchal societies, could not be viewed 

in a positive light in local societies, though representing an expected resulting milestone of the process. If the 

economic empowerment of women is the frontstage of the process, it is undeniable important to turn back 

towards the so-called ‘backstage’ of the projects.

 

Microfinance interventions should pay considerable attention to the double burden faced by women IDPs that 

must provide for their families and take care of their children at the same time. Women could end up trapped 

in slavery’s circle for the survival of their families, with little or no opportunity for them to exercise their 

agency or make efficient choices with the money they might earn

KEY ACTIONS
Conduct realistic assessment of microfinance activities’ performance (negative assumption 
management), include psychosocial support, make unscheduled visits, cross-check information, take 
the overall context, including security, information on IDPs’ current and former livelihood strategies and 
market analyses, into account

TURN TOWARDS THE 

BACKSTAGE'



Social relationships determine every social action relevant to the economic level or not. All people, directly or 

indirectly affected by a microfinance intervention, are elements of a social network that has an impact on a 

woman's credit life. Being able to draw on different points of view widens the perspectives on the real working 

conditions of women and the derived implications, providing a multitude of very important data for the 

measurement of the impact of the interventions. A more advanced analysis of such data could undoubtedly 

allow a better retroactive and preventive understanding of ‘female microfinance’, leading to the 

implementation of more effective strategies for the fight against socio-economic exclusion.

KEY ACTIONS
Map social networks, ask for interviews with relevant contact persons, plan supportive actions to boost 
good links and to dissociate from negative ones, include the private sector.

RECOGNIZE THE 

IMPORTANCE OF 

SOCIAL CAPITAL



When talking about the importance of social capital, it is unavoidable to put the lens on the figure of men. Men 

are not all the same to each other. Exploring masculinities - different from machismo - is an informative 

exercise to be encouraged and recognised as part of a process to be programmed according to organisations 

growth for development practitioners on a personal and professional level, but in the end, it also has to be put 

into practice. To inform programming, the gender and men conversation may start with understanding 

masculinities but should progress to a focus on the gendered outcomes, structural inequalities and how to 

overcome them with the inclusion of men.

KEY ACTIONS
Launch and accompany discussions - along separated female and male discussion - on why gender has 
to do with men, distinguishing among individuals, separating dominating masculine messages by 
everyday real men’s lives, and how more options of behaviour and relations for men and women could 
be beneficial for individuals and societies, include psychosocial support.

AVOID TABOO



Though the involvement of women is necessary in project intervention, from the design to the evaluation, there 

is the risk of manipulation by stakeholders and policy makers of the so-called gender approach: delegating the 

topic to the exclusive domain of women, making them responsible for successes and any related failures; in 

becoming an easy way to attract resources without clear growth objectives; increasing the dialogic gap 

between ‘men’ and ‘empowered women’. It is essential to recognize the centrality of men as a target 

beneficiary of gender interventions i) distinguishing between men as decision makers, as service providers 

and as target vulnerable groups of men and boys; ii) also distinguishing between young men and middle-aged 

men / elders belonging to the generation more anchored to a patriarchal approach and less inclined to 

dialogue on the topic, while the youngest grown-up in an era already governed by a more gendered education 

are key resources; iii) working on identifying complementary different roles among men and women that work 

in a complex scenario.

 

Gender equality is not a women’s issue but should concern and fully engage men as well as women. Equality 

between women and men is seen both as a human rights issue and as a precondition for, and indicator of, 

sustainable people-centered development (UN Women).

 

Men’s participation in discussions on gender issues helps the potential transformation of culture when they 

are led to recognise existing connections of inequalities potentially affecting their personal situation regarding 

the women of the family (e.g. sisters, mothers, daughters). Moreover, especially concerning men covering 

leading roles are not only in positions of privilege within the organisations, but they usually come from 

privileged backgrounds. Many of these backgrounds or cultural settings also enforce strict gender hierarchies. 

Thus, personal reflection around gender issues can also lead to a reflection about one’s privilege and how that 

privilege is created and maintained.

 

EMPOWER MEN (I)



Focusing on the local dimension of rural areas, the inclusion of men belonging or not to the IDP and refugee 

women’s family, social and professional context of the women benefiting from the investment in economic 

initiatives, is crucial. Generating processes of awareness in the communities to which women return or will 

return, where evidences of the relationship between productive and reproductive, and a sexual division of labor 

as a sectoral and occupational segregation in the economic activities are clear, could prevent the replication 

of stereotypes and the increase of gender gaps.

 

Involve all the community members in the growing process of a specific segment of population (as per 

women) is key to create the basis of acceptance and necessary support for the success of any initiatives. 

Supporting solely a target group could lead to conflict, instead of generating support networks and promoting 

the equitable distribution of positions and responsibilities between women and men directly and indirectly 

linked to the initiatives.

KEY ACTIONS
Align actors’ and citizens’ vision on gender - conducting personal man-only discussions (semi-guided 
talking among men only) at different levels (private and public bodies’ staff, beneficiaries) - to let down 
their guard and mould on gendered norms, conduct role-playing implying female family members, 
encourage men participation in decision making activities, ask for their support in responsibility roles, 
include psychosocial support.

EMPOWER MEN (II)



Financial Education, as per Microfinanza[1], refers to a transfer of financial knowledge – therefore capabilities - 

and stimulation of pro-active behaviours by means of experience-based learning processes aiming to translate 

knowledge into daily practices. But more than activities or tools to be used, the element that should drive financial 

inclusion interventions is the expected impact: to positively act on socio-economic behaviours and dynamics 

within and between groups of people and individuals. Therefore, the contents of financial education are not merely 

meant to orientate a consumers and financial institutions’ clients in the complex financial scenario, enhancing 

their capabilities.

