The Impact of Savings and Credit Groups on Women in Africa:
Consolidating Case-Studies from Ghana, Zambia and Tanzania.
1. Introduction:
The growing involvement and influence of women in philanthropy has gone largely unrecognized, despite
the ripple effect that it has had on economies of households across the continent. Traditional modes of
giving that are the becoming bedrock of many women’s livelihoods and by extension, their societies’.
These practices are not well documented and their impact is under researched. For instance, the inner
working as well as impact of women’s savings and credit groups (also referred to as ‘giving cycles’) is
severely under represented in philanthropic statistics. The popularity and prevalence of these Groups
implies that research on their research would be particularly important in exploring how wealth is
distributed in African communities, and the impact this has on women. So, it’s important we ask!
This giving model is certainly not new to Africa and it is given by various names in each respective country
where it is practiced. For example, in Ghana it is called "Susu", “Vikoba” in Tanzania, “Chilmba” in
Zambia, “Stokvel’s” in South Africa, and the list goes on. Research indicates that regardless of the name,
most Savings and Credit Groups have a similar structure. Generally, about 30-50 women form a group;
each woman contributes an agreed upon amount and the resources are then pooled together. Collected
resources are then loaned to group members following a predetermined criterion, often to be returned
plus interest within a specified duration, or else penalties are issued. There are a few disparities in some
countries (that will be explored) but for the most part of the continent, the model follows the aforedescribed rough skeleton across the continent.
To kickstart research into philanthropic giving this model, Africa Philanthropy Network (APN) with financial
support from African Women’s Development Fund (AWDF), conducted rapid assessments in three
countries, namely Ghana, Zambia and Tanzania. The aim of the rapid assessments was to establish the
impact on the livelihoods of the women in those regions. They explored questions included (but not limited
to) What are the nuts and bolts of women savings and credit groups? How do they operate? Who sustains
them? What are their benefits? Are there any challenges?
This report will consolidate the findings from the three assessments for a more wholistic view of the
impacts of savings and credit groups on the livelihood of African women. As the assessments were
carried out during the COVID-19 crisis, the report will also comment on the likely impact the pandemic
has had on these groups, and perhaps what this tells us about the ability of this giving model to withstand
crises.

2.

Methodology:

All three case studies were rapid assessments conducted through consultative and participatory process
using mainly qualitative data collection techniques. Primary information was collected through focus
group discussions (FGDs) with members of the groups and key informant interviews with group leaders.
Secondary information was collected by reviewing existing country reports and policies on and around
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the topic of Savings and Credit Groups, including Village Savings and Loans Associations (VSLAs). In
all three countries, researchers were carefully selected among APN member organizations with
experience with or are supporting the development of this giving model. All three case studies explored
women’s savings and credit groups in a rural and urban? areas of their respective country.

3.

Findings:

This section of the report, presents a summary of findings on 5 main assessment questions: What is the
motivation of existence? How do they operate? What are the key benefits? What are the main
challenges faced? and What is the implications of COVID-19?

1. Motivation for the existence of savings and credit groups:
The analysis of the responses collected on the question “What is motivation for existence?” in all three
country assessments revealed that it is the inadequate income, lack of access to formal financial
institutions as well as mechanisms for advancing financial inclusion for women are the main motivating
factors for the presence of savings and credit groups. Though, there might be distinct intricacies for each
country, but by and large the reasons are mostly similar.
Ghana:
Farming is the principle economic activity in the rural areas of Ghana and thus the primary source of
income for most women and rural households. Women practicing farm face quite a few challenges
including environmental shocks such as bush fires and poor yields, making farming a rather vulnerable
and perhaps unreliable principle source of income.
Formal financial institutions are either unavailable or are reluctant to offer loans to women in rural areas
that would alleviate farming-related income issues, due to their inability to offer collateral. This creates a
perpetual cycle of financial hardship for most of these women and their households. Village Savings and
Loans Associations (VSLAs- as referred to in Ghana), became a solution to the aforementioned
challenge.
The assessment reveals why women participation in these VSLAs as income generation groups is
particularly important for women:
• To cater to their family’s basic needs (food, healthcare, education etc.),
• To contribute to the household income due to the pressure from their husbands (sometime failure
to do so would result in physical assault), and
• To support other women and their households in times of distress as well as celebration (funerals,
weddings etc.)
Zambia:
Informally known as “Chilimba,” savings and credit groups became prevalent for women in rural areas for
similar reasons as those in Ghana. The failure to establish stable streams of income, coupled with the
lack of formal financial institutions in the area fostered the need for this informal banking model. The
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assessment notes that these savings and credit groups rely on the principle that “no amount is too little
to save,” illuminating that beyond needing the income for their basic needs, the women in this region of
Zambia were also trying to build a culture of saving. The researcher goes on to point out that there was
not only a need for income but also intent to finance their business ideas, so that, they were not simply
meeting their basic needs, but also funneling in extra income for the wellbeing of their households.
Tanzania:
Savings and Credit Groups were introduced in Tanzania, more commonly called Village Community
Banks (VICOBA), that eventually became the vernacular “Vikoba”. The giving model was introduced to
help tackle income poverty in rural communities, but it has eventually spread in both urban and rural
areas of Tanzania. This assessment focuses on the point of origin in Kilosa District where VICOBA were
introduced through the Anglican Church in partnership with Norwegian Church Aid, as Inter ReligiousVillage Community Banks. Similar to Ghana, the main economic activity in this area is farming. The
intent of introducing VICOBA was to create more financial income to either lead to better farming yields,
or to mitigate in the cases where farming was not sufficient to cater for the livelihood of the households.
2.

How do Savings and Credit Groups operate?

The rapid assessments reveal that the skeleton of the savings and credit groups is consistent throughout
the different regions. A self-selecting group of anywhere between 10-50 women form a group. They are
usually big enough in number to pull together a substantial amount of money, but not too big in order to
keep the meetings manageable. Members contribute an agreed upon amount either weekly or monthly
(also agreed upon by the group). The minimum set amount to be contributed is usually fixed such that
the least affluent members of the group would still be able to contribute. According to the assessments,
women from savings and credit groups in Tanzania contribute a fixed amount each time. Whereas
researchers from Ghana and Zambia noted that contributions are made through the buying of “shares”.
In Zambia particularly, members have the flexibility of buying as little as just one share during each
meeting and this amount is then invested into a loan fund. Members can thereafter borrow from this loan
fund, and must repay their loan with an additional service charge (ranging from 10%-20%). This goes on
until the end of a cycle (of which the duration of is also decided by members of the group). The rapid
assessment on Zambian savings and credit groups also revealed that some groups also kept a social
fund that they would use for emergency grants in the case that members would require.
Although they are much more informal than financial institutions, the rapid assessments reveal that the
structure of these groups are quite formalized and there is a clear system of governance. The research
in Ghana explains how in some cases the groups even have a constitution with transparent policies and
procedures that outlines the rules and possible consequences for not abiding by them. The research in
Zambia and Tanzania reveals that the level of formality ranges, although the structure tends to get
more rigid once more women join the group, or if there is quite a large sum of income at stake.
Though not always consistent, but all three case studies share similar governing structure that includes:
an elected leader who oversees all the group’s activities, a record keeper that takes note of the number
of shares bought by each member, the deposit box holder, and usually more than one key holder of the
deposit box. In Ghana, it was a common practice for VSLAs to have three key holders each for opening
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a different padlock of the same deposit box. This way security measures were heightened, since four
people would have to be present to open a deposit box.
At the end of the cycle, all of these elements of the giving model (leadership, minimum shares bought,
worth of each share etc.) are up for discussion and the constitution can be amended to reflect any such
changes.
3.

What are the key benefits?

Evidently, all three rapid assessments attest to these Savings and Credit Groups being economically and
socially beneficial for women. The increase in income has positive impacts on the quality of their own
lives as well as of their households. Most of them are able to diversify their streams of income to avoid
relying on subsistence farming (which as aforementioned can be a vulnerable source of income).
Moreover, contributions made by these women to their households, has had positive effects on their
social mobility. In some cases, it has helped them escape instances of domestic violence at the hands of
their own husbands.
Ghana:
•
•
•
•
•

•

Women have been able to meet their households’ basic needs (food, shelter, education etc.)
There is an observed link between women who own business often being part of VSLAs.
Those who already had businesses were able to expand them.
The increase in income has resulted in increased social inclusion. Women are finding
themselves in decision-making positions that were previously male-dominated.
The savings and credit groups double as safe spaces for many women. They have been able
to find support from fellow women, beyond financial gain.
A focus on enhancing agribusiness that resulted in more produce for income. This is
particularly important as farming is still the primary economic activity in the region.

