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ABSTRACT'
Microfinance is increasingly being used as a tool for promoting women empowerment, however 

the actual empowerment outcomes of women through microfinance schemes are highly 

contested in academia. Furthermore, there seems to be a lack of studies looking at microfinance 

and empowerment of women in post-conflict areas. This thesis studies the influence of 

membership in Village Savings and Loans Associations (VSLAs) on the empowerment of 

women in post-conflict contexts, using the Gulu region in Northern Uganda as a case study. 

Through providing an in-depth study of women empowerment through VSLA membership, this 

research aims at contributing to the literaure of women empowerment in post-conflict areas, as 

well as to contribute to the understanding of the importance for context for influencing 

outcomes of microfinance programmes as a  development tool. 

 

Through applying the definition and conceptualization of empowerment of Kabeer (1999) this 

being the ability of individuals to conduct choices to live their lives as they want, the study 

assesses the resources, agency and achievements related to VSLA membership, and with a 

reference to the gender roles, gender relations and the post-conflict context, as setting the frame 

in which empowerment takes place. The empirical findings are based on 18 semi-structured 

interviews and 5 group discussions conducted in 4 VSLAs during a 5 week long fieldtrip to the 

Gulu region in Northern Uganda. 

 

The study found that the post-conflict context significantly diluted the traditional gender roles 

and gender relations, which created a structural push factor for women to break up with 

traditional gender roles. This made it highly challenging to isolate the two factors of VSLA 

membership and empowerment. Having said this, the VSLAs provided a number of financial, 

human and social resources, which enabled members to act on their increased decision making 

capabilities resulting from the post-conflict context. Furthermore, the findings suggest that while 

specific outcomes, such as material gains and increased decision making capabilities were 

difficult to connect solely to the VSLA membership, there seemed to be an indication that the 

process of membership in itself had empowering impacts for members. Therefore, despite none 

of the women in the study demonstrating transformative agency as a result of their membership 

in the VSLA, the findings demonstrated a clear indication of increased empowerment through 

VSLA membership. This was due to the women in general having an increased feeling of 

power, well being and inner transformation, and feeling more capable of making decisions 

which would enable them to live their lives as they wanted.  
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1 Introduction 
Gender equality and women empowerment has been a priority in global development 

practices since the 1970s, and today, the need for achieving empowerment of women is seen 

as a pre-requisite for eradicating poverty and achieving global sustainable development 

(Duflo, 2012; King & Mason, 2001). For this reason, empowerment of women has become a 

core development objective in itself, and women empowerment is one of the 8 Millenium 

Development Goals (MDGs) set forth by the UN to be reached by 2015, as well as one of the 

subsequent Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) that will replace these at the UN General 

Assembly (UNGA) in September, 2015.  

One of the most common tools for empowering women used by NGOs and Intergovernmental 

Organisations is microfinance. Microfinance implies giving small and unsecured loans to 

groups and individuals that have not been able to access credit previously, the logic being that 

they can invest these in income generating activities, which ultimately can help them to lift 

themselves out of poverty  (Khavul, 2010). Today, microfinance makes out the largest 

development programme worldwide, both in terms of money invested and number of people 

targeted (Rooyen & Stewart, 2012). Approximately 80% of microfinance clients worldwide 

are women   (Garikipati, 2013), which, firstly, is due to the higher creditworthiness of women 

compared to men, and secondly, due to the perceived positive impact that microfinance has on 

economic and social empowerment of women  (Helmore, 2009).  

Having said this, microfinance has also been significantly critisized for having 

disempowering impacts on women, as well as having grown into a highly profitable business 

for microcredit providers (Mayoux, 2001 ;Goetz & Sen Gupta, 1996,  Kabeer , 2005; Ali & 

Hatta , 2012). Since the 1990s Village Savings and Loans Associations (VSLAs) have also 

emerged, partly on a grassroots level, and partly promoted by NGOs  (Allen & Panetta, 2010).  

VSLAs are groups that come together and collectively save on a weekly basis, and hence 

create an informal micro-bank by accumulating mutual capital and providing loans to 

members. These are especially beneficial in poor and marginalized communities, where 

traditional financial services and institutions do not reach, and VSLAs have therefore been 

argued to contribute to overcoming the challenge of financial exclusion (ibid). Furthermore, 

VSLAs have been accredited for having significant positive impacts for members, and are for 

these reasons considered as being a more sustainable solution, compared to microcredit 

provided by banks and MFIs. 
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This thesis studies women empowerment through VSLA membership in the post conflict 

Gulu region of Northern Uganda. The motivation for selecting the Gulu region as a case study 

for the research was two-fold; firstly, the conflict between the central Ugandan government 

and the Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA) is arguably one of the most brutal in history, lasting 

for over 20 years. Despite the LRA conflict oficially having ended in 2006, the region is still 

the most marginalized in Uganda, with poverty rates nearly double those of the rest of the 

country  (Nystrand, 2014). 

Secondly, while microfinance and empowerment of women has been extensively researched, 

it has not been possible to identify any literature on empowerment of women through 

microfinance or VSLAs in post-conflict areas. As women empowerment is highly influenced 

by gender roles and gender relations  (Garikipati, 2013), this is interesting to study in a post-

conflict context, as past research has shown that on-going armed conflict often dilutes 

traditional gender roles and gender relations (Salazar et al. 2013;  Gervais, 2011; Greenberg & 

Zuckerman , 2009;  Omona & Aduo, 2013; El-Bushra, 2003), and it can therefore be assumed 

that this creates some special conditions during which women empowerment takes place.  

These factors make studying women empowerment in post-conflict areas highly interesting, 

and it has not been possible to identify any studies about that specific topic. Furthermore, 

while the topic of microfinance and empowerment of women is highly researched, the 

emphasis that academic literature puts on the importance of context for understanding 

empowerment outcomes of microfinance is limited. Through providing an in-depth study of 

women empowerment through VSLA membership in the Gulu region in Northern Uganda, 

this research firstly aims at contributing to the literaure of women empowerment in post-

conflict areas, which is a highly under-researched topic in itself, and secondly, to contribute to 

the understanding of the importance that context provides for empowerment outcomes of 

microfinance schemes. The research can therefore be interesting for researchers and 

development practitioners within the fields of women empowerment, post-confict 

rehabilitation, and microfinance.  

1.1 Research*Question*
The thesis aims at investigating empowerment of rural women through microfinance provided 

through VSLAs in the specific circumstances of post-conflict contexts, using the case study of 

the Gulu region in Northern Uganda. The research question is therefore as follows:  
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How does VSLA membership influence the empowerment of rural women in the post-conflict 

context in Northern Uganda?    

1.2 Scope*and*delimitations**
The research analyses women empowerment through VSLA membership through applying 

the definition and conceptualization of empowerment of Kabeer (1999), this being the ability 

of individuals to conduct choices to live their lives as they want. As the study looks at 

empowerment of rural women specifically, this choice will briefly be defined and justified. 

Rural women can be defined as being the female population living in rural areas  (Risteska, 

Lazarevski , & Mickovska-Raleva , 2012), and are in this study referred to as women living 

outside of the larger towns in the Gulu region in Northern Uganda, this being Gulu town and 

Nwoya town. Rural women generally have lower access to education, credit, health services 

and are often denied household decision making and community participation, and are, for the 

same reason, generally greater affected by poverty as they represent the most excluded group, 

compared to both rural men and urban women (ibid). Due to the scope of the thesis, the 

empowerment process is, in this case, only investigated at household level, and the 

empowerment in terms of inclusion of rural women in community participation and political 

spheres and processes is therefore not assessed. Furthermore, the research only looks at 

empowerment from the perspective of the women, and male’s perspectives on the subject are 

therefore not considered.  

Due to the design of the study being a single embedded case study, the research does not go in 

depth regarding the different levels of empowerment among the women studied, nor does it 

assess possible reasons for differences in their empowerment. While some overall trends 

briefly are mentioned in the discussion, the overall aim of the study is rather to identify how 

VSLA membership influences empowerment of rural women in the Gulu region in Northern 

Uganda overall.   

The concept of empowerment is largely grounded in feminism, and feminism is therefore 

briefly introduced in the literature review, followed by a review of post-colonial feminism, as 

being the feminist stream that the empowerment concept applied in this research is grounded 

in.  Having said this, post-colonial feminism is only used for informing the understanding and 

meaning of empowerment, and the thesis does not analyse deeper feminist concerns, such as 

gender formation, the role of women in society, and the impact of this on the choices, or lack 

of same, conducted by the women in the study. The concept of gender is therefore only used 
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to inform gender roles and relations as being a big factor influencing the conditions during 

which women empowerment is taking place. How gender roles and relations in itself are 

created and re-created through social interaction is therefore not treated in the thesis.  

The gender roles and relations are conceptualized by drawing on Bourdieu’s (1977) concept 

of Doxa as explaining the aspects of culture and tradition that are taken for granted within a 

context, and therefore also shape the conditions in which the empowerment of women is 

taking place. Doxa is, in this thesis, therefore only used in relation to gender roles and 

relations, and other aspects of culture and tradition, and how these might impact 

empowerment of women, is therefore not assessed.  

The research looks into women empowerment in the Gulu region in Northern Uganda, which 

is an area recovering from more than 20 years of armed conflict, classifying the context of the 

research as a ‘Post-Conflict’ context. The concept of context is therefore mainly being used in 

relation to the specific conditions of being post-conflict. However, the concept of context is 

broad and multi-dimensional  (Whetten, 1989; Welter, 2010), and other contextual 

parameters, such as the political, institutional and economic contexts of Northern Uganda, 

Uganda and Africa overall, are therefore not examined. Furthermore, as Doxa can be argued 

to be a part of context, the gender roles and relations, and the impact of the post-conflict 

context on these, are also treated as part of the context. Post-conflict can generally be defined 

as being the situation or condition that a geographical area is facing after ended conflict or 

war (Kurtenbach & Wulf , 2012). This usually brings significant challenges, as post conflict 

contexts exhibit characteristics of loss of state capacity, high levels of violence, and change in 

social structures as results of loss of social capital embedded in the society  (Aaron, 2003). 

These characteristics make the post conflict context a highly interesting environment for 

studying women empowerment.   

1.3 *Structure*of*the*thesis** *
After having introduced the problem area and research question of the thesis, the next chapter 

will proceed with reviewing the literature relevant for the study. This follows by a 

presentation and elaboration of the theoretical framework applied in chapter 3, which will be 

guiding the data collection and analysis processes. The methodology and methods used are 

subsequently presented in chapter 4. Chapter 5 gives a brief introduction to Uganda and the 

LRA conflict in Northern Uganda. The data analysis is presented in chapter 6, and 

subsequently discussed in chapter 7. The conclusion is presented in chapter 8.  
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2 Literature review 
The following section reviews literature relevant to the research question of the study. The 

first part gives a brief introduction to women in international development, and presents and 

reviews the concept of empowerment. This follows by a review of feminism as being the 

overall theoretical stream in which the concept of women empowerment is grounded. 

Subsequently, the importance of context for empowerment is reviewed, followed by the 

literature concerning post-conflict contexts, and its impact on women, gender relations and 

women empowerment. Lastly, the literature on microfinance, VSLAs and women 

empowerment is reviewed.  

2.1 Women*in*International*Development*
Kofi Annan, the former UN secretary general, stated in 2005 that; “Study after study has 

taught us that there is no tool for development more effective than the empowerment of 

women . . . no policy is more important in preventing conflict, or in achieving reconciliation 

after conflict has ended” (Porter, 2013: 1). Since the 1970s, there has been a general consesus 

in the area of international development that achieving gender equality and empowerment of 

women is a pre-equisite for eradicating poverty and achieving global sustainable development 

(King & Mason, 2001). This was largely driven by the Women in Development (WID) policy 

approach in the early 1970s, which emphasized the potential for women’s active contribution 

to achieve economic growth and development (Moser, 1993). This was followed by the 

Gender and Developmet (GAD) policy approach, which extended the scope to include gender 

relationships and gender equality (ibid). The concept of women empowerment emerged from 

these feminist discourses, and implied a political and transformative idea of women’s position 

and conditions in society (Batliwala, 2007).  

The growing importance of women empowerment as a development goal in itself is partly 

based on evidence showing that large gender inequalities in rights, access to ressources and 

economic opportunities generally are highly correlated with high poverty levels, and partly 

due to the idea that empowering women will have a positive impact on the overall economic 

development within a given country  (Duflo, 2012;  King & Mason, 2001). Furthermore, 

empowerment of women is argued to have a greater positive impact on the well-being and 

livelihood of the entire family, as women typically invest an average of 90% of their earnings  
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into the family, compared to only 30-40% of men  (Porter, 2013). For this reason, there is an 

overall view that empowering women can accelerate development  (Duflo, 2012), and 

empowering women has become a key and strategic development goal set forth by the UN. 

The following will go deeper into the concept of women empowerment.   

2.2 The*concept*of*empowerment**
Empowerment is a concept widely used by development researchers and practitioners, 

however, the variation in terminology, definition and conceptualization indicates a lack of 

clear consensus about the meaning of the term (Hennink et al. 2012). It is therefore argued 

that the lack of consensus about the specific meaning allows practitioners to ‘work it out in 

action terms’, and that part of the value therefore lies within the ‘fuzziness’ of the word  

(Kabeer, 1999). For the same reason, empowerment has been critisized for being a 

development buzzword that is facilitating a multiplicity of contingent and relational 

meanings, and therefore inherently is emptied of meaning (Cornwall & Brock , 2005). As 

argued by Baltiwala (2007) “Of all the buzzwords that have entered the development lexicon 

in the past 30 years, empowerment is probably the most widely used and abused.”  

(Batliwala, 2007: 557). 

On the other hand,  Malhotra et al. (2002) and  Garikipati (2013) found, through a systematic 

literature review, that academic research on feminist grounded empowerment literature often 

use a few, overlapping concepts that are used to define and conceptualize empowerment; 

these being choice, power and inner transformation, and the impact of these on the ability of 

women to live their lives as they want  (Malhotra et al. 2002). The most common definitions 

on women empowerment are those provided by Batliwala (1994), G.Sen (1993) and Kabeer 

(1999). Through a systematic examination of local understandings of empowerment in South 

Asia, Batliwala (1994) arrived at the definiton of empowerment as being a process, as well as 

a result of a process, which transforms the relations of power between individuals and social 

groups, and she emphasizes the gendered meaning and power-relationship within this process 

(Batliwala, 2007).  G.Sen (1993) views empowerment as power relations that constrain 

women’s autonomy and life options, having an adversely impact on their life and well-being 

(Mukherjee & Sen, 2014). The definition of empowerment applied in this research is that of 

Kabeer (1999). Her definition takes choice as the central concept which empowerment is built 

around. “To be disempowered means to be denied choice, while empowerment refers to the 

processes by which those who have been denied the ability to make choices acquire such an 



! 7!

ability.” (Kabeer, 2005:13). Kabeer’s definition of empowerment largely builds on  Sen’s 

(1989) Human Development and Capability approach. Sen (1989) challenged the idea of 

poverty being a purely economic measure, and he created the Human Development and 

Capability Approach. He defines human development as the development of human 

capabilities that lead to an expansion of the possibility for,  and ability to make choices in life. 

The two central aspects in Sen’s capability approach are ‘evaluative aspects’, concerning 

capability development and achievements, and ‘agency’, building on the idea that people are 

active agents of change, and thereby have an active role in shaping their own position in their 

environment and bring about change  (Fukuda-Parr, 2003; Sen, 1999).  Agency and people’s 

own role in the empowerment process are therefore also central aspects of Kabeer’s 

empowerment conceptualization.  

2.3 Post@Colonial*Feminism*
Feminism is not used actively in this research, however, due to the concept of women 

empowerment being rooted within feminism, the main ideas of feminism are briefly reviewed 

in this section. This follows by a review of Post-Colonial Feminism, as the feminist school of 

thought in which the empowerment concept applied in this study is grounded.  

Early feminist movements originated in the beginning of the 1900s, the central premise being 

the aim of breaking up with the idea of ‘women’s place’ in society, and the recognition of 

women as human individuals, capable of making their own choices and aware of their own 

conditions (Conrad, 1981). Since the second wave of feminism throughout the 1970’s, 

feminism has evolved as an academic, social and political discourse and debate, and today, 

the term feminism implies an umbrella concept for multiple types of feminism. While they all 

focus on how the inferior status of women is shaped by social, political and economic 

structures in society, and how this, in turn, affects power and domination of men vis-à-vis 

women (Turner & Maschi, 2014), they vary in how they conceptualize these dynamics. The 

most prominent feminist movements include Liberal Feminism, Cultural Feminism, Socialist 

Feminism, Radical Feminism, Post-Structural Feminism, Postmodern Feminism, Womanism 

and Post-Colonial Feminism  (Campbell & Wasco, 2000;  Francis, 1999; Baber & Murray, 

2001; Gallant, 2008, among many). The concept of gender was furthermore developed by 

feminist scholars, and can be explained as ”the socially imposed divisions of sexes ”  (Rubin, 

1975: 179).  Gender therefore refers to how socially constructed roles and behaviours 

translate into a set of social expectations about behaviour, and the type of rights, resources 
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and power connected with this (King & Mason, 2001). The different feminist schools have 

varying ways of conceptualizing how gender is formed and re-created (Brooks, 1997).  

The feminist view influencing this study is Post-colonial feminism. Post-Colonial Feminism 

emerged as a response to western feminism as universalizing and homogenizing women and 

their experiences (Mohanty, 1988). It argues that western feminism is built on universal 

aspirations and a totalization of female identity that is built around western culture and values, 

and it sees conditions and beliefs of post-colonial women as largely differing from those of 

western women (Mohanty, 1988; Mishra, 2013). Post Colonial Feminism argues for cultural 

relativism (Borovoy & Ghodsee , 2012). They reject western feminist views of post-colonial 

women as being uneducated, tradition-bound, family-oriented and victimized, and emphasize 

heterogenity and agency among women (Mohanty, 1988; Deepak, 2011). Therefore, despite 

these women carrying the burden and restictions of cultural values, they seek to emancipate 

themselves through education, struggle and hard work, while striving for liberation of mental 

freedom  (Mishra, 2013).  

Post-Colonial feminism influences this study by putting large emphasis on cultural relativism 

to view and understand empowerment. Post Colonial Feminism is not interested in breaking 

up with family order and traditions, but rather seeks to balance mutual respect and harmony, 

while maintaining characteristics of motherhood, and seek support for making social 

contributions to society through combining traditional gender roles with labour  (Mishra, 

2013; Borovoy & Ghodsee , 2012). Furthermore, the conditions during which empowerment 

is taking place are highly impacted by gender roles and relations, as this, according to post-

colonial feminism, is the overall process of how women’s identity and sense of self are 

created. “Empowerment is rooted in how people see themselves – their sense of self-worth. 

