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Key Themes (Itemised)

· Personal and business financial knowledge as a way of empowering women and providing them with a sense of confidence, trust and worthiness.

· Necessity for training in the course of microloans programme.

· Providing adapted financial material and education to the women’s needs and level of literacy.

· Training curricula go from managing family/cultural issues to entrepreneurship.

· Importance of peers in the financial education process and in microloans and microenterprises development.

Description/Summary

Women have been chosen as the target group for these financial education programmes as they often represent a group having a lesser degree of education and fewer opportunities. In addition, women are usually the centre of the family in Asia and when they earn money, they will spend it on the family. They have also shown a better repayment rate of small loans and they are keen to learn in hopes of a better future. Finally, there are better chances that women, in comparison to men, pass their financial knowledge to their families when they become aware of the importance of financial literacy.

A) Financial Education within the Shakti Foundation

The Shakti Foundation is implementing four programmes: urban credit, health, gender, and business development services. Its financial literacy training targets disadvantaged, often illiterate or semi-literate women living in urban or slum areas of Bangladesh,  in order to empower them socially and economically. Therefore, the context of the financial education is a very important issue and the education method and financial information provided have to be adapted to this group of women and to their needs, i.e. starting a small business with a small loan and make it grow gradually.

The objectives of the business development services programme is to provide disadvantaged women with basic ideas about loss and profit, to prepare a business plan, and to enable them to keep control of their business once it expands. Training is compulsory in order to obtain a small loan and a refresher is mandatory to repeat the loan. There are three levels of training, the courses being more detailed as the amount of the loan increases and as the business expands. The training is of a short duration so as to maintain members’ interest, but there are regular or weekly meetings to monitor the application of the training and to verify and sign account registers. A great emphasis is put on maintaining the account register as a condition to obtaining new loan.

One very important characteristic of the programme is that the training at Levels 1 and 2 is provided by peer trainers. These trainers are trained members who have shown an interest, and good communication and educational aptitude. Therefore, it gives members someone to relate to and it ensures availability of human resources. The experience has demonstrated that most women aspire to become a trainer in the future, and the system of peer trainer prevents the “no volunteer” syndrome. 

The development of human resources at the community level and the payment of a nominal amount by the members to follow the training, which renders them more accountable for it, have significantly contributed to the sustainability of the programme. 

B) Pacific Islands Microcredit Institute – Guam (“P.I.M.I.”)

The purpose of the P.I.M.I. is to provid small loans that will result in a positive balance in the debtor’s favour, thus giving them confidence and a reputation of trustworthiness. The P.I.M.I. group and its partners started out by identifying the needs of people in Guam who were determined to work their way out of poverty.  

The programme is peer group-based and founded through grants. In order to qualify for the programme, applicants are required to successfully complete personal finance and business training, and attend monthly peer group meetings. This group is a self-selected group of 3 to 9 applicants who have successfully completed the financial training, who are committed to assisting one another in becoming successful business owners and to repaying their microcredit loans. These loans require peer group collateral and therefore, the inventory belongs to the group as long as the loan has not been paid in full with interest. Microcredit loans are categorised as primary and secondary, and range from $100 to $3,000 and from $3,001 to $15,000 respectively, all having an interest rate of 12% per annum (required 6% in savings and 6% in interest) and reimbursable on a maximum five-year term.

The programme has taught that it is important to be careful not to provide too much financial information during the initial training. It must rather focus on the participants’ learning basic financial skills. The extent of the initial programme actually had to be rolled back as participants were seeking rapid training and basic financial information they could more easily use. The successful training, access to technical assistance in the management of their small businesses, and the repayment of successive loans have proven to be key factors for the success of the programme.

The programme has faced several challenges, notably in finding and keeping volunteers. It needs to think of a good Human Resources management model, for example, by having peer trainers and empowering the participants and volunteers, to prevent a high turnover rate. It also faced language and cultural issues, which required adjustments in arriving at an appropriate approach to delivering the message and information effectively as well as adapted content. 

In addition, the caste system present in Guam society was an issue as men and family members often got in the way of small businesses by asking to have part of the inventory. This issue was efficiently dealt with by the participants explaining to their families that the inventory did not belong to them, but to the peer group who had signed as collateral. 

Finally, as participants have no insurance and nothing more than their small businesses, P.I.M.I. is searching for ‘tools’ to deal with the possible occurrence of a system-wide shock, such as a typhoon or tsunami, which could wash away everything that the participants own and in which they have put all their heart and energy to build. 

C) UNIFEM Singapore – The Migrant Workers Project 

UNIFEM, a National Committee of the United Nations Development Fund for Women, performed research on migrant workers’ needs in Singapore, particularly those of domestic workers. This group represents the most disadvantaged people living in Singapore and the ones that could be gaining the most benefit out of financial education.  

The target group was clearly identified: the Filipina domestic workers. This group was chosen notably because there are about 70,000 domestic workers from the Philippines, many of whom speak English, have alternate Sundays off, and were therefore more easily accessible. In addition, the Filipina community is a large and organised one in Singapore; the program could therefore rely on volunteers from the community.  

The survey showed that although migrant workers aimed at saving enough money and returning home, they often did not achieve this goal because of a lack of financial planning. Therefore, there was a need for financial education for these domestic workers, and they demonstrated a significant interest to learn how to save and reduce expenditure.  

The UNIFEM-Singapore developed four courses: managing family and cultural issues, saving for the future, Philippines Overseas Employment Administration information, and an advanced entrepreneurship course.  The courses were given by volunteers, several from the Filipina community, on the domestic workers’ day off.  They followed a tight schedule and the curricula were very condensed to meet the participants’ financial education needs and constraints of time.

Upon completing the four courses, the women had a sense of empowerment and saw a future as well as ways to end domestic work.   To-date, fifty-two domestic workers have graduated from the four courses, and two have returned to the Philippines and work either for their own business or in management.  Finally, notwithstanding the success of the programme, there still remains a need to find an efficient tool to evaluate the graduates of the four courses after they have completed the whole training and to follow-up with them to ensure that they implement their new skills and work towards achieving their financial goals. 