Zambia:
• Women are experiencing enhanced income, resulting in an increase in household assets.
• Women are experiencing income diversity through various investments including owning their
own businesses, making their income sources much less vulnerable.
• The increase in income and assets now gives women access to formal financial institutions.
• Women are now able to make decisions, thus improving the quality of their social lives.
Tanzania:
The Savings and Credit Groups (‘VICOBA’) in question for this assessment were initiated by
organizations, rather than individuals. As such, the benefits were targeted. The case study points out
that the VICOBA program was introduced to Kilosa along with other corresponding programs, all with
the primary purpose of alleviating income poverty through influencing growth of agribusiness.
Therefore, VICOBA were beneficial insofar the other sister as the programs were also successful.
Besides this, some of the documented advantages of these savings and credit groups include:
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•
•

•

An improvement in the standard of life for the women and by extension their households
An awareness of other important investments together with other ways that can further improve
the quality of life. For example, health insurance, farmers clusters etc. Organizations would
often take advantage of the regular meetings to introduce these concepts to members of the
savings and credit groups.
A focus on enhancing agribusiness, resulting in more produce for more income. This is
particularly important since farming is the primary economic activity in this region.

4.

What are the key challenges faced?

The rapid assessments also documented challenges encountered in the Savings and Credit Groups.
Challenges seemed consistent across all three countries, they include:
•

Poor literacy skills leading to mis recording of transactions by the bookkeeper. Making it difficult
to keep an accurate track of the movement of funds among members. At times, group members
have to rely on mutual trust in order to mitigate such uncertainties.

•

In some cases, the deposit box has been stolen. In order to avoid it happening again, woman
have had to hide boxes anonymously in their neighbors’ houses. As a strategy to overcome the
aforementioned challenge, other Groups made a transition from the use of “deposit box” to
mobile money, which has been quite successful.
Unfortunately, this option is not yet a widespread practice as not all women have access or can
use mobile money services.

•

The rapid assessment conducted in Tanzania, had an additional observation. The effects climate
change on farming yields suggesting climate as a possible third challenge. As the program in
Tanzania focuses on boosting agribusiness, farming is still most members’ primary source of
income. The implications of climate change were sometimes reflected in the instabilities of
members to contribute a substantial amount of money to their savings pool.

While there are solutions to mitigate the first two challenges, diversification of sources of income while
reducing reliance on farming alone, may be an overarching solution not only for challenges resulting from
unstable climate, but for overall stability of the economies of these groups. Members of savings and credit
groups in the Kilosa, Tanzania region particularly, as pointed out in these assessments, might have to
seek other income generating endeavours. Such efforts will allow women to not only to cater for
themselves and their households, but also make regular contributions to their savings and credit groups.
While there are solutions to mitigate the first two challenges, it seems as though the only way to avoid
the instability that comes with farming as a primary source of income is to diversify said income. Members
of Savings and Credit Groups in the Kilosa region might have to seek other business endeavors for
income generation. Such efforts will allow women to not only cater for themselves and their households,
but also, make regular contributions to their Savings and Credit Groups eventually.
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5.

What are the implications of COVID-19 on Savings and Credit Groups?

The other frequently cited challenge is the effect of the COVID-19 pandemic. According to all three case
studies, the pandemic has greatly destabilized members’ income. Group members owning businesses
that offer services such as bars and restaurants had a hard time getting customers, and those that supply
meat (beef and or poultry) and other goods to these businesses are in turn selling much less product.
The fear of contracting the Corona virus has also stopped people from purchasing food from vendors,
thus impacting these food businesses as well. Consequently, the lack of income from their business has
affected their ability to honour their commitment to the groups. amount of money that they were to
contribute to their savings and credit groups. It also means that sometimes members are not able to pay
back loans on time, which disrupts the financial flow and stability of the group.
In the assessment done in Ghana in particular, members were required to pay a levy for sanitizers and
handwashing soap to be used during the meetings, further eating into their income. As a result of this
some groups opted to have less frequent meetings.
Although not mentioned in the rapid assessments, it is important to note that statistically, women and
children have been adversely affected by the COVID-19 pandemic. The assessments only consider the
direct financial implications of the pandemic, but the health implications are likely to have affected some
of the women in these savings and credit groups too. In the most unfortunate cases, it is probable that
some might have experienced deaths. It is fairly clear the implications this would have on their respective
households and communities at large, not to mention the savings and credit groups they are a part of.
As the pandemic continues to unfold, many countries have gotten more effective at spreading awareness
on prevention methods. This is perhaps the only short-term mitigation for the pandemic as a challenge.
The long-term solutions would among others require interrogating the underlying socio-economic reasons
that make women are more prone to being affected.

4.

Conclusion and further areas for consideration:

It is evident that whether a group has been initiated by organizations or by individual members of the
community, savings and credit groups have had immense benefits for the women involved. The lot of
research reveals that women have enjoyed an increase in income and in turn their households have been
able to not only to meet their basic needs but also acquire assets.
Women were able to start their own businesses, which contributed towards diversifying their sources of
income as well as giving them a sense of agency outside of household duties. In the case where women
felt pressure from their husbands to contribute to the household income, these groups and what they
have to offer have kept them safe.
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Most of the documented challenges had solutions as suggested however the effects of COVID-19
pandemic, can only be mitigated. First and foremost, prevention measures should be stressed to keep
members of these savings and credit groups safe not only for the sake of their informal banks, but for
their safety and that of their households, and the community at large.
Generally, this area is still under researched. These rapid assessments have provided an overview of
this philanthropic giving model. Now that we have general information, more in depth research can be
done. Here are a few areas of interest where more in-depth research can be done:
•
•

•

•
•

•

Are the savings and credit groups scalable? If yes, to what extent? What are differences between
groups of 10-30 members and those of 30-50 or more members?
So far, these groups have survived without government intervention? Would governmental
intervention help be truly beneficial? What kind of intervention would help their growth without
compromising the intent of the program?
For the most part the research has covered tangible implications of the savings and credit groups
in more depth. How can we consider all the qualitative implications in a streamlined manner so
that we give as much credit as well to non-monetary forms of giving?
Women tend to be far keener on these savings and credit groups than the men, why is that so?
What socio-economic and cultural factors make that the case?
The rapid assessments revealed that although the overall structure is similar across the
continent, the savings and loaning procedures differ from region to region. Documentation of the
comparison between different procedures and policies would inform other women how best to
run their own savings and credit groups.
Finding and documenting best practices of women giving cycles across the continent, with the
intent of learning and adoption of modes from one region to another and forming larger coalitions.

Further exploring this area would be a great step into the documentation and knowledge production as it
pertains to women and African philanthropy. This is particularly important when considering that the
investment in the relationship between African women and philanthropic giving is far overdue.
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5.

Appendices

1. Case Study: Ghana

Abstract
Access to finance has been one of the priorities on the agenda for policy makers worldwide.
This is because without credit accessibility economic growth is stifled, culminating in the
escalation of poverty with dire social consequences for an economy. Making credit available to
small-scale entrepreneurs for productive economic activities in most cases requires the role of
formal financial institutions with commercial banks playing a fundamental role. However, over
the years, commercial banks have shown a great deal of reluctance to serve the lower end of
the economic spectrum including micro and small enterprises. The cumbersome features of
formal financial institutions in the delivery of credit have led to the development and growth
of a considerable number of microfinance institutions and indigenous women’s savings group.
For instance, the Village Savings and Loan Association (VSLA) which consists of a group of
people saving together and taking small loans from those savings. The VSLA model was first
introduced by CARE in Niger in 1991. Since its introduction in 2002 in Ghana, its
implementation has not only been a major success but also a sound platform for rolling out
many development interventions in Ghana.

This study examined the impact of Women’s Savings and Credit Groups in Ghana. The result
suggested that the institution has resulted in the betterment of beneficiaries’ households,
especially women. Ghanaians culturally have the urge to save for use in times of need and the
VSLA concept confirms this culture. For example, the use of money boxes for savings is a very
old concept. The Fantes call it “Susu,” the Ewes call it “Adakavi,” and in the Northern Region it
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is commonly called “Adashi”. The idea is to use a box to collect money preferably coins over
time and use the amount later, and the same applies to the VSLA. At the group level, the savings
made in the box are used as loans among members and repayments made at specific periods.
Although the VSLAs may not be formally registered, they have a considerably higher degree of
formality. There is a clear and formalised system of governance enshrined in written
constitutions, policies and procedures related to savings, credit as well as the operations of a
social insurance fund. There are also transparent procedures, effective but very simple systems
of record-keeping, equitable distribution of assets on a regular basis and effective security of
records and cash. Owing to its significance, almost all rural banks, savings and loans companies,
and commercial banks in Ghana have created a “susu” department (officially called a
microfinance department) devoted to daily collection of small deposits from people who
otherwise would not have access to banks. This has made the “susu” scheme a popular tool
for savings mobilization and financial management in Ghana.