This in turn is critically bound up with how they are seen by those around them” (Kabeer, 

2005: 15). Gender roles and relations are therefore important to understand the preconditions 

and processes for where empowerment takes place. The emphasis on cultural relativism helps 

in understanding what constitutes empowerment in the given context, and the understanding 

of gender roles and relations adds to the reflexion of how the meaning of empowerment may 

be aided or hindered by the dynamic relationship between cultural values, gender and the 

meaning of empowerment within the given context. The importance of context for 

understanding empowerment is further reviewed in the following section.  
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2.4 Importance*of*context*for*empowerment**
Empowerment is a highly complex and multi-faced concept, and in order to get a deep 

understanding of empowerment, it is essential to get a thorough understand about the socio-

cultural environment, as well as the gender roles an relations, within the context in which this 

empowerment is taking place  (Malhotra et al, 2002; Garikipati, 2013). Having said this, 

despite context being a widely used term in human and social science, it is often either applied 

as an explanatory element that is taken for granted, or the object of study being analysed  

(Huen, 2009). Whetten (1989) conceptualizes context by using the three dimensions of Who, 

Where and When. This does, according to Whetten (1989) outline the temporal and contextual 

factors of context. Where refers to the multiple locational spheres, and can furthermore be 

divided into distinct types, such as spatial or social. Who refers to the object of study, and 

When draws on the importance of history and time  (Welter, 2010). While the Who, Where 

and When dimensions have been applied in differet studies, among other entrepreneurship 

(Welter, 2010), this has so far not been used to operationalize context in studies of 

empowerment. While Whetten’s (1989) conceptualization of context underlines the 

multiplicity of context, this is, in this study, limited to being post-conflict, as characterizing 

the context in which the research takes place.  

Within empowerment theory, Kabeer conceptualizes context by drawing on Bourdieu’s 

notion of Doxa; that is the aspects of culture and tradition that are taken for granted within a 

culture (Kabeer, 1999). “ (…) When there is a quasi-perfect correspondence between the 

objective order and the subjective principles of organization, the natural and social world 

appears self evident. This experience we shall call Doxa”  (Bourdieu, 1977: 164). The deep 

and embedded insider values within a given context define social relations, and can therefore 

also shape the choices taken by women within that context (Kabeer, 1999). Bourdieu (1977) 

refers to this as divisions in the social order that constantly reproduce themselves by creating 

organized practices adjusted to those divisions. This, in turn, creates a classification with 

regards to sex, which then contributes to the division and reproduction of power relations  

(Bourdieu, 1977). Doxa is a useful concept to explain the cultural context that shapes norms 

and behaviour within society, however, due to the encompassing meaning of the term, this is 

only used to inform the understanding of gender roles and relations in the Acholi society, and 

the impact of these on women empowerment. This is further elaborated in the following 

chapter, where the theoretical framework is presented.  
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2.5 Post*conflict*context*
As with the concept of context, the terminology applied to conflict and post-conflict is often 

imprecisely defined  (Brinkenhoff, 2005). This is partly due to conflict not being a uniform 

phenomenon, and can vary in form and degree (Aaron, 2003). For the same reason, many 

poor country states exhibit characteristics of post-conflict areas, without officially being in 

armed conflict  (Brinkenhoff, 2005). Post-conflict is therefore a relative term, and subject to 

graduation. Brown, Langer, & Stewart (2011) argue that post-conflict countries should be 

viewed as placed along a transition continuum, rather than being defined as either being in 

conflict or at peace. They outline a set of characteristics qualifying an area as being post-

conflict; this, among other things, being repatriation of refugees, reconciliation and societal 

reintegration of refugees and ex-soldiers, and economic recovery within the region. Post-

conflict contexts furthermore exhibit characteristics of loss of private and state capacity, state 

resources and informal capacity inherent in social networks  (Aaron, 2003;  Bossert & Brune, 

2009), and are characterized by uncertainty and change with a transition in local power 

structures (Hill, 2004). The social, cultural and economic shifts resulting from prolonged 

conflict also impact gender relations within that context  (Salazar et al, 2013). This is further 

elaborated in the following section.   

2.6 Women*and*Gender*relations*in*Post*Conflict*Contexts*
Women are disproportionally affected by conflict for a number of reasons; their roles as 

caregivers impact their capacity to protect themselves, they have to deal with the survival of 

the family and their children in the absence of food, shelter and basic services, and they are 

often the target for gender based violence and sexual abuse  (Manchanda, 2005;  Shackel & 

Fiske, 2014; Gervais, 2011). As men tend to control the largest proportion of assets within the 

society, the food and resources within the household are inclined to be biased towards men 

during times of shortage, resulting in a disproportionally larger reduction in nutrition intake of 

women  (Schnabel & Tabyshalieva, 2012). For the same reason, post conflict areas show a 

trend of feminization of poverty  (Manchanda, 2005). Furthermore, past research has shown 

that post-conflict areas not only damage economic systems, but also create distruptions in 

social and cultural systems, and traditional roles and responsibilities often change during and 

after conflict  (Shackel & Fiske, 2014;  Greenberg & Zuckerman , 2009). A common result in 

post-conflict areas is therefore a growth of female-headed households, as many men are killed 

or disabled, and gender roles therefore become blurred, with women taking traditionally male 
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roles upon them (Schnabel & Tabyshalieva, 2012). Several researchers stress the possibility 

for these structural changes to have a positive impact on shifts in gender roles and relations, 

as it gives the opportunity for a redefinition of traditonal gender structures, and that the 

increased experiences and responsibilities of women empower them to advocate for long term 

changes in their status and conditions  (Arostegui, 2013;  Pospieszna, 2014). On the other 

hand, Kumar (2000) found, through a systematic study of several post-conflict cases, that 

while this contributed to a redefinition of women’s roles and identities, it simultaniously 

increased the household work burdens of women (Kumar, 2000). Having said this, most 

literature on women in post conflict areas either looks into the impact of conflict on women 

and gender relations  (Salazar et al. 2013;  Gervais, 2011; Greenberg & Zuckerman , 2009;  

Omona & Aduo, 2013; El-Bushra, 2003) or on the role of women in peace procesess  

(Arostegui, 2013;  Manchanda, 2005;  Pospieszna, 2014). While the importance of 

(re)building social capital in post conflict areas (Aaron, 2003;  Ogbaharya, 2008;  Omona & 

Aduo , 2013;  Bossert & Brune, 2009), as well as the possible positive impact of microfinace 

on female empowerment in post-conflict contexts (Schnabel & Tabyshalieva, 2012) has been 

outlined, there generally seems to be a lack of studies looking into women empowerment in 

post-conflict areas.  

Having reviewed the concepts of empowerment, context and post conflict contexts, the 

following sections wil turn to reviewing the literature on microfinance and women 

empowerment more specifically.  

2.7 Microfinance*and*Women*Empowerment**
Microfinance is widely used as a poverty-reduction and development strategy by numerous 

Development Institutions and NGOs. Today, microfinance has grown into one of the largest 

development programs worldwide (Rooyen & Stewart, 2012), and the large outreach and 

popularity that it has gained, has attracted considerable attention from academics, making 

microfinance a highly researched topic. Academic literature on microfinance can generally be 

divided between enthusiasts and sceptics about the financial and social impact of 

microfinance, as well as the impact that this has on women empowerment.  While the aim of 

this chapter is not to go deep into the microfinance literature, some of the most prominent 

arguments about the impact of microfinance are reviewed.  

It is estimated that almost 80% of all microcredit clients today are women  (Garikipati, 2013). 

This is both due to microfinance institutions promoting microcredit to women due to higher 
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repayment rates and lower credit risk, as well as substantial arguments from researchers and 

development practitioners of the positive economic and social impact of tartgeting women in 

microcredit schemes (Chhay, 2011;  Goetz & Sen Gupta, 1996). Here, the main argument is 

that providing microcredit to women leads to both economic empowerment and social well-

being for the household through a series of interlinked and mutually reinforcing spirals. 

Women are more inclined to share the economic benefits with the household, and the 

increased role of women in the household economy is said to create economic self reliance 

and greater control over resourcers, having a positive impact on women empowerment  

(Chhay, 2011; Khavul, 2010). On the other hand, sceptics argue that microfinance may have a 

disempowering impact on women due to high peer pressure for loan repayment, high work-

burdens, indebtedness, increased domestic violence and lack of control over loans  (Mayoux, 

2001 ;Goetz & Sen Gupta, 1996; Ali & Hatta , 2012). The peer pressure for loan repayment is 

furthermore accelerated, as many microfinance schemes target women through group based 

programmes  (Khavul, 2010). 

Kabeer (2001) and Garikipati (2013) argue that different findings in empowerment outcomes 

mainly are due to differences in how empowerment is viewed, and whether this has been 

conceptualized as a process surrouding the loan, or as an outcome resulting from the 

microcredit loan. Studies that argue for the positive impact of microfinance are therefore 

ususally concerned with the outcome of the loan, while scpetics mainly are concerned with 

the process (Garikipati, 2013). For the same reason, Garikipati (2013) argues that viewing 

empowerment as an outcome alone can be misleading, as the process leading to the actual 

outcome may have a disempowering impact on women. Despite the numerous studies 

conducted about the impact of microfinance on women empowerment, it has not been 

possible to identitfy any studies assesing this specifically within post-conflict contexts.  

2.8 Village*Savings*and*Loans*Associations*(VSLAs)*
As microfinance has become widely known and available, VSLAs have become more and 

more common. VSLAs work as informal micro banks, where members collectively save 

money, from which they provide loans to each other. Loan takers usually pay a weekly 

interest rate, which is split equally among the participating members when the savings are 

broken up at the end of the year. 

The prevalence of VSLAs is partly due to traditional MFIs not reaching the poorest and most 
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marginalized people in rural areas, and many VSLAs are therefore formed through a bottom-

up grassroots approach where people come together on their own initiative, but often due to 

having witnessed the positive impacts of other VSLAs (Tavanti, 2012). Furthermore, many 

development agencies and NGOs advocate for the positive developmental impacts of group-

based microfinance programmes, and therefore promote VSLA engagement.  

Advocates in favor of VSLAs point to the positive social impact that VSLA participation 

creates for women. Through studying Ethiopian female self help groups, Teshome et al. 

(2011) found that participation in these increased self-determination, community 

conciousness and led to personal growth of group members, and that the social benefits of 

membership therefore largely outweighted the financial benefits  (Teshome et al. 2011).  

Sweetman (2013) also emphasizes the importance of collective action of women to create 

consiousness of gender-specific constraints that can strengthen them to tackle and challenge 

issues such as gender-based violence, poverty, marginalization and inequality, ultimately 

leading to empowerment. It is therefore through group engagement that women can  draw on 

each other’s knowledge and resources, enabeling them to take collective action, and making 

them stronger than standing alone  (Sweetman, 2013). However, despite significant evidence 

for the positive impact of social capital in VSLAs and group-based microfinance schemes 

(Tavanti, 2012; Mayoux, 2001),  Mayoux (2001) points to the possible pitfall of the types of 

norms, behavior and values that are promoted and re-created through social interaction in 

VSLAs (Mayoux, 2001). The creation and impact of social capital in VSLAs should therefore 

not be taken for granted, but rather assessed within the specific context  (ibid).  As the 

positive impact of social capital-generating activities in post-conflict areas have been outlined 

in several studies (Aaron, 2003;  Ogbaharya, 2008;  Omona & Aduo , 2013;  Bossert & 

Brune, 2009), the  positive social impact of VSLAs in terms of collective action and 

emotional benefits in post-conflict areas is arguably a highly relevant field of research, of 

which no studies so far have been identified. Using the literature review as a point of 

departure, the following section will present the theoretical framework applied in this study. 
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3 Theory 
The following section presents the definition and conceptualization of empowerment, and the 

theoretical framework applied in the study.  

3.1 Defining*empowerment**
The definition of empowerment applied in this research is that of Kabeer (1999). She has 

been widely recognised for her work within the subject of women empowerment by 

researchers as well as practitioners. Kabeer’s (1999) definition takes choice as the central 

concept that empowerment is built around: 

“To be disempowered therefore implies to be denied choice (…) [empowerment] 
refers to the processes by which those who have been denied the ability to make 
choices acquire such an ability. In other words, empowerment entails a process of 
change” (Kabeer, 1999:437).  

 

The process of change is central to the concept of empowerment, and can also be negative, 

meaning the disempowering impact of being denied choice. As change in general is difficult 

to conceptualize and measure, it is, in this study used as implying a difference compared to 

the original situation, this being either positive or negative. 

Kabeer furthermore makes the distinction between strategic and daily life choices. The 

strategic life choices enable people to live their lives as they wish, that is, choice of 

livelihood, husband, occupation etc. These choices, in turn, shape the ability to conduct daily 

choices, which have an impact on the overall quality of life (Kabeer, 1999).  

As the empowerment concept applied in this study is grounded in post-colonial feminism, it is 

therefore not concerned with the content and differences of people’s actual choices, but rather 

the inequlality of their capacity to make these choises. Analyzing empowerment therefore has 

to balance a normative standpoint and values of empowerment on one hand, and an 

understanding of the relevancy of these normative standpoints in the specific reality being 

evaluated on the other hand (Kabeer, 1999). This is, in this study, done by taking the 

normative stand as the possibility for, and ability to, conduct daily and strategic life choices, 

which allows for living the life as you want, while the content of the actual choices are not 

judged, but rather viewed according to the views of the women studied. It takes a micro-level 
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perspective on empowerment, and therefore mainly assesess empowerment at the household 

level.  

3.2 Theoretical*Framework*
This study operationalizes empowerment by using Kabeer’s (1999) conceptualization of 

empowerment based on the three inter-related dimensions of choice, these being resources, 

agency and achievements. As gender roles and relations have been found to influence 

empowerment (Batliwala, 2007), these are also included in the theoretical framework.  This 

influences the conditions and abilities to conduct choices, and therefore also impacts the 

conditions during which empowerment takes place. These are, in turn, impacted by the post-

conflict context in the region. The theoretical framework is illustrated underneath. 

Figure 1: Theoretical Framework 

!Agency!

Empowerment!

Gender!Roles! Gender!rela5ons!

Achievements!

Resources!

Post;conflict!!

Context!
!

VSLAs!
 

Source: Author 

The model illustrates how VSLA membership is influencing the empowerment process, 

through influencing the resources and agency of women, which leads to achievements. It is 

this process of change that illustrates the empowerment process, where the individual 

continuously improves resources and agency, leading to a set of achievements, which will 

influence the individual’s ability to conduct choices and live her life as she wants. The inter-

connected concepts of gender roles and gender relations, and the impact on these of the post-

conflict context, set the overall frame for the context in which empowerment takes place. 
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These are, in turn, also influenced by the empowerment of women. The different concepts are 

elaborated further in the following.  

3.2.1 Resources,,
Resources refer to material as well as non-material resources, which enhance the possibility to 

exercise choice. Resources are acquired through the engagement in social and transactional 

relationships in different domains of society, in this case being the VSLAs studied (Kabeer, 

1999). Resources may be material, financial, human and social, and are not purely evaluated 

through access to resources, but also through power and control over the given resource, in 

order to highlight the importance of agency for active decision-making (Kabeer, 1999). 

Therefore, resources not only imply access to specific resources, but also the agency related to 

this, this being the control over the resources, and how these are put into practice. In this 

study, resources are operationalized through looking at different types of resources gained 

thorugh VSLA membership, and the relative importance of these resources.  

3.2.2 Agency,
Agency is in this study referred to as decision-making agency, meaning the ability to make 

and act on own life choices, despite of others opposition (Kabeer, 2010). Furthermore, it 

encompasses the sense of agency of the individual, that is, the meaning, motivation and 

purpose that the agent is bringing to her actions. Agency can thus take the form of bargaining, 

negotiation in its positive form, and deception and manipulation in its negative form, and 

furthermore entails a cognitive process of reflection and analysis (ibid). Central to the concept 

of agency is the individual’s understanding of her own role as an active agent of change in the 

empowerment process.  

Agency can be divided between passive agency, encompassing action where there is only 

little choice, or active agency, stressing the purposeful behaviour of the individual (Kabeer, 

2010). Furthermore, Kabeer makes the distinction between ‘effectiveness agency’ that leads 

to greater efficiency of women to conduct their daily tasks and responsibilities, and 

‘transformative agency’ that leads to an ability to challenge the restrictive aspects of the roles 

placed upon women in society, and thereby break up with social structures (ibid). It is the 

transformative agency that allows for the initiation of long-term changes in societal structures.   

As agency mainly is related to desicion-making agency, this is operationalized by assesing 

women’s roles in specific desicions and desicion-making procesess, their ability to negotiate 
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desicions that they are not satisfied with, and their ability to act on their own initiatives. The 

awareness and perception of the women about their own role as active agents of change also 

illustrates agency. 

3.2.3 Achievements,,
Achievements refer to the extent to which the potential created by resources and agency is 

realized, that is, the outcomes of the efforts and the actual changes that occur in the lives of 

people (Kabeer. 2010). As empowerment is a process as well as an outcome, achievements 

have to be viewed in combination with the agency exercised in the process. It is therefore not 

only the outcome in itself, but also the pathway to this outcome, that describes achievements.  

The combination of resources and agency create capabilities. This builds on A.Sen’s 

capability approach, and refers to the actual capabilities that create the potential for people to 

live their lives as they want (Kabeer, 1999; Sen, 1999). Capabilities are implicit in Kabeer´s 

conceptualization of empowerment, and are formed through the combination of resources and 

agency. Capability development can therefore also be classified as an achievement.  

 

Achievements was operationalized by looking at the specific achievements and outcomes 

related to VSLA membership, as well as changes in resources, agency and outcomes resulting 

from membership. This was done through taking a narrative perspective, and let the women 

reflect on these dimensions. 

Empowerment is a largely internal process, and entails inner change and transformation  

(Kabeer, 2005). This was operationalized by asessing the women’s own perspectives on their 

empowerment, and by trying to capture the impact of VSLA membership on the sense of self 

and well-being of the women.  

3.2.4 Operationalizing,Context:,Post,conflict,,Gender,Roles,&,Gender,Relations,
Apart from being a widely recognized definition, it is the large importance that Kabeer puts 

on the context for viewing and understanding empowerment, which motivated the application 

of her conceptualization of empowerment for this study.  

 

Choice does not only depend on the ability to make choices, but also on the local values that 

shape the context for that choice (Kabeer, 1999). Women may be prone to conform to the 

reproduction of the norms and values of their communities to be respected, as this to a larger 
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extend leads to respect and acceptance from individuals in the community (Kabeer, 2012). 

This implies that the reproduction of traditional gender roles and relations may have an 

impact on the empowerment process, or the lack of same, taking place. The influence of local 

culture and values on people’s choices, or their choice of not to choose, is by Kabeer (1999) 

conceptualized by drawing on Bourdieau’s notion of Doxa as the values and traditions in 

society that are taken for granted, and as a result being constantly reproduced by the 

inhabitants (Bourdieu, 1977; Kabeer, 1999). The gender roles and relations are therefore a 

part of Doxa, and for this reason to a large extend influence the meaning of empowerment 

within the specific context, and influence the preconditions and possible constraints of the 

empowerment process.  

 

This study operationalizes Doxa by looking at the specific gender roles and relations in the 

Acholi society, and how this, in turn, impacts women’s ability to conduct choices, the 

empowerment process and their ability to live their lives as they wish. This study furthermore 

distinguishes between gender roles and gender relations. Gender roles are defined as 

expectations set by the given culture or society about the appropriate behaviour of men and 

women  (Kerr & Multon , 2015). Gender relations, on the other hand, are used to explain the 

attitudes and behaviours of men and women in relation to one another (ibid). While these two 

concepts differ, they are, by nature, highly interrelated. The distinction between gender roles 

and gender relations allows for analysing how the two may have different impacts on the 

empowerment process, and how they may have been affected differently by the post-conflict 

context.  

 

As has been outlined by prior research (Manchanda, 2005;  Shackel & Fiske, 2014; Gervais, 

2011), post-conflict contexts experience a delusion of gender roles and relations, compared to 

traditional gender roles and relations within the given society. While the multiplicity of 

context has been outlined in the conceptualization of context  (Welter, 2010; Whetten, 1989), 

and in this research can be described as all the external factors infuelncing the studied 

phenomenon, context is in this case limited to only being the post-conflict context, and how 

this influences the gender roles and gender relations more specifically.   