 

Once victims have settled and the humanitarian emergency is over, working on creating and strengthening a 

saving culture among female IDPs should be one of the main concerns of microfinance in post-conflict 

Colombia. 

 

 

[1] Financial Education Manifesto. Microfinanza Srl

BOOST SAVINGS CULTURE 
AND INFORMAL 

SYSTEMS (I)



 ‘Classic’ economic support interventions (e.g. microcredit) canalise external financial support to targeted clients. 

Focusing on savings instead, brings relevant implications derived from pivoting on already-in-place resources:

 

 I.   Savings is probably the most effective starting point for gradually accompanying individuals to understand and 

potentially use other financial services and products (loans, insurances, local funds etc.) and non-financial 

services - as business and budget planning and entrepreneurial training according to needs assessed. It is the 

natural starting point for turning notions into behaviours or, in other words, education into capabilities. Working on 

the saving culture also paves the path for accessing formal services by increasing awareness on long-term life 

goals and personal financial needs.

II.       Saving schemes can be an effective tool for strengthening trust and cohesion among communities; people 

are taught how to cope with risk through community strategies rather than personal strategies, thus uncapping 

collective synergies. Saving schemes can become catalyst for gender empowerment and social cohesion. Savings 

schemes strengthen the role of women within the community by valorising their team-attitude as their inclination 

to save in order to cope with restrictions and enhancing their capacity for planning and pursuing long-term 

strategies.

III.    Managing own personal resources instead of relying on external financial support reduces moral hazard and 

increases commitment from beneficiaries.

The guiding principle should be that everyone can save, either by reducing expenses, increasing income or learning 

how to cope with emergencies.

KEY ACTIONS
Define tailor-made tools and sound knowledge-transferring methodologies properly adapted to the 
specific macro and micro tackled contexts.

BOOST SAVINGS CULTURE 
AND INFORMAL 

SYSTEMS (II)



As highlighted by the paper, the areas involved in the socio-economic development of vulnerable people go far 

beyond the mere economic and financial sphere. Behavioral economics teach us how the human being is a non-

rational decision maker. This is even more evident when people strive to free from anxiety caused by violent 

context as per the armed conflict in Colombia. Victims who have been exposed to such trauma are 4.3 times more 

likely to develop Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD)[1], a psychological disease affecting decision-making 

skills, among other skills. Because of human being made of emotions, too:

·      Decision making does not always opt for the best and rational solutions, especially when exposed to uncertain 

conditions and psychological trauma;

·      Women have been found to be more cooperative, even when in underserved conditions: financial education 

with women has confirmed that they have a more proactive and collaborative approach in the context of group 

initiatives (e.g. savings and mutual help groups). They are ready to absorb the basics to apply them in real life, 

especially when free from male conditioning, tackling proactively armed conflict consequences (Microfinanza, 

2017).

Financial Education should be not perceived as a mere transmission of knowledge or techniques, but above all a 

stimulus for rediscovering trust, past best practices, for creating listening spaces and dialogue, and more typically 

as the strengthening of personal capabilities to plan, which is an essential step towards reducing client- risk, 

preventing over-indebtedness, and making financial products work. Customizing training on personal and cultural 

areas women need to strengthen, raise the chance to boost soft skills to work on fragility and vulnerability, then 

leading to self-confidence and self-realization to happen; if not, any mere improvement of the financial literacy 

risks becoming sterile and not impacting on nor interesting to beneficiaries.

 

[1] Colombia, An invisible problem. Doctors Without Borders (2013)

KEY ACTIONS
Leverage on women’s innate managerial and interpersonal skills, use a step by step approach starting 
from the domestic financial education (family level) gradually leading to articulated ideas (savings 
groups, business ideas); spur horizontal teaching among female peers, and then with selected male 
grouping (learning by doing and by other's experience); involve children and youth in gendered financial 
education dedicated initiatives.

CUSTOMIZE FINANCIAL 

EDUCATION AS A 

MEAN FOR CHANGING 

BEHAVIOURS



The Addis Ababa Action Agenda (AAAA, 13-16 July 2015), recognizes that ‘expenditures and investments in 

sustainable development are being devolved to the sub-national level, which often lack adequate technical and 

technological capacity, financing and support’ [1] and calls for greater international cooperation ‘to strengthen 

capacities of municipalities and other local authorities’.

 

MFIs, banks, Business Development Services, private social investors, are all aware of benefits in dealing with 

women borrowers, often the vast majority of all clients as per the microfinance sector. They appeared to be 

less aware of the challenges faced by women entrepreneurs, which confines most women’s enterprises to the 

private sphere, destined to keep a micro size and impeding women to get along their empowering process 

after facing conflict-related trauma.

According to Meissner (2005), some of the internal factors Microfinance Institutions (MFIs) might be 

technically supported in are MFIs’ adherence to best practices, strengthening of staff competencies and 

training on cultural driven and sensitive strategies to interact with clients of a specific cultural context that 

have experienced terrible trauma. Meissner suggests that ‘MFIs may be best off creating an inclusive, enabling 

environment for post-conflict reconciliation to take place, rather than seeking to direct it themselves.’

 

[1] See paragraph 34

KEY ACTIONS
Report clear social and economic development objectives (e.g. promoting women’s empowerment and 
community solidarity, improving family income and standards of living for children, increasing 
employment opportunities for women etc.) should be traduced into tangible and multi-dimensional 
measurable practices, specific technical assistance should be foreseen in order to boost MFIs capacity 
to respond to vulnerable people's needs and conditions.

COMMIT MICROFINANCE 

INSTITUTIONS TO 

CULTURAL AND 

SENSITIVE 

APPROACHES
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