As a result of rural savings group, many women have gone into small-scale entrepreneurship
such as the selling of tomatoes, pepper, soap, shea butter processing, baskets and leather
weaving, batik tie and dye, and foodstuff.

Purpose of study

The objective of this study is to assess the benefits of women savings and credit mechanisms (i.e.
Village Savings and Loans Associations-VSLAs) in changing the lives of women in Ghana. The
assessment sought to seek answers to these key questions;
•

What motivates the existence of these VSLAs?
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•

How are these groups governed? What are the dynamics?

•

What is the extent to which savings groups are improving women’s lives? (gender
relations, income and household well-being)

•

What are the common challenges faced? (operational, programmatic and policy level)

•

What is the impact of COVID-19 on these groups?

•

What can be done differently to increase the benefits? Resilience and sustainability?

Methodology
The study adopted a rapid assessment through review of existing reports and policies and
field data collection. Primary data was collected through organized focus group discussions
(FGDs) and key informant interviews.

Motivates for VSLAs existence?
In most rural areas in Ghana where farming is a principal economic activity, women who farm
face complex challenges that affect their livelihoods. Shocks to the community such as
bushfires and poor yield are very common. Their vulnerability is worsened by unstable farmrelated incomes and lack of access to banking services. Financial institutions are reluctant to
extend loans to rural groups because they often lack collateral, and they have little amounts of
money to save. Village Savings and Loans Associations (VSLA) then become a solution to the
above challenges. There are various reasons why women join these groups.
Some women join the savings groups to cater for their families’ basic needs like food, shelter,
health, education, etc. Some women joined, as their husbands would assault them if they did
not engage in any commercial activity to financially support them. Some women indicated that
they joined the VSLA groups so they can be economically empowered.
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Furthermore, some joined so they could be in a position to support one another in times of
social distress i.e. funerals, elopements etc. In some cases, members of the savings groups are
encouraged to contribute to a social fund often referred locally as ‘‘Libizie’’ or ‘‘Red Money’’.
This contribution comes in the form of financial and labor assistance. These funds can be
accessed by any member experiencing some form of social distress. This is importing because
financially contributing during social gatherings, funerals, naming ceremonies, etc., boosts the
image of these rural women.

‘‘I do this because, my children come to me when they are hungry and not my husband.”
[On why mothers join Women’s Savings and Credit Groups/VSLAs, by Abena, 29].

Joining the group is one of the best decisions I have ever made. This is because of the
mutuality of the group. Belonging to our savings group makes me part of a bigger family
that have me at heart more than even my biological family members. [Robaina, 36]
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Robaina in black and white shirt with a laborer in her Moringa farm she raised with share-out
funds from her VSLA group.

Also, a key informant who is the Secretary/Records keeper to Suntaa Nuntaa Pogeba Nuoriyene
Lambu revealed the social benefit resulting from their VSLA membership. Stressing the
motivation of VSLA membership, she said,
‘‘During the naming ceremony of my last born, all the members of the association came in their
numbers to clean my house, fetch water and cook for the guests that attended the ceremony.
Not only did they offer their labor during the naming ceremony but also donated some amount
of money so that we could use the money to buy drinks for visitors and also perform other duties
as well. Individual members of the savings group also brought their respective contributions in
a form of firewood, maize flour, shea butter, soap, just to mention few. What more can a family
do for its member than this? The support I enjoy from our members made me so dedicated in
my weekly contributions and other group activities.’’ [Amanda, 27]
Apart from that, another key informant who is the treasurer to Kowie Savings and loan group
was excited to reveal her motivation. She said,
‘‘For me, the sharing of ideas with colleagues in the group is another reason I feel happy
being in the group. At one of our meetings, a member came and complained that,
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whenever she sows her seeds in the farm, the birds often dig it out thereby preventing
the seeds from growing. After telling us her ordeal, one of the members told her to grind
charcoal into powder and mix it with the seeds before sowing. This will prevent the birds
from digging the seeds out. I capitalized on this indigenous knowledge and have been
applying it on my farm to prevent birds from digging out my seeds when sown’’
[Mariama, 39]

‘‘I am a box keeper to Numbo VSLA group. My motivation is from the fact that there is
an annual share of profits at the end of each cycle. The portion that each member
receives during the annual share of profits is quite a huge amount of money that can be
used to establish a small business in the village. I used my last two years’ share of profit
to invest in goat rearing and I have been generating income from the sale of the goats
in order to help take care of other responsibilities’’ [Comfort, 51]

How VSLAs are Governed

In Ghana just like in other places, a Village Savings and Loan Association (VSLA) is a group of
people, mostly women, who collectively support a structured process for saving money and
offering loans at a local-level. It is a community-based initiative whereby the members of the
group democratically prepare their own constitution for how the VSLA will be managed and
the rules for members to abide by. It has been observed that there are two main types of
VSLAs/ Women Savings Groups. Groups by Non-Governmental Organizations (NGO’s) and
Saving Groups formed by individuals or communities. In both types, the groups are governed
by the executives/leaders who are elected by members of the association to manage the day-
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to-day operations of the association through a voting process of acclamation or showing of
hands. Winners are confirmed by simple majority counts or consensus agreement. VSLAs meet
weekly and each member must buy at least one share per week. The group agrees upon the
price of each share, and most tend to limit the number of shares an individual can buy each
week. Each member of the VSLA has a ‘passbook,’ in which record is kept of how many shares
they buy each week. Savings are kept in a secure deposit box that is held in the community.
The box will have three different padlocks with different people keeping the key for each. A
fourth person will keep the deposit box, meaning that four people need to come together to
open the box, which makes the box secure.
Loans are taken from the collective savings which the group have deposited, and the loan
recipient is given a set amount and time in which to repay the loan. Members who take loans
must also pay a small amount of interest on the loan, depending on how much they borrow.
The interest accrued by the VSLA during the course of one year is shared among members
according to their level of contribution to the total amount saved by the group – the more
shares one buys during the year, the higher the proportion of the total interest one receives.
After the share-out of savings and interest, the process will begin again for another year, and
the group may decide to change the price of each share for the coming year.

The composition of the management committee consists of the chairperson who heads the
group, record-keeper/secretary, box-keeper, 2 money-counters and 3 key holders. Elections
are held at the beginning of a new cycle. A candidate for any position is proposed by another
member and seconded before votes are cast. Any member of the association may, at any time,
request a vote of no confidence against a member of the Management Committee.
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Benefits of VSLAs?
It is observed that there is a significant increase in women owned business in households that
are involved in VSLAs. Through VSLAs, there has been significant social inclusion and
recognition of women even in male dominated decision-making processes. Most savings
groups have helped in improving the entrepreneurial capacity of individuals, inculcate the
culture of savings, and increase community access to credit for income generating activities to
diversify and sustain their livelihoods. The group is able to support each other, which brings a
sense of unity. Members are in a position to respond to unexpected events by taking small
loans.
Whilst some of the women have been able to establish new businesses, others expanded
theirs, and some engaged in buying foodstuff during the harvesting seasons to store and retail
during the lean season in order to make profit.
Some stories:

The story of Cecilia:
In a project sponsored by Plan International Ghana, Cecilia a mother of four is an example of
how the VSLAs changes the lives of families in these communities. Cecilia has worked in cocoa
farming for decades. Due to financial challenges and inconsistent income common to most
cocoa farmers, Cecilia and her husband had been struggling to cater for their children's
education. Their plight became even more disheartening in the lean season when the family
struggled to obtain three meals a day.
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Since Cecilia joined the savings group, the tides have turned, and her face now beams with joy.
She received funds as part of a “share out” benefit from her contributions, in addition to groupaccumulated interest over the cycle.
The story of Mercy:
Mercy had no job, few skills and complete dependency on her husband. She could barely afford
the basic life necessities for her children. Like many women in Ghana, Mercy had been pulled
out of school as a child, and without an education, had no way of earning an income. About
50% of women in Mercy's community are illiterate, compared to 28% of men, making it
increasingly difficult to escape the cycle of poverty. Mercy got the chance to change her life
for the better through her involvement in a Village Savings and Loan Association; an initiative
funded by Plan through community sponsorship. Once Mercy was enrolled in a group with
other women from her village, she started attending skills training sessions for a wide range of
issues, from household management to financial literacy and small business development.
Next, she took on odd jobs at the farms of other community members in order to make
whatever money she could, and start saving and pooling funds with the others in her group.
After making small contributions for 8 months, Mercy then took out a loan of about $200 to
try to improve the family’s income by investing in cash crops, such as vegetables, mango,
cassava and cashews. She successfully paid off that loan and soon took out a second one for
$400, which she is using to expand the farm. Testament to the untapped potential of women
to contribute to family finances and the local economy, she has not only achieved economic
security as the family breadwinner, but she now also employs 20 other people!