The following section will present the methodology applied in the study.  
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4 Methodology 
In the following section the methodology applied during the research process is specified. 

First, the philosophy of science, the research method and design, and the research strategy are 

specified, following an elaboration of the data collecting methods and approaches applied 

during the fieldwork. Lastly, the data analysis approach is described.    

4.1 Philosophy*of*Science:*Pragmatism**
The underlying philosophy of science that informs the ontology and epistemology of this 

study is pragmatism. The key argument of pragmatism is that knowing and doing inevitably 

are part of the same process, leading to theory and praxis being highly interrelated  (Bechara 

&Van de Ven, 2007). Despite the core thoughts of action and experience forming the notion 

of knowledge, pragmatism is multi-faced and the specificities vary according to the different 

theoretics. This study uses the ‘Social Inquiry’ approach to pragmatism as adopted by John 

Dewey. According to Dewey; “In social inquiry, genuine problems are set only by actual 

social situations which are themselves conflicting and confused.” (From: John Dewey, Logic, 

the theory of Inquiry, 1938; in Delanty & Strydom, 2003: 293). In this regard, Dewey views 

social inquiry as being problem-oriented, having an “end-in-view” approach to the research 

method and design, which allows for the design and determination of the methods to evolve 

from the problem formulation (ibid). This therefore takes the form of experimental science, 

where doing is an active process in knowledge acquisition (Baert, 2003).  

 

This research takes a subjective epistemology that emphasizes the relationship between 

knowledge and action, and an objective view on ontology, believing that there exists an 

objective truth that can be studied, but that this reality is not static or ready-made, but rather is 

a process of constant making  (Baert, 2003). At the same time, it is believed that meaning 

only arises within the specific social context, and that we only can study and understand the 

‘truth’ if we understand the context in which this takes place. Understanding the local context 

is therefore significantly emphasized in this research. Pragmatists refer to this as the “agent’s 

point of view”, emphasizing the conceptual system of human beings, and underlying that 

human knowledge is subjective, and not always corresponding to the nature of reality (ibid). 

“Ideas and beliefs are nothing but human constructions, shaped by processes and procedures 
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(…) Truth resides in agreement: social consensus does not merely evidentiate truth, but is its 

creator”  (Bechara & Van de Ven, 2007:65).  

Pragmatism furthermore emphasizes dualism; this being concerning subject and object, theory 

and data, and induction and deduction  (Delanty &  Strydom, 2003). For this reason, models 

are seen as mediators between social theory and data, and model development in research 

design is seen as a core activity in the research process. “Because data is theory-laden and 

error prone, the challenge is to compare plausible alternative models given our current 

understanding of the subject matter, instead of searching for the ultimate truth” (Bechara & 

Van de Ven, 2007: 66). The pragmatist approach was reflected in the research through the 

dynamic relationship between theory and empirical data throughout the research process. 

Pragmatism emphasizes the importance of empirical inquiry due to the limits and fallibility of 

priori knowledge  (Ormerod, 2006). Understanding that theoretical models are subjective 

interpretations of an objective reality  (Flyvbjerg, 2001;  Ormerod, 2006), the theoretical 

framework was developed through continuous movement between theory, and empirical data 

derived from the case throughout the research process.  

4.2 Research*Method*and*Design:*Qualitative*Case*Study*
The research method and design used to study the empowerment of rural women through 

VSLA membership is the qualitative case study. Qualitative research methods are defined as 

being open and taking an in-depth perspective on a specific topic, seeking to approach 

different realities by understanding and explaining social phenomena through analyzing 

experiences of individuals and groups, as well as analysing social interaction  (Flick, 2007). 

The qualitative approach was therefore evaluated as being the most suitable approach for this 

research, as a key aim of answering the research question was an examination of the social 

settings, and the individuals who inhabit these settings  (Berg, 2007).  

 

Due to the specific area of women empowerment through VSLA membership in post-conflict 

areas not having been studied previously, the study seeks to explore a new area, and therefore 

has some notions of an explorative study. On the other hand, the study seeks to explain the 

relationship between already existing concepts, this being women empowerment and VSLA 

membership, and therefore also has some characteristics of an explanatory study. 

As the research question is based on the specific case of Northern Uganda, the research design 

can be classified as a case study. The case study can be defined as “…an empirical 
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investigation of a particular contemporary phenomenon within its real life context” (Saunders 

et al. 2009:145), and is characterized by the hermeneutic approach to reality, where the 

boundaries between the phenomenon being studied, and the context within which this is 

studied, are unclear (Flyvbjerg, 1988; Flyvbjerg 2001). This was therefore chosen as the 

research design, as this allows for a holistic and in-depth investigation of the social 

phenomena being studied. Flyvbjerg’s understanding of case studies is applied in this research 

due to his emphasis on knowledge and context, and the importance he puts on the indivisable 

relationship between induction and deduction, which goes well with the pragmatist approach  

(Bechara & Van de Ven, 2007). Furthermore, Yin (1989) provides valuable thoughts on case 

study research, which also are used when applicable.   

 

This case study analyses the empowerment through VSLA membership in the Gulu region in 

Northern Uganda, using 18 women in 4 different VSLAs as units of analysis. The case is 

therefore designed as a single embedded case study  (Yin, 1989). This is illustrated in the 

figure underneath: 
'
Figure'2:'Illustration'of'the'Single'Embedded'Case'Study'
 

 

 

 

 

                      

Source: Adapted from Yin (1989) 

Despite case studies being a widely used method in social science, the approach has been 

criticized for lacking analytical rigour, and for not being able to convert findings into 

universal, abstract and predictive theories due to the inevitable importance that the method 

puts on context  (Saunders et al. 2009). However, as social science seeks to study the nature 

of human action, it is not possible to remove the context from the study, as this is exactly was 
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shapes the nature of human behavior  (Flyvbjerg, 2001). Flyvbjerg (2001) thus argues that 

context independent knowledge is unable to advance the understanding of human action, 

which is why context specific knowledge is at the core of expert activity. Yin (1989) also 

argues for the possibility of using case studies for theoretical and analytical generalization. 

Analytical generalization allows the researcher to shed light on specific theoretocal concepts 

or principles, and therefore allows the researcher to draw theoretical inferences based on the 

spcific case.  (Yin, 2014). 

4.3 Research*Strategy*
The research strategy of the thesis included a movement between theory and data, and can 

therefore be classified as a mix between the deduction and induction. The indivisible 

relationship between induction and deduction is connected with Flyvbjerg’s (1988) 

understanding of case studies, and is also in line with the pragmatist school of thought 

(Bechara & Van de Ven, 2007).  

The initial interview guide was based solely on Kabeer’s (1999) conceptualization of 

empowerment as the three dimensions of resources, agency and achiements, and mainly 

looked at desicion-making and agency aspects of empowerment, which is characteristic for 

the deductive approach (Saunders et al, 2009). During the data collecting process, the 

information was not only recorded, but was also interpreted and evaluated (Yin, 1989). Here 

it was realized that the interview participants demonstrated relatively high amounts of 

decicion-making power and agency, which was not in line with prior research on women 

empowerment and microfinance. I therefore decided to take an open-ended approach to the 

data collection process and allow the case to grow and ’narrate itself’.  This led to concepts 

and issues to emerge from the case  (Flyvbjerg, 1988), which is characteristic for the 

inductive inference  (Saunders, 2009).  

As the essence of pragmatism is the inter-connected relationship between knowing and doing, 

it emphasizes the circular approach between theory and data as being central to the 

understandig of theory. Applying this logic, the theoretical framework was modified 

throughout the data collection process. Doxa was specified to encompass gender roles and 

gender relations, and the additional dimension of the post-conflict context was added to the 

theoretical framework, to explain the significant impact that this had on the gender roles and 

relations. The research  strategy can therefore arguably be classified as a mix between 

deduction and induction.  
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4.4 Data*Collection*
The following section specifies the data collecting processes, as well as the specific tools and 

techniques applied during this stage of the research. 

4.4.1 Field,work,
The data collection for the research took place during a 5 

week long fieldtrip in the Gulu region of Northern Uganda 

from July 19th to August 23, 2014. I was based in Gulu town, 

from where I made visits to the VSLAs. In the beginning of 

the data collection process, a pilot study was conducted. 

Conducting a pilot study may assist the researcher in 

designing the data collection process through revising the 

content of interview questions, as well as of the specific 

methods followed  (Yin, 1989). The interview guide and the 

interview methods applied, were revised following the pilot 

study, in order to better fit with the context of the research. 

 

Apart from the pilot study, 4 VSLAs were investigated as part of the data collection process.  

These were chosen according to their availability, their distance to Gulu town, and their level 

of formality. Different qualitative data collection techniques were applied, including semi-

structured interviews and group discussions (Saunders et al, 2009). Furthermore, the research 

was inspired by participatory techniques, and some PRA methods were applied.  

 

A lot of emphasis was put on trust and relationship building with the communities included 

in the research. This was an on-going process throughout the research, both when visting a 

new VSLA, as well as when conducting research in the VSLA’s where interaction already 

had taken place. ”The relationship to the community is never expressed in general terms but 

is constantly being negotiated and renegotiated in articular everyday interactions (…).”  

(Smith & Kornblum, 1996:215). Relationship building was usually initiated with informal 

visits  prior to the actual data collection visits. Here, the aim of the research was presented, 

and presents in the form of salt, soap and sugar, as was adviced by the research assistant, 

were brought to the community. During one visit it even got possible to stay with one of the 

participating families during the research in the VSLA, which highly enrichened the quality 

Picture'1'
First visit to VSLA 1!



! 24!

of the data collected in that community, and also underlined the importance of trust between 

the researcher and the research participants  (Apentiik & Parpart , 2006).  

The fieldwork was the central component of the data collection process, as it facilitated a 

deeper understanding of the phenomenon being studied. On one hand the ‘outsider status’ can 

facilitate greater objectivity of the phenomenon studied  (Smith & Kornblum, 1996). 

However, on the other hand, the researcher is also influenced by personal cultural, social, and 

professional perspectives, which influence the data collection and interpretation processes 

(Flyvbjerg, 1988). This is especially important, as this research tried to balance the normative 

standpoint and a contextual understanding of empowerment. The more self-reflective the 

researcher therefore is about the social structure of research, and the personal position within 

this structure, the less likely the researcher will be to fall into the false belief that complete 

objectivity is possible during the research process  (Smith & Kornblum, 1996). This was 

proven to be a challenging task that required constant reflection.  

In total, 18 individual interviews and 5 group interviews were conducted in 4 different 

VSLAs. The details of the specific interview approaches are elaborated in the following 

section. For a chronological overview of the interviews, see appendix 1.  

4.4.2 InIdepth,semiIstructured,interviews,
Interviews have been argued to be one of the most important sources of case study 

information, as it is a tool to obtain information about motivations, beliefs and procesess 

(Lamnek, 1995). The aim with the individual interviews was to get an in-depth understanding 

of the lives of the interview participants, and the impact that the membership in the VSLA 

had on their empowerment, for which the in-depth semi-structured interview was identified as 

the most suitable method. As the individual interviews served for 

understanding the actual empowerment process of the women, the 

interview guide was formulated based on the theoretical framework’s 

three concepts of resources, agency and achievements. Here, resources 

were operationalized as access to, and control over resources through 

the membership in the VSLA, agency was operationalized as ability to 

act on own initiative, take decisions, negotiate, and the individual’s 

awareness of the own role in the empowerment process. Achievements 

were viewed as improvement in well-being, capabilities and decision-

Picture'2'
Vicky Labol, Interview 
Participant!
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making abilities as a result of VSLA membership, as well as changes in the dimensions of 

resources and agency. As the study took a micro-level perspective on empowerment, the three 

dimensions of resources, agency and achievements were assesesd on household level. 

Furthermore, the empowerment process was evaluated by looking at the process surrounding 

the loans and the VSLA membership, such as conditions of membership, the impact of 

membership on the women and the impact of membership on gender relations within the 

household.  

 

While the interview guide contained a list of themes and questions to be covered, the 

interview simultaniously took an open-ended approach, allowing the interview participants to 

uncover new subjects and areas, and to bring up their own thoughts and ideas  (Willis, 2006 ; 

Saunders et al. 2009). The first part of the interview furthermore adopted a life-history 

approach, which gave an insight to the daily lives of the participants, and got them to open up 

throughout the interview  (Kvale, 1996). As a result, the interview guide was continuously 

developed throughout the research procsss, as many questions were formulated as a result of 

new insights resulting from the conversation. The interview guide for the individual 

interviews is illustrated underneath: 

Table 1: Interview Guide for individual interviews 
Narrative Resources Agency  Achievements  Local 

understanding 
of 
empowerment 

Life story 
of 
participa
nt  
 
A normal 
day in the 
life of the 
participa
nt 

Access to resources: 
human, financial, social 
 
Use of resources 
 
Ranking of resources 
 
Control over financial 
resources 
 
Ability to put resources 
into use 
 
Benefits of different 
resources 
 
Challenges of Resources 

Terms/conditions of VSLA membership 
 
Change in decision making processes in 
household 
 
Ability to negotiate decisions 
 
Degree of manipulation 
 
Degree of Agency   
 
Degree of control in daily decisions: 
cooking, freedom of movement, purchase 
decisions  
 
Degree of control in strategic life choices: 
children’s education, family planning, 
freedom of movement, own and children’s 
health  
 

Improvement in livelihood 
 
Change in decision making 
capabilities 
 
Change in agency  
 
Change in resources  
 
Change in feeling of power 
and well-being 
 
Change in gender roles & 
relations in household 
 
Impact of human resources 

Meaning of 
empowerment  
 
Degree of 
feeling of 
empowerment 
 
Individuals/ 
institutions 
responsible for 
empowerment 
 

Source: Author 
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The operationalization of the different concepts were inspired by prior research on 

empowerment of women and included dimensions such as access to, and control over 

financial resources, freedom of movement, and say in childrens education (Malhotra et al, 

2002; Garikipati , 2012; Batliwala, 2007).  

Apart from the initial pilot study, 18 semi-structured in depth interviews were conducted, 

divided between 6 individual interviews in VSLA 1, and 4 interviews in each of the 

subsequent VSLAs.  The length of the interviews varied between 00:30 minutes and 1:35 

hours, depending on the openness and availability of the participants. The research aimed at 

conducting as many interviews as possible during the data colleting phase, that still allowed 

for maintaining a high quality level of the interviews  (Kvale, 1996). The selection of 

interview participipants was an on-going process throughout the data collection. The first 

participant was always chosen on a voluntary basis at the end of the group interview. The 

second and third participants were chosen through a joint evaluation with the research 

assistant, where the opennenness and willingness ’to talk’ of the interviewee were the 

determening factors. The last interview participant was chosen through a representation 

concerning age and marital status, the aim being to include a diverse representation of 

research participants, as it is suggested that different perspectives by various groups ensure  

diverse perspectives on the research topic (Willis, 2006).  An overview of the profiles of the 

interview participants is illustarted in table 2 underneath.  

Table 2: Overview of Interview Participants 
Interview 
number 

Name     Marital status      Occupation     Number of children 

Interview 1 
(VSLA 1) 

Josephine 
Ojela 

Widow Farmer, but hires people to 
help her farm 

6 children and takes care 
of 
2 orphans 

Interview 2 
(VSLA 1) 

Bitress Alom 
 

Married, but husband 
lives with another wife 

Farmer, buying seeds of Gnuts 
and maize, and sells farm 
products 

Gave birth to 9 children, 
but 5 passed away from 
malaria 

Interview 3 
(VSLA 1) 

Evelyn Achan 
 

Left her husband due to 
domestic violence 

Farmer and has small business 
of brewing and selling alcohol 

8 children, 2 of them are 
married and the rest live 
with her 

Interview 4 
(VSLA 1) 

Evelyn Akoto 
 

Married Farmer and has small business 
of brewing and selling alcohol 

Gave birth to 11 children, 
but 5 of them passed 
away.  

Interview 5 
(VSLA 1) 

Jennifer Arbe 
 

Left her husband Farmer and small scale 
business of buying and selling 
rice 

6 children 

Interview 6 
(VSLA 1) 

Evelyn Ajok 
 

Married Farmer Gave birth to 4 children, 
but 1 passed away 

Interview 7 
(VSLA 2) 

Margaret 
Lukuuiya  
 

Married  Farmer, but uses loan to hire 
others to work in her farm 

5 children. The eldest is 
married, the rest live at 
home 

Interview 8 Vicky Labol  Married Farmer, and has small 8 children 
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(VSLA 2)  business of buying and selling 
casawa 

Interview 9 
(VSLA 3) 

Christin Nyeko 
 

Married, lives with 
husband in another 
village, as their house is 
too small for them and 
the children 

Farmer, used to have a 
business of making beats 
jewellery, but had to quit as 
there was no market 

6 children 

Interview 10 
(VSLA 3) 

Mercy 
Mangera 

Married, lives with 
husband  

Farmer, also has a small 
business of doing table clothes 
(only on pre-order) and 
baking.  

Had 8 children, but 1 
passed away.  

Interview 11 
(VSLA 3) 

Susan Kibwota 
 
 

Widow Farmer.  3 children 

Interview 12 
(VSLA 3) 

Evelyn Adotch 
 

First husband was 
abducted by rebels in 
the LRA conflict, 
second husband left her 

Is not a farmer, as she does not 
have access to land. Has a 
small scale business of selling 
silverfish 

4 children (2 with each 
husband) 

Interview 13 
(VSLA 2) 

Monica 
Achero 
 

Not officially married, 
but lives with her 
boyfriend 

Farmer. Used to have a 
business of selling coal, but it 
collapsed. 

4 children 

Interview 14 
(VSLA 2) 

Gloria Akoko 
 

Got married at 17, lives 
with husband 

Farmer 2 children, one is 4 years 
old and one is newly born 

Interview 15 
(VSLA 4) 

Bitress Oketa 
 

Married, but husband 
lives with another wife 

Farmer 6 children 

Interview 16 
(VSLA 4) 

Dorcus Adong  
 

Married, but has been 
back and forth with her 
husband several times. 
Currently lives with 
husband 

Farmer, and has a small scale 
business of selling silver fish 

3 children 

Interview 17 
(VSLA 4) 

Kristin Awuoi 
 

Married, but husband 
lives with another wife 

Farmer, and has small 
business of selling fresh fish 
and buying and selling 
tomatoes  

Had 7 children but 1 
passed away 

Interview 18 
(VSLA 4) 

Solina Jon 
Okello Muaka 
 

Widow, husband had 10 
wives 

Farmer, but hires people to 
help her in farming 

Has 8 children, but has 
taken care of more than 
30 children 

Source: Author 

The location of the interview may significantly influence the quality of the material collected  

(Saunders et al 2009). Here, the main aim of the location was to make the interview 

participants feel as comfortable as possible  (Willis, 2006 ), and the interviews were therefore 

conducted in open spaces within the village, or in the house of the research participant. While 

this implied a number of interruptions from children and visitors, it also informed my 

understanding of the participants’ lives, which gave insight for the research (ibid).  

4.4.3 Group,discussions,
Group discussions have been identified as suitable to 

reveal group behaviour, perspectives and beliefs, 

and to provide understanding for motivations for 

collective action (Saunders et al. 2009; Lloyd-Evans, 

Picture'3'
Group discussion 2, VSLA 1 
!
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2006). The aim was therefore to uncover the motivations behind collective action of the 

VSLAs, the values and beliefs influencing the gender roles and relations, as well as to identify 

the main consequences of the post-conflict context on this. Secondly, group discussions 

provide a good environment for more innovative participatory techniques  (Lloyd-Evans, 

2006),  and this was therefore also used to create the impact flow diagram with the 

community members.  