Common Challenges of VSLAs
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Most of these women do not have formal education and therefore are usually not in the
position to crosscheck the savings passbook to be sure the correct amount contributed is
recorded. Since majority of these women are not literate, sometimes the secretary may enter
wrong information into their passbooks and that they cannot verify by themselves, which
develops into serious misunderstandings. Furthermore, some of these women are not in the
position to keep proper records of their livelihood ventures and are not able to make informed
management decisions.

The lack of trust is also a worry to most of these Women’s Savings Groups. Some box keepers
often run away with the boxes containing the money contributed and never return. This is very
common in rural communities in Northern Ghana where communities are very far apart and
where no financial institutions are situated. When this happen, members the groups feel very
insecure.
Comfort, 51 indicated that she has resolved to “carry the moneybox in my basket when
going to the farm just to avoid having it stolen. At times, I keep it in a neighbor’s house.”
It was also identified that, rivalry among individuals and organizations supporting Women’s
Savings Groups leads to proliferation of groups in the same communities. It is common to find
members of a group in other groups within the same locality. This negative practice contributes
to the high incidence of loan defaults and most members become over-indebted. In turn, the
high default rate contributes to the folding of some VSLA groups.
Furthermore, the size of funds available for loans is in most cases very small, especially at the
beginning of the operating cycle. This is also limited by participants’ capacity to save.
Additionally, the short-term loan period limits investment in long-term activities even as the
lack of entrepreneurial skill is also a challenge.
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Impact of COVID-19 on VSLAs?

Covid-19 has adversely affected most these groups. First and foremost, it was revealed that
some of their income generated ventures especially food vending have either collapsed or at
the verge of folding. They claim people are scared of being infected with Covid-19 since they
may not know who might have the virus. This attitude towards buying food outside has made
most of the food vendors reduce the quantity they cook. Staying out of business or reducing
the quantity of food prepared for sale has actually affected members’ savings. Members still
in business do not contribute as much as they used to contribute before the pandemic.

Covid-19 has affected the groups weekly meetings due to the ban on social gathering. They are
not able to mobilize savings as they used to.

‘‘I have been tasked to pay levy imposed on all members to contribute an amount of $4 (USD)
each to buy buckets and sanitizers for use during meetings. We didn’t want to use the money
from the group’s savings but would have to contribute the money by ourselves. The tight
timeline given really mounted a lot of pressure on me and other members to be able to get the
money so that we can purchase the items in order to start weekly meetings again’’ [Robaina,
37]

Additionally, it was revealed by a participant in an FGD interview with ‘Bambioe’’ VSLA group
that,
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‘Covid-19 has completely destroyed our market businesses. It is now difficult to even sell some
farm harvest in the market. We are compelled to sell at low prices to buyers in the same
communities. [Azumah, 49]

The closure of schools due to the Covid-19 pandemic is also a worry to many parents because
they have to spend more to feed, cloth, and accommodate their children at home. It has also
been observed that stress over increased food insecurity as well as quarantine and travel
restrictions correlates to increases in household violence.
To conclude, the increased need for good hygiene and sanitation practices (i.e., frequent
handwashing) to prevent disease spread or reduce infection risks is said to lead to female
workload, as responsibility to collect water often falls on women and girls. This additional time
burden can further affect their participation in economic activities in the community.

VSLAs Resilience and Sustainability
The impact of Covid-19 is hardest on the poor, especially rural women. As a result of the COVID19 pandemic, women in mainly rural settings are facing severe hardships. Due to social norms,
women absorb more unpaid labor burdens, such as caring for the sick, elderly, and young
children as well as managing household meals and sanitization. During the pandemic these
burdens have only compounded. They continue to work and put themselves at higher risk of
exposure. As caregivers, they stand the highest risk of infection while caring for the sick, which
perpetuates the cycle of infection in households. Women tend to work in the informal
economy, and many are not entitled to social protections.
Adding to the barriers, many women who live in poverty are often less aware of how to find
financial programs that would benefit their small businesses. Due to a lack of knowledge, skills,
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or confidence, they may not know how to renegotiate the terms of their existing loans facilities,
including resources such as government stimulus packages.

Conclusions
This study examined the effects of Women’s Savings and Credit Groups in Ghana. The results
suggested that the institution has resulted in better state of beneficiaries’ households
especially women. Ghanaians culturally have the urge to save for use in times of need and the
VSLA concept confirms this culture.
As a result of savings and credit groups, many women have gone into small-scale
entrepreneurship such as selling of tomatoes, pepper, soap, shea butter processing, baskets
and leather weaving, batik tie and dye, and selling of foodstuff.
However, as mentioned above, rural women in particular face augmented challenges in
contributing to the savings groups or paying back their loans, threatening the solvency of the
groups. This threat has been heightened due to the Covid-19 crisis. Without open and
favorable lines of credit, many women have been forced to close their economic ventures.
Information about COVID financial support programs, including small business grants/loans,
are normally not shared through networks accessible to most women.
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2. Case Study: Zambia
Introduction
“Chilimba” remains a common informal practice of saving money in Zambia with
approximately 15,700 women savings and credit groups existing in Zambia, with cumulative
savings amounting to K53.1 million as of 2019, according to SaveNet data. Popularly
referred to as the village banking model or savings groups model, this mechanism has helped
uplift the lives of vulnerable women who lack access to financial services. This model of
saving encourages women to form self-selecting groups of about 15-30 members within their
communities, and pool their savings together for a source of lending funds. Members can
then borrow with the minimal interest of at least 10% over a specified period and defined
terms (Allen, 2018). This makes it possible for members to earn interest on their savings
throughout the cycle, which may run up to 12 months. Additionally, the model also includes a
social fund that acts as some form of insurance for group members. It is managed by the
group and is often given as a grant to cushion members in times of crisis such as illness or
funerals.
The village banking model relies on the principle that “no amount is too little to save” and
allows community members not only to grow funds at a steady rate, but also to draw from
them to finance their ideas at a minimal interest rate. The model has proved to enhance
women’s access to finance through informal savings and credit options, while also positively
impacting their households and communities at large. Some of the notable benefits have been
an increase in household assets, enhanced income diversity, as well as empowering women to
make financial decisions.
Key principles of village banking
Principle 1: Village Banks are autonomous and
self-managing.

These banks are run by the community, for the
community. They are entirely self-regulated, without
any involvement from the government or external
agencies.

Principle 2: Village Banks are made up of 15 to 30 This makes the group big enough to create a useful
self-selected members.
pool of capital, yet small enough to keep meetings
manageable.
Principle 3: All elected committee members are While membership is generally open to women and
women.
men – depending on the set-up of individual banks –
women hold the positions on the committee. Evidence
has shown that women in rural and semi-rural Zambia
are more effective savers than men.
Principle 4: Members save money through the The value of a share is set by the group at an affordable
purchase of one to five shares.
level that allows less well-off members to buy at least
one share at every meeting.
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Principle 5: Savings are all invested in a loan fund. Members can borrow from this loan fund, and must
repay the amount borrowed with an added service
charge. The group collectively decides on the
percentage rate of the service charge, which can range
from 10 percent to 20 percent.

Principle 6: A social fund is created through an
additional contribution of the same amount.

This social fund is kept completely separate from the
loan fund, and provides small grants to members who
require assistance for emergency expenses such as
funerals or other major life events.

Principle 7: Members meet monthly during the
first cycle.

Members may change the frequency of meetings to
twice a month in later cycles.

Personal stories
Village banking
member opens
community school
“I started a community
school using my
savings from our
village banking
scheme. I joined the
village bank in 2007
with only 3 kwacha in
my wallet,” said Alice
Phiri (49), a resident of
Old Kanyama of
Lusaka.
Alice, who has
transformed the lives
of vulnerable children
in her community says,
she joined the Twiime
savings club following the demise of her husband in 2007. Left alone with five children,
Alice struggled to support her children to continue with school and to provide for their
general upkeep. This prompted her to join a women savings group where she contributed a
minimum of 3 kwacha a day which amounted to 12 kwacha at the end of each week. She
eventually got a 120kwacha loan which she used to start a saloon business. This subsequently
pushed her to increase her savings, a move that enabled her to support her children who
successfully attained basic education. She continued saving and her biggest break through
was in 2015 when she successfully opened a community school to support vulnerable
children in her community.
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“In my savings group we are 20 and our contributions have always been about whatever
amount one has. Though I started with saying 3kwacha per day, by 2016 in a month I would
be having 4 200 kwacha as my savings had increased. Seeing the plight of orphans and
underprivileged children in my community, I decided to establish a community school not
only support the vulnerable children, but to operate as a business venture. The initial
enrolment had 70 children who paid a minimum of 25kwacha per term. This venture
propelled me to continue saving even more,” Alice explained.
Today, Alice supports 465 learners who including adults.

Alice Phiri with some of her school pupils
However, her saving power has been affected as schools have been closed following the
government’s directive in March 2020 due to Covid-19 outbreak.
“Covid-19 has affected my operations. Schools have been closed since March and it has left
me in a dire situation. I have running bills as I am renting the schools premises. This makes it
very difficult for me to save like I used too,” explained Alice.
She however said that for women savings group to thrive, there is need for financial service
providers to link savings groups to investment opportunities in order to empower rural
women and increase their resource base. She also said that there is a need to strengthen
financial literacy programs to enable rural women to graduate to a larger financial base, for
eventual access to savings and credit facilities for productive purposes.
“There is need to train more rural women to use mobile money services for saving purposes
and to run their savings groups. This will help them track their credit score and credibility as
an entry point for other financial players,” said Alice.

My husband has more respect for me
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“My husband has more
respect for me, and brings
his salary home to plan
how we should spend it,”
Faidesi Tembo (63), a
member of the Twiime
Women’s Club in
Kanyama of Lusaka. She
said after joining the
savings group in 2016,
life has changed for the
better. She says the
village banking concept
helped her become
financially stable and
confident, which earned
her some respect from her
husband. “We used to
fight a lot with my husband over our finances but once I started the savings group with other
women, I earned his respect” said Faidesi.
She managed to start a small business of selling vegetables with the money from a village
banking program. “I got a small loan which I used to start a sack gardening venture since I
don’t have much space at my house. This has really changed my life as I sell vegetables and
train other women on how to do sack gardening for a fee,” said Faidesi.
With her current savings, Faidesi has been making contributions towards the construction of a
toilet under a scheme where she is expected to pay a deposit fee 360kwacha and a bank will
then lend the beneficiary ZMW2400 which is paid directly to Lusaka Water and Sewerage
Company to build the toilets. The ZMW2400 will then be paid back over a period of two
years. “Through this project, I will soon have a toilet. For years I have been using a
“makeshift pit latrine” which is not sustainable. You find that, just like many families in
Kanyama, when a pit get full, we just move on and dig elsewhere within the yard which is a
health hazard. So I am excited that I will finally have a decent toilet,” said Faidesi.
She further explained that the success of this banking model is due to the fact that it is run by
community members, thereby encouraging community ownership. She said the success of
village banking indicates that there is great demand for bank services among individuals who
are turned off by the complicated processes of formal banks. The village banking model is
both simple and practical, a reason why the model is embraced by many, particularly those
with low incomes, said Faidesi. "We have seen a number of households being uplifted from
poverty with the help of this village banking initiative," said Faidesi.
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I used to be a hypertension patient

Hilda Kamana, in pink with her daughter
“I was a hypertension patient but not anymore. Ever since I joined the women savings group,
my health has drastically improved,” said Hilda Kamana of Makeni in Lusaka. Meeting the
ever bubbly Hilda who belongs to Chigwilizano Savings group, she said she was constantly
under financial stress as she had to cater for her five children. It was only in 2018 when her
life changed after she was introduced to a women savings group by a friend. “I joined
because of the savings factor; it is not easy to save in the house even if it’s just 50 kwacha
weekly…it is not possible for the children to sleep hungry when you have the money in the
house because you will have to take it and use it. Once it is kept in the group, your mind
moves away from it and you must seek another alternative” said Hilda. She said meeting with
other women and networking was quiet therapeutic as they would not only focus on savings,
but also sharing concerns and supporting each other. “For the first time I felt that I had a safe
space where I could open my heart without being judged. This really helped me lot” said
Hilda.
Their savings group benefited from the “chicken poultry pass on” project that was introduced
by their area Councilor. Hilda now looks to the future with confidence as her 50 chickens
will start laying eggs in a few weeks. In her plans, she hopes to sell some and the rest will be
re-invested for nesting to grow her flock. “I will sell some of the eggs and boost my savings,”
she says adding. When the chickens start laying eggs Hilda will, as part of spreading the
project’s reach to other women, give back 20 chicks that will be passed on to another woman
in the area.
She however said lamenting over the way people were struggling to pay back loans due to
Covid-19, “before the coronavirus disease, our group used to meet physically every last
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Friday of the month, and people would arrive to the meetings with cash that would be saved
and borrowed during the meetings. Since the start of COVID-19 we have changed our
approach and decided to conduct our transactions through mobile money services. But some
member are still struggling to pay back loans as they were running small businesses that are
no longer viable because of the pandemic.”
“Previously, social funds were used to assist members with major life events such as funerals
and weddings, and at times they were used to buy snacks during meetings or birthday gifts
for members. But since we do not meet in person anymore, we use the money to cater for the
expenses that come from mobile money transactions,” added Hilda.
“I miss the fellowship with fellow group members as it gave us time to interact and share
ideas on social issues as well as ways of improving the operations of the group,” she
concluded.
Interview with Theresa Mwaba of Kabanana women’s savings group (Tichione Savings
Group)
Women’s savings group exist
because most women go
through financial challenges
and these groups offer a sort of
breakthrough for them. You
have to understand that women
differ in terms of skills and
talents and so when we meet in
these groups, we are able to
motivate, empower and help
each other. Here in Kabanana
we have three types of savings:
daily savings, Swalisano
savings and health savings.
Daily savings are a type of
saving where members of the group can save whatever amount whether it is one kwacha or
two kwacha per day. The money is then divided amongst members of the group after a period
of six months to a year. The second type which is the Swalisano Savings is where each
member of the group is required to contribute 10 kwacha per month and we pool the funds
together. Swalisano is a Lozi word which means coming together. The last type of savings,
the health Savings, is a type of savings account where women contribute towards each other’s
health related matters. This account is important because women do not need to go elsewhere
for any financial assistance when they incur a health related issue. When we started out in
2001, we had 108 members and we decided to divide ourselves into different groups. There
are currently 35 of us in the group I am in , but only 25 are active.
These groups are governed on three levels: the grassroots, regional and national level. There
are eight components on the grassroots level which are daily savings, Swalisano, health, land,
technical, skills and training, exchange and numeration. Each component has a leader. The
regional level also has eight components, while the national level has five with daily savings,
technical, health, Swalisano and numeration. I am the leader of training and skills component
in Lusaka region.