The interview guide was built around practical questions regarding the VSLA, questions 

regarding idealized and actual gender roles and relations, and how the lives of the women had 

been impacted by the post conflict context.  

The interview guide is illustrated underneath:  

!
Table 3: Interview Guide for Group Discussions 

About VSLA Impact Flow Diagram 
(see sub-chapter 4.4.5 
for elaboration) 

Local understanding 
of empowerment 

Gender roles & relations in local 
context 

Terms/conditions of VSLA 
formation  
 
Motivation for forming/joining the 
VSLA 
 
Technical/practical aspects of 
membership 
 
Characteristics of VSLA 
 
Main benefits/challenges of 
membership  

 Knowledge of the 
concept 
 
Meaning of the 
concept 
 
Individuals/institution
s responsible for 
empowerment 
 
 

 

Traditional & current roles of 
men/women (incl. impact of the 
conflict on this) 
 
Challenges of context 
 
Decision making in household 
 
Ideal characteristics of 
men/women 
 
Approach to domestic violence 

Source: Author 

As illustrated in the table, the discussions consisted of 2 parts; a ’topic guide’, which included 

the main areas to be uncovered during the interview, and the development of the impact flow 

diagram. The length of the interviews varied between 40 minutes and 2 hours, depending on 

the availability of the participants. The number of participants ranged from nine to twelwe. 

Group composition is highly important to take into consideration during the formation of 

groups  (Saunders et al, 2009). In this case, participants were chosen based on their 

membership in the VSLA, and the composition aimed at a diverse representation in terms of 

age and marital status. Though the use of existig groups may be an advantage due to higher 

trust among the participants, which can facilitate opennenss when talking about sensitive 

topics, this may also limit some participants to speek freely due to an unwillingness to let 

’neigbours know their business’. (Lloyd-Evans, 2006). This was, however, not experienced to 
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be a challenge, as it seemed like the participants felt comfortable talking about sensitive 

topics among themselves. The interviews gave highly valuable insights, as they provided an 

overall understanding about some contextual challenges faced by rural women in Northen 

Uganda, as well as an understanding for the motivations for collective action by the VSLA.  

4.4.4 Participatory,methods,,
Participatory methods are widely used in development research in rural settings (Campbell, 

2010). These are methods grounded in Participatory Rural Appraisal (PRA), which is a 

participatory approach that gained significant popularity over the 1990s as a response to the 

traditional top-down approaches imposed by development practitioners and researchers. 

Participatory techniques aim to facilitate analytical capabilities of participants, engage 

people’s creativity to enhance their reflectivity, as well as to be a fun activity for participants 

(Cornwall & Pratt, 2009).  The aim of PRA is therefore to empower the participants through 

increasing their understanding of challenges that they face (Beazley & Ennew, 2006).  

As the aim of the research was not to empower the interview participants, the research itself 

cannot be classified as participatory. However, some PRA techniques were deemed useful for 

facilitating reflection and enhance openness among the interview participants, and were 

therefore applied when deemed useful. The specific PRA techniques used was firstly the 

conduction of an impact flow diagram in the group discussions, and secondly, a ranking 

exercise using beans in the individual interviews. The aim and method of each of these is 

elaborated in the following;  

 

Impact flow diagram: The impact flow diagram is used to identify positive, negative, direct 

and indirect impacts of an activity or intervention, and helps to 

understand the linkages, flows and effects of this (Narayanasamy, 

2009). The aim of the exercise was thus to gain insights into the 

impacts of being a member of a VSLA, as well as to engage the 

research participants and get them to reflect upon these impacts. 

The impact flow diagram was conducted as follows: First, the aim 

of the exercise was explained, and the researcher drew a picture 

representing the VSLA and placed it on the ground. The 

participants were subsequently asked to mention all the impacts Picture!4!
 Conduction of Impact Flow 
Diagram with VSLA 3 
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that they could associate with their membership in the VSLA. Each answer had to be drawn 

on a piece of paper and placed around the picture of the VSLA. When all possible impacts 

had been drawn, the participants were asked to rearrange the cards and draw lines between the 

different pictures according to the relative linkages between the outcomes (Narayanasamy, 

2009). A total of four impact flow diagrams were conducted, one with each of the VSLAs. 

The impact flow diagram was mainly used to confirm the resources gained through VSLA 

membership, and was otherwise chosen not to be included in the final data analysis section.  

 

Ranking: The ranking was conducted in the first stage of the individual interview, the specific 

time varying according to the flow of the interview. It had the aim to get the participant to 

reflect upon the resources gained through their membership in the VSLA, as well as the 

relative importance of the different resources. Furthermore, it acted as a tool to engage the 

interview participants, which opened up for the later flow of the conversation. The participant 

was asked to rank the three resources associated with VSLA membership according to their 

relative importance by using beans, and was subsequently asked to explain her choice. 

 

PRA has, despite being a widely used tool for development researchers and practitioners, also 

been criticized for covering up traditional top-down approaches of development interventions 

with blueprints such as ‘participation’ and ‘empowerment’ in the development discourse, 

while in reality practicing ‘business as usual’, and applying mechanical tools without sincere 

engagement  (Cornwall & Pratt , 2009). Furthermore, it is by anthropologists and social 

scientists seen as a ‘quick and dirty’ substitute for real and in-depth research engagement 

(ibid). A central premise in PRA is that that the researcher is supposed to conduct research 

with the participants rather than about them, and the research participants should for the same 

reason participate in identifying the research area and problem formulation (Beazley & 

Ennew, 2006). This has not been the case in this research, as the research question was 

determined prior to the data collection, due to time constraints during the fieldwork. The PRA 

methods were therefore mainly used as tools to facilitate reflection and participation of the 

participants. While reflection can be argued to be ‘empowering’ for the research participants 

to some extend, the research itself has not been of participatory nature. 
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4.4.5 Translation,,
As all of the interviews were conducted in Acholi, the research assistants also had the 

functions of   translators. Apart from the male translator used during the pilot study, two 

different female translators were used, one in the Nwoya sub-country for VSLA 1, and 

another for the remaining VSLAs. A local translator can assist as acting as an ethnographic 

informant about the given culture, and is therefore a vital asset for a foreign researcher in a 

developing country setting (Bujra, 2006). 

 

The importance of the translator was highly evident for various reasons. Firstly, the different 

personalities and language skills resulted in different quality levels of the translated material 

in the interviews conducted in VSLA 1, compared to the remaining interviews. The 

interpreter used for VSLA 2, 3 and 4 was working as a community pshychologist, and she 

therefore had a strong ability to get the interview participants to open up, which resulted in 

highly rich and deep insights into the lives of the interview participants. Her role therefore 

went far beyond that of pure translation, and it was obvious that the communication skills and 

personality of the research assistant also influenced the amount and type of information 

derived from the interviews.  

 

Having said this, any translation, independent of the skills of the translator, has the challenge 

of some nuances being lost in the translation process. This is due to some phrases, humor and 

sarcasm being difficult to translate, and the translator may interpret the information or filter 

out some aspects considered unimportant during the translation process  (Bujra, 2006). 

Accurate and complete translations were therefore highly emphasized during the research 

process, but some nuances and possible findings may have been lost in the translation 

process. Furthermore, the research assistants translated everything in 3rd person instead of 1st 

person, which in itself does not change the meaning of the translations, but complicates the 

use of quotes. The quotes were therefore changed into 1st person, when actively used in the 

analysis.  

4.4.6 Research,Ethics,
While development research in itself poses a number of ethical challenges when working with 

poor and marginalized groups, this gets even more challenging in post-conflict settings. 

Communities exposed to conflict and war have increased vulnerability due to physcal and 
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mental distress (Ford et al, 2010), and as a researcher, it may be difficult to respond to heavy 

stories and incidents experienced by the interview participants. According to Ford et al. 

(2010), asking people to tell about incidents that have been painful and frightening may 

increase their trauma associated with the event. Despite my interest in people’s stories and 

experiences from the LRA conflict, I did not ask any questions directly associated with their 

own experiences of the conflict, as I did not wish to cause discomfort. Nevertheless, some 

participants told some horrible incidents, which was difficult to hear and respond to. Here the 

main research assistant, being a community psychologist, was a large asset, as she had the 

experience with dealing with that kind of information, and therefore was able to respond to 

these situations in a professional manner.  

 

Thomson (2013) argues that a central aspect of doing ethical research in post-conflict settings 

is the establishment of personal relationships with the research participants, in which the 

emotional well-being of the research participants is highy stressed. In cultures where women 

are less educated, they may not be used to be asked their opinions  (Momsen, 2006). Working 

with rural women in Post-Conflict Northern Uganda, it was a highly challenging task to gain 

the trust of the participants and to make them feel comfortable talking about sensitive issues. 

Here, a lot of emphasis was put on trust building with the research participants, and the 

experience of the research assistant with working with marginalized communities was a large 

advantage, as she had an ability to make the research participants feel comfortable during the 

interview setting. The research assistant, being Acholi by origin, also had a big advantage of 

being native in the local language, as well as understanding the local context and culture, and 

therefore being able to bridge the cultural gap between myself and the local community  

(Momsen, 2006). Furthermore, she  was able to teach me some basic Luo (the local language 

of the Acholi people), which was utilized when engaging with the local community. This was 

highly valued by the participants, and furthermore contributed to minimize the power 

assymetry, as an attempt to learn local customs and language demonstrates appreciation of 

local knowledge (Scheyvens & Donovan, 2003). 

 

According to  Scheyvens & Donovan (2003) feelings of low self esteem are common among 

marginalized groups, and the research should therefore not reproduce feelings of 

powerlesness. Being aware of this challenge, it is possible to conduct interviews that 
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minimize power assymetry. One example of this was that the participants usually would be 

sitting on the ground during the interviews, while chairs were put out for myself and the 

research assistant. Here, the equal physical positioing was always highly stressed (Momsen, 

2006). Furthermore, as genuine interest for the lives and stories of the participants creates a 

positive experience and a feeling of reward (Scheyvens & Donovan, 2003), the value of the 

information provided by the research participants was always illustarted during the 

inetrviews. 

4.5 Data*Analysis**
Data analysis can be described as the process of structuring and organizing large amounts of 

information received through the data colleting process (Marshall & Rossman, 1994). This 

was done through three main stages, these being transcription, coding and categorization of 

the codes. The different stages are elaborated in the following.  

4.5.1 Transcription,
All of the 18 individual interviews and the 5 group interviews were recorded during the field 

work and subsequently transcribed. Marshall & Rossman (1994) describe transcription as a 

systematic preservation of data, which assists the researcher in conducting the data analys. 

The transcription process assisted the data analysis at various levels. Firstly, it helped getting 

re-familiarized with the data, which was necessary due to the time break between the field 

work and the data analysis.  Secondly, the high attention paid to the interviews during the 

transcription process assisted in noticing some nuances and additional aspects of information, 

which had been overlooked during the initial interviews, and it enhanced the familarization 

with the data. Lastly, it facilitated some initial reflection, and faciliated the data anlysis 

process due to the possibility of arranging and re-arranging the information in a systematic 

manner. For this reason, despite the transcription process being a highly ressource-consuming 

process, it was a valuable part of the data analysis. The transcribed interviews are included in 

appendix 3 and 4. 

4.5.2 Coding 
Coding is the process of analysing the content of the collected data through establishing a 

framework of thematic subjects evolving from the data  (Gibbs, 2007). Coding can either be 

concept driven, representing concepts from prior research, in this case being the theoretical 
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framework applied, or data driven, where the researcher lets the codes evolve from the 

collected data (ibid).  

 

The group interviews and individual interviews were coded and analysed separately, as 

information dervided from group discussions should be treated differently than information 

derived from individual interviews (Lloyd-Evans, 2006). While the individual interviews 

served as a basis for analysing the process and outcomes of empowerment through VSLA 

membership, the group discussions were used as a tool to understand the challenge of the 

post-conflict context and the gender roles and relations within that context.  

The coding process applied a combination of concept and data driven coding, which was done 

through a double reading of the transcribed material, and search for the concepts used in the 

theoretical framework, as well as identifying possible areas that there were not yet covered by 

the initial theoretical framework.  

The different codes were collected in one excel sheet, and were subsequently grouped 

according to different overarching themes, which then were re-categorized under the different 

headlines of the theoretical framework. The final codes, and their categorization, are 

illustrated in the table beneath. A complete overview of the quotes used for different codes are 

provided in appendix 5.  
 
Table 4: Overview of Codes  

Concept driven codes/Categorizations   Data driven codes  

Context 
(Group Discussion) 

Traditional Gender Roles & Relations 
Post-Conflict impact on Gender roles & Relations 
Gap in Gender Roles vs. Gender Relations 

VSLAs 
(Group Discussions) 

Characteristics of VSLAs 
Resources Gained from VSLAs 

Resources  
(Individual Interviews) 

Collective saving (Financial) 
Easy Access to Loans (Financial) 
Training (Human) 
Knowledge Sharing (Human) 
Collective Action (Social) 
Moral Support/Group counselling (Social) 

Agency  
(Individual Interviews) 

Control over loan 
Loan Usage 
Negotiation & Manipulation 
Agent of Change  
External Limits to Agency (levels of agency- transformative/necessity) 

Achievements  
(Individual Interviews) 

Decision making  
Improvement in Livelihood 
Well-Being & Inner Transformation 
Capability Development 
External Limits to well-being & Empowerment 
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The coding process was furthermore interlinked with the development of the theoretical 

framework, and the circular process between theory and data facilitated the understanding 

about the relationships between the different theoretical concepts used.   

The following chapter will give a brief introduction to Uganda and the LRA conflict. 
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5 Uganda & the LRA Conflict  
The following chapter presents Uganda and the LRA conflict in Northern Uganda.  

5.1 Uganda@*a*historical*account**
Uganda is also known as the pearl of Africa. Being located in Eastern Africa, it borders with 

Kenya, South Sudan, DRC, Rwanda and Tanzania, and has a population size of roughly 34.8 

million people  (KPMG, 2014).  The small, green and resource rich country has favourable 

conditions for agriculture and fishing, which originally gave the country good prospects for 

economic and social development upon independence  (Kaszoi, 1994). The country has 

several kingdoms and tribes, Baganda being the biggest and constituting 17% of Uganda’s 

population (Mwakikagile, 2009).  Other big tribes include Banyankole, Basoga, Bakiga, Iteso, 

Langi and Acholi. The Acholi population constitute aproximately 4,7% of Uganda’s 

population (Mwakikagile, 2009). The research was conducted in the Gulu region of Uganda, 

and all of the research participants were Acholi by origin. This was due to the Gulu region 

being the epicentre of the LRA conflict, and the Acholi people living in the Gulu region were, 

for the same reson, mostly affected by the conflict. A map over Uganda is presented beneath.  

Figure 3: Map over Uganda  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: KPMG, 2014 
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1 Background 

1.1 Map 

 

1.2 History 

The Republic of Uganda is a landlocked country 
in East Africa. It is bordered on the east by 
Kenya, on the north by Sudan, on the west by 
the Democratic Republic of the Congo, on the 
southwest by Rwanda, and on the south by 
Tanzania. The southern part of the country 
includes a substantial portion of Lake Victoria, 
which is also bordered by Kenya and Tanzania. 

Uganda takes its name from the Buganda 
kingdom, which encompassed a portion of the 
south of the country including the capital 
Kampala. Half of the population of the country 
lives below the international poverty line of 
US$1.25 a day. 

The inhabitants of Uganda were hunter-
gatherers until 1,700 to 2,300 years ago. Bantu-
speaking populations, who were probably from 
central and western Africa, migrated to the 
southern parts of the country. These groups 
brought and developed ironworking skills and 
new ideas of social and political organization. 
The Empire of Kitara in the fourteenth and 
fifteenth centuries represents the earliest forms 
of formal organization, followed by the kingdom 
of Bunyoro-Kitara, and in later centuries, 
Buganda and Ankole. 

Nilotic people including Luo and Ateker entered 
the area from the north, probably beginning 
about A.D. 120. They were cattle herders and 
subsistence farmers who settled mainly the 
northern and eastern parts of the country. Some 
Luo invaded the area of Bunyoro and assimilated 
with the Bantu there, establishing the Babiito 
dynasty of the current Omukama (ruler) of 
Bunyoro-Kitara. Luo migration continued until 
the 16th century, with some Luo settling amid 
Bantu people in Eastern Uganda, with others 
proceeding to the western shores of Lake 
Victoria in Kenya and Tanzania. The Ateker 
(Karimojong and Teso) settled in the 
northeastern and eastern parts of the country, 
and some fused with the Luo in the area north 
of Lake Kyoga. 

Arab traders moved inland from the Indian 
Ocean coast of East Africa in the 1830s. They 
were followed in the 1860s by British explorers 
searching for the source of the Nile. Protestant 
missionaries entered the country in 1877, 
followed by Catholic missionaries in 1879. The 
United Kingdom placed the area under the 
charter of the British East Africa Company in 
1888, and ruled it as a protectorate from 1894. 
As several other territories and chiefdoms were 
integrated, the final protectorate called Uganda 
took shape in 1914. From 1900 to 1920, a 
sleeping sickness epidemic killed more than 
250,000 people. 

The constitution was changed in 1963 to satisfy 
an alliance between the Uganda People's 
Congress and the Kabaka Yekka Party, during 
the elections in 1962. This created a post of a 
titular Head of State called the President and a 
position of a Vice President. The UPC 
government appointed Edward Muteesa II, 
Kabaka (King) of Buganda, as the President and 
Commander in Chief of the armed forces. 
William Wilberforce Nadiope, the Kyabazing of 
Busoga (paramount chief), was appointed Vice 
President.  

In 1966, Milton Obote overthrew the king. A 
UPC-dominated Parliament changed the 
constitution, and Obote became president. The 
elections were suspended, ushering in an era of 
coups and counter-coups, which would last until 
the mid-1980s. Obote was deposed twice from 
office, both times by military coup. Obote's 



! 37!

 

Since Uganda gained independence in 1962, the country has been haunted by political 

crises and armed conflicts. This has been due to the country’s legacy of the colonial era, 

political leaders using military and political suppression to claim their hold on power, high 

levels of inequality within the country and strong tribal belongingness (Joanna et al, 1996;  

Kaszoi, 1994). Since Mousevini came into power in 1886, Uganda has overall seen high 

economic growth rates and increased stability in large parts of the country (KPMG, 2014) 

Despite being classified as a low-income country by the World Bank, with GNI per capita 

just about 550USD in 2013 (ibid), the country is often used as a success story and best 

practice example of neoliberal market policy reforms by the World Bank and other 

Western Donors  (Branch, 2011). Half of the country’s population live below the poverty 

line of 1.25 USD per day, the majority of which live in the Northern part of Uganda  

(KPMG, 2014;  Branch, 2011). Muoseveni is one of the longest serving heads of state in 

the world with soon 30 years in power, and despite Uganda having experienced significant 

economic growth during his leadership, the government has been accused for corruption 

and creation of regional instability in the North.  

5.2 The*LRA*Conflict*in*Northern*Uganda**
The conflict between the LRA and the central Uganda Government is one of the longest in 

recent time. Though the conflict officially started with discontent in Northern Uganda with 

Mousevini’s National Resistance Army (NRA), the roots of the conflict can be traced back 

to early colonial periods, and in order to fully understand the historical tension between the 

North and the South of Uganda, the historical constructs of ethnic and tribal identities in 

Uganda should be stressed (Peterman & Adelman, 2014;  Branch, 2011). These were 

utilized by national leaders through creating national tribal hierachies by favorizing  some 

tribes over others, which predominately was a favoritism of Northern tribes by Obote, 

Western tribes by Idi Amin and Southern tribes by Mousevini, creating regional cleavages 

in national politics (Branch, 2011).   

When the NRA came into power in 1986, NRA troops invaded Gulu town in the name of 

order and security, harassing and killing the local population  (Dolan, 2009).  The LRA, 

led by Joseph Kony, emerged from this context, and largely built on Acholi national 

identity by applying a discourse of cleansing and uniting the Acholi region  (Branch, 2011; 
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Dolan, 2009). While the LRA only was one of the many rebelious groups that emerged in 

the north during that time, it was the only which the governmnet failed to reach a peace 

agreement with. The conflict between LRA and the Ugandan government lasted for over 

20 years at the expense of the civil population of North Uganda, who experienced killings, 

abductions, torture by the rebel groups as well as government forces  (Nystrand, 2014). 

The LRA terrorised the civilians by cutting of hands breasts, ears and lips, abducting 

children to become child soldiers, and women as sex slaves (Omona & Aduo , 2013). In 

1996, the national army began forcingly displacing the Acholi people into Internally 

Displaced People’ s (IDP) Camps,  what the government called ’protected camps’. It is 

estimated that around 1.6 million people were placed in IDPs during the peak of the 

conflict, living in slum-like conditions with high risk of disease, abuse and malnutrition, 

and the mortality rate reached nearly 1000 deaths weekely  (Omona & Aduo , 2013;  

Peterman & Adelman, 2014).          

There is generally a strong perception in the north that the failure of the Ugandan 

government to combat the LRA was a deliberate startegic and political choice, the 

arguments including weakening the Acholi tribe and keeping them marginalized, and using 

foreign aid to strengtening and mobilizing the domestic army  (Nystrand, 2014;  Branch, 

2011). Peace talks were repeatedly interrupted by members of Ugandan parliament and 

government  (Branch, 2011). It was not until the signing of the Cessation of Hostilities 

Agreement in August 2006 that violence in the region stopped, and the Acholi people 

slowly began to return to their homes  (Investing in Peace, 2010). Depsite the conflict 

having ended, the marginalization of the Northern part of Uganda is still prevailing, which, 

among other things, is reflected in the poverty rates being more than double those of the 

rest of the country  (Nystrand, 2014).  

Using this as a point of departure, the following chapter will present the findings from the 

data analysis. 
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6 Data Analysis 
The following section presents the analysis of the data collected during the fieldwork, with 

reference to other academic research when appropriate. The first section presents gender roles 

and relations in the Acholi society. The second part describes the specific characteristics of 

the VSLAs studied. The third part analyses the empowerment of women through VSLA 

membership through the three dimensions of resources, agency and achievements.  

6.1 Gender*roles*and*relations*in*the*Acholi*Society*
In the following section, the gender roles and relations in the Acholi society are presented. As 

these were found to have been significantly impacted by the LRA conflict, the sections starts 

by introducing the traditional gender roles and relations in the region. This follows by an 

elaboration of the impact of the post-conflict context on these. These findings are based on an 

analysis of the group discussions conducted, and supported by other academic research.  

6.1.1 Traditional,gender,roles,in,the,Acholi,Society,
The Acholi society has historically been highly patriarchal, characterized by a clear gender 

division of labour  (Omona & Aduo , 2013). The traditional role of a man was by the interview 

participants perceived as managing the household, paying school fees, building houses, 

farming, providing for the family and taking care of the well-being of his wife and children. 

These characteristics were outlined and agreed upon by all of the interview participants across 

the group interviews. Women, on the other hand, were viewed as the caretakers. The interview 

participants outlined their responsibilities to include giving birth and taking care of the babies, 

cooking, cleaning, doing laundry, taking care of visitors and weeding and harvesting the farm 

products. Women were therefore mainly responsible for household tasks, farming, and, in 

some cases, commercialization in nearby markets  (Omona & Aduo , 2013).  

The man was seen as the head and the decision taker within the household, and the majority of 

decisions should, according to the group interview participants, generally be checked up with 

the spouse. This was for example illustrated in group discussion 4, where one participant 

stated; “They have already paid for you, paid the dowry. So you will have to sit and suffer, 

whether you like it or not”(Group Int. 4:12). As a man paid dowry upon marriage, the woman 

was generally perceived as being submissive to the man, and all of the women believed that 

their husband was having the right over them. As the woman was married in to the household 
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of the man, the house was, for the same reason viewed as being the property of the man, in 

which he had the main decision making power.  

6.1.2 Impact,of,Post,conflict,context,on,Gender,Roles,&,Relations,
Many men were killed during the LRA conflict, leaving many women as widows, and 

therefore also with the responsibility of being sole providers of the household. The Acholi men 

had furthermore been greatly affected by the conflict, and many were therefore suffering from 

alcohol abuse, which led to neglection of their traditional responsibilities as providers of the 

household. An example of this was given in group discussion 3, where one participant stated 

that;  

“It is because of the war. (..) Men have become, they are so wild now. They do 
nothing to get food, do nothing to take care of the family. But they will come home 
drunk, demanding food, and then if you say maybe I don’t have food, then they will 
just beat you up” (Group Int. 3:11).  

 

This quote illustrates the impact of the war on the Acholi men, and while they previously had 

been the main providers of the household, the impact of the war had led to neglection of their 

traditional roles and responsibilities. Many women were therefore left with the main roles as 

providers, and it would therefore be their responsibility to raise money for school fees, feed 

the family, and raise the children, apart from their traditional roles as caregivers. This was 

underlined by Jennifer in group interview 4: 

 

”These days the women are putting on both the skirt and then the trousers on the same 
time [laugh]. They are becoming, like now they are the ones who are now plowing the 
garden, feeding the man, feeding the children, upbringing the children, bearing the 
children, and all is on the woman. It is no longer the work of the man. So the man just 
sits and drinks, then the woman feeds him. He has become another child”. (Group Int. 
4:11) 

 

It could therefore be argued that the conflict had resulted in a disempowerment of the men in 

the region. The high amount of alcohol consumption had also increased the domestic violence, 

and many of the women in the group discussions were pointing towards the interrelationship 

between increased alcohol consumption and increased domestic violence. This was for 

example experienced by several of the interview participants in group discussion 2, of which 

one participant gave a good example; “You just have to run away form the home if they are 
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drunk. If you stay at home, they beat you seriously. The only thing you can do is to go away 

and sleep maybe in the bush”(Group Int. 2:9). As the house was perceived as the property of 

the man, it was common that the woman would flee the house during incidents of domestic 

violence, and had to sleep outside of the home.  

The impact of alcohol consumption on domestic violence levels, and the increased work 

burden of the women as a result of the shifts in responsibilities, illustrates how the 

disempowerment of men, in turn, also can have disempowering impacts on the women. This is 

confirmed by Salazar et al. (2013), who found that the inability of men to fulfill the traditional 

masculine roles and expectations, such as being providers and protectors of the household, led 

to a compensation by over-emphasizing other masculine traits, due to the feeling of 

humiliation of masculinity. Also El-Bushra (2003) found, through a cross-sector study of post 

conflict areas, that there was an increase in power of women, and a paralell disempowerment 

of men in Northern Uganda, and that this had led to increased alcohol consumption of men, 

and increased domestic violence.  

 

However, while the conflict had shifted some aspects of the gender structures in society, 

which led to the women breaking up with traditional gender roles, this was less evident with 

regards to gender relations. The man was therefore still the head of the household, and women 

still considered themselves as being subordinate to their husband. This was for example 

illustrated in group discussion 3, where one participant said that “A man has authority over the 

wife. Because you are in their home. But then the problem is that they are not contributing or 

supporting us” (Group Int. 3:12). There therefore seems to be a gap between the traditional 

gender relations, and the structural impact that the conflict had created for the gender roles in 

the region.  This is confirmed by Salazar et al. (2013), who found that there was a gap between 

realized and ideilized gender roles as a result of the conflict in Northern Uganda. Also El-

Bushra (2003) found that the shift in traditional gender roles in Uganda as a result of the 

conflict did not lead to a shift in traditional gender identities, but rather created growing 

tension between the ideals of masculinity and femininity. Gender ideologies had therefore 

remained the same, but were rather a subject to frustration due to the unfulfillment of these  

(El-Bushra, 2003). The increased work burdens of women can furthermore be argued to be a 

driving factor for the high number of female initiated VSLAs in the region. 



! 42!

6.1.3 SubIConclusion,
The Acholi society has traditionally been highly patriarchal with strong traditional gender 

roles and relations. However, the long-lasting armed conflict has had a highly disempowering 

impact on the Acholi men, and many were therefore not able to fulfil their traditional roles and 

duties as caretakers, leaving this responsibility to the women. The region struggles with high 

levels of alcohol abuse and domestic violence, however, traditional gender relations with 

regards to the subordinate role of women prevailed, and men were still considered the heads of 

the households. There therefore seemed to be a breach between perceived gender relations, 

and the actualized gender roles. The increased work burden faced by women has, among other 

things, led to the high number of female initiated VSLAs in the region. The following section 

outlines the specific characteristics of these.  

6.2 Characteristics*of*VSLAs*of*groups**
All of the VSLAs were formed from a grassroots level, with the initiative taken by the 

members themselves. While all of the VSLAs had a mix of male and female members, the 

proportion of women was generally higher in all of the groups. The groups were usually 

formed by women, while the male members had joined after having witnessed the positive 

impacts and resources gained through VSLA membership.  The specific characteristics of the 

VSLAs are illustrated in the table beneath.  

 
Table 5: Characteristics of VSLAs 

No.  VSLA 1 VSLA 2 VSLA 3 VSLA 4 
Name of VSLA Can Deg Woo Mego Lonyo 

 
Atek Ki Iwak Lubanga Lakica 

No Members 
(M/F) 

33 Female 
3 Male 

90 Female 
30 Male 

33 Female 
10 Male 

33 Female 
3 Male 

Km From Gulu 
Town 

44 km 
Nwoya Sub-County 

4 km 5 km 20 km 
Bobi Sub-County 

Registration No Yes Yes No 
Training Yes Yes No Yes 

 

All of the VSLAs had the ‘traditional’ VSLA function, where the members would meet on a 

weekly basis and save collectively. The specific amounts saved varied between the groups. 

For example, the members of VSLA 1 saved a fixed amount of 50001 UGX per week, while 

the members of VSLA 3 could save a voluntary amount per week, ranging between 1000 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1 1000 UGX= 2,3 DKK 
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UGX to 20.000 UGX. All of the VSLAs allowed their members to take loans from the 

collective saving, however, the specific terms and conditions with regards to amount of loans, 

repayment period and interest rates varied. For example, VSLA 3 did not have any limit 

regarding the amount that the members could borrow, but the whole amount of the loan had to 

be paid back within one month, and with a weekly interest rate of 10%. The members of 

VSLA 4, on the other hand, could borrow a maximum of 1/3 of the total amount that they had 

been saving individually, and the loan had to be repaid within 3 months, with a weekly 

interest rate of 5%.  

 

Furthermore, all the VSLAs had different types of savings, and therefore offered loans for 

various purposes. This could either be the traditional business loans, which also would be 

used for paying school fees, emergency loans and household items loans. All of the groups 

had well-defined internal rules and regulations, and VSLA 1 and VSLA 2 even had formally 

written constitutions. Two out of the four VSLAs studied were officially registered with a 

Savings and Credits Co-Operative (SACCO), and three out of the four VSLAs had received 

training. All of the VSLAs would break up the savings at the end of the year. Here, the 

members would get their saved amount paid out, and the interest rates collected from the 

loans would be equally split between the members.  

The following section analyses the specific resources that members gained through their 

membership in the VSLAs.  

6.3 Resources*
The following section presents the specific resources gained by members through VSLA 

membership. First, the overall resources gained, and their relative importance, as perceived by 

the interview participants, are presented. Subsequently, the different resources are further 

specified and elaborated.  

6.3.1 Resources,gained,from,VSLA,membership,,and,their,relative,importance,,
The three overall resources gained through VSLA membership can be divided into financial 

resources, human resources, and social resources. These were first identified through a 

literature review, and subsequently confirmed through the flow chart diagram conducted 

during the group discussions. The resources were ranked during the individual interviews, 

according to their relative importance for the interview participants. The results of the 
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rankings are illustrated in table 6 beneath. The full results of the individual rankings are 

included in appendix 2. 
 
Table 6: Result of resource ranking 

Financial resources Human resources Social resources 
42 33 33 

Source: Author 
 
The result from the ranking illustrates that the financial resources only are one part of VSLA 

membership, despite this being the original function of the groups. The social and human 

resources were also very important for the group members, despite the financial resources still 

being highest valued. Through the data analysis process, the resources were further specified 

into sub-categories. These are presented in the following.  

6.3.2 Financial,Resources,
The financial resources identified through the data analysis were the collective saving, and the 

easy access to loans. These are elaborated in the following.  

!!
Collective saving 
The collective saving had three main functions for the group members. Firstly, the saving 

worked as a bank for the members, and it was the accumulated savings that would give the 

opportunity for members to take up loans whenever needed. Secondly, it would act as a 

motivation for members to save in the group on a weekly basis, with the aim of getting the 

full amount repaid at the end of the year. For example, Christin stated how the weekly 

meetings in the VSLA would motivate her to save;  “(…) I am working very hard from 

Monday up to Saturday. So that on Sunday I am having at least something that I can come 

and save in the group” (Int. 9:8). The weekly savings therefore acted as a motivation for 

Christin to work harder throughout the week, so that she would be able to save during the 

weekly meetings. Lastly, saving through the VSLA would keep the savings safe, compared to 

saving individually. This was for example stated by Solina;   

 

“It helped me to move away from the traditional mindset of having money in the house, 
keeping, burying money in the ground (…) Because I can now save my money in the box 
(…) which is safer than keeping it the in the house where it can get burned.” (Int.18:2)  
 

As none of the communities had a formal bank nearby, the closest being in Gulu town, the 

VSLAs acted as substitutes for formal financial institutions.  
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!
!
Easy access to loans 
All interviewees mentioned the importance of easy access to loans as one of the main benefits 

of VSLA membership. The possibility of taking loans within the group allowed for flexibility 

within the expenditure of the members in times where they needed to pay school fees, or for 

purchasing food in between harvesting seasons. While formal banks and MFIs all had long 

application processes, requiring extensive paperwork and security for loans, the VSLA 

provided easy and fast access to loans, sometimes as fast as on a day-to-day basis. Bitress 

Alom said that the easy access to loans in her opinion helped the community to overcome the 

challenge of poverty, and Christin stated that she solely could survive on the loans in between 

harvesting seasons. Christin therefore used the loans to purchase food in between the harvest 

seasons, and then used the profit from selling her crops to repay the loans. The possibility of 

microfinance to create security for people living close to the poverty line, and who are dealing 

with unreliable income flows, is also underlined by Tavanti (2012). 

The easy access to loans furthermore created a type of social security net for the members of 

the group. Apart from participants being able to access financial resources easily, the 

additional types of savings, such as the emergency saving, allowed for some security in case 

of emergency. Each of the savings would have their own rules and terms for application and 

repayment. In absence of formal social security nets, the VSLA therefore overtook this 

function, acting as an informal security net for the group members.  

6.3.3 Human,Resources,,
The human resources identified through the data analysis were training and knowledge 

sharing among members. These are elaborated in the following: 

  
Training 
Three out of the four VSLAs studied had received financial management training and 

business training from NGOs, banks or microfinance institutions, or from Gulu University. 

The training was highly valued by the vast majority of the interviewees. According to 

Josephine, loans alone were without any value, if they were not complemented with training. 

The importance of training was highly related to usage and repayment of loans, how to 

manage a small-scale business to generate income, and how to budget the income received. 

Kristin explained that she used to spend all of her income immediately after having generated 
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this, and that she, through the financial management training, learned to budget her income 

into three categories; this being income generating capital for business investment, emergency 

saving, and daily expenditure. This distinction had made her reflect upon her expenditure and 

to a larger extend budget and plan her income.  

Almost all of the participants were illiterate, which highly impacted their sense of self. This 

was for example illustrated by Evelyn Akoto, who perceived herself as having less rights, due 

to never having received any education. The majority of the participants therefore mentioned 

how the training received through VSLA membership had contributed to development of their 

capabilities. Christin gave an example of how the training impacted her sense of self;   

 

“The training really helped me, it really made me powerful. Because even though I do 
not know how to read and write, but it has helped me to know that if I get 1 shilling I 
need to do ABCD, like invest it, so that it will bring more money” (Int. 9:12).  
 

The received training therefore, to some extend, substituted for the lack of education, as it 

taught the participants a set of skills that could help them in their daily lives. The positive 

impact of business training on microfinance clients is also stressed by Berge et al. ( 2012), 

who found that combining training with microfinance loans would have a positive impact on 

business skills and entrepreneurial attitudes. However, apart from the positive impact of 

training with regards to development of financial management skills, it also had a large 

impact on the identify and sense of self of the participants. The fostering of entrepreneurial 

and business skills were, on the other hand, less evident, one of the reasons being the 

priorities for loan usage of the group members. This is further elaborated in section 6.4.2. 

VSLA 4 had, apart from the business and financial management training, also received 

training on family conflict resolution and gender-based violence. This was, according to 

Dorcus, due to the high suicide rate within Bobi sub-county as a result of gender-based 

violence. Gulu University had therefore chosen to train the VSLAs in the area in conflict 

resolution, and the training had given the women a set of skills to handle domestic conflicts.  

!!
Knowledge Sharing 
Another human resource gained through VSLA membership was knowledge sharing.  Group 

members would share ideas and knowledge during their meetings, and exchange experiences 

regarding possible solutions to challenges. This could be regarding regular topics such as 

household management, as well as sharing concerns and giving each other input on how to 
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handle daily challenges. Vicky elaborates on this; “When we are in the group, we are 

normally sharing ideas, ideas that you cannot get when you are alone” (Int. 8:3). 

One of the reasons for the high efficiency of knowledge sharing in the VSLA was, among 

other things, due to the large age span among members, and the participants felt that they 

could learn from the elder in the groups, who had more life experience. Mercy furthermore 

demonstrated a specific example of knowledge sharing. During the LRA conflict she had fled 

to a refuge camp in Kampala, where she had received training related to loans and savings, as 

well as handicraft training. Upon her return to Gulu she had joined the local VSLA, which 

was the only VSLA studied that had not received any training. She therefore tried to pass on 

the knowledge that she had gained in her previous training to her current VSLA by forming 

small groups and conducting her own training sessions with the knowledge that she had 

acquired herself. Knowledge sharing was therefore an essential resource gained through 

VSLA membership, and was especially evident in VSLA 3, which had not received any 

training.  

6.3.4 Social,Resources,
The social resources identified through the data analysis were collective action, and the moral 

support/group counselling among the members. These are elaborated in the following: 

 
Collective action 
The possibility for collective action deriving from the network gained in the VSLA was 

highly emphasized among the members. This was explicitly stated by Solina; “As a human 

being, you cannot live alone. You also need people. Because being together gives you 

strength. It is like creating a network.” (Int. 18:11). Solina had just lost her husband some 

months prior to the interview, and she had re-joined the group to get over the death of the 

husband. Solina was an elder woman, who was not able to plow and farm by herself, and she 

therefore received assistance for this by her fellow female VSLA group members. Collective 

farming was furthermore a benefit of the collective action in the VSLAs. This would imply 

the women digging together and helping each other out in their gardens, which would allow 

for greater efficiency. Furthermore, Dorcus experienced that the group members would keep 

an eye on each other’s land when someone was away, and would step in in case of something 

needing to be done. Collective farming was especially evident in VSLA 1 and 4, which also 



! 48!

were the most marginalized groups, compared to VSLA 2 and 3, which were closer to Gulu 

town.  