26

There are a lot of financial challenges in these homes. But existence of these groups enables
women to encourage and offer each other business/financial knowledge . Women are
empowered with financial literacy. I am able to pay school fees for my children and buy
household goods because of these savings groups. I did not know how to knit but I now can
as well as make proper door mats. Back then, I never used to manage in terms of meeting my
financial needs. Some women did not have places to sleep but through these savings groups,
they started building and now their own homes.
One of the challenges I could highlight is the COVID-19 pandemic. We used to meet on the
10th of every month but due to the restrictions, we cannot. Another challenge is that people
are not always able to pay back loans on time due to crises like medical challenges or
funerals. Otherwise leadership on all levels is alright. We need more businesses such as
freezit making machines, boutiques, restaurants as well as a farm. We need more sustainable
businesses that will stand the test of time as we do not have enough funding especially during
the COVID-19 pandemic.
We do not meet as often as we used to before the COVID-19 pandemic. I have a recycling
business which has also gone down because it is quite difficult to meet clients who buy my
bottle, and the distance to where I sell these bottles is also quite far. We also have less
savings as people spent most of it supplementing their household needs. However, we cannot
just sit and wait for a miracle. We have started to look at ways to help us to mitigate some of
these challenges. We just have to start living the new normal.
I am a single mother and before I joined these savings groups, I never used to manage
meeting my financial needs but through this program I manage to take care of my children.
One of my children is in grade 12 while the other one is in grade 9 and I have managed to pay
for their school fees through these same groups.
Interview with Joyce Lungu National Leader in the Swalisano Component
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“To be honest, I was very poor before I joined
these groups. I used to stay in a one-room house
with my husband and when I started saving
with the women’s group, I managed to build a
six-room house and own another plot. I then
started making business trips to Johannesburg,
South Africa and I would order products to
come and sell here in Lusaka. I also helped my
husband by sponsoring my children to school
and as I am speaking one is currently in grade
12, the other one is at Zambia Air Force (ZAF),
and another is at Zambia Institute for Tourism
and Hospitality Studies at Fairview Hotel. I am
no longer homeless like I used to be and of
course even if there is poverty in the country, I
am not badly affected because of saving in
these women’s groups.
We started our savings group in 2001 and we
were only 16 in number by then but through
meetings and education about the importance of
these groups, people started joining and we are currently 120. When we started, we had
ambitions of buying land and building houses but with time, this did not come to fruition
because we were told by the Lusaka City Council that there is no adequate piece of land in
Lusaka. People started leaving these groups because they did not see our goals come to life.
However, those of us who remained still met as a group and managed to target places in
Lusaka West for a farm or plot.
There is no business around this time and members of these groups are not saving enough
because they are mostly spending their money on their household needs. We have however,
taken this mandate of educating and sensitizing them on how best they can protect themselves
during this pandemic. We have so far visited Lilanda Market and encouraged marketeers to
always mask-up and sanitize.
My message to my fellow women is that they need to wake up and start saving in these
women’s groups. They should not wait for the government to see change within themselves
and their communities. It is important for women to meet and unite for a greater cause by
saving and investing in these groups.
Interview with Mrs Imakando Wamundila (Livingstone Airport Savings Group)
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Our savings group exists for a purpose and this
purpose is basically to offer loans to our
members so they could either start a business
and empower themselves or take care of their
needs in terms of buying household goods.
Others invest in property and some have even
built houses through these same savings. Our
savings group consists of 25 members and
these members belong to Livingstone Airport
Savings group. We have two types of savings:
the daily savings and social savings.
In the group level we have a chairperson, vicechairperson, secretary, vice-secretary,
treasurer and 5 committee members. The
reason why we have this simple structure is
because we did not want to complicate things
and so we decided to make it simple.
We meet every week as Livingstone Savings
Group and as a group we save for a period of
six months and once the six months is done,
we meet and share what we have managed to
save, together with the interests accumulated
in that period. We also have a savings scheme
called Social Savings to help with emergencies
and this type of savings does not require one to
payback anything. It exists just to offer some
form of financial assistance.
Although it is not much, some members in our savings groups have established businesses,
some have sustained their homes financially and others have also bought plots and farms. It is
also important to note through these same savings groups, we have managed to establish a
chicken business and market garden where we grow vegetables for sale. Our savings group
was established in 2003.
One of the challenges I can highlight that we encountered so far is that to do with marketing.
We sometimes keep 250 chickens but finding a ready market for them is somewhat difficult.
Chickens take about six weeks to grow and the moment you do not find a market for them,
you start incurring costs of chicken feed, which in turn starts consuming your profits. To
mitigate this challenge, we reduced the prices of chicken so that we could sell them quickly.
This also makes us more competitive compared to others who are in the same business
venture. The group also went through some entrepreneurship training and it helped improve
our chicken business and market gardening.
We need well-wishers who can help expand our business because we also want to start
keeping egg layers too. We already have enough space in our chicken brooder that can
facilitate egg layers.
Covid-19 affected our chicken business as people are not able to buy as they used to. People
do not have money as most of them who had a source of income were either self-employed or
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employed in the private sector. Some
lodges, bars, hotels and restaurants that
used to buy our chickens also decided to
close down. Even if the alternative
solution is to get these chickens on
credit, it takes time for people to
payback as many do not have a stable
source of income.
When we started, we were just doing
savings and instead of sharing the
money, we decided to invest it into
chicken rearing so that we could expand
it.
Interview with Mrs Veronica
Katulushi of Buchete Bupamano
Savings Group and national leader in
the health component of George
Compound.
Buchete Bupamano simply means you
are not poor or hopeless and when you
come together, you can achieve great
things. Women’s savings groups come
together and contribute for greater
purposes. For instance, 20 or more
women can help make a difference in their communities and this is because women do not
need to go to loans and credit associations where interest rates are extravagant. You save and
borrow from the same groups and money circulates within the same groups. The interest rates
at 10 percent are also affordable. We currently have 30 members in Buchete Bupamano
savings group of George Compound.
Within the group levels we have leaders, treasurers, collectors and secretaries. We do not
have chairpersons as complex positions just bring politics and administrative challenges.
Treasurers facilitate all the savings, collectors pick up the money and also help in recruiting
new members of the group. Our leadership style has a horizontal approach and we do this to
enable flexibility. We also have visitation days for our members and also help them in one
way or another whether it is in terms of providing groceries or purchasing medication.
We believe that women are not just supposed to be in the kitchen. Women are very detailed
and face most of the challenges in the homes. They know almost everything that goes around
in the homes. Through these groups, women are empowered and they do not need to rely on
other people for help. They can simply go to these Savings groups and ask for any form of
assistance. Secondly, these groups operate collectively and it is easier to achieve a lot as a
group rather than just as an individual. The voice of a group carries more weight than the
voice of an individual. As a federation, we map out our communities according to the
problems being faced and communicate these problems to relevant authorities in that
particular area of concern.
Due to Covid-19, things have become more expensive. Businesses have gone down and we
do not receive customers like we used to. I own a fruit selling business and my clientele for
that business has gone down. Some women who own restaurants in our groups have closed
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down because of lack of funding and even if we try to help them cushion this challenge, the
money is not enough because the funding in our savings groups has also been affected.
We managed to purchase knitting and freezit making machines and all we need is to have an
established market for the products we make out of them. The government can help us target
schools, conferences, national events and workshops where we can market and sell these
products. Partnerships are important for us as they will help us cushion the expenses and
challenges we are currently facing.
I am HIV positive and I have been living with the virus since August, 2004. Me and my late
husband were well to do. We never had any financial challenges but when we were both
discovered to be positive, things started to crumble. My husband died three weeks after
discovering he was positive. I became stressed and depressed financially and at that time,
antiretroviral drugs were quite expensive. Only the well to do people could afford K500 to
purchase the drugs every month. My savings group came on board to support me. They
would come clean my house, bring food for me, as well as encourage me to be strong. It has
been 16 years and here I am, still alive and being empowered.

31

3. Case Study: Tanzania
CHAPTER ONE
1.0.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

This Executive Summary places interest the main findings, approaches and results of the case
study on the impact of savings and credit groups on the lives of women in Africa. It focuses on
Amani Women Savings and credit group from Dumila in Kilosa District under the IR VICOBA
umbrella, with support from NCA Tanzania partnered Partnership with ACDM. The field
assignment for the study was carried out in July 2020.
Information and data for the case study was collected through a participatory study method:
Focus Group Discussions and interviews. A sample covered 30% percent of the total number
of the focus group with 22 members.
1.1.

Major Findings
•

The findings indicated that women are mobilized, trained in saving their own resources
into an accumulated pool, from which they borrow at their own terms and invest mainly
into small micro business to improve their livelihoods. Respondents on the study
mentioned NCA and ACDM as the source for the savings and credit group through
community VICOBA facilitators.

•

All 8 respondents from the study reported that the greatest benefit of the savings and
credit group is that it has given poor rural women the opportunities that haven’t been
present from other financial institutions. Through this group, the women have acquired
assets like land, houses, motorcycles, bicycles and have been able to afford their
children’s school fees and tuition.

•

All 8 respondents on the study reported the inadequate capital and entrepreneurial skills
training that have impaired the growth and sustainability of their group.

•

All 8 respondents on the study reported that there is strong amongst themselves by
having group leadership including chairperson, secretary, three (3) key keepers, box
keeper and two (2) money counters, with a strong transparency among themselves
through observing group terms and values by observing the group constitution.
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•

All 8 respondents on the study reported increased savings and more support for their
children’s education as a result of their involvement in the savings and credit group (IRVICOBA). With increased income, these women and their family members have better
access to health care, improved housing, education support and self-confidence. In
addition, the women felt empowered due to greater decision-making power and
increased networking opportunities, including the sharing of information related to
business practices and social welfare.

•

All respondents on the study reported that, there is no clear government policy known
to them that supports their initiative to enhance the savings and credit group’s resilience
and sustainability.

•

All respondents on the study reported that for their group sustainability, they diversified
the capital from VICOBA to micro investment projects like establishment of farmer
clusters, where they grow high quality varieties of crops. In particular horticultural and
poultry keeping for improved income, while supporting group resilience and
sustainability.

1.2.

Approaches

The researcher conducted comprehensive interviews and focus group discussion with 8 women
involved in the savings and credit group to explore their views on the savings and credit model
and its impact on their lives. They looked at how it operates, how it is sustained and challenges
encountered.

1.3.

Results

Respondents reported increased savings and more support for their children’s education as a
result of their involvement in the savings and credit group. With increased income, these
women and their family members had better access to health care, improved housing, education
for children and establishment of micro investment projects like horticulture and poultry
projects. These results findings are similar to evaluation findings, which was conducted by
NCA-TANZANIA on Livelihood on 2013.

1.4.

Conclusion
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Savings and credit groups have the potential to be used as a platform for improving women’s
livelihood since it contributes on building women self-confidence and self-governance.
Evidently this is supported by a study already established with the same objective to the current
study (Cameron Stuart, 2015).
1.5.