The collective action was especially important for widows, and for the women, whose spouse 

had chosen a life of polygamy. For example, Kristin stated that the group had taken over the 

space in her life that her husband usually had. Her husband was having 3 wives and living 

with the third one, and the only support she would get from him was occasional assistance for 

farming and harvesting. It was therefore the group that acted as her support, and where she 

would go whenever she would need financial or practical assistance.  

Having said this, the network also created peer pressure of loan repayment within the group, 

which was obvious in that all interview participants feared that they would fail to repay a 

loan. Despite the fact that all of the groups actually would recover the missing repayment of 

the loan from the individual’s saving, there seemed to be some stigmatization associated with 

loan repayment failure. Members would therefore rather sell their property or struggle hard to 

meet the repayment date, rather than recover a loan from the saving. 

!
Moral support/Group counselling 
Apart from being a network creating opportunities for collective action, the VSLA 

furthermore worked as group counselling and a pillar of moral support for members. Group 

members would usually come to the group for support and advice whenever they would have 

a problem. Interesting was furthermore that, despite the VSLAs having male members, the 

function of group counselling and moral support related to sensitive topics would only be 

among the women, while general concerns regarding household finance and business 

activities could be brought up during the weekly loans and savings meetings, where both men 

and women were present. The moral support that the women would give each other in the 

group would be related to sensitive topics such as suicidal thoughts, domestic violence issues, 

and concerns regarding HIV/AIDS. Evelyn Adotch explains this from her own perspective; 

“(…) even though you are thinking suicide or something, because you are now in a group, 

you can get to share, and that burden becomes lighter, compared to when you are staying 

alone where you can just decide on doing anything because there is no one” (Int. 12:2). 

Evelyn had lost her first husband in the LRA conflict, and her second husband left her without 

warning, leaving her alone with 4 children, and she was highly depressed prior to her VSLA 

membership.  
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Many of the emotional challenges that the women in in the Gulu area were facing could 

furthermore be connected with the prolonged armed conflict within the area, where several 

women had lost their husband, HIV was widespread and used as a weapon during the conflict, 

and where people had been witnessing and exposed to traumatic incidents such as torture, 

harassment, killings, captivity and sexual abuse (El-Bushra, 2003; Branch, 2011). VSLA 

membership could therefore be argued to function as a group counselling to help the members 

overcome some of the emotional traumas of the conflict.   

Having said this, the group counselling would also have a function of reinforcing some 

traditional values in the society, specifically with regards to traditional gender roles and 

women’s subordinate position compared to men. An example of this was that Jennifer had 

experienced that her female VSLA members advised her to stay with her husband despite of 

him stealing and selling her belongings, alcohol abuse, and constant cases of domestic 

violence. Social interaction and group counselling can therefore enforce social values that 

may restrict transformative agency among the women, as was found by Mayoux (2001). 

6.3.5 Sub,Conclusion,on,Resources,
VSLA membership created a number of resources available for members. Apart from the 

‘traditional’ VSLA function of being a loans and savings group, which gave access to 

financial resources, the membership also created a number of other human resources, such as 

access to training and knowledge sharing, and social resources in the form of collective action 

and moral support. While all of the resources were present in all of the VSLAs, the degrees of 

these, and their relative importance for members, varied. Knowledge sharing was higher in 

VSLA 3, which was the only group that did not receive any training from external agents, and 

it therefore seems like members tried to compensate for this by sharing their knowledge 

internally. Furthermore, while collective action was present in all of the VSLAs, this was 

especially strong in VSLA 1 and 4, which mainly was due to the large emphasis that these 

VSLAs had on collective farming.  

6.4 Agency*
The following section analyses the agency demonstrated by the interview participants. Here, 

the following areas were identified through the data collection process; agency regarding 

control over the loan, agency with regards to their ability to use loans, negotiation and 

manipulation, the role of women as active agents of change, and limits to agency. 
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6.4.1 Control,over,loan,
The majority of the interview participants showed significant control regarding the choice of 

whether to take up new loans. The loan expenditures were, on the other hand, more nuanced, 

and while most participants would take up loans with a specific purpose, they would still have 

to ask for permission from their spouse on how to spend these, which underlines that the man 

still is being perceived as the head of the household, and therefore also having the final say 

with regards to loan use. However, many of the interview participants demonstrated 

significant agency with regards to fulfilling the opportunity of spending the loans as they 

perceived was best. For example, in cases of the spouse disagreeing with the purposes of the 

loan use, some women would take the loans and spend these without telling the husbands. 

Kristin gives a good example of this:   

 

“Before I was telling my husband that “I am picking loan because maybe I want to 
ABCD”. But then the husband would like refuse me, “don’t do it, don’t do it”, and 
then he was saying that “this thing of you having a business, I even don’t want it. 
Because this will teach you bad manners, and then you will become a prostitute”. But 
then these days, according to what I have now decided, I normally do not tell the 
husband what I am doing, I just do not tell him about my plans. I will just tell him that 
I have picked loans for like school fees. But then not like tell him that I will pick loans 
for school fees, but just tell him when I am already doing it” (Int.17:6).  
 

Kristin’s spouse was among the more traditional Acholi men encountered during the research, 

and he did therefore not approve the idea of Kristin running her own business. She had 

therefore stopped including him in the decision-making process, but rather limited what she 

was telling him to the areas, where she knew that he would not oppose, and do this once the 

decisions already had been carried through, which demonstrates significant agency with 

regards to controlling how she is using her loan.   

The majority of the women would in general find a way to get around the traditional values of 

the man’s decision making role, in order to secure the spending of the loans in a matter that 

would secure the education of their children, food on the table and investment in income 

generating activities, which would secure their ability to repay the loans. In cases of the 

woman being a widow or seperated, she would generally spend the loans as she believed was 

best, and did not have to consult with other male relatives (eg. int. 5, 11). This generally 
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underlines the growth of the independence and power of women as a result of the armed 

conflict (Omona & Aduo , 2013; Manchanda, 2005).  

 

Some of the interview participants had spouses who also were members of a VSLA. The 

general indication was that the men, who were members of a VSLA, would contribute to 

providing for the household (int. 7,16), while the woman would be the sole provider of the 

household in families where the husband was not a member of a VSLA (int. 1,2, 15). 

Furthermore, even in cases of the men contributing financially to the household, this would 

generally be at lower levels than the women, and men would often take and spend loans 

without consulting or informing their wife. It would therefore usually be the women who 

would be the overall responsible for paying school fees, purchasing food items and repaying 

the loans. None of the women had experienced that their husband would try to take their loans 

away from them, though this was said to happen occasionally in the communities. The 

interview participants therefore usually had significant control over their loans, and the 

findings are in this case not in line with literature arguing that women act as intermediaries 

and are relinquishing their loans to spouses or other male relatives (Alnaaet al, 2012). 

6.4.2 Loan,usage,,
The majority of the women had been taking at least one loan since their VSLA membership. 

The main expenditure of the loans were school fees for all of the women, and only minor 

parts of the loans would be used for investment or re-investment in income generating 

activities, such as farming or a small-scale business. For example, Vicky gave the example, 

that from a loan of 150.000 UGX, only 10.000 would be re-invested in her business, while the 

remaining amount would be invested in payment of school-fees. The overall reason for the 

low business investment was generally that the loans would be too low to finance education 

and invest capital in a business, and all of the women therefore prioritized the education of 

the children. Christin elaborated on this decision;  

 

“I really want to start up a business, but my problem is getting the capital. Because the 
little money that I am having, I cannot put it into a business. Reasons being that if I am 
to put my capital into a business, then my children will have to stay home. Then I am 
now focusing on paying my children in school, even though I would really like to have a 
business.” (Int.9:3) 
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Prioritizing the education of the children was therefore an active choice by all of the women, 

and investment in the children’s education was perceived as an investment in their own, as 

well as the children’s future. This is an interesting finding, as much microfinance literature 

emphasizes the positive impact of microfinance on business activities  (Jia et al, 2013;  Chan 

& Ghani , 2011), which, in this study, was a less evident result of the loans received by 

members.  

 

Despite the relatively low percentage of the loans being invested into businesses, the majority 

of the women had some kind of income generating activity. Approximately half of the 

interview participants had invested part of their income in a small-scale business, while the 

other half of the participants would repay their loans by selling their farm products during the 

harvest seasons, and invest parts of their loans in farming. The loans would in these cases 

work as a tool to flatten out economic cycles, where income was concentrated in the two 

harvest periods during the year, but the expenses were spread out throughout the whole year. 

This follows the findings of Annim & Alnaa (2013), who argue that microfinance assists rural 

poor with overcoming liquidity constraints and smoothing out consumption patterns, which 

can assist them in overcoming callenges of poverty and food insecurity.  

 

The most common types of businesses that interview participants would engage in were 

buying and re-selling farm products and vegetables such as casawa, rice and tomatoes, 

brewing and selling local alcohol, and buying and re-selling dried silverfish. Group members 

who were too old to farm themselves would also use the loans to hire people to work in their 

gardens, whereafter they would harvest and sell their income, which for example were the 

cases for Margaret and Solina.  

The major challenges identified by the participants with regards to business management 

were, firstly, the limited capital that they could invest in the business due to the heavy 

investments needed in payment of school fees, which was the main concern and priority of all 

of the women. For example, Monica had invested in a business of selling coal, but this 

collapsed due to her lack of capital to re-invest into the business, as all of her capital was 

spent on school fees.  For the same reason, the scales of the businesses were generally very 

low, and Evely Adotch was the only interview participant who was relying solely on her 
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business of selling silverfish as her only income generating activity. All the other women, on 

the other hand, would supplement their businesses with selling their harvested farm products.  

Secondly, the lack of access to bigger markets with a larger customer base was identified as a 

challenge to business growth. This was for example experienced by Bitress Alom, who, even 

when she invested in expanding her farm products of maize and Gnuts, would not be able to 

sell her products due to the small customer base at the local market. Also Christin and Mercy 

were not able to use their skills of producing handicraft items due to the lack of a customer 

base to purchase their products. This is supported by Marr (2012), who argues that business 

investments generally is more profitable in urban areas compared to rural areas, where lack of 

infrastructure is a significant drawback, and there is a lack of contracting companies to 

procure crops from farmers. This generally outlines the challenges of investing in farm 

products in rural areas (Marr, 2012). Lack of market access was therefore a major challenge 

for business growth, and can furthermore explain the low amounts invested in income 

generating activities.  

6.4.3 Negotiation,&,Manipulation,,
The level of negotiation among the interview participants was varying. While all women 

would negotiate decisions regarding the children’s education, only some women would 

negotiate daily aspects within the household. The degree of negotiation would generally 

depend on the relationship with the spouse, and interview participants who had husbands that 

were more prone to violence, would to a lower extend negotiate non-essential issues, such as 

purchasing of livestock and possibilities of visiting relatives. Dorcus was a good example of 

combining negotiation, agency and manipulation:  

 

“Supposing I want to do something, and I know that my husband is not going to 
accept me to do it, I will not tell him first. I will first sit back, and like reorganize 
myself and present it in another way, which will make him accept”. (Int. 16:10) 
 

Dorcus had experienced significant domestic violence, and even though she would ‘choose 

her battles’ and not discuss things with her husband that were not vital to her, she would still 

reflect upon how to phrase a subject in a way, which would have a higher probability of 

getting the consent of her husband, which can be argued to be a degree of manipulation. Also 

Kristin showed significant negotiation as a result of the received training on gender-based 

violence:  
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“After that training on gender based violence I actually went home and explained it to 
[my husband] one time, like ‘what is the use of you having me stay here oppressing me, 
and yet you also don’t support me, and yet, you also don’t want me to go and stay with 
my fellow women. So now, what is it, I cannot stay home tied up’. Then he also started 
understanding the importance of letting me go out and do my business, go out and then 
stay in the group, pick up the loans. So these days he is not getting mad because of that. 
But those days he would get really mad.” (Int. 17:6).  
 

The training received by Kristin, combined with the agency that she illustrated, strengthened 

her self-confidence and capabilities to negotiate her rights to live her life as she wanted. This, 

in turn, led to her husband respecting her to a greater extend, and loosing his grip on how she 

could live her life. The capabilities to negotiate were in general higher in VSLA 4 compared 

to the remaining VSLAs, which could be argued to be due to the additional training in conflict 

resolution received in that VSLA.  

6.4.4 Agent,of,change,,
All of the interview participants, with the only exception being Gloria, had actively decided to 

become members of the VSLAs themselves, which demonstrates agency with regards to 

wanting to create change in their own life conditions. Porter (2013) argues that women’s 

power to empower themselves to a large extend lies in their ability mobilize themselves as a 

group, which will give them the opportunity to articulate their specific needs and concerns to 

take action, of which the creation of the VSLAs within the region can be argued to be a good 

example.  

The majority of the interview participants would show significant agency in relation to the 

future and well-being of their children. This was, among other things, demonstrated in how 

the education of the children was highly prioritized. A good example of this was given by 

Bitress Oketa:  

 

“My daughter was sick in school and she came back home. Then like, I actually went 
to [my husband] and then asked him for money, for school fees money, because I had 
already picked up a loan from the group and I could not pick another loan because of 
the first loan.  Then when I went to tell my husband, he just told me that ‘I don’t have 
money. If she can stay home let her stay, because I don’t have any money to give you to 
send her back into school’. But then I like struggled, and got transport money and sent 
back the daughter to school”. (Int 15:) 
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Despite Bitress not getting any help from her husband, she still managed to work hard and 

raise the money needed to pay for her children’s education, which demonstrates her role as an 

active agent of change.  

Education of girls was highly valued by participants, and the majority of the respondents 

stated that they wanted all of their children, regardless of gender, to study as long as possible. 

Many of the women would go to long extends and struggle hard to obtain the financial means 

to be able to pay for their children’s education, and to secure their well-being. For example, 

Dorcus had left her husband due to struggles with domestic violence, but decided to return 

home due to the concern and well-being of her children. This indicates the level of sacrifice 

that women are willing to take upon themselves for the future and well-being of their 

children. Having said this, in cases of the participants not having any possibilities of paying 

for a high number of children in school, it would usually be the girls who would be taken out 

of school. For this reason, despite the women having the intention of treating boys and girls 

equally, this potential would not always be carried out in practice. 

 

According to traditional Acholi values, a man was furthermore entitled to take more wives, 

which often was done without asking the remaining wife(s). For example, when Bitress Alom 

married her husband, she was not aware of him already having another wife and family. 

Solina, being the eldest participant in the research, was happily married with her husband, 

who, apart from her, had 9 other wives. Interesting was, however, that Solina was the only 

participant not showing any emotional impact of being one out of many wives, and the other 

women all disagreed with their husband’s choice of polygamy, though they didn’t have any 

power to impact or change this (see int. 2, 15, 17).  This indicates a shift in believes among 

the younger generation of women, compared to the elder generation.  

 

Approximately half of the interview participants were furthermore convinced of their own 

role as agents of change in the empowerment process. Monica stated this very clearly; “It is 

my own responsibility to be empowered, no one else. I need to empower myself” (Int. 13:10).  

The other half, however, to a larger extend believed that external agents, such as NGOs, the 

government and philanthropic individuals were responsible for their empowerment. This 

illustrates how the high presence of NGOs in the area, as a result of the prolonged armed 

conflict, to some extend may have limited people’s incentives and personal drive to empower 
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themselves, and can be argued to have created some notions of ‘aid dependency.’ The extend 

to which the interview participants were aware of their own role in the empowerment process 

seemed to a personality trait, and depending on the degree of reflectivity of the individual. 

6.4.5 Limits,to,Agency,,
According to Acholi values, the man was the head of the household, and therefore also the 

main decision taker. The interview participants therefore often had to ask for permission from 

the spouse with regards to loan use, personal mobility and bigger consumption decisions in 

the household, despite having the financial means to act on their own initiative. All of the 

women believed that a man was having the rights over his wife, and that they, as women, 

were under the authority of the man. For example, Margaret said that; “As a woman, I do not 

have a voice, so what can I do? The only thing that I can do is keep quiet. Receive what [the 

husband] has given me, and then do what he cannot do” (Int. 7:7).  

This demonstrates how the women, according to Doxa, consider themselves submissive to 

men, and none of the interview participants tried to challenge this subordination, which 

demonstrates a lack of transformative agency. While all of the interview participants 

demonstrated agency with regards to being able to break up with the traditional gender roles 

and act on the increased responsibilities placed upon them as women, none of them tried to 

break up with the traditional values and gender relations. This challenges the extend to which 

the women act out of their own active agency, or if this rather is a response to the structural 

changes resulting from the post-conflict context, which arguably has created a push factor for 

the women to demonstrate higher degrees of agency in order to deal with the increased roles 

and responsibilities placed upon them as a result of the male disempowerment.  

 

The majority of the participants mainly demonstrated effectiveness agency, as the main 

objective was to increase their ability to deal with their daily tasks and responsibilities, such 

as providing for their families and paying school fees, more efficiently. Throughout the 

research it was only Kristin who illustrated transformative agency, when she actively 

challenged her husband’s suppression on how she could live her life.  Kristin was, however, 

the only one who, to some extend, tried to break up with the societal structures that were 

placed upon her as a woman, and was therefore the only of the interview participants who 

illustrated some degree of transformative agency. The other interview participants mainly 

demonstrated effectiveness agency (Kabeer, 1999), as the main concern was to deal with the 
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daily tasks and responsibilities more efficiently. While effectiveness agency still has a degree 

of active agency, the interview participants did not reach a higher level of transformative 

agency through trying to challenge cultural values and societal structures.  

Interesting was furthermore that, despite men being the original providers in the household, 

none of the interview participants had experienced that their husband were against them 

joining the VSLAs and acting as the main provider of the households. Only in VSLA 1 there 

seemed to be some disagreement with the VSLA from the men in the community, however, 

this was not the case for any of the in total 18 interview participants, or for any of the 6 

participants from VSLA 1. This illustrates how, on one hand, the inability of men to take care 

of their own roles and responsibilities has increased the acceptance of the growing power of 

women as providers of the family, and how traditional cultural understandings of women’s 

submissive position vis-à-vis men, and the position of men as the head of the household, still 

would limit the possibility of women to execute their agency fully. These factors again 

underline the breach between Doxa and reality, resulting in a gap between perceived gender 

relations and actualized gender roles.  

6.4.6 SubIconclusion,on,Agency,
The majority of the interview participants demonstrated high degrees of agency with regards 

to control over the loan, and decision making regarding how to spend the loan. Here, all of the 

women prioritized education of their children as the main expenditure of the loans, while 

investments in businesses and farming had lower priorities. The marginalization of the rural 

communities was furthermore experienced as a challenge for return on investments in farming 

and micro-businesses, due to the relatively small customer base in the region.  Negotiation 

and manipulation was especially visible in VSLA 4, a possible explanation being that this 

VSLA had received additional training in conflict resolution.  

It was difficult to assess the degree to which high levels of agency with regards to control and 

usage of the loans was due to the membership in the VSLA, or whether this was due to the 

contextual factors of the post-conflict context creating a structural push with women having to 

take traditionally male roles upon them. Furthermore, while approximately half of the women 

recognized their own role in the empowerment process, it was clear that the high presence of 

NGOs, as a consequence of the LRA conflict, had created some notions of ‘aid dependency’, 

which limited people’s incentives to take responsibility for their empowerment. Furthermore, 

there seemed to be a shift from the elder to the younger generation, as the younger interview 
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participants opposed their husband’s choice of polygamy, while this did not seem to be an 

issue for the elder participant.    