INTRODUCTION

1.5.1. Background of the case study
The savings and credit scheme under IR- VICOBA was established in 2007 where religious
institutions began to train people on how to sensitize, establish and coordinate the
implementation of the VICOBA program under the partnership support of Norwegian Church
Aid-Tanzania (NCA-TANZANIA). In Kilosa it was in collaboration with the Anglican Church
Diocese of Morogoro (ACDM).
The Savings and credit groups (IR-VICOBA) established by religious institutions are unique
because they are implemented through an interfaith approach and are identified as Interreligious Village Community Banks (IR -VICOBA). However, in Tanzania this approach has
been introduced by many different names depending on the objectives of the implementing
partner.
The overall concept of savings and credit approach was to encourage the poor communitiesspecifically women- to build capital through accumulation of their own resources by buying
shares as per agreed terms, and getting loans to establish micro businesses for better
livelihoods. (Care international Tanzania. 2006).
1.5.2. Statement of the problem
The savings and credit approach involved more and more women for effective mobilization
and binding local resources for better livelihood. But the impact of women savings and credit
groups is underrepresented in formal statistics, which reflects how wealth is attributed in
African communities. The research has revealed that an ever-increasing number of women in
rural and urban areas engage with savings and credit groups. But what is the impact? Clearlty
there is a need to study the effectiveness of women savings and credit on how they operate,
how they are sustained and what challenges they encounter.
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1.5.3. Purpose of the study
The purpose of this study was to find out the impact of women savings and credit group on
improving women livelihood in relation to how they operate; how they are sustained and
challenges they encounter.
1.5.4. Objectives of the study
To assess the benefits of women savings and credit mechanism in the lives of women in Africa
taking a study from Amani women savings and credit group (IR-VICOBA) from Dumila in
Kilosa District, Tanzania.
1.5.5. Study questions
1. What motivates their existence?
2. How are these group governed? What are the dynamics?
3. What is the benefit? (what is the extent to which saving groups are improving women’s
lives, gender relations, income and households)
4. What are the common challenges faced? (at an operational, program and policy level)
5. What is the impact of COVID-19 on these groups?
6. What can be done differently to increase their benefit? Resilience and sustainability?
7. Any other findings?
8.
1.5.6. Significance of the study
In the light of rationale, this study is expected to contribute to the following:
•

Provide evidence on the impact of women savings and credit groups on improving their
livelihood.

•

Provide valuable information on how women savings and credit groups operate, are
sustained and the challenges they encounter.

•
1.5.7. Scope of the study
This study was conducted in Dumila, Kilosa district with Amani Women savings and credit
group, focusing on the impact of women savings and credit groups on improving their
livelihood. The study was conducted on July 2020.
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CHAPTER TWO
LITERATURE REVIEW
2.0.

INTRODUCTION

2.1.

The concept of savings and credit group

The concept of savings and credit scheme has received considerable attention in recent global
social and economic debates. In most African countries, as evidenced from Kilosa, Tanzania
in particular, access to financial services by the poor, especially those living in rural areas is
limited. This is due to issues such as availability of financial institutions, proximity to client,
as well as the adequacy of loans provided.
To address this, IR -VICOBA model initiated by Norwegian Church Aid Tanzania in the early
2007 has been implemented by several NCA-TANZANIA partners. IR- VICOBA is a
community based self-managed group, funded by members who contribute to a pool of savings
in regular meeting, and collaborate to implement a system that ensures transparency and
repayment. With a minimum group membership of 10 and a maximum of 30, each group has
a structure that typically include chairperson, secretary, box keepers, two (2) money counters
and three (3) key keepers, working with interfaith values (NCA evaluation report , 2013).
Weekly members purchase shares at an agreed term based on the group’s constitution, borrow
from the group fund, and are required to pay at a given period, usually within three to six
months with surpluses. The surpluses charged according to group terms and values but are
usually 5% at minimum. The essential component of the IR- VICOBA model is the social fund
(Mfuko wa Jamii), which assists the members in emergencies and is repaid without any added
surpluses. At the end of the year the members celebrate by having surpluses for everyone in
relation with the total number of shares that each member bought up to the end of the year.
This model of IR-VICOBA studied hasn’t broke it’s cycle at the end of the year, the capital
(shares) for the members are accumulated sustainably.

2.2.

Impact of savings and credit group
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The village Community Bank (VICOBA) including IR -VICOBA model studied is widely
recognized as a powerful tool for delivering financial services to the rural and urban poor,
particularly women, where formal financial services are non-existent (Kesanta, J. 2015).
Indeed, this study is among already carried out studies sought to establish the impact of savings
and credit groups for improving lives of women. Kesanta (2015) reported that members of the
savings and credit group diversified into additional income generating activities while others
expanded existing activities. Similarly, they established that participants in group savings and
credit contributed to increased levels of productivity and household assets among the majority
of members.
In bringing focus to the current study, Karlan conducted the study in Uganda to assess the
involvement of women in savings and credit schemes with the same aforementioned model.
The results found were as follows; the participation in savings and credit schemes increased
members’ self-confidence and strengthened their role in decision-making (Karlan et al 2017).
This is evidence that their access to financial services not only contributed to their economic
empowerment, but also improved livelihood. The last research conducted by CARE
TANZANIA in 2006 resulted in similar findings.
The researcher found that there is a gap that needs extra attention: how the national policy,
particularly National Economic Empowerment Policies links national plans with these
women’s savings and credit groups so as to support its operation, its sustainability and mitigate
challenges.
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CHAPTER THREE
3.0.

Introduction

This chapter presents the methodology used to conduct the research. It shows the research
design, study area, target population, sampling size and data collection procedures.
3.1.

Study methodology

The rapid assessment was done through a review of existing reports and policies, and field data
collection. Data was collected through organized focus group discussions (FGDs) and key
informant interviews.
3.2.

Approach on the study

The researcher used the case study approach, which gave them the opportunity to focus on one
aspect of problem in depth within a limited amount of time (Bell,1999). The researcher used
APN’s Objectives and Key questions for assessing and documenting the impact of savings and
credit groups for improving the lives of women in Africa.

Table 3 1:

The issues in line with the objectives.

Objectives
Assess the benefits of women savings and
credit mechanism in changing lives of
women in Africa:
• Motives for its existence
• Women groups dynamics
• Group benefits (lives, gender relation,
income and household’s wellbeing)
• Group common challenge faced
(operational, programic and policy
level)
• Impact of COVID-19 on women
groups
• How to do extra for group resilience
and sustainability
• Other findings

3.3.

Sampling Procedure
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Issues for addressing the objectives
Development Results:
1. Achievement
2. Effectiveness
3. Relevance
4. Sustainability

This is the method used to draw samples from a population usually in such a way that the
sample facilitate determination of same hypothesis concerning the population (McGraw and
Hill.2003), in this study used simple random sampling techniques.
Basing on random and purposeful sampling procedures, a representative sample of 8 out of 22
(equivalent to 30% of the total number of the group) was selected for assessment and
documentation. All of them were adults.
3.4.

Methods and Tools for Data Collection

This is the process of gathering and measuring information a variable of interest in an
established systematic fashion that enables one to answer stated research questions, test
hypothesis and evaluate the outcome (Agarwal,2010).
Interviews were conducted and recorded through mobile phone, and notes were taken during
the interviews. Then interviews were expanded to field notes and summarized by order of
major issues. The recorded interviews were transcribed from Swahili into English. The data
was then manually analyzed using the content analysis approach, which included identification
of recurring information, categorization and interpretation.
Ethical consideration was absolutely observed. All respondents consented to being recorded.
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CHAPTER FOUR
4.0.

INTRODUCTION

In this chapter data is presented and discussed. The results were arranged in line with the
research objectives that guided the study. That was to assess and document the impact of
savings and credit group on improving lives of women in Africa. A total of all 8 respondents
reported their lives having been improved as a result of being involved in savings and credit
groups (IR-VICOBA).
4.1.

Major findings on savings and credit mechanism in changing lives of women in
Africa

The major findings address the main objectives for this study. By addressing the seven key
objectives in question, the research is able to obtain a clear picture on how the Amani savings
and credit group contributes in improving women’s livelihood in Africa.

4.1.1. Motives for Savings and credit groups existence
The assessment for the motives of savings and credit groups’ existence in terms of
achievement, effectiveness and relevance on improving women livelihood aims to paint a
picture on why women started to be mobilize to join these groups.
All 8 respondents on the study recognized that the savings and credit model is effective and
relevant in facilitating access to finance for business development processes to the poor.
Respondents mentioned ACDM and NCA-TANZANIA that initiated the existence through
VICOBA facilitators.
A quote on the motives for Savings and credit groups from the 1 of the 8 respondents is as
follows:
“…I joined the savings and credit group (VICOBA) through the Anglican church Diocese of
Morogoro and Norwegian Church Aid Tanzania, from whom I had received the information
about the importance of savings and credit groups. Its structure and values in a nutshell is to
fight against poverty” (Maria Paulo runs a business selling sunflower refined oil. She earns
20,000 as profit per day, capital obtained from IR-VICOBA)
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4.1.2. How are these group governed and what are their dynamics like?
All 8 respondents on the study reported to be self-mobilized to manage their local savings
democratically through a well-defined constitution and agreed terms and regulations. They are
governed by an interfaith approach, which is unique as it has encouraged the women’s group
to work together with peace, respect and harmony. It is reported that the interfaith approach
has improved the women’s culture of saving as well as built the group’s ability to sustain their
group.
The group governing structure included the following: chairperson, secretary, three (3) box key
keepers, two (2) money counters
A quote on how the savings and credit group is governed and their dynamics was taken as
follows:
“...Savings and credit group is governed by a constitution and regulations led by
democratically chosen leadership with the following members: Chairperson, Secretary, three
box key keeper, two money counters, the model of the group is under interfaith approach which
accommodates all religions, the group is controlled by regular weekly meeting which used to
buy shares and deciding on various issues for group development and sustainability”(Asia
Mohamed, running a boda boda business and shop, earn about 20,000 per day)
4.1.3. To what extent are savings and credit groups improving women’s lives, gender
relations, and households.