Having said this, there were some limits to agency, as the majority of the interview 

participants did not try to break up with Doxa and their own subordination in society. Agency 

was therefore mainly demonstrated at the effectiveness level, the main aim being to deal with 

their daily tasks and responsibilities more efficiently, and only one participant demonstrated 

some degree of transformative agency.  

6.5 Achievements*
The following analyses the specific achievements resulting of VSLA membership. Based on 

the data analysis, these were divided into decision-making, financial outcomes, capability 

development and inner transformation. Lastly, the limits to well-being and empowerment are 

presented. 

6.5.1 DecisionImaking,,
The domestic consumption could generally be divided into three overall categories; 1) 

payment of school fees, 2) daily household expenditures, such as food purchase and smaller 

household items, and 3) larger household expenditures, such as livestock and furniture. While 

school fees and daily household expenditure were decisions mainly taken by women, the 

larger household expenditures generally needed the consultation and/or permission of the man 

in the household. Furthermore, due to the membership in the VSLA, many of the women 

could generally purchase smaller items with their own money without consulting the spouse. 

This indicates that generally, VSLA membership created financial independence for the 

participants, however, the traditional values of the male being the decision taker in the 

household was prevailing, influencing the areas in which the participants could use this 

autonomy. 

 

With regards to healthcare decisions, the participants would generally demonstrate higher 

levels of decision-making autonomy, and would not ask, but rather inform of themselves or 

their children needing healthcare. Healthcare was generally seen as highly important, and the 

majority of the participants would defy their husbands with regards to healthcare decisions, 

which, together with children’s education, was the only area where they would oppose the 

decisions made by the male in the household.   
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Freedom of movement was, on the other hand, to a larger extend limited for women, if this 

was concerning more than just local mobility, such as going to the market. Here all of the 

participants would generally ask for permission from the men in the household, this either 

being a husband, father, brother or uncle. Furthermore, as the majority of the women didn’t 

perceive their ability to visit friends and relatives as an area of importance, most participants 

would not bother discussing this aspect with their respective family members, which 

furthermore indicates that freedom of mobility was less important for the women. Regarding 

ability to take strategic life choices, the participants all said that they decided on family 

planning and decisions regarding number of children in collaboration with the spouse, 

however, it was not possible to assess if this was a result of VSLA membership.  

Widows and the women who were separated in general had full decision making capabilities, 

both in terms of daily and strategic life choices, and it was only mobility decisions that they 

would consult with other family members.  

It was difficult to asess the extend to which the decision making capabilities of the women 

were an increase resulting from the membership in the VSLA, or if it purely was 

demonstarted through their membership in the VSLA. It could therefore be argued that while 

the post-conflict context had created the preconditions of men accepting women’s increased 

financial and decision making autonomy, this was further strengthened through the increased 

access to resources that the women gained through their membership in the VSLA.  

6.5.2 Financial,outcomes,,
All of the participants stated that they had experienced improvement in their financial 

situation over the course of their membership in the VSLA. This was for example underlined 

by Evelyn Akoto, who stated that; “Now at least I can have some little money to buy food and 

that, not like those days when I was not in a group. At least now I can be having some money 

at hand” (Int. 4:10). While the participants still were struggling to make ends meet, put food 

on the table and cover the school fees of their children, they had seen an improvement in their 

finances over the course of their membership in the VSLA This was mainly due to three 

reasons; firstly, the training had given participants increased capabilities for managing their 

finances, and secondly, the VSLA membership motivated members to save. This was 

explained by Susan; 
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“I find that now I am having more money if you compare to those days. Because those 
days, though I was getting money, but it was little, and I was not thinking about saving it. I 
was just ‘get the money and use, get the money and use’. But at the moment, coming in the 
group, it has helped me to save the money” (Int. 11:5). 

 

This underlines how, on one hand, the VSLA membership motivates participants to save, and 

secondly, how group membership had improved financial management capabilities. Thirdly, 

the possibility of investing loans in business activities allowed the participants to diversify 

their income, which limited their financial vulnerability and assisted them to repay their loans. 

Overall, it seemed as members, who had the possibility to diversify their income away from 

purely relying on farming, in general seemed to have a more stable financial situation. The 

improvement in the financial situation can furthermore be tied together with the improved 

capabilities of members for managing their finances more reflectively. Having said this, the 

improvement in the financial conditions could also be influenced by the growing economic 

activity within the region after the conflict, and is therefore difficult to solely tie together with 

VLSA membership.     

6.5.3 WellIbeing,&,Inner,transformation,,
The moral support that the participants received in the group increased their emotional well-

being, as the group would help members to get support needed to deal with their daily 

challenges. For example, Evelyn Akoto stated that;  “The group has helped me in many ways, 

I would just maybe die in this group. I will remain in the group forever and ever” (Int. 4:6). 

This illustrates the extend to which the participants feel emotionally rewarded from the 

VSLA. The contribution of the VSLA membership on the well-being was also evident in that 

the men, who were members of the VSLA, to a larger extend would contribute to supporting 

the household, and that their membership would have a positive impact on the gender 

relations within the household. Vicky elaborated on this by outlining how VSLA membership 

had a positive impact on her husband’s behaviour:  

 

“I am thinking that maybe because my husband joined in the group. So his thinking is 
now getting changed. Because even staying together with other men and seeing how they 
are treating their women, and then maybe the idea that we are sharing…. is now 
changing him” (Int.8:8). 
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This illustrates how VSLA membership of men can have a positive impact on the gender 

relations within the household, which indicates that VSLA membership also has empowering 

impacts on men, and not only on women. This furthermore underlines the importance of re-

building social capital and informal social networks as a step towards sustaining economic 

and cultural cooperation and promoting conflict resolution as a step in the post-conflict 

rehabilitation process, as has been outlined in other research (Aaron, 2003;  Bossert & Brune, 

2009).  

According to the participant’s own understandings of empowerment, the majority of the 

women saw themselves as being empowered. This was largely attributed to the ability of 

paying their children’s education, which for example was illustrated by Susan;  

 

“My children is the most important thing, and seeing them study is, it is what makes me 
happy, it is what makes me empowered, it is like that fulfilment that I am having in my 
life. Because for me, I did not go to school, and seeing my children go to school it is a 
total satisfaction in my life” (Int. 11: 8). 
 

The ability to pay their children’s education made the women feel like they gave their 

children the opportunities and capabilities to improve their life conditions, which also made 

them feel more powerful as individuals.  

Having said this, despite of the increased emotional well-being that the participants 

experienced through VSLA membership, it simultaneously increased their work burdens. This 

was for example experienced by Margaret, who felt that she had to work significantly harder 

in order to repay the loans. However, the participants themselves considered this a sacrifice 

that was worthy of the improved livelihood that they got in return. Monica gives an example 

of this, by stating that; “It is really worth it, because you cannot get money if you just sit and 

do nothing. So to me, the hard work is really worth it” (Int.13:9). Despite the side-effect of 

the membership being increased work burdens for the women, the emotional well being, inner 

transformation and improved financial situation that they received through the VSLAs 

therefore out-weighted the challenges of the high work burdens associated with loan 

repayment.  
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6.5.4 Capability,Development,
When asked directly about the meaning of the term empowerment, the interview participants 

mentioned areas such increased resources, improvement in livelihood, and development of 

knowledge and skills. This was for example stated by Susan Kibwota“(…) getting the 

knowledge that you were not getting before. Also to me, that one means empowerment. 

Because you can now decide, you can now do what you are not able to do it in the past, but 

now you are doing it” (Int.11:7). This quote illustrates how the development of the 

knowledge, skills and capabilities was closely tied together with the ability to conduct 

choices, which was seen as assisting the improvement of life. This links closely with A.Sen’s 

(1989) idea of capability development being a central aspect in people’s ability to conduct 

choices and live life as they want. 

The development of skills and knowledge that the participants received through human 

resources was therefore a core element in the contribution to empowerment of the VSLAs. 

Apart from the extensive emphasis that the participants put on this aspect, it was also clear 

that the members of VSLA 4 by far demonstrated the highest degrees of agency, negotiation 

and knowledge of their own role in the empowerment process, which can be tied together 

with the higher amounts of training that this VSLA received, compared to the other VSLAs.  

6.5.5 Limits,to,wellIbeing,and,empowerment,,
The disempowering impact that the conflict had on the Acholi men to a large extend increased 

the work burden of the women, as they had to work harder to make up for the lacking support 

of the men. Furthermore, the improvement in livelihood that members experienced as a result 

of their membership in the VSLA also had the counter-effect that the men would provide less 

financial and material support to their wife, which would increase the work-burdens of the 

women even further. This was for example the case for Bitress Oketa; “Right now, he has 

actually started supporting me less now, because he has seen that there is improvement in my 

life, and that has made him reduce on the quantity of support that he is giving me” (Int. 15:3). 

While the lower material support was the case for all of the women whose spouse was not a 

member of a VSLA, it was especially important for women, where the spouse had several 

wives.    

 

From the women’s perspectives, the male disempowerment had also led to high 

irresponsibility in lifestyle with regards to spending, sexual behaviour and alcohol abuse. For 



! 63!

example, Kristin explains how her husband is neglecting to get tested for HIV/AIDS, despite 

of having a sexually loose lifestyle; “ Even though I tell him, he will not accept, he will just 

tell you, ‘you go and test, if you find yourself HIV positive, don’t even come and tell me, you 

keep it to yourself. I even don’t want to know’”(Int.17:8). This illustrates how the 

irresponsible behaviour of the men also has a natural impact on the women, and several of the 

interview participants demonstrated concerns regarding HIV/AIDS in the communities. 

Another side effect of the disempowerment of men was the increase of domestic violence. 

Dorcus tells about a specific incidence of this;  

 

“One day he came home in the morning and found that the only thing I had prepared 
was just a popo and that my children would come home from school and then eat that, 
because there was no food. Then he came home and just ate the popo whole. Then 
after me coming back from the garden I now asked him ‘why did you eat the popo, this 
was meant for my children because we don’t have anything to eat today’. Then he said 
‘this is also my home, I can eat here’, but then I was like ‘didn’t you eat that side 
where you are?’ Then the man just started beating me up“ (Int.16:7). 

 

Dorcus’ husband was living with his mistress at that point in time, but still considered himself 

the head of the household, and the action demonstrates how men enforce power and 

suppression on the women, when they stand up to or question their authority as the head of 

the household. This therefore illustrates some of the daily challenges in gender relations that 

the women in the region were facing, and how this can limit the potential positive impact that 

VSLA membership could have on their empowerment and ability to fully act on their agency.  

While El-Bushra (2003) argues that the disempowerment of the men is Northern Uganda had 

a paralell empowerment of the women in the region, the findings from the analysis illustrate 

how the male disempowerment can have a disempowering impact on the women, and 

therefore hinder their potential for empowerment and well being.  

6.5.6 SubIconclusion,
The interview participants had in general significantly increased their decision-making 

capabilities and financial autonomy, however, it can be argued the preconditions for this were 

created due to the post conflict context and men’s increased economic dependence on women, 

rather than the actual membership in the VSLA. Furthermore, while the membership in the 

VSLA contributed to the financial autonomy and independence of the women, it 
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simultaneously increased their work burdens, as their improved financial conditions made the 

men contributing and supporting their families less. Having said this, the membership in the 

VSLA further strengthened the opportunities and capabilities of members to exercise 

increased power and decision-making capabilities. This was firstly due to the increased access 

to financial resources, which contributed to the financial autonomy and financial 

independence of the women. Secondly, membership in the VSLA had an impact on the 

capability development of the participants, which in turn contributed to their ability to 

conduct ‘smart’ decisions. Lastly, membership in the VSLA contributed to the emotional 

well-being of the members, and the possibility of paying for their children’s education made 

them feel powerful and empowered. The increased decision making possibilities were 

generally stronger in areas that were of strategic importance for the women, such as education 

and healthcare. The fact that male members also seemed to contribute more to providing for 

the family, compared to non-members, indicates that VSLA membership also has an 

empowering impact on men.  Having said this, despite of the potential for positive outcomes 

through VSLA membership, this was, to some extend, hindered by the male 

disempowerment.  
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7 Discussion 
The following chapter will discuss the findings and applied methodology. The first section 

discusses the empirical findings from the data analysis, following by a discussion of the 

conceptual framework applied. Subsequently, the applied methodology and data collection 

methods are reflected upon. Lastly, the reliability and validity of the data is critically 

assessed.  

7.1 Discussion*of*the*empirical*findings*
The research analysed how VSLA membership influenced the empowerment of rural women 

in the post-conflict Gulu region in Northern Uganda. The empirical findings were based on 

semi-structured interviews conducted with 18 women in 4 different VSLAs in the Gulu 

region, and 5 group discussions with the same 4 VSLAs.  

 

The analysis found that the women gained access to a number of resources through the 

VSLAs. These could be divided into financial resources, this being collective saving and easy 

access to loans, human resources, this being training from external institutions and internal 

knowledge sharing among members, and social resources, this being collective action and 

group counselling/moral support among the members. While all the VSLAs contained all of 

these resources, the degrees of these were, to some extend, varying, and depended on the 

characteristics of the given VSLA.  

With regards to agency, the majority of the interview participants demonstrated significant 

degrees of agency concerning control over the loans, and how to use the loans, especially in 

areas of importance to the women, such as education and healthcare. Education of the 

children was generally highly prioritized among all of the women, while investment in 

farming and small-scale businesses was lower prioritized. This could furthermore be 

connected with the marginalization of the VSLAs, which made it difficult for the participants 

to access larger markets and maintain a customer base, which would secure a return on their 

investments.  

It was, however, mainly effectiveness agency that was evident among the members, and the 

majority of the interview participants did not try to break up with Doxa and challenge their 

own subordination vis-à-vis men in society, which first of all, illustrated a lack of 
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transformative agency, and secondly, created a breach between Doxa and reality, in terms of 

perceived gender relations, compared to the actualized gender roles.  

The achievements in terms of increased decision making capabilities were generally difficult 

to tie together with VSLA membership, as it seems that this was a result of the changing 

social structure resulting from the post-conflict context, rather than directly deriving from the 

VSLA membership.  

Having said this, the membership in the VSLA created access to a number of resources, 

which gave the women the possibility to actualize and act on their increased opportunities 

resulting from the post-conflict context. Furthermore, there was an overall indication that the 

process of VSLA membership in itself contributed positively to the feeling of being 

empowered by members. This is highly interesting, as microfinance studies looking at women 

empowerment as a process often find negative results from this, while studies looking at 

direct outcomes of microfinance schemes often find positive impacts on empowerment  

(Garikipati, 2012; Kabeer, 1999). This case, however, illustrates that the process in itself was 

empowering for members, as the factors contributing to the feeling of empowerment, well-

being and inner transformation were related to the process of gaining new capabilities, the 

feeling of being able to handle one’s finances, and the ability of paying for children’s 

education, rather than direct material outcomes resulting from the loans.    

 

The study did not look into the different levels of empowerment among the women or the 

reasons for these differences. However, some interesting trends still became evident through 

the data analysis process. Firstly, there seemed to be a shift in some values and believes 

among the younger generation, compared to the elder generation, which was evident in that 

the younger generation showed contempt for polygamy, while this seemed to be accepted by 

the elder generation. Marital status of the women also influenced their decision making 

capabilities, as widows and seperated women in general could decide on daily and strategic 

life choices themselves, without consulting other family members. Furthermore, there was 

evidence for women who had received some level of education, or had received additional 

training, demonstrated higher levels of confidence and reflectivity, and therefore also higher 

degrees of agency.  

 



! 67!

As the essence of the concept of empowerment is the ability to conduct choices and live your 

life as you want, this implies the opportunity of being able to choose othervise (Kabeer, 

1999).  The increased responsibilities and opportunities for decision making placed upon the 

women as a result of the post-conflict context can therefore not bee categorized as 

empowerment in itself, as this has not been an active choice taken by the women. The 

increased roles and responsibilities can therefore be argued to have a disempowering impact 

on the women, as it implies a denial of the ability to choose.  

On the other hand, the membership in the VSLA can be argued to increase the span of 

opportunities and decision-making capabilities of the women, as they, through the VSLA, get 

the ability to decide on how to spend their loans, as well as increase their skills and 

knowledge base, which can assist them in making more capable decisions. The development 

of capabilities was also emphasized by many of the women themselves as being closely 

connected with the feeling of empowerment, as it contributed to the women’s sense of being 

able to conduct choices to live life as they wanted, as well as had a positive impact on their 

sense of self and well-being. Capability development was therefore found to have a central 

aspect in the empowerment process, which underlines this as being a significant factor in 

people’s ability to conduct choices and live their lives as they wish  (Sen, 1999). This 

indicates that microfinance alone cannot lead to empowerment, but that this needs to be 

combined with capability building initiatives, such as business & financial management 

training  (Tavanti, 2012). 

The high emphasis on the social resources by the interview participants furthermore indicates 

that group based schemes generally are a good strategy for empowerment and rehabilitation in 

post-conflict areas. This is supported by Bossert & Brune (2009), who argue that post-conflict 

rehabilitation needs to improve trust and participation in order to reestablish people’s capacity 

to contribute to stability and economic development in the community.   

 

Through the interviews it became evident that the education of children was of crucial 

importance for all of the women, and the possibility of paying for the children’s education 

made the women feel powerful and empowered. The high emphasis on children’s education 

by the women can also be argued to be a long-term strategic investment, as the children can 

take care of them upon retirement, as well as being the future of the economic and social 

development of the region. The large emphasis that microfinance literature  (Helmore, 2009; 
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Khavul, 2010) usually puts on usage of loans for investment in income generating activities 

was therefore less evident in this case. While the majority of interview participants had 

invested in some kind of income generating activity, this either being farming or a small-scale 

business, the proportion of the loans invested in these kinds of activities were relatively low, 

and school fees were the main expenditure of the loans. The primary purpose of the loans to 

overcome liquidity constrains to meet consumption demands is, according to Annim & Alnaa 

(2013)  a common case for rural microfinance clients living close to the poverty line. Marr 

(2012) also argues that investment in business activities in general is more challenging in 

rural compared to urban areas, due to poor infrastructure and lack of a customer base for 

product procurement. This is a highly interesting finding, which indicates that microloans for 

business investment in general is more suitable in urban compared to rural areas, and the 

sustainability of MFIs providing microloans to rural clients could therefore be questioned.  

 

The prevalence of female-headed households found in the case study is in line with other 

research from post-conflict areas (Schnabel & Tabyshalieva, 2012; Omona & Aduo , 2013). 

However, while several researchers have stressed the positive impact of this on the possibility 

to redefine traditional gender structures as a result of the changing social structures 

(Arostegui, 2013;  Greenberg & Zuckerman , 2009;  Pospieszna, 2014), the evidence of this 

was more nuanced in this research. Here, the findings suggest that while the post conflict 

context allowed for breaking up with traditional gender roles, this was less evident with 

regards to gender relations, as the women in general demonstared low levels of transformative 

agency. The lack of transformative agency could also be hindered by the physical power 

demonstrated by the men, and many women feared to be ‘beaten up’, if they disobeyed their 

husband. As the context therefore created the  structural break-up with gender structures, 

which allowed women to demonstrate agency, it could be argued that the membership in the 

VSLA to a larger extend allowed for the women to hold on to these opportunities, as they, 

through their membership in the VSLA, got access to a number of resources, which enabled 

them to actualize their agency and increase their self-reliance. While the region still is in a 

post-conflict transition, the engagement in VSLAs can arguably assist the women in 

maintaining their increased responsibilities and deisicon making capabilities, once the region 

has been fully rehabilitated. 
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7.2 Discussion*of*the*conceptual*framework*applied*
The study applied the theoretical framework of Kabeer (1999), and empowerment was 

therefore conceptualized as being the ability to conduct choices to live the life as you wanted. 

This was formed by the three inter-related dimensions of resources, agency and achievements. 

Kabeer (1999) furthermore draws on Bourdieu’s notion of Doxa to explain the aspects of 

culture and tradition that may impact women to choose to live in a certain way, or as Kabeer 

puts it; ‘choosing not to choose’. This was in this study operationalized as being the gender 

roles and gender relations. As this furthermore was found to be significantly impacted as a 

result of on-going armed conflicts through the empirical findings and confirmed through other 

research (Schnabel & Tabyshalieva, 2012), the post-conflict dimension, based on Whetten’s 

(1989) conceptualization of context was furthermore added to the theoretical framework, and 

was limited to only include the impact of the post-conflict context on gender roles and 

relations.  

 

Kabeer’s conceptualization of empowerment was generally highly useful for the research, as 

it provides a holistic understanding of empowerment as an on-going process, rather than a 

simplified outcome. One of the challenges of the framework was, however, the high 

interrelatedness of the three dimensions of resources, agency and achievements. While this is 

highly emphasized by Kabeer (1999) to secure the analytical rigour of the framework, it was 

difficult to draw the exact lines between the three dimensions, which complicated the data 

analysis process slightly, and made it difficult to avoid repetition. Furthermore, despite the 

concept of empowerment being clearly defined in the research, it is still a highly challenging 

concept to work with in practice. This is partly due to the inherent notion of empowerment 

implying a process of change, which in itself is difficult to measure and conceptualize. One 

could therefore ask if empowerment only is if you are fully empowered, or if even the 

smallest notion of change, which gives women increased ability to conduct choices, 

constitutes empowerment. This distinction is relevant in this study as none of the participants 

were fully empowered as a result of their membership in the VSLA, but had increased their 

capabilities to conduct choices, and had experienced improvement in their sense of self and 

well-being.  

One of the challenges of trying to operationalize context was the simplified understanding of 

context informing the analysis. Other contextual factors not covered by the research might 
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therefore influence this significantly, and it was highly challenging to draw a line between 

what constitutes context, and the factors influencing a phenomenon within a given context.  

 

Despite being a widely used concept in development practices, empowerment has also been 

criticized for being a ‘western concept’, and the large emphasis that empowerment 

programmes put on women’s economic contribution as a way to accelerate economic 

development is by critics seen as gender equality ultimately being a tool for promoting the 

free market and economic growth (Hickel, 2014). As the conceptual framework applied in 

this study is grounded in post-colonial feminism, the research tried to avoid a purely western 

apprehension of empowerment, but rather aimed at understanding what empowerment meant 

to the women themselves. Here it became evident that the development of skills, knowledge 

and capabilities of the interview participants was central to their understanding of 

empowerment, made them feel more powerful as individuals, and therfore also made them 

feel more capable of taking desicions. While Kabeer’s conceptual framework of 

empowerment largely is built on Sen’s (1999) capability framework, and capabilities 

therefore are implicit in Kabeer’s (1999) understanding of empowerment, capability 

development arguably constituted an active part of the empowerment process by the women 

in the post-conflict Gulu region.  

7.3 Discussion*of*applied*methodology*&*methods*
The following section will discuss the appropriateness of the methodological choices for 

answering the research question. 

The pragmatist approach suited very well with the nature of the research and the methods 

used. Firstly, as the knowledge about the research topic evolved throughout the data 

collection and analysis process, the pragmatic approach allowed for combining the inductive 

and deductive approaches. This implicated a movement between theory and data, and the 

original theoretical framework was combined with a search for concepts and theoretical 

approaches that could assist in explaining the phenomena being studied. The theoretical 

concepts used in the research were therefore problem-driven and evolved as a result of the 

growing understanding about the research topic and the phenomena studied. The pragmatic 

approach was therefore central for developing the theoretical framework applied, and all of 
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the theories used were based on their usefulness in guiding the understanding of the research 

topic.  

The case study approach was also suitable for this kind of study, as it allowed for an in-depth 

understanding of the phenomenon being studied. The single embedded case study design 

aimed to explore how VSLA membership influenced empowerment of rural women in the 

Gulu region, using different women as units of analysis. While this allowed for understanding 

the interplay between the post-conflict context, gender roles and relations, VSLA membership 

and empowerment more broadly, it restricted an in-depth understanding of the specific 

conditions influencing different empowerment levels of the women. 

While case studies have been criticized for their inability to generalize findings and draw 

statistical inferences from the conclusions, they are highly valuably to shed light on specific 

concepts and theoretical understandings  (Yin, 2014). The aim of the research was therefore 

not to generalize the experiences and procesess of the women in the study, but rather to 

provide and advance our understanding of the concept of empowerment, when applied in a 

different context where social procesess have been changed as a result of long-lasting armed 

conflict. In this sense, the findings from this research as a case study can advance our 

understanding of human nature, which also is argued by Flyvbjerg (2001) to be the at the 

heart of the theoretical contribution provided by case studies. The findings can furtermore 

serve as informing future interventions relying on microfinance or VSLAs for empowerment 

of women in rural and post-conflict areas. 

 

The choices of methods were generally highly problem driven, and the use of multiple 

methods allowed for an in-depth and holistic understanding of the research topic. The use of 

PRA tools worked very well with the research participants, and despite the research not being 

of participatory nature, the ranking exercise and the creation of the impact flow diagram 

facilitated reflection among the participants, and enhanced my understanding of the research 

topic. A purely participatory approach could arguably have produced deeper insights in terms 

of the meaning of empowerment for the women in the local context themselves. Here, the 

specific measures of the empowerment concept could have been developed in collaboration 

with the research participants themselves, which could ensure a deeper analytical rigor with 

the post-colonial feminist approach underlying the understanding of empowerment in the 

thesis. An ethnographic approach could also have been of high value for this kind of research, 
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as it could have facilitated an in-depth understanding of the interaction within the community, 

and allowed for observation of the gender roles, gender relations and empowerment process 

taking place. This kind of research is, however, highly time and resource consuming, and was 

therefore not possible to conduct during this research. For this reason, while additional time 

and resources could have allowed for an even deeper investigation of the research topic, the 

methodology applied was generally useful for answering the RQ in light of the resources 

available.   

Trust between the researcher and the research participants has been outlined to be highly 

important for the quality of the data gathered (Apentiik & Parpart , 2006; Smith & Kornblum, 

1996). This is especially important when the research contains sensitive topics, and when the 

research works with poor and marginalized communities, in this case being rural women in a 

post-conflict region. The high importance of trust was also experienced during the fieldwork, 

and was for example evident in that the data was significantly richer in the interviews 

conducted with VSLA 4, which was the community where I was staying with one of the 

research participants. Trust building therefore facilitated the research process, as it made the 

interview participants feel more comfortable in the research setting, which made them open 

up about the research topic. This kind of research can therefore be argued for being in need of 

additional time for building trust and relationships with the interview participants, and the 5 

weeks used for conducting the fieldwork was therefore the minimum needed to ensure rich 

and nuanced data. The quality of the data furthermore increased throughout the data collection 

process, due to my increased understanding of the research topic and the local context, which 

increased my ability to ‘ask the right questions’. For the same reason, the interview guide was 

continuously developed throughout the fieldwork. The next section will discuss the validity 

and reliability of the collected data.  

7.4 Reliability*&*Validity*of*Data*
In qualitative research, external reliability deals with the extend to which the study can be 

replicated in the same context by other social scientists (Bryman & Bell, 2011). External 

reliability was ensured through providing detailed descriptions of the data collecting process, 

including the methods applied and the interview guides used. The provision of the raw data in 

the form of the transcribed interviews, and the overview of the codes used can furthermore be 

argued to ensure external reliability. Appendix XX, containing the excel sheets with the 
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overview of the quotes in which the codes are grounded, is also enhancing the external 

reliability of the data analysis process.  

Internal validity asesess the consitency between the data and the theoretical ideas developed 

by the researcher, while external validity deals with the ability to generalize the findings 

across social settings (Bryman & Bell, 2011). As the study was based on a case study, it is not 

possible to generalize the findings, nor was this the aim of the research. Rather, the aim was 

to shed light on the relationship between the concepts of empowerment and VSLAs in the 

special circumstances of a post-conflict context. Bryman & Bell (2011) argue that internal 

validity is ensured through prolonged participation with a group over a period of time, which 

allows for congruence between theoretical concepts and observations. Despite of the 

relatively short time span of the fieldwork, the intercation with the research participants, and 

the observation received into their daily lives, arguably enhances the internal validity of the 

research. Internal validity was furthermore ensured through verification between the codes 

and the contextual meanings in which these were stated in the interviews, to ensure that the 

concepts derived from the codes had the meaning that the interview participants attached to 

them. 

7.5 Future*Research*
Through studying women empowerment through VSLA membership in the post-conflict 

Gulu region in Northern Uganda, this research discovered several areas that could need 

additional research. Firstly, while this study gave an attempt to contribute to the 

understanding of the importance of context, more research could be needed for understanding 

how context influences empowerment outcomes. This could furthermore take a gender 

approach by including male perspectives, both to ensure a holistic picture of women 

empowerment, as well as to understand how the increased power and responsibilities of 

women can influence men, their feeling of empowerment, and their views on gender roles and 

relations in the society. Such an approach can furthermore underline the possible empowering 

impacts that VSLA membership can have on men, as empowerment and microfinance in 

general mainly is studied with regards to female empowerment. 

While this study did not go into individual outcomes in levels of empowerment compared to 

the life conditions and specific resources received by individuals, I have still pointed towards 

some interesting trends, which may influence these differences. An in-depth analysis of this 

would, however, have required a more structured approach, having differences in levels of 
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empowerment as the specific area of focus. Such an approach could be highly interesting for 

future research, and could furthermore assess how different characteristics, such as age, origin 

and marital status can influence empowerment outcomes. Not only could this be an 

interesting topic for future research, but it could also advance our understanding of reasons 

for differences in empowerment outcomes even further.  

Lastly, this study pointed towards some interesting trends in terms of investment of 

microloans of rural clients. Here, business investment generally seems to be a challenge, as 

rural areas have low levels of infrastructure and market access. The promotion of sustainable 

and income generating investment of microfinance loans for rural clients could therefore be 

an interesting topic for further exploration in future research. 
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8 Conclusion 
Throughout the thesis, the following research question has sought to be answered:  

How does VSLA membership influence the empowerment of rural women in the post-conflict 

context in Northern Uganda?  Here, empowerment has been understood as the ability of 

individuals to conduct choices to live their lives as they want (Kabeer, 1999), and was 

conceptualized through the three dimensions of resources, agency ad achievements, and with 

a reference to the gender roles, gender relations and the post-conflict context, as shaping the 

context during which empowerment took place. The empirical findings were based on 18 

individual interviews and 5 group discussions with 4 different VSLAs, which were conducted 

during the 5-week long fieldtrip to the Gulu region in Northern Uganda in July/August 2014.  

 

VSLA membership influenced the empowerment of rural women through giving access to a 

number of financial, human and social resources, which enabled the women to actualize and 

act on their increased opportunities resulting from the structural changes due to the post-

conflict context. While these resources were present in all of the VSLAs studied, the degrees 

of these were varying, and largely depended on the characteristics of the given VSLA. The 

access to loans reduced the financial vulnerability, as it helped to overcome liquidity 

constraints, and gave the opportunity for diversifying the income from purely relying on 

farming. The membership in the VSLA furthermore gave the members a feeling of emotional 

well-being and internal power associated with the collective action in the VSLA. The training 

received by the members directly influenced the capability development of participants, and 

was generally found to be highly important for agency, as it seemed to strengthen the self-

confidence of the women. 

Having said this, the achievements in terms of increased decision-making abilities were 

generally difficult to tie together with VSLA membership, as it seems that this was a result of 

the changing social structure resulting from the post-conflict context and the male 

disempowerment, rather than directly deriving from the VSLA membership. Furthermore, 

while microfinance in general often is connected with opportunities for business investment, 

this was found to be more challenging in rural areas, where lack of market access was a 

significant restriction to business growth. While the majority of the interview participants 

invested part of their microloans in some kind of income-generating activity, this either being 

farming or a small-scale business, the proportion of this was generally low. Rather, education 
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of the children was the main priority of all of the women, and the ability to pay their children 

in school gave the women a felling of inner power. 

 

The findings furthermore revealed that the process of VSLA membership in itself had 

empowering impacts for members, as they felt that they got increased capabilities to conduct 

choices that would improve their financial situation and well-being. The social resources 

gained through the VSLA increased the emotional well-being, and gave members a feeling of 

being more powerful individuals, and more capable of conducting choices. While the VSLAs 

simultaneously led to members having to work more and harder to save and repay their loans, 

this was done out of the choice of doing so, and the benefits from membership were perceived 

as largely outweighing the challenges. 

Having said this, the agency demonstrated by the women in the study was mainly 

effectiveness agency, and only one participant demonstrated some degree of transformative 

agency. In that sense, the women in the study did not challenge Doxa and their own 

subordination compared to men in the society, which created a breach between perceived 

gender relations and actualized gender roles. The membership in the VSLAs therefore mainly 

facilitated the women in conducting their daily tasks and responsibilities, rather than having a 

wider aim of changing social structures. However, as change and empowerment both are 

subjects to graduation, and empowerment furthermore is assessed as a process in this study, it 

can be argued that despite the women not being fully empowered in the sense of 

demonstrating transformative agency, their increased feeling of power, well being and inner 

transformation still contributes to their empowerment.  

These findings provide a number of implications for practitioners working with microfinance 

and empowerment. These are presented in the following.  

 

8.1 Implications*for*practitioners**
Through studying empowerment of rural women through VSLA membership in a post 

conflict context, a number of areas have been discovered, which can be of interest for 

development practitioners. Firstly, it became evident that empowerment initiatives through 

microfinance schemes targeting poor, marginalized and illiterate women need to be 

complemented with capacity building initiatives, as training in general has empowering 

impacts and can increase self-confidence and the feeling of being able to make more capable 
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decisions, which in turn, influences the feeling of being powerful as an individual. 

Programmes aiming and empowering women could furthermore complement their respective 

initiatives with raising awareness and providing a set of tools for handling gender-specific 

issues, such as domestic violence.  

 

Another interesting finding from the study is the challenge of securing sustainability of 

microloan usage in rural areas. While the use of loans to overcome liquidity constraints can 

reduce financial vulnerability, more research is needed of how to secure opportunities to 

invest in income generating activities in rural areas. This could be part of larger rural 

development programmes including multiple stakeholders, and could for example be 

combined with a value chain approach to market access. 

 

VSLAs can generally be argued to be a more sustainable approach to microfinance compared 

to banks and MFIs, as the process of membership in itself seemed empowering for members. 

Development programmes using microfinance should therefore arguably promote this kind of 

initiatives, rather than ‘traditional’ approaches, only emphasizing the provision of loans.  

 

Lastly, there is an indication that many NGOs working with post-conflict rehabilitation in 

Northern Uganda have been targeting women in their programmes, while men appear to have 

been lower prioritized. The male disempowerment is a big challenge for the overall economic 

and social recovery of the region, and therefore needs increased attention from development 

practitioners and policymakers. Development practitioners working in Northern Uganda 

should therefore to a larger extend emphasize a gender perspective by including the 

empowerment of Acholi men in their programmes.   

In general, post conflict areas need rehabilitation programmes that allow people to get over 

the emotional traumas of conflict, and the findings from this research reveal that self-help 

groups seem to be an effective and sustainable solution for this kind of initiative. VSLAs can 

therefore be argued to be an effective tool for empowering individuals in post-conflict areas.  
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10 Appendices 

Appendix*1:*Overview*of*interviews*
!

No. VSLA  Date Interview Participant Interview type Duration 

1 25.7.2014  Group interview 1 0:38 

1 25.7.2014 Josephine Ojela Individual Interview 1 0:57:03 

1 25.7.2014 Bitress Alom Individual Interview 2 1:03 
 

1 25.7.2014 Evelyn Achan Individual Interview 3 50:56 

1 26.7.2014  Group Interview 2 1:18 
 

1 26.7.2014 Evelyn Akoto Individual Interview 4 56:07 
 

1 26.7.201 4 Jennifer Arbe Individual Interview 5 45:13 
 

1 26.7.2014 Evelyn Ajok Individual Interview 6 29:05 

2 29.7.2014  Group Interview 3 1:12 

2 29.7.2014 Margaret Lukuuiya  Individual Interview 7 55: 54 

2 29.7.2014 Vicky Labol  Individual Interview 8 37:30 

3 31.7.2014  Group Interview 4 1: 12: 39 

3 31.7.2014 Christin Nyeko Individual Interview 9 1:07:36 

3 9.8.2014 Mercy Mangera Individual Interview 10 57:17 

3 9.8.2014 Susan Kibwota Individual Interview 11 40:16 
 

3 9.8.2014 Evelyn Adotch Individual Interview 12 36:37 

2 10.8.2014 Monica Achero Individual Interview 13 58:44 

2 10.8.2014 Gloria Akoko Individual Interview 14 29:50 

4 12.8.2014  Group Interview 5 2:02 

4 14.8.2014 Bitress Oketa Individual Interview 15 53:59 

4 14.8.2014 Dorcus Adong  Individual Interview 16 1:35:38 

4 15.8.2014 Kristin Awuoi 
 

Individual Interview 17 1:17:19 

4 15.8.2014 Solina Jon Okello Muaka Individual Interview 18 56:49 

!
!
!
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Appendix*2:*Overview*over*Rankings*

*
Interviewee Financial  Human Social 
Josephine Ojela 3 2 1 
Bitress Alom 
 

3 2 1 

Evelyn Achan 
 

3 2 1 

Evelyn Akoto 
 

3 1 2 

Jennifer Arbe 
 

1 3 2 

Evelyn Ajok 
 

3 1 2 

Margaret Lukuuiya  
 

2 1 3 

Vicky Labol  
 

3 1 2 

Christin Nyeko 
 

2 3 1 

Mercy Mangera 
 

1 3 2 

Susan Kibwota 
 

3 1 2 

Evelyn Adotch 
 

3 1 2 

Monica Achero 
 

2 1 3 

Gloria Akoko 
 

3 1 2 

Bitress Oketa 
 

3 2 1 

Dorcus Adong  
 

1 3 2 

Kristin Awuoi 
 

2 3 1 

Solina Jon Okello 
Muaka 
 

1 2 3 

Total 42 33 33 
!
!
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*

Appendix*3:*Transcriptions*of*Individual*Interviews*
!

!
!
!
!

Appendix*4:*Transcriptions*of*Group*Discussions*
! !

!
!
!
!

Appendix*5:*Overview*of*Codes*with*Quotes*
!

Please!find!the!transcriptions!of!the!individual!interviews!attached!on!the!CD!
!

The!audio!files!are!available!upon!request!

Please!find!the!transcriptions!of!the!group!discussions!attached!on!the!CD!
!

The!audio!files!are!available!upon!request!

Please!find!the!excel!sheets!with!the!codes!and!supporting!quotes!from!the!
individual!interviews!on!the!attached!CD.!

!
!