The assessment revealed that women from the Aman savings and credit group had invested the
profits from this scheme in acquiring land, bikes and motorcycles for their families as well as
for business. They were also able to manage the education and health costs of their families.
The assessment also shows a reduction in economic vulnerability among women and reduced
Gender Based Violence (GBV) because women became economically self-dependent and men
would only join in family economic interventions.
On the impact related to the savings and credit group (VICOBA), the following quote was
taken from 2 of the 8 respondents:
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’...Previously I had no business, but now I manage my business and I can stand on my own, I
am respected by my husband and my relatives, and I contribute to my family’d welfare., I pay
my children’s school fees and I am no longer a burden to my husband ...’ (Devotha Emmanuel
runs a bicycle hiring project and earns about 40,000 TZS per day)
’...VICOBA has improved my confidence and financial power beyond explanation...I believe I
could survive without my husband’s support.’ (Cecilia Sylvester, owns two pairs of oxen and
a trail and shop established from having loan from VICOBA. She has also employed two
youth).

4.1.4. The common challenges facing Women Savings and credit group.

The members of Aman Savings and Credit group pointed out challenges they encounter on a
operational, program and policy level, while implementing IR-VICOBA. The challenges
included:
4.1.4.1. Operational challenges:
• Limited skills for managing the business and activities records due to limited regular
training on entrepreneurship.
•

Limited market opportunities and skills to tap into scarce market opportunities.

•

Weak capital for savings and credit group (IR-VICOBA) to expand the business.

•

Most of the fund is directed to consumption (paying for education, health, managing
wedding ceremonies) instead of investing for expanding projects. This can result into
delayed loans, which cab definitely affect the group development.

1 out of 8 respondents on the study reported on the operational challenges facing savings and
credit group (IR-VICOBA). The quote was taken as follows;
“The greatest problem facing our group is that, we don’t have enough skills to manage
businesess and market for our products. We also don’t have enough capital to extend our
existing business/projects. Most of us divert our loans, or misuse them, and this affects our
group and our development” (Naendwa Mmbaga, running
production)
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a small business on soap

4.1.4.2. Program challenges:
The assessment was focused on savings and credit data documentation, reporting model,
financial management. Respondents on the study reported that most of the group members have
insufficient knowledge on documentation.
The respondents reported the following challenges:
•

Group leader has no knowledge and skills on financial management

•

Group leader is not able to accurately record the financial report

•

Group leader cannot report financial analysis of the expenditures and balance
accurately, because of lack of supporting technology for data preparation and reporting

“Most of us left school at standard 7 so we are not knowledgeable on documentation and
reporting. Our leaders not well trained, so sometimes the report is not submitted to us. We
survive because we trust each other” (Luciana Kapinga)
4.1.4.3. Policy level challenges
The assessment documented the policy challenges towards savings and credit group and how
these affect said group. It was noted that all respondents know nothing about the policy related
with this program.

4.1.5. The impact of COVID-19 on Savings and credit group.
The assessment and documentation looked at how much the members of the group know about
the COVID -19 pandemic, its effects on their business and possible mitigation measures taken
to save their business.
The assessment revealed that, all members of the group were aware about COVID-19 and its
effects on the human body. During the assessment the respondents talked about the effects
caused by COVID-19 in relation to their group and their business.
The mentioned effects were a slow down of buying shares on their group and loan recovery
because of the stagnant nature of their individual businesses.
However, the assessment revealed that members took some measures to mitigate the affects of
the COVID-19 pandemic on their group and their businesses. The mentioned measures taken
were mentioned as follows:
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Reported to follow medical and Authority advices such as;
•

Social distancing

•

Regular hand wash with clean and medicated water

•

Use and wearing masks

•

Avoiding overcrowding

All 8 respondents reported that although they continued to buy shares and go about their
businesses along with medical and authority advice, money circulation was still the lowest it
has ever been.
1 out of 8 respondents on the study reported on the impact of COVID-19 on the savings and
credit group. The quote was taken as follows:
“We were affected, our projects and business were affected, and our group too. We failed to
buy shares and pay back our loans as we used to before our capital intensely decreased. But
we didn’t close our business. We observed the authority’s advice although things had fallen
apart because money circulation was very affected” (Tabu Salum runs a soft drinks shop and
hotel established from VICOBA)

4.1.6. What can be done different to increase the resilience and sustainability of savings
and credit groups?

The assessment and documentation showed that for savings and credit group to become more
sustainabile there should be a regular capacity building on entrepreneurship so that the
members are able to plan and implement businesses with reasonable profit.
This is evidenced when members cited the lack of entrepreneurial skills on designing good
businesses for profit as a contributor to the failure to pay back their loan on time hence affecting
the group’s growth in term of capital.
During the assessment and documentation, respondents suggested the need for a good plan to
be facilitated to learn skills and knowledge for investing in agribusiness such as poultry keeping
and horticultural production. As they have already facilitated farmer clusters with formal
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registration for the collection market and well extension services provision, it would certainly
contribute to the group’s recovery as well as their sustainability.
1 out of 8 respondents of the study suggested the best measures to be taken for the savings and
credit group’s resilience and sustainability. The quote was taken as follows:
“Government and partners have to support women’s group on entrepreneurship training to
help them establish the best micro projects with a focus on improved income. This would enable
members of the group to buy shares and pay back the loan on time for group development and
sustainability” (Magrath Sanga runs a small banda for selling vegetables and fruits, earning
10,000 Tzs per day. Before joining VICOBA I depended on my husband for everything)
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4.1.7. Other findings
The assessment and documentation looked at extra efforts made by Amani savings and credit
group for their future sustainability. The evidence was seen in the way they organized to receive
training concerning Agribusiness and the way they used it not only for income generation but
also as an innovation hub for them and their neighbors.
This is the innovation hub for Amani women savings and credit
group. Through this plot they implement drip irrigation
agricultural system and they produce high value crops known
as Mwendo Kasi (High breed pepper). They have earned around
1.2 million within six months and will be harvesting it for up to
three years. But also, each member has her own plot. They have
attracted many neighbors to do the same as through this project
their economical livelihoods have improved and they have
become more independent.

Amani Savings and credit group have learned to produce,
manage and to sell together in addition to being from a
savings and credit group
Note;(Researcher affirms that ethics for research were
considered and the respondents from the group gave consent
for use of the photos for research)
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CHAPTER FIVE
SUMMARY, CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONs
5.0.

INTRODUCTION

This chapter consists of the summary, conclusion of the study and recommendations for further
research from the study.
5.1.

Summary

The study assessed and documented the impact of savings and credit groups on improving lives
of women in Africa by looking at how governance, sustainability and the challenges
encountered. This study was conducted at Dumila in Kilosa District and focused on Amani
Women savings and credit group (IR-VICOBA).
Looking the objectives of the study, which were to assess the benefits of women savings and
credit mechanism in the lives of women in Africa, the findings show that this mechanism has
the following contributions:
This approach of savings and credit (giving cycle) has impacted poor rural women by providing
an opportunity, which would not be possible through other financial institutions. Through this
approach the women have acquired assets like land, houses, motorcycles, bicycles and are able
to afford their children’s school fees and tuition.
The findings indicate that women are mobilized, trained and can save their own resources into
an accumulated pool from which each can borrow at their own terms and invest mainly into
small micro business for improving their livelihood. The indication of this achievement is seen
through investments the women possess when visited.

5.2.

Conclusion and recommendations

Savings and credit group (IR- VICOBA) was noted to contribute to improving the lives of
women through income, gender relation and general family welfare. Women participating in
savings and credit group (IR-VICOBA) increased savings and access to assets.
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The model may be used as a platform for addressing the gender relations and women
development issues. The savings and credit group (IR-VICOBA) should be integrated with
knowledge and competency-building skills that strengthen women’s well-being and capacity
to manage their investments more efficiently and sustainably.
Further research is required to assess how involvement of women in savings and credit group
influences Gender Based Violence within households.
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